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Abstract

Thumri is a vocal genre in North Indian (Hindustani) art music. It was
traditionally used in songstress-courtesan performance, in the early
nineteenth century as an accompaniment to interpretive dance, and later as a
lyrical and emotive song form. TTiumri is now one of the most popular genres
in contemporary art music. The lyrics of thumri have not been the subject of
extensive academic enquiry.
This dissertation examines thumri texts from two perspectives: linguistic and
contextual. It is primarily based on song texts collected during field work in
North India in 1996-97, as well as on material transcribed from commercial
recordings and printed sources.
The detailed linguistic analysis carried out in chapter two provides an
overview of the idiosyncrasies of the language of thumri texts, and explores
their stylistic consequences. Chapter three examines the formal structure of
the texts. Chapter four discusses the main themes that occur in thumri, and
their literary antecedents.
Thumri's contextual element is salient: in the process of negotiating the
gradual move from courtesan's salon to modem concert stage, awareness of
the relevance of thumri's historical role has been eroded to such an extent that
we can speak of a 'reinvented' tradition. Chapter five locates thumri within
the milieu of North Indian music culture, and examines how changes in the
genre's context have affected its lyrics. Chapter six addresses issues of
authenticity, as the ramifications of how genres respond to changing
performance environments are considered.
The conclusion is followed by three appendices. Appendix one contains the
main corpus, the 108 texts upon which the dissertation is based. The texts are
given with their variant versions where known, resulting in a total of 180
texts. These are translated, and problematic points of grammar and
translation are briefly discussed. Appendix two consists of five charts which
overview the use of rhyme and other poetic devices in thumri. Appendix
three comprises a glossary of technical terms used in the thesis.
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Notes on transliteration and references

Transliterations of Devanagari conform to the standard method adhered to
by McGregor 1992, with the exception that anunasik is represented with a
tilde. The inherent vowel is written for words occurring in song texts, but not
otherwise, except in word-end conjuncts such as Sisya. Certain words are
written in conventional sanskritised form; for example, viraha and rasa are
transliterated with the inherent vowel. When quoting secondary sources, the
system used by the writer is adhered to in the quotation.
Indian names have been given in established Roman spellings without
diacritical marks. However, pen-names and names of poets have been given
with diacritical marks; so it is Wajid Ali Shah but Akhtar Piya.
All foreign words are italicised at first appearance only, and subsequently
occur in plain text with diacritical marks. All such words are included in the
Glossary. Fonts used are Jaisalmer for Devanagari, and Taj for the Roman
script.
References give the author's name, date of publication and relevant page
number. Such references are placed in the main text when an author is cited
or paraphrased, but in the footnotes when the work is referred to as a source
of authority.
Dates follow the Gregorian calendar unless otherwise indicated. The Vikram
Samvat date has been converted by subtracting 57.
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Abbreviations occurring in the text

Select List of Collections
K
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Anurdgamafnjjan; (Amar Yantralay Dasasumegh, Benares) 1889.
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C3

Dance in Thumri; Projesh Banerjee, (New Delhi: Abhinav

Publications), 1986.
C4

Rasguhjan; Birju Maharaj, (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan), 1994.

C5

Thumri Gdyaki; Tulsiram Devangan, (Hathras: Sangeet Karyalay),

1995.
C6

Thumri Paricay; Leela Karwal, (Allahabad: Sangeet Sadan
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Thumri Paricay (Appendix); Leela Karwal, (Allahabad: Sangeet

Sadan Prakashan), 1982.
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Other abbreviations

cf.
dir.obj.
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fern.
impf.
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MSB
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pf.
pi.
poss.
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pr.
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sg.
Skt.
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confer, "compare",
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exempli gratia, "for example",
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imperfective. .
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U C . u l
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Modem Standard Hindi.
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oblique.
perfective.
plural.
possessive.
postposition.
pronoun.
participle.
quod vide, used to refer to headwords in the Glossary,
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Sanskrit,
subjunctive-present.
sub verbo, used to refer to a headword in a dictionary.
..
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 The study of thumri
The present work is about the lyrics of thumri, a vocal genre in the North
Indian (Hindustani) art music tradition. There are three major vocal genres in
this tradition: dhrupad, relatively ancient and austere, and in its present
context primarily a "connoisseur's genre7; khyal, which was originally (in the
eighteenth century1) intended to offset some of the sobriety of dhrupad, but
which is now the main vocal form of North Indian art music; and thumri,
often termed "semi-classical7music because it is lighter and more accessible
than dhrupad and khyal, and adheres less strictly to the rules of rag. All three
genres have been the subject of major studies. Dhrupad has been the focus of
a musicological work by Indurama Srivastava (1980), which only briefly
discusses the texts of the genre. Dhrupad texts have been the subject of
linguistic analyses, most notably by Francoise Delvoye "Nalini7 (1987) and
Lucy Rosenstein (1997).2 Both authors are primarily concerned with the
poetical (i.e. non-musical) aspect of dhrupad texts, and concentrate their
analyses on poetry that is not necessarily part of the contemporary singing
tradition. The dynamic relationship between performance and text has not
been discussed in these studies. Two musicological studies in English have
focused in depth on khyal: Wim van der Meer (1980) and Bonnie Wade (1984).
Both authors discuss the thematic components of khval texts in some detail,
but linguistic analysis falls outside the scope of their work. This is largely due
to the fact that the lyrics of khyal are widely seen as sets of syllables which
support melodic improvisation, rather than semantically coherent phrases
whose meaning is relevant to the style of performance of the song. Thumri
has also been the subject of two major studies: Peter Manuel (1989) and
Shatrughna Shukla (1983), upon whose work Manue!7s study is largely based.
These works are, again, primarily musicological, although they include
chapters on the linguistic aspect of thumri compositions. Both studies exhibit
a lack of familiarity with Braj Bhasa and Avadhi in their assertions about the
1I£hyal is generally believed to have been popularised by Niyamat Khan 'Sadarang', a
dhrupad singer in the early eighteenth century.
2I was unfortunately not able to obtain a copy of a Hindi study of dhrupad texts by Subhadra
Chaudhury in Dhrupad Annual (1986), which is referred to in Delvoye 1987.
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linguistic components of thumri texts. The inadequacies of Manuel's
translations were a compelling motivation for undertaking the present work.
Thumri lyrics deserve to be the focus of a dedicated language-based study.
Although the present work contextualises the lyrics in their performance
setting, it is primarily a textual analysis in which musical observations are
based on existing studies, augmented by my own experiences as a student of
Hindustani vocal music.
Thumri texts consist of a sthayi and an antara, each usually between two and
four lines. The sthayi is the first half of a song; the antara, the second half of a
song, tends to inhabit or make excursions into the upper region of the singer's
range. Some texts have more than one antara. The texts tend to be concise,
using limited vocabulary primarily drawn from Braj Bhasa. The predominant
mood of the texts is romantic. They usually describe formulaic situations in a
Krishnaite idiom. The combination of this idiom with the romantic mood has
led to an increased perception of thumri as an essentially devotional genre. In
contemporary received views, thumri is a light song form whose primary
function is to provide some diversion at the end of a serious khval concert.
Indian musicians make comparisons with food: after a satisfying but heavy
main course (a role taken by khval), an easy-to-digest dessert (thumri) is
required.3 Thumri's music is accessible; its language is sweet and mellifluous;
its mood is romantic. As one musician put it: everybody loves thumri.4 This
rather reductionist view belies thumri's original function as a vehicle for
dance, and its slightly later role as the primary avenue for emotional
expression in songstress-courtesan ( tavayaf) performance. Thumri was integral
to the courtesan tradition, a fact which is not commonly acknowledged in the
modem construct of its meaning, even though its connection with courtesan
life has affected both its musical and textual shape. It is a testament to
thumri's integrity as an art-form that in spite of its original context it has
survived the transition to modernity. In the process, its meaning has been
changed, its tradition has been re-invented and its history has been denied.
The aim of this research is to appraise the language and texts of thumri, and
contextualise them against a backdrop of the changing scenery of North
Indian music culture in the twentieth century.
^Further comparisons between Hindustani music and food are made in Adrian McNeil
(1993/94).
4Batuk Dewanji, Mumbai, December 1996. Personal communication.
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1 2 Context

Thumri is not an ancient form. Its origin and development can be traced back
to a confluence of folk and art music in the eighteenth century, although its
antecedents have been traced to the time of the Natya Sastra5. Thumri
flourished in the middle of the nineteenth century, when the aristocracy of
Lucknow favoured it over the more serious offerings of dhrupad and khval.
The enthusiastic patronage of the last navab of Avadh, Wajid Ali Shah (who
ruled from 1846 to 1856, when he was exiled to Matiya Burj in Calcutta by the
British), was such that he has even been accredited with having invented the
form. Although historical evidence demonstrates that thumri existed before
Wajid Ali Shah's rule, he did write many thumri compositions and was
influential in assuring thumri's prominence in nineteenth-century musical
history. His legendary decadence and purported political incompetence,
which provided the British with a much-needed justification to intervene and
annexe Avadh, seem some way removed from the sweet and romantic image
of contemporary thumri.
Following the exile of Wajid Ali Shah and the subsequent consolidation of
colonial rule, changes in patronage structure as well as in indigenous
attitudes to dance performance resulted in the gradual decline of the
courtesan tradition. Thumri as a dance form in tavayaf performance lost
currency, and as courtesan performance began to be based in private salons, a
new style of thumri, which was much slower and which placed much greater
emphasis on emotional expression, emerged and eventually became the most
prominent form of thumri. Indeed, in contemporary discourse the term
thumri refers to this latter form unless specifically stated otherwise. This form
of thumri is called bol banav thumn, as the emphasis is on bol banana (using
phrases extracted from the text as a vehicle for melodic improvisation). Short
phrases are repeated many times, with a view to emphasising a different
shade of emotional meaning with each repetition. It therefore follows that in
this form of thumri the texts ideally have strong emotional qualities,
providing singers with ample scope for melodic elaborations.

^The date of the Natya Sastra is generally located somewhere between 300 BC and 200 AD.
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The older form of thumri is called bandU (Id) thumri, in which, as the name
suggests, the compositions tend to be 'bound': there is little space for melodic
elaborations, and improvisations are primarily rhythmic, suitable to dance.
The texts are usually narrative in nature, providing the framework for the
story-telling in dance performance.
The contrast between Wajid Ali Shah's hedonistic reputation and the
devotional image of contemporary thumri is thus partly explained by the fact
that there are indeed two separate forms of thumri. The connection of bandis
thumri, the older form, with dance became problematic when dance itself, in
particular in the context of courtesan performance, came to be seen as
debauched; the general movement in this direction culminated in the
establishment of the Anti-Nautch Campaign at the end of the nineteenth
century.6 Bol banav thumri emerged in a climate which supported the
reconstruction of the arts to confirm the notion of the 'great Indian cultural
heritage', a movement cultivated by reformists and educationists such as
Rabindranath Tagore. In the private space of the mujrd, the courtesan
performed thumri with the appropriate emphasis on emotional expression,
voicing the heroine's longing for her lover as she charmed and enticed her
male audience; in the public sphere of music festivals and recordings - both
still in their infancy in the first decades of the twentieth century - thumri was
performed by increasingly well-known male singers who were inspired by its
emotional scope, and by women who insisted on being known on concert
announcements and record labels as 'amateurs', i.e. not 'professional women'.
Whereas the desire expressed by thumri's lyrical heroine could readily be
enacted by the tavayaf in relationship to her prospective clients, the same
desire easily lent itself to a devotional interpretation when the context
demanded it. The distinction between eroticism and devotion in North Indian
art is traditionally and famously indeterminate, and thumri's ambiguous
position was therefore easily incorporated into the existing framework.
In late twentieth-century India, 'tavayafs' are mostly glorified prostitutes,
who may have elementary training in the classical arts but sing film songs,
and dance according to the latest fashions set by Bollywood movies, for a
usually unsophisticated audience who may enjoy the feudal associations of
being entertained in a musical atmosphere, but whose primary interest in the
SSundar 1995:245.
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performance is what happens afterwards, in private. Thumri has become part
of art music, and its modem performer is usually the khyal singer who is
considered a Serious' performer. The thumri of the days of Wajid Ali Shah
has been relegated to the realm of /other/, when times were different and a
different value system applied. Although some musicians are unreserved in
their expression of debt to the courtesans of yore as custodians and conveyors
of modem art music, thumri is generally compartmentalised into 'respectable7
and 'disreputable' categories. This compartmentalisation keeps the popular
association of thumri and courtesan culture alive. Courtesan culture is
evoked, for instance, when in the opening scene of the Amol Palekar film The
Square Circle (1997) a woman who is subsequently confirmed to be a 'madam'
is heard singing a thumri7, or when the courtesan Saeeda Bai in Vikram Seth's
A Suitable Boy performs thumris for her prospective lovers8. The majority of
modem concert audiences are not aware that the modern-day art music
tradition has its roots in courtesan culture. The careful construction of
thumri's modem identity has all but severed the connection between tavayafs
and thumri as it is performed today.

1.3 Overview of the thesis
In chapter two, The Language of Thumri', a number of fundamental
characteristics of thumri's linguistic identity are established on the basis of
linguistic analysis. The analysis demonstrates that thumri texts conform to a
predominantly Braj Bhasa model, using relatively predictable and formulaic
language. Thumri texts are not part of a fixed body of work ascribed to a
particular poet or poetic tradition. The analysis aims to be primarily
descriptive in order to facilitate an exploration of style. Given that the thumri
tradition is theoretically open to additions from anyone who wishes to engage
with the genre, the textual cohesion of the thumris which as far as we know
have been current for at least part of the twentieth century, makes their
exploration stimulating and compelling. The most strikingly formulaic aspect
of contemporary thumri is the frequent inclusion of diminutive nouns and the
7Although the way the thumri is used to create a context for the madam/prostitute is
striking, this movie reached only a small audience and is not representative of mainstream
culture, in which a thumri could not be used in this way because it would not be recognised
as a thumri.
8Vikram Seth, A Suitable Boy, (New Delhi: Penguin), 1994, p. 110.
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"eastern" long form -va, which has a number of stylistic ramifications. The
presence of the diminutives has an atmospheric effect, enhancing the
romantic mood created by the thematic component of the lyrics. The use of
diminutives also situates the affected words, and by implication, the overall
text, in a discrete realm, far removed from the realities of here-and-now
existence. We shall see that there were also musical and rhythmic motivations
for including such forms in the first place, although by the time bol banav
thumri had become popular the inclusion of diminutive forms had become
formulaic and certainly motivated by more than practical considerations.
The entire linguistic register of thumri conspires to locate the texts in a space
which is insulated from mundanity; the use of diminutives is but a small
component of this, and is augmented by narrowly defined lexical choices,
which tend to avoid Perso-Arabic and tatsama vocabulary as well as the more
"functional" components of Khari Boll such as pronouns and auxiliaries.
Although Khari Boli has become widespread as Modem Standard Hindi, its
influence on thumri is, perhaps unexpectedly, restrained. It is my suggestion
that an overall awareness of the importance of thumri"s place in a nonworldly, non-functional realm has in fact prevented the incorporation of
Khari Boll, whose wide availability as well as analytical structure can make it
sound prosaic and utilitarian. A further issue contingent upon Khari BoK"s
standard and standardising role, is that any dialect which is not Khari Boli
tends to sound poetic, "sweet", unsophisticated, and romantic. A s a researcher
trained in the Khari Boli tradition, it took me some time to realise the extent to
which my conception of the language of thumri as "other" was based on
prejudice in favour of Khari Boli, almost automatically relegating non-Khan
Boli forms to a marginalised realm. But although we must be cautious about
unquestioningly assuming that the eastern dialects of Hindi sound equally
romantic and sweet to any Indian ear, it would be incorrect to conclude that
the language of thumri represents a conflation of features from a number of
Hindi dialects which may sound poetic to some and quite functional to others.
The very fact that thumri language does not conform to any one particular
dialect locates it in a poetic sphere. Furthermore, the eastern feature included
in thumri is, even in its own homeland, not so mundane: use of the long form
-va is considered informal and intimate, and may, dependent on context, even
be a sign of contempt. My time in Benares, and especially the months spent
living in the household of eminent vocalist Girija Devi, whose mother-tongue
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is Bhojpuri9, showed me how the use of the diminutive form in thumri reflects
an informality of register that certainly exists even for the native speaker.
Chapter three, The Form and Structure of Thumri Texts', discusses the
dichotomy between musical texts as they exist in performance and their shape
on the written page. The tension between performed and written aesthetics is
central to this chapter; observations regarding metre and rhyme, for instance,
are determined by a perception of the written text as authoritative. Although
none of the texts of thumri display a tight metrical structure or a
conventionally strict rhyme scheme, certain metrical tendencies can be
discerned, and most texts do embrace some element of rhyme. However, both
metre and rhyme tend to be obscured in performance, where the rhythmic
elaborations of bandis thumri and the melodic improvisations of bol banav
thumri are such that metrical conformity is not readily distinguishable.
Similarly, the rhyme that exists in the texts is not necessarily exploited at the
time of performance, and often it is only when analysing a text in its written
form that the full scope of the rhyme scheme can be discerned. The fact that
end rhyme can be found in the majority of thumri texts suggests that rhyme is
often an integral feature, but the popularity of certain texts without rhyme
also indicates that it is not essential.
In addition to end rhyme, alliteration and assonance are present in many
texts, often to much greater effect in performance than can be suggested by
their written form. The phrase ina nainana me occurs in the thumri jaga pan mat
to piya: the inclusion of the cluster of nasals clearly results in a poetically
potent phrase, but the extent of its potential effect cannot be understood until
it is heard performed by a skilful and imaginative singer. In one rendition of
this thumri, the late Siddheshwari Devi from Benares, one of the most
renowned thumri singers of the twentieth century, spent no less than seven
consecutive minutes (approximately a quarter of the entire performance) on
musical elaborations of this very phrase. In addition to the poetic quality
created by the combination of the actual sounds, the prolonged reference to
^This very description underscores some of the issues I am discussing: from an analytical
perspective, Girija Devi's first language is Bhojpuri, shared with or followed by Khan Boll.
But like most speakers of Hindi dialects, however, she identifies herself as a speaker of
'Hindi'. Although speakers of dialects are likely to adjust their choice of dialect and register in
response to the context, they are not necessarily able to articulate this process. Further aspects
of this state of diglossia are outside of the scope of the present study.
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'eyes' (itself a formulaic feature of thumri texts) creates a wide range of
associations, so that the intangibility of the nasal sounds in the phrase
resonates with the allusive quality of the words themselves.
The performed/written dichotomy extends to the structural division of the
songs into sthayi and antara: whereas the antara appears dominant on the
written page as it tends to have more lines than the sthayi (and at least the
same number of lines), it is actually the sthayi, and its first line in particular,
that shapes the identity of the song and is sung for the larger part of the
performance. That is not to say that the antara is not significant in
performance: as it is usually pitched predominantly in the upper region of the
octave, the antara heralds a new musical perspective, and textually the antara
often has a resolving quality, usually confirming an anticipated situation or
event.
Chapter four, The Poetry of Thumri', is divided into two parts, The
Narrative Voice' (4.1) and Themes' (4.2). Although it can easily be established
that with only a few exceptions all thumri texts are written from a first-person
female perspective, the implications of this narrative situation are complex.
Thumri has been in musicological and popular literature identified as
'feminine' for a number of reasons, raising the question of whether a genre
can be gendered. It is likely that the assignment of gender is based on a
decision-making process which is rooted in cultural stereotypes of
'femininity' (some of which appear to be universal, such as the equation of
'female' with 'nature', as discussed in Sherry Ortner 1974). 'Thumri is sweet',
'thumri is romantic', 'thumri is light', 'thumri is devotional', 'thumri is
emotive', 'thumri is beautiful', 'the noun "thumri" is feminine': these are but
some of the reasons given for thumri's supposedly feminine nature. That the
traditional performers of thumri were women is an additional, though rarely
expressed, reason for its association with the female gender; I would further
add that its marginalised presence in classical music concerts and indeed, its
marginalised presence in the category of 'art music', are yet more possible
reasons for, and also results of, thumri's equation with the 'female', the 'other7
in patriarchal ideology. However, discussions of dhrupad at times refer to
khyal as its 'feminine' counterpart. Thumri's perceived femininity is located
on a continuum on which dhrupad is indisputably masculine and khval's
position is rather more tentative. The narrative voice of thumri is, a few
exceptions excluded, its one consistent association with femininity. It is an
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uncompromising reminder of its historical function as a courtesans7genre,
and I argue that thumri's narrative voice is a major contributing factor to its
feminine identity.
Thumri's perceived femininity has had both negative and positive
consequences. On the one hand it is clearly a marginalising characteristic
which may in part be responsible for keeping in place the perception of
thumri as being 'light7classical music. On the other hand, it has endowed the
genre with a solid association with bhakti, thus allowing it to overcome the
problem of its original role and find a niche in the world of contemporary
music. As A.K. Ramanujan has pointed out, 'an especially arresting aspect of
the bhakti milieu ... is the extent to which bhakti itself appears as "feminine77in
nature (...). The chief mood of bhakti is the erotic (grngara), seen almost entirely
from an Indian woman's point of view, whether in its phase of separation or
union7 (Ramanujan 1982:316). Thumri - feminine, erotic, and, indeed, seen
almost entirely from an Indian woman's point of view - is thus provided with
an ideal model for its modem identity.
Of course, it is not only thumri7s narrative voice that seems to locate it in the
realm of bhakti; its language and imagery as discussed in chapter two are also
contributing factors, as is the fact that thumri's two most prominent themes,
viraha and the harassment of the women of Braj by a protagonist who is
usually explicitly named as, and otherwise implied to be, Krishna, have their
antecedents in devotional literature from the first millennium. The second
part of chapter four traces the historical antecedents of both these themes and
discusses the inherent ambiguity between devotional and secular sentiments.
The fact that the thematic scope of thumri is primarily restricted to only two
themes, whose division very broadly reflects that between bandis thumri
(harassment) and bol banav thumri (viraha), seems compatible with thumri's
narrow linguistic register. This substantiates the view that thumri is
predictable and formulaic. In both forms of thumri, however, the aim is to
draw out various shades of meaning implicit in the texts. In bandit thumri
this is reinforced by the medium of dance, whereas in bol banav thumri the
singer uses melodic improvisations and elaborations as the foundation for
emotional expression.
In order to afford the singer ample space for her explorations of different
moods suggested by the phrases of the text, the lyrics must be open to a broad
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range of interpretation. It is crucial for thumri singers to be able to recognise
the myriad possibilities of emotional expression present in a phrase. For some
modem performers, this entails a reliance on the nayika-bheda model of the
Natya Sastra, in which the various emotional states of the heroine are
delineated. Application of such ancient models, however, is readily combined
with the desire to locate the entire genre in a sanskritic framework, an aim
which is not necessarily achievable; indeed, only two or three of the nayikas
of the Natya Sdstra are easily identified in thumri texts, complicating if not
prohibiting the application of this model to contemporary thumri. The need
for a wide range of interpretive options in bol banav thumri further limits the
usefulness of the nayika-bheda model, as the identification of the heroine with
one narrowly-defined nayika imposes an unnecessary limitation on the scope
of the genre.
Chapter five, The Context of Thumri", charts the manner in which thumri and
other genres of Hindustani music became subsumed in the larger context of
India's cultural heritage. The end of the nineteenth century spawned a
movement directed towards appropriating indigenous art to the ideals of the
nationalist movement. Cultural artefacts were invested with religious and
traditional meaning, and were reconstructed as sources of pride in the
Motherland, no longer symbols of decadent feudal life and the hedonistic
lifestyles of the princely rulers who had given the British so much cause for
contempt. The erotic and manneristic courtesans" genre of thumri was
extremely problematic as it did not easily lend itself to this shift of focus.
However, as male singers became interested in the possibilities presented by
thumri's emotive character, and the interpretation of the erotic as devotional
posed no major obstacles, thumri managed to outgrow its sole function as a
vehicle for entertainment by tavayafs. Minor alterations to certain texts
combined with a selective choice of material resulted in somewhat sanitised
versions of the original songs, which retained their emotive and romantic
expression, even if it was now primarily interpreted in a Krishnaite idiom.
Exploring the effect of the change in performance milieu on the lyrics of
thumri raises the question of who actually motivates such reconstructions;
although it is seemingly the performer who is in control of alterations to her
genre, she is ultimately motivated by the desire to keep her art form
compatible with the demands of patronage. The question of "selling-out" also
arises: is the performer who adjusts her art to suit the needs of her audience
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merely suitably accommodating, or actually compromising her artistic
integrity for the sake of survival or commercial success?
Chapter six, 'Genre, Authenticity, and Tradition', explores the avenues open
to an art form whose traditional performance environment ceases to be
relevant. Thumri's primary qualities - its Braj Bhasa linguistic framework, its
female narration, its romantic scope - provide it with an excellent avenue for
reconstruction in a devotional idiom. Thumri's fellow-genre in the courtesan's
salon, the Urdu gazal, has reinvented itself to such an extent that it is, in its
modem 'pop' form, not easily reconciled with its original identity as the
'poet's genre', sophisticated and readily associated with the elegant culture of
pre-modem Lucknow. To be sure, the modem gazal (always written from a
male perspective) continues to benefit from this polished association, whereas
thumri, the feminine genre, is always in danger of being haunted by the
disreputable association with its courtesan's past. At the same time, however,
the meaning of thumri has been reconstructed in such a way that even if it has
not acquired the popularity and commercial success of the gazal, and the
sophistication of its texts has not been fully recognised, it has at least retained
its essential characteristics: thumri has remained sensuous (even if its erotic
overtones have been subdued), romantic, and extremely suggestive. The
genre's reliance on formulaic language and imagery is highly significant: I
argue that the predictable nature of the texts allows the audience to be
instilled with a sense of recognition, which, combined with the increasingly
overt Krishnaite idiom, invests the genre with an aura of traditionality that is
crucial for its survival in the modem age.

1.4 Methodology
The first and foremost task in the present study has been to analyse the
language of thumri in an immediate and practical manner without
speculation or contextualisation, following analytical conventions established
by McGregor 1968, and followed by Snell 1991a, Pauwels 1996 and Rosenstein
1997. The received view of thumri texts as short, predictable, formulaic, even
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somewhat superficial10, is in the first instance borne out by the analysis,
which confirms the relative absence of ostensibly impressive features such as
intricate rhyme or alliteration, the use of a sophisticated poetic register or
elaborate metaphor: in other words, thumri texts are indeed simple and not
conventionally endowed with poetic qualities. Nevertheless, the present
study also demonstrates that the way in which the predictability in thumri is
achieved is in fact quite remarkable, and moreover, that the way in which
conventional linguistic expression and imagery are used to create a sense of
infiniteness that is entirely congruous with thumri's primary musical
characteristic is impressive. It is hoped that one of the results of the present
study will be a reappraisal of the poetic and literary qualities of thumri lyrics,
not because of their 'sanskritic antecedents' or 'essentially devotional nature',
but because they successfully and elegantly achieve their aim, which is to
invite the audience to engage with realms far beyond the immediate lexical
scope of the texts.
The second task is related to the issue of representation. Having established
the essential characteristics of thumri texts, I then go on to locate these in the
larger framework of North Indian literature and culture, not with the aim of
proving any historical connection - although these certainly exist, and are
therefore discussed in the thesis - but in order to examine how the
reconstruction of thumri's identity has been possible. What are the inherent
qualities of thumri that have facilitated its location and reinterpretation in a
devotional idiom; how have paradoxes obstructing the reconstructing process
been accommodated; what are the motivating forces behind the reinvention of
thumri's identity? Such questions ultimately lead into a discussion of
authenticity: what is the meaning of 'genre', and how is it possible for genres
to alter their identity? How does a tradition accept innovation, and does the
incorporation of change compromise its traditionality? There are clearly no
conclusive answers to such questions, and the present study only aims to
explore them in a very limited environment. Nevertheless, it is hoped that the
examination of genre-related issues in the context of thumri will help
illuminate a small part of a very complex area of scholarly discourse. The

10This view was most explicitly expressed by a woman singer whom I met at a private
concert in Mumbai in December 1996, When I told her of my research, she could barely hide
her astonishment as she said: 'A thesis? On thumri lyrics? But they are nothing!'.

25

Chapter 1: Introduction

issues raised in the present study underscore the importance of recognising
culture-specific elements.

1.5 Musical aspects of thumri
Most of my observations on the musicological component of thumri have
been based on existing authoritative sources, but they have also been
informed by numerous interviews and discussions with musicians and
musicologists, as well as by my experiences as a student of vocal music living
in the household of singer Girija Devi.
However, a musical appraisal of the genre is not within the scope of this
thesis and has, in any case, already been carried out by Shatrughna Shukla
(1984) and Peter Manuel (1989). A brief introduction to the basic elements of
thumri performance will suffice to make aspects of the present work more
accessible. Bandis thumri is very similar to the modem shape of drut or chota
khydl, the second and fast part of a khyal performance. Sung in tlntdl (16
beats), ektdl (12 beats) or, occasionally, jhaptdl (10 beats), bandit thumri is fast
and rhythmic and can in theory be sung in any rag, as is illustrated by
evidence of bandit thumris composed in "serious" rags like Malkauns and
Darbari - which can be demonstrated to have survived as chota khvals on the
modem concert platform. Many of the extant compositions of bandis thumri
confirm a predilection for rags which are now associated with bol banav
thumri, such as Bhairavi, Khamaj and Gara. Bol banav thumri is sung in a
limited number of rags; out of some one hundred and fifty rags which are
current in contemporary Hindustani music11, only approximately fifteen are
represented in the bol banav section of the main corpus. The figure is not
exact, as certain rags occur in minor variations of their main form, which do
not necessarily warrant being considered separate items. The rag Bhairavi, for
instance, occurs as Bhairavi, Jangla Bhairavi and Irani Bhairavi. In addition,
the parameters of rag in bol banav thumri are fluid, and it is in fact a sign of
the skill of the vocalist to be able to extend the boundaries of the rag she is
^Joep Bor states that for the purpose of The Raga Guide , 'Of the hundreds of ragas that exist,
a selection [of seventy-five rags] has been made of those that are fairly well-established and
commonly performed' (1999:v). This selection of seventy-five rags seems narrow. Rdgkos, a
'dictionary7 of rags, lists 200 rags, some of which are quite obscure. The figure of one hundred
and fifty is probably more representative of contemporary performance practice.
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singing by including phrases reminiscent of other rags, without losing track of
the predominant rag. Whereas in khval a performer has to take great care not
to move into the tonal space of rags closely related to the one being
performed, in thumri a singer may exploit the boundaries of the rag she is
performing, intimating the domains of other rags, but never in such a way
that the gestalt of the main rag is lost in the process. Subsequently, few rags
appear in their 'pure' form, and in any case the rags which are current in
thumri tend to have fluid boundaries. Often the prefix 'miSra' is added,
signifying these loose parameters. The aim of bol banav thumri is not to
display rhythmic skill, an important feature of both dhrupad and bandis
thumri, nor to exhibit the vocal acrobatics which are appropriate in khval. but
rather to create a maximally expressive mood which is conducive to bringing
out the various shades of emotional and musical meaning implicit in the texts.
The tals, the rhythm or musical time, of bol banav thumri tend to be leisurely
and spacious, even though their speed depends on the singer's inclination.
The most common tals are 14-beat dtpcandi, and its 16-beat variation, jat. The
structure of the tals is set out in the charts given below. The first beat
(indicated with a cross in the charts) is called sam, which is the stressed beat
and constitutes the beginning of each rhythmic cycle.
dipcandi:
Beat number

1

Stress pattern

X

theka bol

dha

2

3

4

5

6

7

2
dhin

-

dha

dha

tin

8

9

0

_

3

ta

tin

10

11

12

13

dha

dha

din

12

13

14

jat:
Beat

1

Stress

X

theka

dha

2

3

4

5

6

7

2
-

dhin

dha

8

9

10

11

0
dha

tin

ta

14

15

16

dha

dhin

-

3
tin

-

dha

These tals are particularly associated with the Benares tradition. They are both
sometimes referred to as cacar, although that term usually denotes a fast form
of dlpcandl; in this work I have used the terms 'dipcandf and 'jat' only. Other
tals which may be used in bol banav thumri are 8-beat kaharvd, 7-beat rupak,
and 16-beat sitarkhani or panjabT tlntdl. All of these are prominent in the
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Panjabi (Patiala) style of thumri performance, of which the late Barkat Ali
Khan, the late Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, and the latter"s late son Munawar Ali
Khan are the best known proponents. The Patiala style is characterised by a
rather less leisurely pace than is customary in the Benares style (purab aiig),
very florid and complex ornamentation, the insertion of Urdu couplets during
performance, and the singing of sargam. Sargam is the Indian solfege system
(named after the first four notes sa re ga ma), and in khval the notes are often
sung by name in fast melodic sequences. This practice is usually frowned
upon in purab ahg-bol banav thumri, whose fluid nature does not easily
accommodate the specific naming of notes. Textually, thumris favoured by
Panjabi-style singers conform to the general bol banav model, even though
there appears to be a preference for texts with a tight rhyme scheme.
Two musical aspects of thumri performance have particular bearing on the
importance of the first line. Firstly, the word which lands on the stressed beat
sam, which coincides with the first beat of the rhythmic cycle, is also the last
word of a phrase called the mukhra. The mukhra is usually the first phrase of a
composition, and is always sung to more or less the same melody. This
means that the mukhra is the one recurring component of performance, and
as such is the primary musical identifier of a composition. The mukhra
provides an anchor, a consistently recurring phrase which always culminates
in resolution on sam. Particularly in a loosely structured genre like bol banav
thumri, the mukhra is significant because of its stabilising character.
The second aspect is the laggi, the fast and energetically rhythmic final part of
the performance of a bol banav thumri. During the laggi, virtuosic solo
improvisations in a fast beat are played on the tabla while the singer repeats
the first line of the sthayl, accompanied by sarahgT and/or harmonium. As in
this part of the performance the momentum of improvisation is carried by the
tabla-player, the singer's repetition of the first line is understatedly
extemporised, most of the time performed with little variation, like a refrain.
In both the mukhra and the laggi the first line of the sthayl frequently recurs,
rendering it by far the most significant line in the entire text.

1.6 Musical and textual parallels
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From a musical perspective, a certain tension between space and confinement,
between pushing boundaries and being restricted, is an important quality of
thumri. The ability to interweave shades of an extraneous rag into the
performance of a thumri is highly valued, but the rules or conventions
governing this process are strict: it is considered a sign of incompetence if a
singer strays too far from the path of the main rag. Like this musical feature of
thumri, its lyrics thrive on suggestion. Thumri lyrics are filled with allusions
to images that are not explicitly present in the text. There are hints of
associations from within the realm of thumri itself, but they are more
substantially located within North Indian cultural tradition, and Krishnaite
mythology in particular. The word thare or tharhe is so closely associated with
descriptions of Krishna in bhakti literature that for many people the mere
inclusion of the word will conjure up a range of images relating to the
cowherd-god, so that the import of the phrase thare raho is much wider than
its lexical meaning. Both musically and textually, therefore, thumri's apparent
conciseness belies the genre's ability to extend boundaries and invite mental
engagement with a realm beyond its apparently narrow confines.
Vidya Rao eloquently describes how the process of moving through musical
space can function in thumri (1990:35). A singer performing a text in rag Pllu
that includes the word madhubana can move into rag MadhuvantI when the
word madhubana is sung. Rag Des, a rag that is traditionally associated with
the rainy season, may be interwoven into the performance of a text that
includes references to rain (or tears). Hie interplay of musical style and text is
one of renowned vocalist Girija Devi's favourite subjects of discussion.
Describing the performance of the thumri aba sudha lo more rdma (text A3 in
the main corpus), she explained that the first word of the second line bica
should ideally coincide with the note maf the middle note of the scale, that the
phrase sira para should be sung in the higher part of the scale to illustrate the
'on top' quality of the image, whereas bhdn should be sung in a suitably heavy
and drawn-out manner.12 Although few vocalists articulate the relationship
between text and music in this manner, and some may find such a literal
approach inappropriate, explanations of this type nevertheless illustrate the
relevance of text in thumri: it is not only the emotional import of the lyrics
that matters but also the manner in which music and words coincide and
mutually inform each other.
12Sangeet Research Academy, Calcutta. Tape SRA 674.
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1.7 Thumri as an instrumental genre
In his 1989 monograph on thumri, Peter Manuel argues that instrumental
thumri is now a major branch of the genre and a contributing factor to its
rising popularity. He himself admits that the thumri singers he interviewed
denied that thumri could be played on instruments, as the importance of
bringing out the meaning of the words is obviously absent in an instrumental
style, but he nevertheless asserts that certain features Suffice to distinguish
instrumental thumri as a genre from instrumental khayal' (1989:160). Although
there is undoubtedly an instrumental style that is distinct from khyal and
incorporates certain features from thumri, such as specific types of
ornamentation and melodic development as well as the use of thumri-related
tals, this does not mean that this instrumental form can justifiably be
described as thumri. As the relationship between text and music is central to
thumri, Ashok Ranade (1990:34) suggests that instrumental "thumris" be
called dhuns, a term commonly used to describe folk songs and other "tunes'
when played on instruments. Arvind Parikh, a sitarist and well-known patron
of music, argues that there is no reason why thumri could not be played on
instruments as long as the melodic and rhythmic elements are properly
expounded, but concedes that enjoyment would increase if the instrumentalist
based his mukhra, the most catchy and frequently recurring part of a song, on
a well-known text, so that "the listeners could even visualise the words as if
they are sung" (Parikh 1990:57).
In his study of the relationship between sarangi and vocal music, Nicolas
Magriel (forthcoming) has found that most sarangi players confirm the mental
presence of the words of particular compositions (not only fhumris) when
playing solo performances, substantiating Magnet's argument that sarangi
music is vocal music. It seems that to successfully render genres which are
essentially vocal, such as thumri, a mental image of the lyrics helps
engagement with and appreciation of the music. Although Manuel argues
that the musical compositions of thumri can be so stereotypical that it is
unlikely that both performer and audience will have the same text in mind
when a thumri is rendered instrumentally (an argument that has some
validity but also suggests erroneously that a variety of thumri texts are
pegged on to the same melody), I would assert that the very stereotyped
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nature of the genre makes that fact irrelevant. As long as an audience have a
thumri text in mind when they are listening to an instrumental rendition of
the genre, it does not really matter which one it is. The point is that
engagement with the words is essential for the appreciation of thumri, and
instrumental thumri can therefore only be effective if the texts are mentally
present, which requires strict adherence to the idiom of the vocal genre on the
part of the instrumentalist. If a musician is, however, only playing a rag
associated with thumri in a style that is similar to thumri, without clearly
following an existing and popular thumri composition, then it would not be
correct to term the ensuing rendition a thumri; in practice such renditions are
indeed generally described as dhuns.

1.8 The main corpus
The main corpus upon which the present study is based consists of two
sections: A, bol banav thumri texts, and B, bandit thumri texts. The first
section consists of 78 main texts; including variant versions, a total of 138 texts
are included. The second section comprises 30 main texts, 42 including variant
versions. The texts are organised alphabetically (following the Devanagari
order), with the exception of B30, which is a late addition to the main corpus.
The rationale behind the inclusion of certain texts has been based on currency:
all the texts that are included in the main corpus were (in at least one version)
sung or recited for me during fieldwork in India in the year 1996-1997, or
have been heard on either private or commercial recordings; there are
therefore no texts in the main corpus which are not, or no longer, part of a
performance tradition. Where variant versions of the texts thus accumulated
are known to exist (either through fieldwork, recordings, or anthologies) they
have also been included. Although such variant versions are numbered x.l,
x.2, x.3 etc., there is no suggestion that version number one is in any way
more definitive than other variations; anthologised material will usually be
included after texts which have been heard performed either in person, on
stage, or on a recording.
Having come across a number of published thumri anthologies in India, most
of which are out of print and which I was therefore extremely fortunate to
find, I was keen to include in my thesis every thumri text now available to
me. The project was not only daunting, as the number and variety of the texts
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were such that no systematic treatment seemed adequate, it also struck me as
unproductive: if one of the aims of my study was to examine the life of thumri
texts as performed items, it clearly had to be constructed around those texts
which could be proven to have been part of performance. The earliest
available recordings date back to 1906, but their clarity is rarely sufficient to
transcribe an entire text in detail. As the antara is usually only sung once, its
transcription is particularly difficult. The outline of such old thumris is
nevertheless mostly recognisable, and the old recordings provide some
evidence as to which texts were popular at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Due to the lack of clarity of the words such thumris have not been
included in the main corpus as full texts, but their existence may be
mentioned where relevant. Although the main corpus therefore presents only
a small sample of the thousands of thumris which exist, it represents texts
which are known to have been performed as thumris in the twentieth century.
The aim of the main corpus is clearly not to provide a definitive selection of
thumri texts, but rather to give an impression of the genre as it lives in a
contemporary setting.

1.9 Anthologies
Various published anthologies of thumri texts are available, some as
musicological works including notation, some only as textual collections.
More recent publications include the Gujarati Thumri ane aim saheliyo by Batuk
Dewanji (1995), Thumri Gdyaki by Tulsiram Devangan (1995), Thumri Paricay
by Leela Karwal (1982), and Thumri Sahgrah by Gangadhar Rav Tailang
(1977). As its title indicates, Dewanji's book includes thumri-related genres
such as dadrd, hon, kajrt, caifi, sdvan. Devangan's collection includes dadras as
well as thumris. All of these books include a brief history and overview of the
musical aspect of thumri, but no particular study of its lyrics. The authors also
do not specify where they have collected their material from, or what
motivates their interest and involvement. Older collections do not usually
include musicological information, but do state (however briefly) the
intention and motivation of the author. In a three-volume collection from the
1940's entitled Thumri-Sahgrah, Narhar Shambhurav Bhave explains that he is
a student of music, and that the musically annotated texts in his anthologies
were taught to him by his teacher Mohammed Shekh Rahatali, who also
composed many of the songs. This collection also includes dadras, horis and
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kajris (referred to as kajli), as well as, more surprisingly in view of its title,
bhajans and astapadis. The latter is described as a 'song of eight verses' and
seems to be primarily devotional, not unlike the bhajan. The inclusion of
bhajans in a volume that claims to be a collection of thumris would be
unlikely in a modem context.
In contemporary music culture, certain genres are considered to be part of the
thumri repertoire (most notably dadra, hori, kajri and caiti), but the bhajan is
very much considered a distinct genre which bears no direct relation to
thumri. In view of the increasing perception of thumri as having an
essentially devotional nature, the solidification of the boundary with the
bhajan seems unnecessary on the one hand, while on the other hand the
closeness of the thematic aspects of the genres reinforces the need to keep
their identities separate. In contemporary views, the devotional sentiment in
thumri is expressed through romantic metaphor and allusion, whereas
bhajans are perceived to be more explicitly religious. This perception is
heightened by awareness of the lives and inclinations of famous poet-saints
such as MirabaT and Kabir, whose bhajans are especially well-known.
The older anthologies of thumris and related genres which I was fortunate to
find in private collections in India usually state the author's intention on the
front cover or first page. Often these anthologies take the form of pamphlets,
sometimes with a picture of a well-adorned woman on the front cover. The
collection Saddbahdr, published in Bombay, undated but probably from the
first two decades of the twentieth century13, states that it was collected by
Pandit Maharajdin Dikshit, resident of Baroda, for the pleasure of
connoisseurs or aficionados (rasikjan). Saddbahdr includes thumris, caitTs,
bhajans and dadras. Rag Rustame Hind is a collection of at least four volumes,
and includes dadras, gazals, thumris, bhajans, and khemta, a genre named
after a tal which is rarely if ever heard today. Some texts are also headed with
the name of a rag, such as Lalit or JhinjhotL Sangitmdld was published in
Benares in 1891, and states that the third impression consisted of 1000 copies,
priced at 3 annas each14, suggesting that such pamphlets were popular in
13I discovered a set of anthologies in the library of the Kashi Sangeet Samaj in Benares; the
ones which state their publication date were published between 1890 and 1915, hence the
speculation as to the date of the undated collections or pamphlets.
1inform ation in The Imperial Gazetteer of India (1908) suggests that at the end of the nineteenth
century 3 annas had a value of approximately 3 (old) pence. In Indian terms, R.C. Dogra at
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spite of being expensive. This particular work included dhrupad ('dhurpad')
and barahmdsd texts, in addition to thumri, gazal and bhajan. Caman Benazir
was published by Babu Deepchand in 1897 and includes texts simply headed
'rag', which may indicate khval compositions, as well as thumris etc.
The existence of such collections indicates that there was a market for
collections of texts without any musical information besides an indication of
genre. Many of the texts are markedly similar to one another (both within and
outside of the limits of one collection) which suggests that the solidification of
genre boundaries that was to take place in the course of the twentieth century,
partially aided by the mass media, had not yet occurred. This suggestion is
substantiated by the inclusion of a wide variety of genres within the same
publications. The occasional inclusion of dhrupad and khval texts and the
abundant presence of gazal s Mid thumris suggest that these small collections
represented songs that were popular in mujras and mahfils, attendance at
which would at that time have been a matter of some socio-economic prestige.
Nevertheless, as there is no actual evidence that the texts found in these
anthologies were performed, and certainly not in more recent years, they are
not included in the main corpus. At the same time, their existence has
certainly informed the present study, and they are referred to where relevant.

1.10 Press reviews
There are not many books on the subject of Hindustani music, and only a few
that are widely available; the majority of contemporary concert audiences are
not connoisseurs with a high level of familiarity with rag, tal, and other
concepts of Hindustani music, and are unlikely to have sufficient interest or
time to read musicological literature. However, as knowledge of the
intricacies of Hindustani music certainly enhances appreciation, most patrons
would like to have a basic grounding in music and be aware of what 'is going
on', on stage as well as in musical culture.15
the SOAS library informs me that at that time 1 rupee (16 annas) would have bought
provisions to feed an entire family for one month, and that anything priced at 3 annas would
therefore have been aimed at a select audience.
15Xhe social importance of being able to discuss art music was the selling-point of a
Hindustani music workshop held at the fashionable Prithvi Theatre in Juhu, Mumbai in
January 1997. The intention of the workshop was articulated by its facilitator as 'allowing you
to be able to chat about music at dinner parties and recognise the rags in popular film songs'.
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In modem India, the press figures importantly in the dissemination of musical
information and orientation. Most newspapers in the urban centres of India
carry regular music reviews and music-related articles. Such writings are a
good indicator of "received opinion" as they are aimed at a much wider
market than music books. In addition to reflecting popular views on music,
they have a formative quality as the reviewers tend to pontificate about the
"correctness" of the rendition of a rag ("Patdeep is not actually a raga for the
Mandra Saptak - lower octave - and Shanti"s elaboration here was perhaps a
trifle overdone')56, the appropriate demeanour of the perfoimer ("Mita
Pandit's excessive hot-bloodedness and vocal virulence in place of a soft and
tender approach, more consistent with her sex and station in life, failed to find
favour with me')17, or the choice of material. Part of the education of
appreciation of music is thus conveyed through such writings as they shape
audiences' expectations and attitudes to performances, and consequently
newspaper articles are frequently referred to in the present study as
reflections of popular opinion.
I collected a large number of press dippings in the course of my time in India,
aided by the newspaper archives at the Archives and Research Centre for
Ethnomusicology (ARCE), New Delhi. This newspaper collection provides a
striking glimpse into the world of Hindustani music as it lives in the
perceptions of journalists and, by extension, audiences; as the dates of the
artides range from the 1950's to the 1990's, the collection also documents how
music reviews and reviewers' attitudes have changed over the years.
Although attendant observations are not relevant to the present study, it is
worth noting that there has been a general movement towards a more
"scientific" approach to music, in which the exact specifications of a rag are
analysed and the performer's rendition is commented upon. This type of
reviewing was largely absent in the 1950's and 1960's, when the direction of
observation was much more towards the mood of a performance. The move
away from atmosphere towards the spedfics of rag delineation does not

These daim s must have seemed effective for attracting an audience; the content of the wellattended two-day workshop was in fact more substantial than its own stated intention
suggested.
56S. Kalidas reviews Shanti Sharma, The Times of India, 15.6.93.
l 7Prakash Wadhera reviews Mita Pandit, Sunday Observer, 6.12.92.
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promote the appreciation of thumri, in which adherence to rag is secondary to
the ability to create an appropriate mood.

1.11 Perspective of the thesis: constructing meaning
The experience of an art form as relevant to one's life or identity is a
fundamental part of its appreciation; if an art form is entirely unfamiliar or
inaccessible, we may appreciate it aesthetically, from a distance, but are
unlikely to engage with it or derive meaning from it. Modem middle-class
audiences of Hindustani music want to be able to locate themselves in a
familiar relation to the music and the performer they patronise, and although
many contemporary performers hail from the middle classes, and many
hereditary musicians have constructed a more or less convincing bourgeois
identity for themselves, there is a widespread awareness of the 'other-ness' of
the professional musician. As the importance and relevance of 'mood' has
decreased over the last few decades, being supplanted by a high value placed
on virtuosity18, the atmospheric meaning of thumri has been overshadowed
by attention to vocal acrobatics, voice quality, and other signifiers of expertise
that are not necessarily relevant to thumri. The conspicuous romanticism of
thumri does not carry the same meaning when expressed on a raised stage
through a tangle of wires and microphones as it would have done in the very
intimate surroundings of the courtesan's salon. In the public and impersonal
environment of the modem concert hall, the most viable interpretation of
thumri's romantic lyrics is on an impersonal level: rather than expressing the
devotion and desire of one woman for one man, thumri is perceived as
articulating the love of the female devotee for her god - albeit in a romantic
idiom. In this interpretation, both performer and audience can be
meaningfully located in relation to the texts; there is no sense of 'other', as
performer and audience share the sentiments expressed in the text.19
18For example, modern audiences of khyal place great value on the singer's ability to reach a
high note, even though such a skill is not particularly relevant to khyal, and was not
considered essential previously. The appreciation of this skill might have been influenced by
Western classical music, or simply by the fact that reaching a high note is readily recognised
by the audience. They therefore do not need any extensive knowledge of rag to understand
that the performer they are patronising is 'good'.
19Although many thumris were written by Muslims, this is to some extent concealed by the
general absence of a 'signature' in bol banav thumri; in any case, the chaps chosen by Muslim
poet-composers did not necessarily confirm their religious status. In contemporary
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This construct of thumri's identity is at variance with thumri's historical but
contentious role as a vehicle for performance by courtesans for a male
audience. The complex issue of women performing for men, central to
thumri's identity, is still so readily evoked by thumri's almost exclusively
first-person female narration, its romantic idiom and its emotive expression,
that the importance attached to thumri's relocation in a devotional idiom
cannot be overestimated. From the perspective of the modem audience, there
can be no question as to thumri's intrinsic devotional qualities, because in
their absence thumri is too far removed from middle-class values to have
meaning appropriate to its context. That is not to say that contemporary male
audiences are not tantalised by the woman-performer on stage, but the
devotional interpretation allows a public face to be put on something which is
an anomaly in modem middle-class culture: passion being stirred by a
woman performing for men. The construct of thumri's modem identity is
then not just encouraged by moral conservatism or (politically motivated)
sanitisation and sanskritisation, but also by simple forces of survival: for
thumri to exist in the modem world, it has to be capable of being presented
and understood in a sanitised way, enabling it to be relevant to modem life.
Feudal relations and courtesan culture are not compatible with modem
existence. The devotional interpretation provides thumri with a model
through which it can achieve relevance in its new environment.
However, being tolerant of thumri's reconstructed identity, being able to
understand, explain and perhaps even justify the process by which it has
acquired relevance in contemporary music culture, does not necessitate the
unquestioned embracing of the rewriting of history. Accepting that thumri
has a new role in the modem world is one thing; condoning the effective
erosion of the awareness of its historical role quite another. Thumri texts have
hardly been the subject of analysis, in both popular and scholarly discourse;
those that have engaged with the texts have done so with the desire to locate
them in a larger framework of sanskritic culture, emphasising thumri's
performance there are very few Muslim woman-singers (of either fhumri or khyal). For the
male Muslim vocalist who performs thumri, the identification with the lyrical heroine is
already obstructed by his gender, and the fact that he may not share the religious sentiments
of the thumri is thereby largely concealed. Furthermore, as (folk) hagiographies of poets like
Raskhan and Kablr demonstrate, there is a precedent for Muslims embracing Krishnaite
sentiments. Navab Wajid Ali Shah is also claimed to have been a great devotee of Krishna.
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antecedents in the Natya Sastra and even the Sama Veda20. That thumri as a
musical genre has antecedents that can be traced back to the first millennium
is easily explained if one considers the contextual associations of thumri that
are indisputably ancient: sexual love, and men paying for erotic entertainment
by women. Expressions of erotic love, and songs performed by women
entertaining men, will undoubtedly have ancient antecedents but these bear
little relation to thumri's present form and status in contemporary Hindustani
music. The present study is concerned with thumri as it has existed in the past
150 years or so, and how the genre, and its texts in particular, have negotiated
the shift into modernity.

20pant 1973:20. Although he does not argue a direct line of descent from Sama Veda to thumri,
his analogy of thumri's 'syllables of exclamation' (are, ha ft, etc.) to the andent scripture's
'stobhaksharas' suggests a continuity that is difficult to accept.
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Chapter 2: The Language of Thumri

2.1 Introduction
Given the amount of diversity that invariably occurs in an oral tradition, the
extent to which thumri texts constitute a cohesive genre is quite remarkable.
The prevalent received view as to the language of thumri is that the texts are
written in Braj Bhasa (Manuel 1989:1,38), although others modify this opinion
with the comment that the influence of Khari Boll and AvadhI is also apparent
(e.g. Shukla 1983:206). S.V. Gokhale (1990:2) asserts that thumris have been
written in a variety of North Indian languages. While there are certainly
instances of thumris having been translated into, and possibly also composed
in, Bengali, Marathi, or Gujarati, it should be emphasised that the vast
majority of thumris incorporate features of a small number of dialects,
primarily Braj Bhasa, AvadhI and Khari Boll. It is this very mixture of
language which makes a linguistic analysis of the genre compelling; it will be
informative to explore what the various components of the language of
thumri actually are, and how these elements contribute to the stylistics of
thumri. The task is not entirely straightforward: most thumri texts are
extremely concise and include few of the markers which would, in
combination, usually indicate specific dialects. The presence of a particular
form of pronoun or verb by itself rarely presents enough evidence to lead to a
firm conclusion, and an appraisal of the language of thumri is effectively
limited to discussing the occurrence of certain features, acknowledging
linguistic influences, or offering a variety of options as to the linguistic
identity of a word or phrase. That being said, we shall see that the basic
structure of the texts is indeed predominantly Braj Bhasa, and the analysis
carried out in this chapter assumes a basic Braj Bhasa matrix, which is then
modified to include elements from other Hindi dialects.
The difficulties presented by the somewhat eclectic nature of the language of
thumri are compounded by the fact that the thumri repertoire does not consist
of a fixed corpus of texts. In the absence of a coherent structure provided by
one actual or legendary author, or an authoritative edition that supplies a
benchmark (however vaguely defined), it is difficult to trace the direction of
change that invariably occurs in an oral tradition, even if we accept that
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certain versions of a text may be more closely related to that text as it was
created. Rosenstein has discussed the problems inherent in working with
manuscripts that eminate from a musical tradition (1997:62 ff.). In her study of
the dhrupad texts composed by Svami Haridas, the loosely structured texts
are often obscure in terms of metre and grammar, complicating if not
prohibiting the task of reconstructing an original. The notion of 'shared errors'
is best augmented with the concept (suggested by Heidi Pauwels1) of 'shared
variants'. The latter concept reduces the temptation of speculating as to the
direction of change, and approaches all variants as being of equal value. The
aim of the present study is not to edit back to a hypothetical original text, but
rather to record and observe linguistic information, and to describe what
seem to be some of the more salient features of thumri texts. Variations
between versions of any particular text are worth noticing for the simple
reason that they exist, and because they may shed light on some of the
transformational processes that texts undergo in the course of their life as
performed items. The mode of transmission of thumri is such that aiming to
arrive at a reconstruction of an original text or a 'critical edition' is neither
viable nor useful. In the absence of an original corpus to recover, the analysis
of linguistic data is primarily carried out with a view to facilitating an
exploration of style.
Thumri texts are transmitted through a number of channels. The primary
mode of transmission is performance, the contents of which may
subsequently be preserved through both commercial and private recordings2.
Performances take place in auditoria, at music festivals, and in small private
gatherings, and are also broadcast by the government-controlled radio
station. Performers of thumri - and of other genres - tend to keep notebooks in
which the basic texts of the compositions are written down, and so there is an
element of written preservation. These notebooks, however, are not generally
passed on to a singer's students, who in turn must create their own notebooks
as aides-memoire which supplement the oral teachings they receive. There are
a few published anthologies of thumri texts, mostly collected by musicologists
or music enthusiasts. The texts preserved in such collections provide no more
1Quoted in Rosenstein 1997:62.
2The use of private recording equipment in concert halls in India is usually forbidden, but
with the appearance of advanced technology on the Indian market, patrons of music have
increasing access to small but powerful tape-recorders, which can easily be 'smuggled' into
an auditorium.
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than a snapshot of a particular rendition of a thumri in a particular
performer's repertoire, and are therefore not as authoritative as their written
and published shape may suggest. Committing a performed piece to the
written page can in itself be problematic: the words of a song are not always
easily discerned from performance, and field-experience has shown that even
when a singer is asked to cite or write down the words of a song, variations to
the item as it is performed are apt to occur. When one is used to singing a text,
having to recite it can be difficult and phrases may get muddled or even
omitted in the process. Consequently, the very process of writing down the
words of a performed item renders the text liable to corruption, in which it is
the text as it was performed rather than as it was created that is subject to
alteration3. Some rare printed anthologies of thumri texts are extant, mostly
dating back to the end of the nineteenth century. The main problem with
these anthologies is that they very rarely include texts that are still known as
performed items today, or of which recordings are available, so we have no
means of knowing how, and more importantly if, such texts were ever
performed.4 As the main corpus includes only texts which are or have been
used in performance, such anthologised material is not immediately relevant
to the present discussion.

2.2 Analysis
In order for us to understand how the linguistic structure of thumri achieves
certain stylistic effects, we need to first of all know what the structure consists
of. In the following analysis of data the two forms of thumri are treated as
separate entities only when they are noticeably different.5 The initial analysis

3Other problems arising from this process in relation to the form of a text are discussed in
chapter 3.
4The only example in the main corpus is text B18, of which three instances are available: one
from an 1889 anthology, one from a collection dated 1942, and once as sung by Tulika Ghosh
in Mumbai in 1997. In terms of textual continuity, the sthal of all three versions is more or less
the same, but whereas in the two older versions the antara is also clearly the same text, the
most recent rendition has an entirely different antara. The result is that in the latest version
the word nizamt (possibly a reference to the author) has been omitted, and due to the explicit
inclusion of Krishna and his sakhls, the overall flavour of the text has become more
devotional.
^In a previous version of this analysis I had approached the two forms of thumri as two
distinct categories, but that structure suggested much greater disparity between the forms
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contains only the occasional discussion of the implications of the linguistic
features encountered; a more in-depth exploration of salient features is
carried out afterwards. The analysis focuses primarily on those aspects which
occur consistently; certain aspects of the language are only discussed in the
appendix, with reference to the particular text they occur in. The lettered and
numbered references refer to the main corpus, Appendix 1; A numbers refer
to bol banav texts, and B numbers to bandit texts. Where more than one
version of a text exists, the version number is shown as in "A14.1"; when two
or more versions display the same linguistic form that is discussed in the
analysis, the reference may be 'A14.1/3'. If all versions display the very same
feature, the reference appears without version numbers (e.g. "A14") in order to
incorporate all versions.
All citations are exhaustive, unless it is specified that the occurrences quoted
are examples or illustrations only. All observations are valid for the texts in
the main corpus only; I have tried to avoid words such as "always7and
"never", but when they are used, it is with the understanding that they refer
exclusively to the main corpus.
2.2.1 Verbs
Su bju nctive-presen t
The subjunctive-present occurs most commonly in the third person, in which
the invariable -e ending results in potential ambiguity with the perfective. No
ambiguity occurs where the stem of the verb is subject to insertion of -v- in the
subjunctive (e.g. bulave - A59), as this insertion would not occur in the
perfective. The form manava which occurs in A44 is possibly a subjunctive,
although this is not clear.
Subjunctive-present with subjunctive force

Thumri performance partly relies on ambiguity of text, in order to give the
singer ample opportunity to explore various shades of meaning. A very
precise distinction between indicative, subjunctive and future force is
therefore not appropriate. Nevertheless, certain phrases clearly rely on the
subjunctive force of the verb, especially where rhetorical questions are
concerned. Subjunctive force occurs primarily in the first person, usually with
than actually exists. By only separating the two forms where relevant the areas of distinction
receive the emphasis they deserve, rather than being obscured by a broader discussion.
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interrogatives in set phrases such as lease kahu (as in lease kahu ji ke bairn A36.1), kd karu or kita javu (as in aba ka karu kita javu mort sajani - A22.1, or kd
karu mm naht mdnata kanhai - B7).
Imperfective

Bol

thumri

Both masculine and feminine imperfective participles end in -ata, with one
exception in the main corpus, the Khan Boll form katati which occurs in a text
with an unusually large number of Khan Boli/Urdu components (A7). In bol
banav thumri, stems ending in a long vowel commonly insert -v~, e.g. aisJ - a ot
lagavata (A24.2) or kdhe jalavata (A35), although the verb ja- only occurs with
stem ja-, e.g. mat jata jamurtd jala (A10). Although the data are inconclusive, it
seems that the -avata forms usually appear at the end of a phrase and as part
of a rhyme, especially in the first line of the antara as in the following
examples: aisi lagavata aba mohe na bhdvata (A24.2), biraha satavata kala naht
avata (A68). The verb form jata usually occurs at the beginning of a line or
mid-phrase, as in the following examples: mat jata dadhi becana (ASA), jata raho
sukha caina (A40).
.B aadig.thumri
,
. ,
4:;.
V cIn bandis thumri, -ta is added when the stem ends in a long vowel, e.g. mat to
jata (B23) or naht khana pdna nindiya suhdta (B28). Only the verb a- inserts -v-\
the participle avata occurs in B3, B9.1, and B20, but not in stressed positions as
discussed with reference to bol banav thumri. In most occurrences the subject
of the participle is absent, and its gender therefore has to be deduced from
context; tills happens especially in the first person, when it is almost always
feminine6.
Imperfective participles with auxiliary

Auxiliary verbs occur infrequently, but may do so with a variety of verbs in
all 'persons' in bol banav thumri; for example, prema kt nadiya agama bahata hai
(A3.2), tuma ralata-phirata ho (A9), tarapata hu dina raina (A33), and talapata hai
dina ratiya (A36.2). In bandit thumri an auxiliary verb appears only three
times: twice with the verb kar-: apant dhihgd-dhihgi karata hai (B20) and kdhe
karata ho rara (B14.2), and once with the verb d-\ avata hai ve dekho (B3.2).

6A further discussion of the narrative voice in thumri is included in chapter 4.
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Non-finite imperfective participle constructions

Such constructions occur infrequently in the main corpus; often the subject of
the participle is different from that of the main verb, e.g. tarapata biti mori urn
bina ratiya and rovata rovata kola ndhide (both A8) or patiya likhata morn [sic]
chatiyd dharake (A15). In certain instances of bandit thumri, this occurrence is
possibly the result of poetical ellipsis: in the phrases bata calata run cundan
ranga dan (B20), and paniyd bharata mon gagan girai karake larax (B19, B7) the
apparent problem of the subject of the non-finite participle (calata, bharata) not
agreeing with the subject (dan, girai) would be solved by the inclusion of a
possessive pronoun (for instance, [more] paniyd bharata).
Perfective

The perfective is generally constructed from the stem+vowel: in the masc.pl.
this vowel is -e, in the feminine -7. The masc.sg. is most commonly constructed
from stem+-o, e.g. raho in mose raho nd jdya (B18.1), or occasionally stem in - y /iy+-o, such as gayo (A17), rakhiyo (A63.2), atakyo (B20.2) and rahiyo (B18.1).
Perfective participles with intransitive verbs

Masculine singular perfective in -a is rarely encountered with intransitive
verbs in the main corpus. Perfective of the verb ho- is bha-; perfective of the
verb jd- is ga-. Feminine participle gad in A70 has raja as subject7. In B3.1 (avata
hut hai vo dekho sydma kahi mora) it appears that a feminine perfective (hut) is
used with a masculine subject (sydma). It is possible that there has been some
contamination from Bhojpuri, in which a third-person masculine perfective
-ui is found.8
Perfective participles with transitive verbs

Masculine singulars in both -a and -o are found. The verb le- occurs with
perfectives liyo, liyd, lino, lind, Uni and li; de- with perfectives diyo, dino and
dim- kar- with perfectives kiyd, kiye, kdnhd, kini and kart. Little specific
information as to the occurrences of these forms can be given, as they appear
too infrequently to provide solid evidence as to their preferred context.

7The vowels T and 'e' often sound very similar in performance; this particular occurrence
was copied from a singer's song book, which highlighted the fact that even in the written
version a feminine participle was used with a masculine subject.
^Tiwari 1960:170.
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The transitive perfective participle may agree with either logical subject (e.g.
sydma moha liyd brija bdma - A73) or logical object (e.g. surata mon kahe bisarat
rdma - A74, barajort kint re kanhat - B19). Object-agreement without the use of
the agentive postposition ne seems to be more common, especially in bandit
thumri. Sometimes agreement is unclear: in A4.1 the phrase describing the
event in which the speaker was surrounded by cakor birds (cakora ne ghera
liyo) perhaps assumes that the implied feminine object includes postposition
ko, whereas in A4.2 the phrase cakora ne ghera Uni suggests that the verb agrees
with the implied feminine object.
'Non-finite perfective participle constructions

Postposition bina is used in a perfective-partidple construction, usually with
the verb dekhe (as in the phrase bina dekhe nahi caina - A53). Pf.ptc. as noun is
encountered in mero kahd tuma eka naht manata - A31.
In the phrase naind more tarase gae hai, followed in the rhyme scheme by kdre
badare barase gae hai (A5), the pf.ptc. is used either as intensifier (as outlined by
McGregor 1972:173) or progressive marker (as discussed by Srivastava
1995:121). This use is infrequently encountered; see also the discussion on
verb stems in -o below.
Intensifiers/ verb stems ending in -o

Verb stems which end in -o are found in chuto jdya (A50), jdgo pari (A23) and
bito jata (A41) in the bol banav section of the main corpus. In the latter two
examples, stem in -a occurs in certain renditions, suggesting that such -o
forms are indeed perceived as stems rather than perfective participles. A50
occurs invariably with the phrase chuto jdya (although sometimes with hi
included: chuto hi jdya ); as this is one of the most famous and popular thumris,
its text is so well-known that variations (as in the other two examples) rarely
if ever occur. In the bandis thumri section there are three more instances of
this phenomenon: nikaso hi jdve (B9.1), nikaso jata (B9.3) and chero hi jata (B30).
It is possible that all these forms, which occur alongside unextended forms
such as jdga pari and bita jata, are examples of the perfective participle used as
either intensifier or progressive marker as discussed above.
Passive

In the main corpus, the passive is rarely used, and all occurrences are in the
negative with intransitive verbs, in formulaic phrases expressing an inability
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to endure a situation. The instances are yaha dukha saho na jdya - A20, aba to
rahyo naht jdya re nazariyd - A55, mujhase rahiyo nd jdya - B18.1, mose calonajdta B18.2/3, and mose raho nd jdya - B18.4.
Conjunctive participles

The conjunctive participle is constructed with stem in -a (e.g. cunan pahira du A29), as well as -i (e.g. cdra kahdra mili doliyd uthde - A50). A4 displays the stem
ana- for d-. Use of the verb ana- for a- is not unprecedented, and may in the
context of A4 be encouraged by the parallelism with jana- at the end of the
line. In a written version of A29, a conjunctive participle with stem in -T is
found (gdgari mat dhari au ). Stem+-/ce is encountered occasionally, in formulaic
circumstances in bandis thumri (in the phrase gagan girai karake lardt - B7,
B19), and in bol banav thumri in different contexts. It seems that suffix -ke is
preferred when the participle predicates the finite verb, as in mana moha liyd
kdndhd ne bajake basuriyd (A54) and ana cakora ne ghera liyo cdnda jana ke (A4.1),
and also in predominantly Khari Boll contexts: in the expression;? bharake in
A7, and in the phrase dila leke mujhe badanama kiyd (A35). Stem + -kara occurs
once: jhtlmakara (Bl).
Imperatives

The imperative mood is most commonly constructed with stem+-o,
occasionally with the stem only and rarely with stem+-ze; the infinitive as
imperative occurs in only one text of the main corpus, A7 (aba to prita nibhdna;
mohe chora nd jana). Stems ending in a vowel may insert -v- (e.g. aba nd bajavo A56). There is one instance of a stem that ends in a consonant inserting -ft/-:
kahiyo (B9). The verb de- occurs with imperatives de (A7, A59.1, B ll, B13), dtjo
(A43, A59.3), dye (A58) and dtjie (A59.2); kar- gives karo (A25, A7) and kije
(A58).
Verbal nouns I infinitives

Verbal nouns occur infrequently, usually in the following circumstances: as
masculine substantives (buldne se - A44; dvana kt - A15, B26); as part of an
obligation construction (nibhdni paregi - A35); with the verb de- meaning 'to
allow7 (rone de - A 7; jane deta - B6; sovana de - Bll; jane de - B30); with the verb
lag- as 'to begin' (karana Idgi - B5); with the verb cdh- (garavd lagana ko jiyd
cdhata hai - A79; karana cdhe - B24); as part of a purpose clause (jata dadhi becana
- A54; dhudhana nikasi - A72; bharana calx- B10.1; bharane calx - B10.2; bharam
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jata - B23; bharana gai - B24; bharane ko - B30). The verb cdh- preceded by a

perfective participle does not occur in the main corpus.
Verbal nouns ending in -na and -ne are not always easily distinguished in
performance.

Future

The future tense occurs infrequently, almost invariably with endings -gd, -ge,
-gi . Futures with -h- are found in kaba aiho/ a'iho9 ghanasydma - A37; aba ke gai
kaba aiho, videsavd jaiho - A70; sautana gharajaihai, ka ghati jaihai, darasana paihai
- A76; kavala murajhaya jaihai - B25.
Compound Verbs

Compound verbs occur in over a third of the texts of the main corpus, jdoccurs primarily with intransitive verbs, though not exclusively so; when/5- is
compounded with a transitive verb, it is often in an imperative context, e.g.
dikhaldjd (A22); sulajhdjd (A64). le- and de- occur with transitive verbs in their
customary use. par- as intensifier occurs once in the main corpus (jdga pari A23), as does dal- (B18.4, in which kara dalt is a variation of B18.3 kara dini).
Compound verbs primarily occur in the perfective.
2.2.2 Nouns
Oblique plural with postpositions

Oblique plurals in -o and -ana co-exist, sometimes within versions of the same
text: hathana me is found in A64.1, hatho me in A64.2. Most oblique plural \v v\
nouns occur with the explicit presence of a postposition: phuld ke lie (A4);
nainana me (A23); palakiyo ki ota (A63); akho se (A7); naino me (BIO); galina me
(B20); dinana pdche (B3); akhiyana so (B28).
Oblique plural without postpositions

In addition to the two variations of oblique nouns (with postposition) in A64
quoted above, a third version (A64.3) shows hathana without a postposition
(but with the inclusion of the pronoun more). Other instances in the main
corpus are: palakana tira mdro na saiya (A32); nainana mda na ai (A61); itane
dinana mose kahu ke na atake (B20); palakana dagara buhdru (B3).
^In A37 it is difficult to ascertain vowel-length from the recording.
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2.2.3 Pronouns
Possessive

Possessives are by far the most common pronouns, especially in the first
person. The forms morn, more, mon occur in over a third of the texts in the bol
banav section of the main corpus, and in almost two-thirds of the bandiS
section. In the bol banav section, mer- occurs in five texts: basuriyd men
(A14.1), mero kaha (A31.1), mero gava and mero nama (both A37.1), men gait
(A67) and mala men laja (A74). In the bandit section, mero occurs in two texts:
bhdga mero in B3.1, and both mero iydma and mero nama in B27, in which they
rhyme, moro occurs only once, moro gava in A37.2, in which it contrasts with
the version mero gava found in A37.1.
The second-person possessive occurs infrequently, and is especially rare in
the bandis section, torn, tore, ton are the most common, occurring in one-fifth
of the texts in the bol banav section, and rarely in the bandis section, in which
no other second-person possessive is found: patyd paru tore (B3.1), paTyd parata
tore (B3.2), ton nagariyd (B8), and tore sanga in B17. In the bol banav texts, torrefers to the lover's/Krishna's eyes or face in the majority of occurrences, in a
romantic idiom that is not usually found in bandis thumri, ter- rarely occurs
in the bol banav section: jala ten (A57.2), ten cert (A59.1/3/4), ten ddst (A59.2),
tere lie (A65), and tero nama (A73).
There are some instances of a first-person plural possessive: jiyard hamara
(A16), sydma hamdre (A28.2), hiyard hamdrd (A46), hamart kadara and hamart bata
(A78), hamart bithd (B16.1) and hamart vyathd (B16.2). The choice between the
different forms of the poss.pr. is not arbitrary: forms with long medial vowels
occur predicatively at the end of the line, often as part of the rhyme scheme,
while forms with short medial vowels occur attributively and mid-phrase. In
A16 hantdra rhymes with first-line ddra; in A28.1 the pronoun more rhymes
with ora in the first line, and although the rhyme is lost when hamdre is used in
place of more, the natural stress has been retained. In A46 there is assonance
and some rhyme between the first-line phrase jiyard jaldve and the last-line
phrase hiyard hamdrd.
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Object

First-person object pronoun occurs infrequently, and is especially rare in the
bandis section. This is probably due to the fact that this form most commonly
occurs in the context of the theme of separation, which is not prominent in
bandiS thumri. Examples of occurrences with a first-person object are mohe
chora nd jana (A7), mohe biraha satae (A8) or mohe biraha satdve (B9), mohe cairn
na avata (A40) and mohe mnda na dve (Bl). mohe (not mohi which would be the
expected form) is the most frequently used form in the first person; mujhe
occurs twice in the bol banav section (mora papaiya koyala bole mujhe, biraha
bithd jiyard dole - A5 and mujhe badandma kiyd - A35), the (ungrammatical?)
form maikd appears in A63.1/2/4 (phula gendavd na mdrd maikd/ phula gendavd
jina mdro maikd / maikd bare balamd phula gendavd na mare respectively) and
matko in B13 (sari braja nan maiko degtgdri).
The second person, which rarely occurs, appears as tohe in the bol banav
section (tohe sautaniyd samajhde - A27.1, tohe garavd laga lu - A62.2/3) and as tohe
or toko in the bandit section ( dehu toko gdn - B6, toko Idja nd dve - B4, and laja na
dye tohe - B19).
Oblique

The first-person oblique occurs as mo, with one exception in the bandit
section, where in B18.2 the form mujhase is found: mujhase rahiyo najdya. In the
bol banav section only mose is encountered, for instance in the phrases kdhe
kint mose rdra (A10) or sad kaho mose batiya (A71). moso is found once in the
bandis section (moso batiya karana cdhe - B24), and mose in three other texts, for
instance Bl 8.3/4, in which the phrase mose calo na jata occurs in place of
mujhase rahiyo na jdya mentioned above.
The second-person oblique rarely occurs, and is always to: tose occurs in two
texts of the bol banav section (tose ndtd purdnd - A 7 and tose araja karata hu A71.1, with a variation in A71.2: tose binatt karata hu), and in five texts of the
bandis section, in which it generally appears in mostly formulaic
circumstances: kdnha mat tose hart - B6, hu to tose hdri - B ll, mat to tose hart - B13,
mad tose hdri - B17, and tose kahata - B27. topai is found once, in topai bala jaiyd
(Bll).
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Interrogative

A variety of interrogative pronouns occur in both forms of thumri. In almost
all cases the interrogative quality is rhetorical, often relying on stock-phrases
such as kd karu or kdse kahu. Variations are found in kdhe karu (A60) and kahu
kaise (B8). In two instances ka karu is accompanied by the phrase kitajdvu (A12,
A22.1), which does not occur elsewhere. The strategy of the rhetorical
question invites empathy and mental engagement from the audience; the
listener is drawn in to the heroine's predicament, and compelled to ponder its
consequences.
Examples of questions which may be un-rhetorical are jay a base piya kauna
nagariyd (B2 - enquiring after her lover's whereabouts) or kauna gava kJaisi
gujart (A57 - enquiring after a strange milkmaid's origins). Perhaps the only
text in the main corpus which asks an unambiguous question is kauna gall
gayo sydma (A17), in which the force of the question is shown in the phrase
bata de sakhi (in A17.2).
Indefinite

Indefinite pronouns are extremely rare in thumri. kachu occurs in A20: kachu
bana naht dve, and B9.2: una bina kachu nd suhdve (with a slight variation in B9.3:
piya bina kachu na suhdve). koJ is found in A12: kol sakhi batae, and Bl: kol unako
le dvo. kou occurs in B16.1; kou hamarl bithd sunde and kou jay cdnda piya ko
samajhdve, in which both lines are part of the rhyme-scheme. B16.2 has exactly
the same lines, but with the pronoun kou instead of kouf a distinction that is
unlikely to be actually discernible in performance. The oblique form kdhii
occurs in only one text (B20), in the phrases kahu ke na atakyo (B20.1), darata na
kdhii sojabara (B20.2) and na kdhii $e lahgara (B20.3).
Reflexive

The reflexive pronoun occurs infrequently, in some 10 texts of the main
corpus. The usual form is apand; nija occurs only once, in bhula gai nija dhdma
(A2.3). Although it is interesting to note that this phrase constitutes a perfect
doha second pdda of 11 matras, the motivation for including nija is more likely
to be rhyme-related than metrical: the phrase bhula gal nija dhdma rhymes with
the phrase bydkula bhal brija bama, the second line of the text, apand is
sometimes found in a similar context: bhiili apane dhdma (A14.3) and bisara gal
saba apane dhdma (B22). In fact, when the reflexive pronoun refers to the
speaker (or her female friends), it is always in conjunction with the noun
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dhdma: the formulaic combination apane dhdma can either describe the

heroine's destination (mat tojdta apane dhdma - B27) or express, as we have just
seen, the state of oblivion she and her kinswomen are in as a result of their
dedication to the hero. In the other occurrences of the reflexive pronoun, it
refers to the male protagonist: apane hdtha lagd jd balamd (A64), apane rasa ke
rasiyd (B15), apant dhmgi dhihgd karata hai (B20.1/2), and apant chindjon karata
hai (B20.3).
2.2A P ostposition s
The majority of postpositions used in thumri are simple postpositions, with se
and me by far the most common. In addition to se, so is found twice in the ^
bandis section: dkhiyana so dharata dhira (B28) and jiyd so hart (B29). In addition
to me, ma is found in gatha ma (A3.2), and madha in bindrdbana madha (B22).
The postposition tale (or tare) is only used in the bol banav section, in the
formulaic phrase navala tribhahga kadama tale tharho (with minor variations) in
A1.3, A2.1, A14.
para occurs infrequently: twice in the bol banav section, in stra para (A3.1) and
daravdze para (A50.2), and four times in the bandiS section, as para in umage
jobana para (B9.3)10 andjamund tata para (B23), and as paijpe in morejuband pe

(B25) and topai balajaiyd (Bll).
pache is used temporally (bahuta dinana pdche - B3), plche locationally (more
pJche vana - A37.1). As both forms occur only once, no conclusions can be

drawn as to their preferred context.
bina is used as a simple postposition, for instance una bina (A8, B9) and piya
bina (A16, A40). It is occasionally used in inverted form, e.g. bina ddma (Al.l)

or bina guna (A3.2). It also occurs with the perfective participle, in the
construction him dekhe (A53, B26) or dekhe bina (A36.1), always in a context of
viraha followed by the phrase nahi cairn .
bica is also used in inverted form, in the remarkably similar constructions bica
nagariyd (A3.1) and bica bajariyd (B8); it also occurs following the noun, as bica:
hiyd bica (B16.1 - in which the absence of an oblique may suggest that the noun

lOlri this particular thumri it can also be read as a conjunctive participle.
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is considered to be in an arbitrarily extended form, which would not usually
change in the oblique; see also jiya so in B29).
The postposition ke bhare occurs in A53 and A62, in the phrases tnada ke bhare
tore naina and rasa ke bhare tore naina respectively. As an adjective, bhan occurs
in the phrase jddu. bhan drga (A55) and kdhe gumdna bhan (A57.2/3). bhare
occurs in kauna gumdna bhare (A57.1).
An associative sense is expressed variously in the bandit section in the
phrases kubjd ke sahga me (Bl), hama sanga (B5), jau mat na sdiha (B13) and tore
sahga (17). It does not occur in the bol banav section.
When postpositions follow pronouns, the possessive form is inconsistently
used, for example tere lie (A65) and tore sahga (B17) contrasted with tuma bina
(A67) and hama sahga (B5).
2.2.5 A dverbs
The most frequently used adverbs are the prohibitives, of which na/nd are by
far the most common, occurring both preceding and following the verb, for
example: na bajdvo (A2), maro nd (A32), na chero (B13), roko nd (B27). jina and
jani rarely occur: five times in the bol banav section (jina bolo - A24.1,;ma mdro
- A63.2, jani bisardiho - A70, jani jdvo - A75.1 and jina jdvo - A75.2), and three
times in the bandit section: jani chuvo and jina ddro - B14.1 and jina chuo B14.2. mata occurs in one text of each section: mata so (A4) and mata pukdra
(Bll).
The most commonly used interrogatives are kdhe and kaise, in phrases such as
kaise mat du tore pdsa (A69) and kdhe aiso dhitha bhayo (B7, and with the verb
bhaye in B19). kyo occurs once in each section of the main corpus, kyo naina
mildvata (A48) and vdhu kyo najdye (B19). Other ways of expressing Tiow7 are
found in the phrases kavana vidhajdu (B18.3) and kisa vidha dvi re (B18.4).
Adverbs of time are rare; examples include the phrases aba ke gat kaba diho
(A70), duje badard garaje beri beri (A75.3), aba kt bera rdkho ddha (Bll) and bdra
bdra in bdra bdra tore parata hu paiya (A32), kyo naina mildvata bdra bdra re (A48),
bdra bdra mata pukdra (Bll)/ and bdra bdra tose kahata (B27). The interrogative
kaba is used rhetorically in kaba se tori rdha takata hu (A39) and also in the
phrase kaba diho in A37.1/2 and A70.
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2.2.6 Lexicon
Tatsama

Tatsama vocabulary rarely occurs: the phrase navala tribhanga occurs in A1.3,
A2.1 and A14, although the latter word is frequently realised as tirabhanga
during performance; a similar situation is found in B29, in which the word
sravana is often realised as Havana or Saravana in performance. A58 includes an
unusually high number of tatsama words (krpd; darsana; mahimd) aparampdra);
mrga locana occurs in A21; drga occurs in A55.
Perso-Arabic

In Hindi form
bdjiibanda in A44 occurs with / j / for / z / ; ndhaka in A43 uses Hindi / k / for
Urdu / q / , as does i$ka in A74; arz in A6 and B25 is realised as araja; ddga in
A35 occurs with / g / for / g / . suratiyd occurs in A53; the shortening of the first
vowel in the diminutising process results in ambiguity as to the provenance of
the word: it could represent tadbhava surata ("recollection7), tatsama surati
("love-play") or Persian surata ("face7), bazar occurs with / ] / for / z / as well as
in diminutive form: bajariyd (B8); arz occurs with the conjunct separated as
well as with / j / for / z / : araja (B14); khabar occurs with /k h / for /k h / as well
as in diminutive form: khabariyd (B2). najariyd (< nazar) is found in A32, A55
and A79.1.
Unmodified
Perso-Arabic vocabulary in unmodified form is rarely encountered.
Occurrences in the main corpus are iarma, mudkila, and zamand (A7), dih and
badandma (A35)r bedardf (A51), mallaha (A59), darvdze (oblique - A50.2), nazariyd
(A79.2 - in contrast with najariyd in A79.1), jabara (B20.2), and, interestingly,
nazara in B25, where it occurs alongside the modified form of arz : araja. The
verb guzarm also occurs without substituting / z / for / j / : guzara gad ratiyd
(A20).
Eastern Hindi

Bol banav fhumri
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Substantives with suffixes on the pattern of AvadhJ11 norm declension show
long forms -a and -vd , and are extremely common. Although modifications
such as suffixing -a often have a grammatical basis in Avadhi, for instance as
subject markers, in thumri the grammatical motivation is usually absent. For
instance, in A34, balama occurs alongside balama, although in both instances
the word is in an ergative construction with a transitive verb: balama na JJ
sudhiyd; na likha bheji balama patiyd, Furthermore, in the same text the word
meha (with extended final vowel -a) occurs as the subject of the intransitive
verb baras-d2 Similarly, substantives modified with the suffix -va occur in
various contexts: as singular subject in the direct case, e.g. bita jata jobanavd
(A41), and possibly also in the plural, e.g. arhsuvd bahe (A15)13; with
postpositions, e.g. lagata karejavd me cota (A63) and videsavd me chde (A41); and
as direct object, e.g. phula gemdava na mdrd (A63).
A further Avadhi form in -r«14 occurs infrequently, mainly with the word
jiyard and once as hiyara (both meaning "heart'). It occurs as subject: jiyard dole
(A5), tarapata jiyard hamdra (A16), ranga bhayo hiyard hamdrd (A46) and mord
jiyard jare (A76) and once as object: prema agana jiyard jaldve (A46).

bandis thumri
Substantives ending in the modifier -vd are infrequently found. The list of
occurrences also illustrates that this form is found in various contexts: as
subject in the present tense, iravana sunata ndhT dhTtha langaravd (B29), with a
perfective, langaravd dhJtha maga roke dja (BIO), with an agentive construction,
nanda ke chailavd ne baha gaha Urn (B24), in adverbial oblique, jo piya dve more

The identification of noun forms as Avadhi is problematic: many eastern Hindi dialects
modify their nouns in similar ways, but there is not enough evidence in the texts to be able to
distinguish them. Avadhi, as the primary literary language among the eastern dialects, is in
the absence of evidence to the contrary the most obvious candidate for named identification.
l^However, Vishvanath Tripathi claims that 'in Avadhi, occasionally words with suffix -a are
found for which there appears to be no obvious reason' (1975:109).
l^The form bahe is unclear: in the plural it would be perfective which is not consistent with
the context of the text, in the present-subjunctive it is a singular form. But as it is unlikely that
the noun 'tear' would be used in the singular, and furthermore, as the nasalization required
to pluralize the present-subjunctive is easily lost in performance, I think w e can assume plural
noun and verb are intended here.
l 4The -ra form is discussed in Tripathi 1975:105. He only gives the examples hiyara and jiyara
which are the forms that occur in thumri.
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mandirava (B3) and ndh“jane deta panaghatavd Id gaila (B6), and as direct object,
kanganava moro nd toro (B13).

The -rd form is found only once, in B9: jiyard mora darapdve.
2.2.7 D im inutives
Bol banav thumri

Diminutives occur frequently: they are encountered in more than half of the
texts in the main corpus, with many texts including more than one instance,
often within the rhyme-scheme. Although the list below aims to be a
comprehensive list, there are areas of ambiguity: are ratiya and bahiya fbaiyd,
for example, plurals or diminutives, or possibly both? As nasalisation can
occur during performance, it is not an unambiguous indication of plurality.
Unravelling the ambiguity is not necessarily useful, as part of the appeal of
thumri is its ability to create a mood without committing to specific detail.
Text (A)____ Phrase

1
2

3
3.2
8
10
13
14
15
16
18
19
20
25
27.1
29
30
32
33
34
35
36
37
40
43
47
48
50.1
50.2
51

•

amkhiya rasili ton sydma
bamsuriya aba nd bajdvo re sydma
bica nagariyd bhuli re daganyd ; papa ghatariya sira para bhdri
bina guna tci naiyd
tarapata biti mori urn bina ratiya; yada dvata jaba unakt batiyd
mori matakiya dini dara
kaisi basiya oajdi
kaisi baidijydma bamsuriya
kaise likhu patiyd ; dsuva bahe jaise nadiyd
koyaliyd nd bolo
kauna desa gaye chalabaliya; raina nahi nindiya
mori nindiya ucati gai
guzara gai ratiya
mori bahiya nd maroro
tohe sautaniya samajhde
gdgariyd maighara dhari du
madamati gujariyd; lala cunariyd
tori tirachi najariyd
rata nahi nindiya
balama na li sudhiyd ; nanhi budiya; na likha bheji balama patiyd
bdri umariyd me
dekhe bina nahi cain suratiyd; dina nahi nindiya
nadiyd kindre moro gava
suni sejariya
lai hu joganiyd ko bhesa
prema gdganyd bhdri
tori terni citavaniyd; taba mose kdniyd; jora kare taba javaniya
cdra kahdra mili aoliyd uthae
jaba daravdze para are doliyd di re
uci atariyd; candana kevanya

Chapter 2: Language

53.1/2
54
55
56
57.1
57.2
57.3
59
60
61
62

63.1
64
67

73
75.1/3
75.2
75.4
79

iydma ddsa ki pydri suratiyd
bajdke basuriyd; brija kijagaiyd
mori madhura musakdi re najariyd
muraliyd aba nahi bajdvo re sydma
muraliyd kauna gumdna bhare;
murahyd(basuriyd kdhe gumdna bharT; mddho bana ki lakariyd
kdhe gumdna bliari muraliyd; hare hare biravd ki basiyd
nadiyd bairt bhai; naiyd lagd de para
jivana naiyd dagamaga dole
ratiya kahavd gavm
rata nahi ninmyd
saiyd nirmohiyd daradiyd na jane ; mdrata palakiyd ki ota
mdthe kT bindiyd bikhara gai
phira se basiyd bajd jd
tori sdvari suratiyd
chamakave budiyd
kdri re badariyd', raina ddheriyd; naina barasdve budiyd
ban re umariyd; carali javamyd; tapakdve budiyd
hamase najariyd kdhe pheri

Bandis thumri

In this form, diminutives occur in approximately one-third of the texts. A
comprehensive list (with the same acknowledgement of ambiguity as
discussed in the bol banav section above) is as follows:
Text (B)____ Phrase
2
5
8
9
11
14
17
18.1
18.2
18.3/4
26

28

Uni na mori khabariya; kauna nagariyd
karana mori lagi re kalaiya; na mane sanada piyd mori re kanhaiyd;
bahiya marori
sydma roke dagariya; bica bajariyd; tyaju tori nagariyd
koyaliyd kuka sundve; nisa ddhiydri kdri
jdgata nanadiya jethaniyd dauraniyd; daru gale bahiya
mori bahiya jani chuvo
pdyaliya baje; jdge morisdsa nananda aura daurdni jethaniyd ; ahgiyd
kasaka gai; batiya karata
bdji basuriyd
baje bdsiya; sari ratiya
bdji bdsiya
avana kd patiyd
niramohiniradahiyd; nahi khdna pdna nindiya suhdta

2 2 .8 Chap
Bol banav thumri

It is uncommon for a poet's name to appear in bol banav thumri. In the main
corpus there are only 7 instances of a text displaying a chap; with one more
suggested though improbable instance (discussed below). The poets of bandis
thumri customarily - though not always - adopted a name which included the
word piyd; it is likely that some of the piyds that appear in bol banav thumri
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also wrote bandis thumri as well. Sanad Piya, whose name appears in one of
the bol banav texts, is a well-known poet of bandit thumri, and does indeed
appear in that section of the main corpus also.
The most common location for a chap in bol banav thumri is in the first line of
the antara, where it usually has a function within the narrative, for instance as
the name of the hero. A chap can also occur in the last line of a text. The
following chart gives all occurrences:
Text

Phrase

Position in text

16
19
25.1
48
53.1/2
56
71.1

sum bhai ri umara piyd bina
tdva piya ko bega mild de
also piyd choro nd to dugi gdri
kahe sydma ddsa kyo naina mildvata
sydma ddsa kt pydri suratiyd
sanada piyd kt are gai laja
mddho piyd tose araja karata hu

first line of antara
first line of antara
last line
first line of antara
first line of antara
last line
first line of antara

The chap in A25.1 is somewhat problematic: I do not think it is a very
convincing chap, even though the singer15 insisted aiso piyd was the pen-name
of a poet. However, the phrase aiso piyd also occurs in B ll, in a location that
would be suitable for a chap, and so I have followed the performer's
suggestion and included both these instances.
A further chap-related problem was encountered when the singer of A4.216
suggested that the word sundara in the phrase agana me mata so mori sundara
was in fact the name of the poet. In my view, however, the word sundara fits
well into the text as a form of address to the speaker's friend, whose beauty
motivates the warning expressed in the song. Its position in the first line of the
text further suggests that it is not a chap, and I have therefore not included it
in the above list.
Bandis thumri
A chap occurs in almost half of the texts of bandit thumri, compared to less

than ten percent in bol banav thumri. Certain collections of thumris include
i^Batuk Dewanji in Mumbai. A retired barrister, he is an amateur but extremely
knowledgeable singer and music-researcher.
^Vrinda Mundkur in Mumbai, a student of the aforementioned Dewanji.

57

Chapter 2: Language

only texts written by a particular composer; in such volumes a chap occurs in
almost every instance (e.g. Rasagunjam, a collection of thumris by Binda Din
Maharaj inherited by his relative Birju Maharaj). The name of the composer
may be used as the name of the hero, as the name of the person addressed, or
for an observer who comments on the situation described in the text;
sometimes the function of the name is unclear. The most common position of
the chap in bandit thumri is in the first line of the antara; the penultimate line
of an antara - another common location for a chap - is only referred to as such
where an antara has more than two lines.17
Text
3

Phrase

Position in text
penultimate line of
antara
5
na mane sanada_ piya mori rekanhaiya
last line of sthayl
6
binda suno nahi inane
last line of antara
7
sanada kdhe aiso dhitha bhayo kanhdi
first line of antara
8
nita ki rdra kahu kaise binda
penultimate line of
antara
11
aiso piyd mon mdna le
penultimate line of
antara
13
sughara kahdvata kd nama
first line of antara
14.1
kahata nanakn sum li araja
first line of antara
14.2
kahata sanada suniye araja
first line of antara
16
kou cada piyd ko samajhde
last line of antara
17
vinoda piyd aiso dhitha dhithdi kare
first line of antara
19
dila ranva kdhe aiso dhitha bhayekanhdi first line of antara
20.3
kuvara sydma dvata
last line of antara
25
itani araja mano piyd naisa
penultimate line of
antara
In B14.1, the name namka occurs; whether this is meant to be a reference to the
Sikh guru is unclear and certainly incorrect if so. B14.2 shows sanada instead, a
reference to one of the more famous thumri poets, Sanad Piya.
sanada piyd ko bega mildva

2.2.9 Summary
The assumption of a primarily Braj Bhasa matrix for the texts of thumri is
largely borne out by the evidence as it has emerged from this analysis: for
example, in the entire main corpus only one Khan Boll imperfective participle
is found, in a largely Khan Boll context (A7). The language of thumri is
relatively simple and somewhat predictable, as it builds on conventional
linguistic expressions and images, particularly those from earlier bhakti
poetry. For someone conversant with the padas of Surdas and Mlrabal, for
instance, the vocabulary and imagery of thumri seem strikingly familiar.
17The issue of defining a 'line' in thumri is discussed in chapter 3.
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Mira's phrase darasa bina dukhana lagai naina™ resonates in the archetypal
thumri dekhe bind nahi caina (A36.1), not least due to the use of the -aim rhyme
which in both Mira's text and this thumri further includes raim and bairn.
The short imperfective participles of Braj Bhasa combined with the overall
absence of auxiliaries promote conciseness, a stylistic consideration that goes
to the very core of thumri's identity. The frequent use of diminutive forms
creates a register that is far removed from the mundane, enabling thumri to
exist in a romantic and idealised self-contained realm; this register also
benefits from the general absence of tatsama as well as Perso-Arabic
vocabulary, which reduces the scope of contextual reference from the
language and further narrows thumri's linguistic range.
Without relying on flowery phrases or a high poetic register (drawing on
conventions from Sanskrit or Urdu poetry), thumri creates potent images,
providing glimpses of another realm without being so bold as to overstate the
route into this underlying universe. Frequent references to the act of seeing, or
to 'eyes', trigger associations with Krishna's sidelong glances and the manner
in which he lives in the eyes of his devotees, but also with the tears of the
virahim and how she stares at the road waiting for her lover to come home.
There is therefore also an ambiguity of mood: happiness and fulfilment can
exist alongside pain and frustration. The frequent inclusion of words
describing departure and arrival create a tension between the longing of the
heroine and the reality of her situation, but also between her words and her
desires. Within 'ja- there is also 'a-'; did we hear the heroine say 'jdvo', or was
it really 'avo'?19 It is the task of the singer to exploit such potential linguistic
ambiguities in a musical framework.
Thumri is then both narrow and broad, as the possibilities for interpretation
are much wider than its limited linguistic scope suggests; the narrowlydefined parameters of its language make its suggestive capacity all the more
compelling. The unarticulated realm of associations is invoked largely by
drawing on conventions from earlier Braj Bhasa devotional poetry, but it also
includes imagery which occurs throughout north Indian lyrical traditions,
such as the viraha-evoking cry of the koyal bird. The comparison with
18SneIl 1991b:106.
l^For this particular illustration I am grateful to Savita Devi. Personal communication, Delhi,
23.2.1997.
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/firabal is salient, as in her poetry perhaps more than in that of any other
bhakti poet the influence of folk traditions is widely accepted and
acknowledged, though famously difficult to document. The lyrical genre
barahmasa which Vaudeville (1986) has shown to exist at both the folk and
classical levels also displays similarities with thumri, especially when the sub
genre viraha-bdrahmdsd is juxtaposed to the viraha-texts of bol banav thumri.
Manuel (1986:471,1989:8) has argued the existence of an element of continuity
from folk song to modem thumri at the musical as well as the textual level,
but whereas he armies convincingly and authoritatively on the musical
aspect, his linguistic considerations are far from persuasive.20 Nevertheless,
what the debate regarding the relationship of Mirabafs poetry with the folk
tradition demonstrates, as does the presence of the barahmasa genre in folk as
well as classical realms, is the ongoing interaction between folk and classical
traditions. Although none of thumri's linguistic features is likely to have been
the immediate result of folk influence, it is no doubt appropriate to
acknowledge a certain amount of indebtedness to non-classical musical and
literary traditions.
Furthermore, what all the genres discussed - bhakti padas, barahmasa, folk
songs - have in common with thumri is that they are sung to music, and some
of their apparent similarities will have been created by musical
considerations. A certain simplicity and accessibility of language, a rhyme
scheme built around end rather than internal rhyme, a level of formulaic
language and imagery: these are features of 'song' rather than any particular
lyrical genre, and although there are likely to be myriad exceptions, such
features could be argued to exist cross-culturally, and certainly across
folk/classical boundaries. Thumri's affinity with Braj Bhasa devotional poetry
consists of thematic and atmospheric congruity as well as of formal and
structural similarity, even though most bhakti poetry has a tighter metrical
structure and a more consistent rhyme scheme than has thumri. There are also
conceptual differences, in that devotional poems usually aim to express a
much wider variety of ideas than the average thumri. The narrowness of
thumri's linguistic and thematic scope has resulted in the distillation of its
20He suggests, for example, that fhumri texts' provenance in the folk tradition is corroborated
by their 'simplicity (1989:8), thereby denying or at least minimizing the existence of stylistic
motivations. However, he does subsequently modify his observations with the statement that
'the influence of the classical, literate poetic tradition is, however, perhaps greater than that of
folk verse, and is certainly easier to document' (loc.cit.).
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antecedents into a specialised poetic register, which conflates the conventions
of Braj Bhasa devotional poetry with the elongated noun-form of eastern
Hindi and some features of KharT BolL

2.3 The Use of Diminutives
By far the most striking linguistic feature of thumri is the consistent
occurrence of words that are either diminutives or that have been modified
following Avadhi and other eastern Hindi patterns. Although the distinction
between Braj Bhasa and Avadhi is often fluid, there are certain linguistic
aspects which are more prominent in and more readily associated with the
latter. The suffixes -a and -va are commonly considered eastern forms,
whereas the -iya diminutive is perhaps less clearly associated with either
dialect in particular, as it is seen to occur in a range of Hindi dialects. Their
stylistic effect, however, is very similar, even though the scope of the -va form
is actually somewhat wider.
Saksena distinguishes between short and long forms in Avadhi, e.g. ghora ghorava. According to him, "the long form is used only familiarly and
sometimes has a tinge of inferiority or contempt. It is never used of superiors
but only of inferiors and the younger' (1937:110). (In this dual role of
familiarity and contempt it is reminiscent of the rules governing the Khari
Boll 'honorific' system.) The consistent presence of the long form therefore
aids the creation of an atmosphere of informality or even intimacy; its
application to certain words does not necessarily alter the meaning of that
very word, but rather affects the overall mood of its context. In this moodenhancing role it is further supported by the parallel presence of the -iya
forms, which add the sense of endearment and affection we would associate
with a diminutive.
One very effective context in which the application of these forms was taken
to an extreme is the late sixteenth-century text Barvai Nayika Bheda21 by the
poet Rahim, who wrote primarily in Braj Bhasa, but incorporated a large
number of eastern forms in this particular work. McGregor describes the
language of the Barvai Nayika Bheda (BNB) as consisting of a 'novel mixture of
^ T h e edition used is from 1921: Rahim, ed. Ramnaresh Tripathi, (Prayag: Hindi Mandir).
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language (recalling Tulsidas' use of the barvai) with eastern diminutives as
suffixes of Braj Bhasa and Sanskrit loanwords' (1984:122). Although Tulsi did,
in his Barvai Rdmayan22, incorporate some eastern and diminutive forms
(icampaka-haravd; ujiyariyd), this work actually includes very few of such forms
when compared to their abundance in the BNB. Snell has shown that in the
latter work, 'the very high frequency of these fonns in final position within
the first pdda contributes a strong sense of pdda closure' (1994:383); this
metrical consideration combines with the thematic component in that the
diminutives in BNB 'very frequently constitute the descriptive labels of the
nayika being described' (loc.dt). In the BNB, there appears to be no
grammatical distinction between the -vd and -iya forms, and they largely
function in the same location and the same manner.
Many of the words that appear in the BNB are also encountered in thumri;
some examples are karejava, jobanava, muraliyd, nanadiyd, gavanavd and
sandesavd. Even abstract concepts such as 'sleep' are found in diminutive form
in both BNB and thumri (nindiya), although the former work outshines thumri
in its ability to apply the diminutive to words that would seem unsuited to
the modification: aparadhava, gumanavd and virodhavd are some examples of
nouns that we perhaps would not expect to encounter in diminutive form,
underlining the point that the modification of nouns can easily take on a
formulaic quality. A further set of barvai verses by Rahim (RB)23 treats the
theme of Krishna and separation, and includes some eastern forms, although
markedly less than the BNB; nevertheless, the mood and language of these
viraha barvai are often very similar to that of bol banav thumri. But whereas
Rahim wrote his poems as a unified work, there is no such cohesion in
thumri. We therefore cannot accredit a particular poet with being inspired by
works such as the BNB - in the same way that it is sometimes claimed that
Tulsidas was inspired by the BNB to write his Barvai Ramayan - and we have
to consider the incorporation of eastern forms and diminutives in thumri a
coalescence of various forces.
Bandis thumri flourished at the court of Lucknow, in the heart of Avadh, and
bol banav thumri was strongly influenced and nurtured by musicians from
Benares and surrounding regions. Some idiosyncrasies of the local languages
22Tuht Granthavali, ed. Ramchandra Shukla, (Varanasi: Nagari Pracharini Sabha), 1958.

23I have used the selections offered in Khetan 1991 and Snell 1994.
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would naturally be incorporated into the texts, even without any particular
stylistic considerations. Diminutive forms appear with some regularity in
bandis thumri, even though their relative scarcity suggests that they were not
considered an essential feature; the small proportion of diminutives relative to
the length of the texts prevented such forms taking on the significance and
prominence that they assumed in later bol banav thumri. A closer look at the
location of diminutives in bandis thumri reveals that the -iya form is
frequently part of the rhyme-scheme, be it end-rhyme or internal, and so its
use has a structural as well as an atmospheric basis. Furthermore, although
thumri rarely has a clear and regular metrical structure, there are, especially
in bandis thumri, rhythmic considerations: the use of diminutives - especially
where the medial vowel is shortened - results in a greater number of
consecutive short vowels, allowing for a staccato-like rhythmic sequence
which is resolved in a long vowel, which in turn provides rhythmic contrast
and, where required, space for melodic elaborations. The sequence of sistersin-law in line 4 of B ll (nanadiyd jethaniya dauraniyd), for example, provides a
cluster of four-beat segments with a very particular lilt, quite different from
the segments preceding and following it: savya choro batya - parata patya - topai
bala jaiya, and saba singdra - Jehu utdra respectively. The contextual effect of the
inclusion of diminutives is conducive to the charming mood of thumri. The
presence of diminutives in and of itself does not necessarily evoke a rustic
atmosphere (this is, after all, not the primary mood of the BNB), but when
combined with a strong Krishnaite element, as exemplified by the stories of
Krishna's antics with the village women in the lanes of Braj, a somewhat
folksy ambiance does emerge.
Bol banav thumri emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century, a
relatively slow and romantic song form compared to the fast and rhythmic
bandis thumri. Its emphasis is on emotionally rich melodic elaborations, and
its lyrics generally eschew the harassment theme in favour of expressions of
longing for one's beloved. Bol banav thumri was - and remains - a particularly
prominent feature of the Benares repertoire, and the much higher proportion
of diminutives in this form as compared to bandis thumri may partially be the
result of the organic inclusion of local dialect forms into the texts, perhaps
drawing on conventions from local folk song rather than actual speech 24
24In which case the presence of the eastern long form is partly based on the existence of a
similar form in Bhojpuri; also vide n. 11.
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Furthermore, the musical style of bol banav thumri is characterised by
melismatic elaborations, to which the presence of long and open vowels is
highly conducive. The continued recurrence of the vowel -a generated by the
use of the eastern long form and the -iya diminutives provides a solid
foundation for melisma, and the occasional presence of such forms in bandis
thumri provided the newly emerging form with a model whose most effective
components could be developed and honed. In contrast with the use of
diminutives in bandis thumri, in bol banav thumri such forms are rarely part
of the rhyme-scheme, and their functionality is derived from the presence of
the final long vowel rather than the preceding cluster of short ones. The
combination of the influence of the local dialect and the advantage of the long
and open vowels presented by the eastern forms resulted in a lyrical language
that was extremely well-suited to the entire mood of bol banav thumri:
romantic, bucolic, and emotive.

2.4 Influence of Khari Boli
In view of the general tendency towards sanskritisation in Modem Standard
Hindi, and the predominance of Khari Boll as the literary and spoken
language of north India, we might expect the Braj Bhasa in the lyrics of thumri
to have been 'contaminated' in the course of the twentieth century. It is in fact
unclear whether the frequent occurrence of Khari Boll forms has been a
constant feature of the texts (in which case they would perhaps be better
termed 'late Braj Bhasa'), or the accumulated result of modifications made by
singers over the years. In the course of the twentieth century thumri, like art
music in general, has moved away from its relatively localised feudal context
into the much more widespread realm of the middle-classes; the availability
of art music on music cassettes, television and radio has ensured that the
potential audience has spread far beyond the local dialectal boundaries of Braj
Bhasa or Avadhi, and has even reached outside the Hindi-speaking areas. As
Calcutta and Mumbai have become dynamic centres of Hindustani music, an
increasing number of performers do not have Hindi as a first language; these
performers may not have had the exposure to and experience of Braj Bhasa
and Avadhi to feel entirely comfortable with the language of thumri,25

25Discussions I had with Girija Devi's students in Calcutta about the word machariya, and
with Vidyadhar Vyas in Mumbai about the prohibitive adverb jina (which he maintained
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whereas Khari Boll - now widely spoken in its role of Modem Standard Hindi
- poses few obstades. The result of this situation is twofold: on the one hand a
certain amount of Khari Boll will have entered thumri, most probably through
the 'updating' of Braj Bhasa forms. On the other hand, there is an awareness
among performers that the presence of forms that are not standard Hindi is
complementary to the mood of thumri. The absence of the mundaneness
assodated with Khari Boll forms makes the language more 'sweet' and
prevents a dedsive development towards Khari Boll and sanskritised
language.
A further consideration is that many urban performers who sing thumri are
principally performers of khval whose primary training will have been in this
genre. Few khval singers are actively engaged with the lyrics of their songs,
which are essentially considered to be pegs on which to hang musical
performance; the kind of emotional expression found in thumri performance,
in which the meaning of the words of a song is actively brought out, is by and
large absent in khval. Modem singers of thumri are therefore not necessarily
trained to engage with their textual material; this may at times result in
textual confusion.26 It is said that the late Siddheshwari Devi discussed the
text of a thumri with her students before teaching its musical side; Girija Devi
ensures that her students have understood the meaning of thumri texts, and
elicits ideas as to how the words may be interpreted.27 Such an awareness of
the importance of textual understanding can be absent in urban, khyal-trained
vocalists, amongst whom my queries regarding the lyrics of thumri were on
occasion met with shrugs or a lack of interest. For instance, in the second line
of B26 (kdse kahu mosejiya ke baina) the word mose seems incorrect, and should
perhaps read more; however, the singer showed little interest in such
'detailed' analysis when I raised the issue.

consisted of the words jT and na), support this suggestion. Even in Delhi I found that singers
from the educated middle classes were sometimes unaware of dialectal variations.
26por instance, when Dhanashree Pandit in Mumbai showed me her notebook, it included
thumri A38. Instead of the phrase abht re mafigau she had written abira mangdu, which is
nonsensical in the context of the song. (December 1996)
27Siddheswari's daughter Savita told me about her mother's teaching method (personal
communication, Delhi, February 1997). I observed Girija Deri's teaching on various occasions
between December 1996 and August 1998,
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Nevertheless, most performers of thumri are aware of the importance of nonKhan Boll fonns in terms of their atmospheric effect. For instance, text A7 is a
largely Khari Boll text, with an unusually large amount of Perso-Arabic
vocabulary {iarma, muikila, zamana). As this text was popularised by (and
perhaps written by or for) Begum Akhtar, the renowned thumri and gazal
singer of Faizabad who was very famous in the 1960's, the move away from
Braj Bhasa towards Khari Boll/Urdu can perhaps be explained in terms of her
Muslim background and her fame as a performer of gazal; however, all the
pronouns in the text appear in a Braj Bhasa or Avadhi form: kase, mose, mom,
tose, mohe. Although there is no evidence as to any possible changes in this
text, there are three possible scenarios:
1) the text was created exactly as it stands, in a largely Khari Boll matrix with
the pronouns in Braj Bhasa or Avadhi form, reflecting the fact that although
pronouns are fundamental markers of dialect, they rarely present a great
challenge to Khari Boll speakers;
2) the text included a larger number of Braj Bhasa or Avadhi forms which
over the years were replaced with Khari Boli;
3) the text included a smaller number of Braj Bhasa and Avadhi forms, but for
the sake of style and conformity to the predominant thumri model, some
minor alterations (i.e. the pronouns) were incorporated.
In view of the abundance of Khari Boli forms in this text, option 2 does not
seem to be viable proposition. Options 1 and 3 seem far more likely, and in
either case, the significance of the Braj Bhasa/Avadhi pronoun is implicitly
acknowledged. Even though A7 does not conform to expectation of a 'typical'
thumri text (due to its high number of Khari Boli words and verb forms), the
inclusion of the Braj Bhasa/Avadhi pronouns has a vital effect on its mood.
Analytical syntax (with its high level of precision) tends to be more prosaic
than synthetic syntax, which is why pronouns in their Khari Boli form can
sound acutely functional and not very suitable to the mood of thumri.
Additionally, there is the practical consideration that the open forms mo, to
and ka lend themselves much better to being sung than the consonantdominated mujh, tujh and kis. Once again we see that functional and
atmospheric considerations conflate, and in their confluence spawn a
formulaic tendency.
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2.5 Linguistic formulae
The 'formulaic' aspect of thumri consists of a somewhat predictable and even
cliched use of language. Formulae are usually ready-made components (of
words, phrases or ideas) which can be employed in a variety of settings; their
immediate function may be metrical (which is not directly relevant in thumri),
as makeweights (for instance for the sake of the tal), as memory-triggers, or to
replace phrases which have been forgotten. Their effect - regardless of
functionality - tends to be that they elicit a variety of associations, and so
provide an avenue into a world of images and experiences that is not
necessarily represented in the text itself. The predictability of thumri texts is
partly self-reflexive, in that it functions within its own parameters, and partly
representative of a much larger context, in its use of imagery from, for
instance, Krishnaite mythology. The subject of formulae and their contextual
purpose in thumri will be discussed in detail in chapter 6; for now, we may
examine where the formulaic use of language in thumri is located, and what
its stylistic consequences are.
As stated above, the predictable element in thumri is partly self-created. An
uninitiated listener to Western pop music has not yet had the chance to
develop an awareness of stock-phrases and imagery on which the genre
traditionally draws, but with some experience will begin to recognise
patterns, and anticipate that the word 'yearning' is likely to be followed by
'tossing and turning', and that 'crying' and 'dying' are likely to be a pair.
Similarly, thumri relies to some extent on such predictable combinations. As
the element of rhyme is often crucial, this discussion of necessity links in with
the exploration of rhyme in thumri that is carried out in chapter 3. Although
some overlap between the two discussions is inevitable, in the present section
we shall try to limit ourselves to linguistic observations.

7

Formulaic phrases may be divided into two types. The first is where the entire
phrase occurs in a number of texts, more or less verbatim. Examples of these
are the line mohata brija Id bama (which occurs in A l, A2.1, A14, and in a
slightly modified form - moha Hya brija bama - in A73), the use of the passive
construction to express the inability to endure suffering (e.g. mose raho na jaya
- B18.4), and the way of expressing exasperation with the lover particular to
bandis thumri: the phrase (mai) tose hdn occurs in B6, B ll, B13 and B17. The
second type of formula is found in phrases consisting of components that are
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themselves formulaic, either because of their form (most notably the
diminutives), or because of their meaning. 'Peace' occurs in the context of 'not
being found' by the heroine, and may be either cairn or ka!a2S; the fact that the
former is more likely to help create end-rhyme (with naina or raina) makes it a
more viable and more popular option, as the interaction of lexicon and rhyme
creates a poetic as well as a stylistic cohesion. Descriptions of or references to
'eyes' or the act of 'seeing' are found in around one-fifth of the texts: naina
occurs most frequently, often as part of the rhyme-scheme, but a variety of
other words (e.g. akhiya, najariya, citavana) connect with the same subtext:
'eyes' can mean 'Krishna', with his bow-shaped eyebrows and sidelong
glances, but 'eyes' can also evoke the longing of the heroine, as she stares at
the road and cries in the night when she cannot sleep. Not only is such
imagery self-reflexively formulaic within the context of thumri, but also each
description itself connects with a body of earlier material, drawing on existing
metaphors and images from folklore, devotional (bhakti) and manneristic
(riti) poetry.
Paraphrasing Frances Pritchett (1994:104), thumri inhabits a universe which is
not necessarily present in the text; all the text does is provide avenues into
this universe, which itself has to be present in the minds of the audience. This
assessment of thumri is also reminiscent of Kenneth Bryant7s discussion of
strategy in the poems of Surdas (1978), in which he argues that the audience
of Sur's poems is omniscient: the mention of even the most trifling detail
sparks a series of associations and connotations that need not be expressed in
the poem itself. It was Sur's brilliance to be able to temporarily conceal his
well-worn themes, and so allow for a process of rediscovery (Bryant 1978:60).
No such rediscovery is necessary in thumri; the audience is happy to be
offered textual predictability in a context which is musically, and in its
original context sensuously, stimulating.

28ln fact, kak only occurs in the phrase kala nahi ae/avata (A8, A68, B16). In terms of
alliteration, caina would seem a more appropriate option in that context, resulting in the nasal
cluster caina nahi. As the metrical distinction between the two words is too small to be of great
relevance in the loose metrical structure of thumri texts, it is interesting to note that some
poets preferred the import of kak in that particular context.
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2.6 Distinctions between bol banav and bandis thumri texts
2.6.1 Language
In view of the very distinct qualities of the two forms of thumri (bandit
thumri being fast and rhythmic, and bol banav thumri slow and melismatic),
the fact that there are few pronounced linguistic differences between them is
somewhat surprising, and largely obscured in performance, when the texts do
in fact come across as uniquely suitable to their own musical framework. For
example, the absence of imperfective participles ending in -i is readily
explained in bandiS thumri in the light of its fast and rhythmic structure,
which would be hindered by a preponderance of long vowels and is helped
by the existence of short, almost staccato, syllables such as found in participles
like karata. But in the melismatic elaborations of bol banav thumri the
inclusion of long vowels is considered beneficial. Nevertheless, only one
instance of a feminine participle in -i occurs in the main corpus, underscoring
the limited influence of Khari Boli on the texts. There are no substantial
differences between the two forms in the realm of verbs; in terms of
vocabulary, we might have expected a larger number of regional or archaic
words in bandis thumri, the older form, although we do of course not know
the extent to which the lyrics have been updated over the years.
The language of some anthologised material conforms to a more solid Braj
Bhasa model, as in the following example. The collection Caitracandrikd aur
Dddrd Dilcaspa was written by Shribaldev Kavi, a poet whose identity is
unclear, and published by the Bharatjeevan Press in Benares in 1907. It
comprises texts which are titled thumri, bhajan, dddrd and gazal, although no
further musical information is given.
(p. 50)
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^^The Persian word kihazor (which in the original publication has remarkably retained the
lower dot indicating the change from / j / to / z / ) sounds unusual to ears trained to listen to
currently heard thumris: in a contemporary framework it would almost certainly be realised
as /sahajor/.
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refrain:31
"He is playing pranks with me, oh mother, that dark Krishna7
/When he finds me alone wherever I may be
He twists my hand and breaks my bangles
Nanda's boy, dandy of great strength, wields just a little power
(refrain)
Taking my wrap when I go into the water, staring staring at the spheres
on my chest he demands them32
He tears my bodice, removes my veil and embraces me
(refrain)
He neither heeds father Nand, nor pays good attention to the words of
Bald ev 33
With fear of only mother Yashoda he34 ran off to Barsana
(refrain)7
The language used by Baldev is quite different from most of the texts in the
main corpus35. He is more consistent in his use of Braj Bhasa, and the eastern

33I have read padhare as mere padhare; the event presumably refers to the story of Krishna
stealing the gopis' clothes when they are bathing.
31 The original text includes the word tek to describe the first line of the sthayi. In
contemporary thumri the word tek is never used but the sthayi may function somewhat like a
refrain.
32-mage is translated as a form of the verb mag-.
33sukdna is a regional variant of MSH sukhdnd, which means 'to dry’ and does not allow for a
viable translation; I have taken the phrase to mean: na baladeva kt [bata] karata $u-kdna.
34dhai is read as an extended absolutive, with the main verb present in the refrain that

follows.
35Baldev's text is also inconsistent with contemporary thumri in terms of content: the
description of Krishna's somewhat unsavoury behaviour would be considered inappropriate
in the modem concert hall. As we shall see in chapter 4, even references to beds may be

70

Chapter 2: Language

Hindi element is absent, even though the collection was published in Benares
and the poet is therefore likely to have been from that region. The texts of
thumri that are current today (and which recordings suggest have been for
the larger part of the twentieth century) share qualities with each other that
are largely absent from Baldev's text, the most striking, and yet the most
elusive, being the romantic or bucolic mood. Due to the absence of this mood
it is difficult to reconcile the lyrical heroine's voice in this text with, for
instance, the speaker of B ll, even if the descriptions of harassment are
vaguely similar.
There is no indication that this text was ever performed, and it is possible that
Shribaldev Kavi was a poet who had a vision of how he would like thumri
texts to be, and wrote a collection of texts accordingly. However, if this thumri
were ever part of a vocalist's repertoire, it is likely to have been within the
bandis tradition: this text has the length and lilt we associate with that form,
and would be particularly well-suited to a dance performance, in which all its
narrative features could be acted out.
2.6.2 Chap
One area where there is a clear disparity between the two forms of thumri is
in the presence of the author's name (chap)36. Although none of the composers
of thumri consistently 'stamped' their name on their creations (or if they did,
this authorial evidence has not survived), it is particularly uncommon in bol
banav thumri. Where a chap does occur in a text, it is not necessarily reliable
proof of the poet's identity, as there are examples of texts in which the name
of one author has been substituted for another (e.g. nanaka and sanada in B14).
There is no evidence to suggest that texts that include a chap are preferred by
performers, whereas the implication of the absence of the author's (pen)name
in the texts that are performed today is that the tradition often considers the
identity of a poet to be uninteresting.37 However, from the researcher's
considered slightly risque in a modem context, to say nothing of the sexual images conjured
up by Baldev Kavi.
have referred to this insertion with the customary Hindi term chap, even though for
related genres such as khyal and gazal, the (Urdu) word takhallus is more likely to be used
(especially by Muslims). A third option is offered by Ashok Ranade, who speaks of mudra ;
this type of 'stamp', however, has wider scope than the words chap or takhallus, and may
include the name of the rag or a reference to the guru (Ranade 1990:70).
37Performers do take an interest in the existence of a composer's name in song texts, but
much more so in dhrupad and khyal than in thumri. In the former two genres, the occurrence
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perspective the occurrence of a chap in thumri is significant, as it is one of the
areas where the two forms of thumri are distinctly separate.
Less than 10% of texts in the bol banav section of the main corpus display a
poet's name, compared with some 40% in the bandiS section. The only poef s
name to appear with any regularity is Sanad Piya, who Peter Manuel
identifies as Tawaqqul Hussein' (1986:473) from Rampur and Bareilly
(1989:69). Sanad's name appears in both sections of the main corpus; most of
the 'piyas' that are still famous today will have been poets of bandiS thumri,
even though there will have been some overlap. There are other relatively
famous bandis thumri poets whose texts are not in the main corpus because
their creations are now primarily known from anthologies: Sughar Piya,
Kadar Piya, and Lalan Piya are particularly well-known, even if their actual
thumris are not, at least not in contemporary performance. Lalan Piya's
thumris in Sanskrit and extremely manneristic Hindi (relying on excessive
alliteration, or avoiding any labials) are almost legendary; the following
example shows some of Lalan's poetic skills whilst remaining faithful to the
thumri idiom: 38
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Forcefully you tore my garland.
From afar he sees me coming closer
He grabs my sari, the rascal knows no
shame
Lalan Piya, in front of my friends
Laughingly embraces me.

The fact that early thumri poets like Lalan Piya have remained relatively
famous (within the milieu of performers and specialists of Hindustani music),
of a certain poet's name often consolidates the credentials of a particular tradition, and
singers may touch their ear as a sign of respect upon singing the composer's name. Such
displays of devotion to a particular composer are absent in thumri. When singers emphasise
the presence of a chap in a thumri text, it is usually with the sentiment that a chap bestows
evidence of age and perhaps authenticity. Nevertheless, I have not found that singers prefer
certain texts because of the presence of a composer's name.
38Quoted in Bajpeyi 1977.
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even though his thumris are now rarely if ever performed, suggests that the
composers of bandis thumri belonged to a tradition that was engaged with
and took pride in its art; the relatively frequent presence of a chap in bandit
thumri (especially as compared to bol banav thumri) further emphasises this
point. In bol banav thumri, on the other hand, we find authorial evidence to
be rare; Girija Devi has explained (in the context of bol banana) that using the
poet's name for creating phrases is considered bad taste39, which may be the
main reason that most bol banav thumri texts lack a chap, so as to not include
within the lyrics obstacles to the essential process of bol banana. In view of
the fact that bol banav thumri gained currency at a critical time in the history
of Hindustani music, when performance practices and patronage structures
were questioned and reconstructed, it is also possible that there was a general
reluctance to fully embrace and engage with the newly-emerging genre; this
initial reluctance may have resulted in a vicious circle, in which the lack of
precedent prevented later composers from including their name in their
compositions.

2.7 A comparative appraisal
As far as I am aware, there are few thumri texts that have been created by
contemporaries of the present generation of performers. Although some
people compose thumris on paper, these are as unrepresentative of the genre
as the old anthologised pieces until they have actually made it into
performance. Moreover, the few composers of new thumris that I have come
across write texts exactly because they are dissatisfied with the existing scope
of the genre: Neela Bhagwat in Mumbai writes from a political (mainly
feminist) angle, whereas Balwant Roy Bhatt in Benares composes texts that
are entirely religious. One person who both writes and performs thumri in a
more traditional idiom is singer and musicologist Aneeta Sen, who writes
under the name of Neha Piya. Her work is particularly interesting because it
is her intention to stay within the conventional parameters of thumri, and her
material therefore provides good comparative data. Sen is a respected
musicologist who is also a performing musician, and although nobody's
views on the nature of thumri texts can be considered wholly representative,
Sen's are certainly relevant. It will be instructive to analyse the linguistic
39Sangeet Research Academy, Calcutte: tape 674.
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features of Sen's lyrics with a view to understanding what she considers to be
the necessary components of a thumri text.
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a crow is cawing on my balcony 41
tell me a good omen, oh Brahmin
the fragrant, soft eastern wind is
blowing
the cuckoo is singing 'piya piya'
Neha Piya, when will my lover
come?

Sen is originally from South India but married into a Bengali family; she and
her husband are now living in Mumbai, having spent many years teaching at
Khairagarh University in Madhya Pradesh. Although Chattlsgarhl, one of the
dialects of eastern Hindi, is spoken around Khairagarh, Sen's employment of
Braj- and Avadhl-inspired language in her poetry is clearly in response to the
perception that it is a necessary aspect of the thumri composition rather than
because of her personal exposure to these dialects (which, considering her
socio-economic status, would have been extremely limited in any case). She
explained that some use of Braj Bhasa and Avadhi is desirable in order to
create the right atmosphere for thumri42.
In terms of formulaic use, Sen follows the 'diminutive' convention, and
includes atariyd (which also occurs in A51) and purabaiya (for 'the eastern
wind'), as well as Avadhi long forms bamanavd (for 'Brahmin') and balamavd.
She also includes a word with lengthened final vowel, kaga. The pronoun mon
follows thumri precedent, as does the use of the postposition pai, and the
reference to the paptha bird whose cry is said to remind the lovelorn woman of
her absent lover. Use of the -h future (aihai) is rare in thumri, and the inclusion
of a chap is uncommon in bol banav thumri (especially in the last line),
although there is precedent. Sen's description of the eastern wind as manda
sugandha pavana is entirely formulaic, reminiscent of the trividha samira of
earlier Braj Bhasa and Sanskrit poetry, in which the wind is described as

4^ Rag Pahari - Dhumall tal. Personal communication, Mumbai, 27.12.1996.
4^The cawing of a crow is an omen that a guest is coming; for the woman waiting for her
lover it is thus a sound filled with hope.
42Personal communication. Mumbai, December 1996.
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having the threefold quality of being 'gentle, cool, and fragrant'. This stock
image, lifted from sanskritic poetry and expressed with a cluster of tatsama
vocabulary, does not sit altogether comfortably within a thumri context and,
together with the use of the -h- future and the inclusion of a chap, suggests
that Sen is assuming that the basic Braj Bhasa framework of thumri provides
the freedom to indiscriminately incorporate the conventions of Braj Bhasa
bhakti poetry. Such an assumption perhaps also betrays the desire to locate
thumri within a sanskritic framework, and possibly the belief that this is
thumri's rightful place. Sen's approach to thumri will be discussed in more
detail in the context of nayika-bheda in chapter 4.

2.8 Analysis of four sample texts
Analysing the linguistic identity of thumri is only partially a matter of
distinguishing or identifying dialect, for it also entails identifying its register.
Even in the situation where we do not know the extent to which the texts have
been changed over the years, and have very little information about the
identity, background and motivation of the composers of thumri, we can
surmise that the language of the texts exists in a realm of 'other-ness', in
which the language of 'real life', of mundanity and everyday existence, is
eschewed in favour of a poetic language that even in nineteenth-century
Lucknow and Benares must have had a certain exotic appeal. Analysing the
linguistic expression of four sample texts from the main corpus will provide
insight into how the language of thumri creates the atmosphere and
associations so typical of the genre.
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^ R ag Gara, tal ektal. Vrinda Mundkur, Mumbai, December 1996. Tape 5 in LdPCollection.
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This bandit thumri includes three diminutive forms {dagariya, bajariya,
nagariyd), which typically relate to each other in the rhyme scheme. The text
describes the stereotypical situation in which Krishna ('tyama') harasses the
lyrical heroine, who is assumed to be a milkmaid in Braj even though this is
not stated. The text opens with a rhetorical question, thereby catching the
listener's attention and setting the scene for the next statement: Krishna is
blocking the road. The words describing the places connected with Krishna's
actions are all in diminutive form, locating them away from the physical
world, suggesting that the actions that are depicted take place in an ethereal
realm and perhaps also that the heroine's relationship with them is not
altogether negative. In the next lines clusters of short syllables in alliterative
phrases emphasise the forcefulness of his actions, grabbing her hand and
kissing her face - the latter action in turn emphasised by the repetition of
cuma. The relationship between being kissed and having her modesty
compromised is set up by the parallel cuma leta/ laja leta, the latter then
followed by a further alliterative phrase, bica bajariya. The presence in the
fourth line of the long vowels in laja, bica, bajariya and iyama breaks the
rhythm and allows the singer space for melodic elaborations. This shift of
pace may also raise suggestions about the heroine's reactions to her
tormentor, which may be more ambivalent than she is trying to assert. The
following line includes a further rhetorical question, as well as the name of
the poet Binda (Din), who is placed in the role of the heroine's friend or
adviser. The predominance of long vowels and soft dental consonants in the
last line creates a somewhat softened mood, in which the heroine's statement
that she may have to move elsewhere rings rather hollow. A significant
feature of the last line is also that Krishna is now addressed directly, shown
by the pronoun fori, whereas he had been the subject of the descriptions
before.
The preceding text achieves most of its effect through use of rhythmic devices,
such as the clusters of short syllables in the early part, and poetic means such
as alliteration. The presence of the diminutives has a rhythmic as well as an
atmospheric effect, locating the places where Krishna interacts with the
heroine in an other-worldly realm, and affecting the mood of her narrative.
Although any text involving Krishna will inevitably have an associative
component, suggestion and hidden references are not a very important
feature of this text, unlike in the following bol ba^iav thumri.
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A parallel is constructed between the night which has gone by, and the lover
who has not come, a balance between ja- and a-; somewhat more obscurely, a
comparison is also invited between the lover and the night - both dark, if the
lover is implied to be Krishna 45 The diminutive word ratiya sounds
somewhat confusingly like a plural, allowing the text to exist in a state of
timelessness without a clear indication of a time frame. The diminutive
further abstracts the situation portrayed, similar to the use of diminutives in
describing the places in the bandiS text discussed above. A rhetorical question
is encountered in the first line of the antara (line 3); although the question is
ostensibly directed at the heroine's female friend, the 'rhetorical question'
device subtly draws the audience in to a level of mental interaction with the
narrative. In the phrase kachu bana nahi ave we encounter the word barn, and
although it is clear that no immediate reference to the forest is intended, it is
almost impossible for that word not to evoke a glimmer of Krishnaite
association; Krishna of Brindaban, the banavan or bammall, garlanded with
forest-flowers. A similar shadow of meaning may lurk in ratiya in the first
line: is it only the night that has passed, or also the opportunity of rati, sexual
pleasure? The parallel between ja - and a- of the sthayT is repeated in the
antara, in which a- occurs in line 3 and ja- in the last line, in the formulaic use
of the passive to express the inability to endure suffering.
The strength of this thumri lies in its ability to elicit certain responses and to
evoke certain moods through the references implicit in the texts more than
through the shape of the words or poetic devices; the rhyme of aye and jaya is
effective more in its parallel between two contrasting verbs than in its actual
rhyme. The effect of alliteration in the text (guzara gax, kaha karu .. kachu, bana
^ R ag Gara. Vrinda Mundkur, Mumbai, December 1996. Tape 5 in LdP Collection.
45A comparison between Krishna's dark hue and darkness (of the night, or the clouds) is
common (e.g. A72 tuma kale bana kala) although usually the reference is more explicit than in
the present text.
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nahi) is aesthetic rather than pragmatically meaningful the way it was in the

bandit text discussed above.
Association and suggestion are not the most salient points of every bol banav
thumri. In the following example much of the effect is created by the way
sounds are used and located in relation to each other.
A36.1
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One of the first things that is striking about this text is the predominance of
soft and dental sounds: clusters of nasal consonants appear in three lines, in
stark contrast with the two velar plosives in the rhetorical question in the last
line. The very first word triggers the association of the eyes, and hence leads
us into the realm of seeing and being seen, of darian and ghughat, of Krishna
and absent lovers, bind nahi caina in the first line rhymes with dina nahi caina in
the third; caina rhymes with raina which follows it, and ndht nindiya almost
sounds like an anagram of dina nahi at the beginning of the same line, whose
overall shape is close to being a palindrome. The way all these sounds
interconnect allows, once again, for a sense of spacelessness and timelessness,
in which nothing definite occurs. The phrase raina nahi nindiya is a source of
ambiguity: why is she awake at night? The first explanation may well be that
she is suffering the pain of separation, but in the timeless realm of the thumri
universe we are easily carried back in time, when he - the dark one, just like
the night is dark - was there. All the more disturbing then to be reminded of
the 'real wrorld' by the phrase kdse kahu, because of the relative harshness of its
sounds as well as because the listener is once again invited to partake in the
narrative. The final phrase completes the rhyme scheme, drawing on the
metaphor of the heart's 'speech', and to whom it may be expressed.

^ R a g Khamaj, tal jat. Girija Deri, Sankat Mochan Festival, Benares, April 1997. Video in
Nicolas Magriel collection.
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A last example illustrates the impact of soft and hard sounds, of dental and
retroflexes; there are many more dental than retroflex sounds in both forms of
thumri, and the following text demonstrates the contrast.
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The only word in which hard sounds, a velar and a retroflex, occur is in kapata
in the third line, 'deceit'. Preceded by a sequence of softer sounds, the word
takes on an almost onomatopoeic quality, its force underlined by the staccato,
dental-dominated phrase aba karata nita that follows it. In the first line the
imperatives javo and bolo can both be treated in such a way as to become
ambiguous: as discussed earlier, javo also contains avo, a paradox which the
skilled singer will certainly exploit in her performance, bolo is preceded by
nahi, and again by jina in the next line, but in the short emotive phrases of bol
banav thumri, such a prohibitive marker is easily lost to leave only bolo,
perhaps repeated a number of times, overlapping with the following phrase
aba haniase. When creating phrases consisting of the words jina bolo at the end
of the sthayl, and subsequently following them with javo in the first line, jina
javo is easily suggested if not overtly expressed. The entire mood of the sthayl
can thus be reversed: 'leave me alone, don't talk to me' can be expressed in
such a way as to become 'speak to me, don't go'. Such poetic, yet playful,
ambiguity would have been extremely compelling in courtesan performance,
when the singer's musical skills would have been complemented by her
persuasive abilities and coquetry (or possibly vice versa)48. The repetition of
nita begs the question of time and space, contrasted with the earlier repetition
of aba. The co-wife or rival is a prominent resident of the thumri universe,
although she is rarely the object of the kind of scorn that might be directed at
a real-life competitor.

4'7Rag Khamaj, tal dipcandi. Siddheshwari Devi, HMV cassette STCS04B7443.
48See also text B13, note on line 1.
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2.9 Conclusion
Thumri texts are characterised by a 'sweetness' which is congruous with
thumri's musical identity and is largely effectuated by a linguistic register
which is some distance removed from the language of mundanity; within a
primarily Braj Bhasa matrix, the frequent inclusion of diminutives and the
elongated noun form -va of eastern Hindi, combined with the absence of
Perso-Arabic and sanskritised vocabulary, makes it possible for thumri to
exist in a romantic and idealised self-contained realm.
Various components conspire to create a language that is never quite finite:
short and ungendered imperfect!ve participles, the general absence of
auxiliaries, the reliance on diminutive forms, especially those from eastern
Hindi which in their very status of having crossed a linguistic boundary (even
if a not very well-defined one) suggest an open-endedness, all contribute to
the suggestive nature of the texts, in which there is always an implicit
possibility of further meaning and association.
Drawing on conventional imagery from devotional poetry as well as nonclassical sources, thumri texts provide avenues into a much wider realm of
reference than is contained within the texts themselves. The concentration of a
small number of ideas, expressed in an often formulaic style using limited
vocabulary, creates a narrow doorway through which the entrance into the
vast space of association becomes particularly compelling.
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Chapter 3: The Form and Structure of Thumri

3.1 Introduction
Having established that the language of thumri to some extent draws on
conventions from Braj Bhasa devotional poetry, we now turn to a discussion
of the prosodic structure of the texts. An analysis of metre and rhyme in
thumri will demonstrate the disparity between thumri and forms such as the
bhajan, as thumri texts only very loosely conform to metrical conventions and
rarely have tight rhyme schemes. Moreover, thumri is not a poetic form in its
own right; its texts have no life outside of performance, and should therefore
always be located in a performance context. The first task of analysing the
texts on paper therefore consists of transcribing them from performance; some
of the problems inherent in this process are discussed in the first section of
this chapter. We subsequently look at metre in thumri on the strength of texts
transcribed by myself as well as those taken from anthologies, and discuss the
nature of rhyme. Although most thumri texts have a rhyme scheme of sorts, it
is rarely exploited to the full in performance; the slow and melismatic
utterances of bol banav thumri are almost never shaped by or structured
according to rhyme.
The relationship between sthayT and antara exists on different levels:
continuity of rhyme - where it exists - links the components of a text together
on a structural level, and semantic cohesion is provided by a certain
continuity of narrative. The often formulaic natures of both theme and rhyme
are contributing factors to the phenomenon of the "floating antara', in which
one antara may be used with a number of different sthayis. Texts may thus
have an some degree of interchangeability.
3.2 Problems encountered in transcription
The discrepancy between thumri as a written text and thumri in performance
is one of the stumbling-blocks in the quest for a description of thumri's
prosodic nature. A thumri text as it appears on paper is not necessarily
representative of the same text as it appears in performance. As Finnegan
explains,' "equivalence" between spoken and written texts is neither selfevident nor a culture-free matter" (1992:195). She warns the researcher that
'transcribing will also be affected by your own assumptions about the nature
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of a "text" and about the relationship between written words and
performance which transcriptions in some sense represent7. She queries the
Idea of a "correct" super-existent text, and points out that 'further
"interruptions" or "digressions" - as they seem to transcribers preoccupied
with the "basic" text - may be crucial for the performance7 (Finnegan
1992:195). This last point is particularly applicable to bol banav thumri whose
shape in performance is fluid and continuously changing, with numerous
repetitions and stock phrases providing the raw materials for melismatic
melodic elaboration and emotional expression. Although we may be able to
identify a core text upon which the performance is based, we cannot daim
that we have discovered a truth that was 'out there7: the way a thumri is
performed is the thumri. Its layers do not obscure an unadulterated essence
but are integral to the thumri itself. Nevertheless, it will still be useful to look
at the individual layers in order to understand their internal relationship.
Lath (1983:230ff.) discusses the problems inherent in committing orally
transmitted material to paper. In his study of devotional poetry, he identifies
certain 'geya-vikaras' - transformations occurring in the transmission of songs1,
such as the addition of contextually-meaningless syllables, indusion of short
phrases for the sake of the tal, changing the order of words in a line, changing
the order of the antaras, borrowing 'floating7antaras - which seem to be part
of a common fund rather than part of one particular poem - and substituting
epithets such as Krishna for Ram. Such 'transformations' are also found in
thumri when we either compare different versions of the same text, or
different texts with each other. In Lath's study, acknowledging the influence
of 'geya-vikaras7provides a means by which to understand textual variations,
but the basic assumption that an ur text exists is always implicitly present.
When a poem X is found on 4 occasions with a certain antara, and on a fifth
occasion with a different antara which also happens to have occurred in poem
Y, the scholar in his quest for a critical edition may at least speculate as to the
authenticity of this twice-occurring antara in relation to poem X. This kind of
speculation is often tempting in thumri, where certain antaras do indeed 'float

^Lath (1983:230) acknowledges that as the term geya-vikara is based on the Vedic sama-vikara it
presupposes knowledge of a 'true form’, whereas in oral texts this true form is not necessarily
known or indeed existent. Lath's use of the term 'textual variants' does, however, betray an
assumption of a 'true form', a basic text of which variants can exist. This assumption may be
valid in Lath’s study of padas by the poet Namdev, but is not applicable in the case of thumri.
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around", and sometimes appear to be used when the singer has forgotten the
"real" antara.
When considering what a thumri might look like when it takes on the cloak of
written poetry, it is worth remembering Finnegan"s warning that our own
culturally-determined ideas as to the shape of a poem may well influence our
conceptualisation of an oral text. Two aspects of the transcription process are
concerned with basic shape and need to be addressed before any structural
analysis can take place: the decision as to what constitutes a line, and the
assessment of vowel-lengths.
3.2.1 Lines
Thumri as a musical form is identified by its musical rather than its poetic
shape; its poetry moulds itself to performance as opposed to the singer
adapting the musical possibilities to the demands of the text. Most singers
rely on written material as aides-memoire, and have notebooks in which they
have collected their compositions. Although there is no obvious format to
adhere to when writing down the words of a thumri, there do appear to be
conventions that are followed in private notebooks and published anthologies
alike. These conventions seem to dictate that repetitions that occur in
performance should not be written down, and that most lines should be of
more or less the same length as the first line. The length of the first line then
becomes an important factor in deciding the shape of the written thumri.
Where there is a rhyme scheme this can obviously be treated as a yardstick for
the shape of the lines, but in bol banav thumri there often is only limited
rhyme which does not necessarily clarify the shape of the written text. In the
more rhythmic bandis thumri there is usually a more cohesive rhyme scheme,
which makes the written shape of the text easier to assess. By its very nature,
the performance of bandis thumri tends to be more structured than bol banav
thumri, and involves less repetition of short phrases. Although the
fundamental distinction between text as an oral versus a written item
remains, the transcription process in bandis thumri is nevertheless relatively
uncomplicated.
The first line of most thumri texts is readily identifiable, as it is the dominant
line which is subject to frequent repetition in performance. The most common
format in the contemporary performance of bol banav thumri is to repeat the
first line for the greater part of the performance, with the occasional foray into
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the second line of the sthayl if it exists. The first line of the antara is then
elaborated upon briefly, followed by a summary rendition of the very last
line. The last line is easily identifiable as it is given little time in performance
and it is always followed by a return to the first line of the sthayl. The
distinction between the sthayl and the antara is largely musical, but can also
be inferred from the structure of the performance: whereas all lines of the
sthayi are followed with a return to the first line, the lines of the antara are not
followed by a return to the sthayi until the very last line of the antara (and
thus the entire composition) has been sung. For example, in a 4-line thumri
'AB-Crr 2 A would receive most of the performance emphasis, B would be
sung occasionally, but always with an immediate return to A, C would
become dominant only towards the end of the performance and be followed
by D, which would be followed almost immediately by a return to A. D is
therefore easily identified as it is always followed by a return to A.
Tire main point of argument relates to the length of C: because it is rarely sung
as one line but tends to be fragmented into smaller sections, often displaying
internal rhyme, it could be argued that dividing C into two or three lines on
the written page would be preferable and more faithful to the actual
performance. It does not, however, appear to be the convention, either in
published works that I have come across, or in the handwritten notebooks
that I have seen. Some published materials do use commas in a situation
where a line break may be preferable in terms of rhyme and performance
practice, but where such a line break would result in having two lines that are
much shorter than the other ones. There is also the consideration that
ultimately the complete line C is treated sequentially: if C were divided into
Cl and C2, the latter would always follow the former before continuing on to
D. There is then no compelling argument against treating C as one line, and it
does usually result in a format in which all the lines have more or less the
same length, which may be considered more normative, especially when
compared with metre-based song forms such as the bhajan and the gazal.

2Bol b anav thu m ris of a different form at w o u ld still adhere to the b asic co n v en tio n s as
described. The sth al m ay be returned to in b etw een antaras if there is m ore than o n e - a
feature rarely heard in con tem porary perform ance - but the lin es p reced in g th e last lin e of the
antara w ill not b e fo llo w e d b y a return to th e sthal u ntil the final lin e has b een su ng.
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3.2.2 V owel length

Considerable leniency with regard to metric formalities, primarily by
counting certain long vowels as short, is not peculiar to thumri as it occurs
throughout pre-modem Hindi poetry. In thumri, vowel length is largely
dependent on musical and rhythmic considerations and varies from line to
line and from performance to performance. In the phrase dekhe bina nahi caina,
the word bina may realise as /bina/, /b ina/ or /bina/, and nahi as /n ah i/,
/n ah i/, /n ah i/ etc. It depends entirely on the vocalist, who is unlikely to be
adhering to any particular metrical strategy and will place stress where
melodically or rhythmically required. When a word like nahi is repeated
sequentially, it may well be realised as /nahi nahi nahi na na nahi/ on one
occasion, and differently on another occasion in the same performance. How a
text is written down may then involve a somewhat arbitrary decision, which
may be influenced by conceptions of the standard forms of words, shaped by
Khan Boll.
The stressed beat sam does not usually fall on short vowels, although it may
do so; in most cases where the short vowel is then realised as long this
variation is attested in the lexicon: in the line piyd to mdnata nahi the sam falls
on the first syllable of nahi which is then realised as / nahi/, and in the line
jdga pari mai to piyd the sam falls on pi-, and the word piyd is realised as
/p iya/. Both ndht and piyd appear in the H§S and are therefore precedented
variations rather than lone instances. When the sam lands on a short vowel,
this vowel is not necessarily lengthened: in the thumri ndhaka laye gavanava the
sam occurs on the second syllable of gavanava. Where the sam falls on a short
vowel this usually coincides with natural stress; the above instance is a case in
point, as without the suffix -vd the stress in pronunciation would be on the
first syllable ga- . However, due to the addition of the final syllable the stress
has shifted to the second syllable -va-, which is also the place of the sam.
3.2.3 M etre
Having established a rough yardstick with which to measure line and vowel
lengths, we move on to the next stage of achieving an understanding of
thumri's form: metre. In order to arrive at an outline of the prosodic structure
of thumri texts, a metric analysis of some 100 texts was carried out, with bol
banav thumri and bandis thumri treated separately; as we shall see, the texts
of bandis thumri usually have more lines, with each line having, on average, a
higher number of matras. In order to represent anthologised texts as well as
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those transcribed by myself, the texts used for the analysis were chosen from
an arbitrary variety of sources: 37 were taken from the recorded texts in the
main corpus, 35 were taken from C8,17 from C4, 8 from C ll and 6 from C7.
An initial prosodic analysis undertaken at the outset of this research, using
only a very small sample (of transcribed texts only), proved discouraging. I
returned to metrical analysis at a later stage, using a larger sample chosen
from a greater number of sources and allowing for more metric variables, in
order to achieve at least an approximate description of the prosodic structure
of thumri texts. We shall first consider the overall findings.
Bandis thumri

The following chart indicates that 20% of the 41 bandis thumris analysed
consist of 4 lines, 20% of 5 lines, and 20% of 7 lines. 17% of texts have 6 lines,
with 8-line texts occurring in 14% of the total. There is therefore not one clear
predominant structure: the majority of bandis thumris have between 4 and 8
lines.

No. of
lines
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
12

instances %
1
8
8
7
8
6
2
1

2
20
20
17
20
14
5
2

The two charts below divide the texts by number of lines and show the
average number of matras per line and the average number of matras in the
first line, respectively. They indicate that the average bandiS thumri has
between 16-19 matras per line, with no serious deviations. The average
number of matras in the first line is 17-20, suggesting that, on average, the
first line of a thumri is marginally longer - in metric terms - than the following
lines. It may be noted that in the 9-line category the average number of matras
in the first line deviates considerably from the overall average; as there are
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only two texts in this category no meaningful conclusions can be drawn,
although this deviation does perhaps underscore the problem of deciding
where one line ends and the next one begins.

Number of lines

Average matras
in per line

Average matras
in first line

Total
3-line text
4-line text
5-line text
6-line text
7-line text
8-line text
9-line text
12-line text

16-19
17-21
15-18
16-19
18-21
17-19
14-16
17-21
14-17

17-20
15-17
16-20
16-19
17-21
18-21
15-18
23-29
16-18

Bol banav thumri

In bol banav thumri the 4-line format is by far the most common, occurring in
more than half of the 62 analysed texts (56%). Texts of 3, 5 or 6 lines are also
quite common. Comparing the overall average number of matras per line
with the average number of matras in the first line shows little discrepancy for
the total; the most commonly found text - of 4 lines - shows a slightly higher
number in the average line than in the first line of the texts. However, the
discrepancies are small and, bearing in mind the number of variables to be
taken into consideration, are probably not meaningful.

No. of
lines
3
4
5
6
7
8

instances %
9
35
7
9
1
1

14.5
56
11
14.5
2
2
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Number of lines

Average matras
per line

Average matras
in first line

Total
3-line text
4-line text
5-line text
6-line text
7-line text
8-line text

13-15.5
16-19
14-16.5
13-15
14-15.5
10-12
12-15

14-16
18-22
13-15
13-16
14-16
10
16-19

3.2.4 O ther approaches

Earlier in the course of my research, I had looked at the prosodic aspect of
thumri from a different angle, analysing the ratio of short vowels to long
vowels in thumri in a small sample of texts (42). I found that in bandis and bol
banav thumri alike, there were approximately 45% short vowels against 55%
long vowels in the sthayl, whereas that figure was reversed for the antara, in
which the percentage of short vowels was around 55. Once again bearing in
mind the number of variables involved in establishing vowel length, these
figures seemed balanced enough as to not warrant any further investigation.
If anything, it struck me as odd that there should be such a balance, as my
expectation had been that there would be a greater disparity between the
texts7internal sections. When we look at thumri from the angle of
performance, the sthayl-antara distinction becomes highly relevant because in
actual performance the sthayi, particularly its first line, receives a radically
disproportionate amount of attention. It was this very fact that had led me to
carry out the earlier sthayl-antara based analysis in the first place, as I had
wrongly surmised that the weighting of performance would somehow be
reflected in the metric weighting of the texts. The more detailed metric
analysis that I carried out later also suggests that in terms of prosodic
structure there is no significant difference between sthayi and antara in
thumri.
Snell (1983) addresses the problems encountered in the metrical scanning of
poetry that is primarily meant for performance, and discusses the relationship
between metre and tal in the performance of devotional poetry. He has found
that metric idiosyncrasies are often easily explained when the poems are
88

Chapter 3: Form and Structure

considered in their performance context. This finding is almost the opposite of
the situation with thumri, where any hint of a metrical structure on paper is
obscured in the context of performance. This disparity probably stems from
the fact that the padas of devotional poetry are first and foremost poetry albeit transmitted in an oral idiom. All poems analysed by Snell are part of
one corpus and were most probably created by the same poet. The poems are
therefore more likely to follow a recognisable pattern or conform, however
loosely, to some kind of underlying structure. This point is also relevant to the
findings of Smith, who in his restoration of the Visaladevarasa suggests three
processes by which deviant metres can be made to conform (1976:10).
Although all three processes employed by Smith are relevant to the present
study, his objective was to discover the underlying structure of an apparently
unstructured and haphazard collection of poetry. However, his collection, like
Snell's, does ultimately belong together, and at least the assumption can be
made that an underlying structure is present. Such faith would not be
appropriate in the analysis of thumri texts, which are not part of a larger
corpus, which were not created at the same time by one or a limited number
of authors, and whose shape is continuously being redefined in performance
by skilled vocalists.
Although in general huge allowances must be made for deviation, in most
thumris we can discern some underlying metrical structure. In the above
mentioned study by Smith it was found that for the sake of metrical
conformity it was often necessary to modify certain spelling forms and omit
certain words. Furthermore, a phonologically short vowel followed by a
conjunct consonant (or a consonant preceded by m) was frequently found to
be metrically short, and the word re regularly required excision (1976:10).
Smith observes: 'Most significant was the consistency with which the majority
of these operations proved to be necessary; most occurred over and over
again, some at every point where it was possible to apply them/ Such
frequent alterations can be allowed for with some degree of certainty when a
text indicates that there is a prosodic structure to conform to, but in thumri
each text needs to be considered in its own right. Some of the problems
concerning metric analysis of thumri texts are discussed below. These mainly
involve 1) variable renditions of the same text, sometimes showing substantial
alterations, and 2) frequent use of filler-words and stock-phrases.

89

Chapter 3: Form and Structure

3.2.5 A ltern ative renditions o f the sam e tex t
A24.1 conforms loosely to a 16-12 metre, which is the format of the traditional
pada-metre sdr which occurs frequently in devotional poetry. However, in the
conventional manner of writing down thumri texts the line with the 16-12
matra format is in fact treated as two separate lines. The resemblance to the
sar metre is probably less relevant than the overall usefulness of a 16-matra
structure, which fits in with, among others, the commonly used jat tal (16
beats), sitarkhani tal (16 beats), or kaharva tal (8 beats); it also conforms to
tlntal (16 beats), although that tal is not generally used in bol banav thumri.
A24.2 has a less discernible structure. The third line of A24.2 provides a good
illustration of two points discussed earlier: as the line falls into two rhyming
parts, it could be argued that these should in fact be two distinct lines, which
would then have identical scansion if m is counted as short and the word aba
(a common makeweight) were removed.

A24.1

UU— o u -- —
ou—■ yuu
u uo
——
fpFRFT °bH£
Pld BkTT
u*O —^ u o u —O—
tl

A24.2
WRT dl~?\H rillff
UUuo — u u u -----dleid
did fdd OTT II
—— O —ou (jg —— H
UU
3R 4 t | ?TT
UU

—

ePT eft

U U ---------U UJ —

(del

—

I II 3

3Both texts (A24.1 /2) were sung in rag Khamaj.
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A further example of the phenomenon in which one version of a text appears
to have a more tightly defined structure than others is found in A37.1-3. The
sthayi of A37.1 follows the 16-12 format we saw in the example above; A37.2
is arranged in such a way that it neither follows the 16-12 structure nor the
corresponding rhyme scheme, whereas A37.3 loosely fits the 16-12 format.

37.1

\j u u o e u— o v — o

UO — \J
dw r

o
itcf 'Tft ii

37.2
wv-» — u
----------o
f ts n t d f t
ii
\J O — \J
VJUU -- ------1% ?t k
OU —, VJ— _______u
d w r w r d f r
VjU —U— oO -- o
q « r s r r s f r s p t w p t ii

37.3
uu — U
--------- \J
^ rfe rr
d r r *t f t
u o DU—1 U O —
—U ■
—■

w

t o r

r n

VJO
U —.— uou — — —
^ rf^ rr
q fr
O U — ---------- vj
RlO I hKl d l-H II 4

4A11three texts (A37.1-3) were sung in rag Hlu.
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We are again confronted with a situation where different versions do not
conform to a possible model; if the objective of this study were to arrive at a
critical edition of thumri texts - if indeed such an objective would be viable at
all - then we could hazard a guess that the more structured version of the text
would possibly be more authentic than the other versions which we would
then perhaps consider to be "deviant". However, the written records of thumri
lyrics that are available are usually based on musical transcriptions5 and so
only record one particular performed instance of a text, offering a snapshot
rather than a blueprint. It is possible that due to human error, or the desire to
simplify the complexities of thumri in performance, the picture offered by
written records is sometimes distorted. Let us consider this point in the
context of the second problematic area of the metric analysis of thumri texts.
3.2,6 Use of filler-w ords and stock-phrases

Having argued that there cannot be a justifiable search for an ur-text or
authentic original, I still think it is both valid and useful to make a distinction
between the basic text and the text as it appears in performance; this will,
among other things, shed light on how the singer engages with the text in
performance. Such a distinction need not imply a value-judgement, nor does
the text outside of performance need to be considered more authentic: it is
more a question of trying to disentangle the material with which tire singer
started, from the finished, performed product. Part of the value of such an
exercise is that it demonstrates how the text actually lives in performance;
another is that it gives us an opportunity to explore whether a makeweight
such as re may not, in fact, be an integral part of the text - "text" here being
defined as the song as it is exists in a particular singer's repertoire at a
particular moment in time. Musical and emotive elaboration on a text is a
fundamental characteristic of bol banav thumri, and so an interjection like re
or a vocative sakhi or mori all, which may be considered filler-words in other
genres or in written poetry, may become charged with emotional expression.
In all recorded versions (A.231-4) of the following text the word to in the first
line is not only present, but is given pride of place, being the last word of the

5M ost an th ologies d o n ot declare their sou rces, but the com p ilers are u su a lly either
m u sico lo g ists or m u sician s w h o h ave collected a n um ber of texts and in clu d e b asic m usical
transcription in their b ooks. Their v ersion s of texts sh ou ld p erh ap s n o t b e con sid ered any
m ore authentic than, for exam p le, a contem porary transcription o f an old er recording.
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mukhra before the sam pi. The version as it appears in C9 (A23.5) omits to in

line 1, hi which appears in line 3 of A23.2, as well as lines 2&4 of A23.3:

A23.2

UU —. u U
U V ----IpT driri *T ’f f e
^
uu -u u
u — o ---f^ p r m
^ s t t t f t w m ii

A23.3
t <ft 1 w # w iw ;
—

U

V

—

, u

u

u O

r i r frf 3^r w f s
o u —UU — —u u
ririri

3T^
UU

f^ n r

r

--------

s n tr
<
^

ii

_____

w r

u u
? sttt w o ;

—.U O —

—

_

ii

A23.5
— uu — u u
Uu
_
WFT qrt ^ 1 w % <3PTm ||
UU UU — —U u ---—
ririri
r ik
^
UU
Uo---- ' U u -----f^Pf
^ 3TTT WR" II 6
The scansion of A23.5 weights all vowels in accordance with convention,
other than mm and ke in line 1 which are both read as short. A23.5 thus
displays regularity of scansion, in terms of both the line totals and their
internal structure. But whether or not this confirms upon it the status of being
a more authentic version of this text is a moot point. As description rather
than establishing a definitive truth is our objective, it perhaps suffices to say
6A23.2 and A23.4 were sung in rag Manj Khamaj; the written text A23.5 is set to rag Jhinjhoti.
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that some texts appear to have versions which show more metric regularity
than others.
3.3 Thumri in performance
Having seen some of the ways in which thumri as a written item can be at
variance with its identity as a performed text, it will be useful to observe in
detail what actually happens to a text in performance. The transcription below
is based on musical performance, and demonstrates the vast difference
between written and performed thumri texts; it offers an isolated and unique
representation of the text, as even the same artist is unlikely to perform this
thumri in exactly the same order again.
The text used upon which the performance (A l.l) is based is as follows:
O

VJ

—

---------- —

> V J

3rfeqf w fc ft # f r
—

O

U

—

bd

—

VJ

^

vJ O

---

vJ

w t

----

■ f t r s r ^ w f t ii
u o u U i i uu ou — ou
t f t m ^ srw
\J \J

w

VJ

—0

f ^ r s v r

ii

^

The sthayi of this text follows a 16-11 metrical pattern, with 20 and 11 matras
in the third and fourth line respectively. If jeht and tehi are read as consisting
of short matras only, the third line has 16 matras. The format of the text is
then 16-11,16-11. The text is set to an AABA rhyme scheme, with the third line
showing a measure of internal rhyme with the words jeht - tehi, as well as with
the -ata endings of the verbs. As the third line is disproportionately long, a
separation into two lines could be considered. A grammatical split of the third
line would result in a) jeht citavata and b) tehi basa kara darata, in which the
relative and correlative clauses are separated, giving a reading of 8/12 matras
(6/10 in the alternative scansion). In performance the correlative tehi is always
tagged on to the first clause jeht citavata (see lines 35 and 38 of the
transcription); scansion based on this gives a reading of 12/8 (8/8). The
alternative reading of the third line then provides a more balanced division of
the line as it actually occurs in performance. This suggests that thumri texts
^Rag M isra T ilang - tal d lpcand i. Perform ed b y Girija D evi.
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may be subject to a level of metric conformity, both in their written form and
in performance. However, as the following transcription indicates, such
conformity is haphazard at best.
In the following transcription of a musical performance, this text is sung over
49 rhythmic cycles, in which the first line receives approximately 60% of the
attention, the second line 20%, and the third and fourth lines 10% each. The
first syllable of the word syama coincides with the start of the rhythmic cycle.
The inherent -a is not pronounced on 5 occasions: §yam in lines 3 (twice) and 5;
bam in line 12; mol in line 43. This variant pronunciation has been indicated
with a uiram. The line breaks below are based on tal; the first syllable of every
line is the first syllable of every cycle. The first three rhythmic cycles have
been broadly transcribed with tal in order to illustrate the loose structure of
bol banav thumri performance. The transcription follows the musical
convention of not allocating the textual syllables to exact beats in vilambit
(slow) tempo compositions.
Dlpcandi:
X 2 3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11

wm ............. - rririfr driftw ------- v ~ wr -

w r r it driri m
w

Trmrit ^ -

q-

wr - —

12

13

14

w t r i t drier
—

strirdr —

drier wm tpcr s ffw r w ir ir driri

In the above transcription we find that the third cycle continues the musical
elaboration from the previous one, without resolution on sam. Resolution on
the sam is always accomplished by the mukhra akhiya rasTlT tori syama , with
the first syllable of syama landing on tire sam.
1 tttft w rifr drier TdFF
2 M W d M fr d n T r fw
3 w trir drift w n r 'cdtrit ^ dtfr m
-

d tri
drT $fmr

drift

4

w r

w T rit a d rift r w t r i t

5
6
7

m fr f p w f t ^dldt drift m srfridT id ld ) dtfr
w n r f p d tft w f t dtrit w tfr i
dT rririri dfpfr h w <*fHl drier m
drier

8

'9dTd (instrumental interlude)
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9

f t d fw r m M t d f w v M t

10

d ffd t d tft m r d tft m r

R t d f cfnct

11 M R dtl[d d t^ d d t^ d
12

fd d ^

^ jd s t r «nd jfn^r f f%d d t

13 d R f d d d t d R d t^ d fd d d t
14 d R d t^ d

dt dR W

tfw

W t f t d tft

15 M R f t d fid T 3t
16 f w

R t f t R W t R f f r d t f t W R dfsR T W t f t d t f t

17 M R (instrumental interlude) f t 3 tfid T

18 T # f t R td fr f f l d T W t d t W W W

19

cft^cr totit

20 M R
21

cfrrt ■^Trnr ^m r

#f%5Tr w W t ?ft^t

(instrumental interlude)

m r m r f x 4 'm d t f t f c r r m

22 f t t f w

ft

M t d t W P dt d t f t M R f t t f M T W td f cfrO

23 M R M R cfr^T l ¥ f
24 d t f t W

d f ld T R f d f d M

TdTdt d t f t M R W td t d t f t

25 M R M R f t W td t d t f t M R T^ft d f w R t d t d t f t
26 M R

(instrumental interlude)

27 M R 3 t f w d f d
28 dT R ftd f d f f d t W t d t W td t f R t d t d t f t d t f t d tf t
29 M R M R M R d l^ d fd d d t dT
30 d d T |d d t^ d d t d t
31 !TT d tf t dT^d fd d d t d R d R f fd d d t dT
32 d f d d f t d R fd d d t d R 3TT d fld T d t^ d fd d d t
33 d R d R f d d d t d R T^ft sffM T R l HI d t
34

f t M R d t f t M R M R d t f t d t f t d tf t

35 d f t fd d d d d f t
36 d d d d d R d
37 d f t fd d d d d
38 f t fd d d d d f t d f t fd d d d d f t d f t fd d d d f f t d f t d
39 f t fd d d d d f t dT d d d d d d d R d f d d d d dT
40 dd d d d d d R d dTCd d R d dT f f t fd d d d d
41 f t d d d d d R d f
42 d t d d d fd d d R d td d d fd d d R d t d d d fd d d l
43 d d t d d t d d t d d d
44 fd d d R d t
45 d d d fd d d R d td d d fd d d R Sff%dT d d td t
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46

z r f t ^ rn r

47

3ft

ft # fw r v ftm

ztrr w r zrft wpt zrfr m

48 F W

ZKT MFT PTf # f w

w

ZKT

49 r o w

This transcription aims to give an impression of how bol banav thumri is
actually realised by the vocalist, thereby underlining the point that even if
metric structure is present in the written text, this has no real value when it
comes to assessing bol banav thumri in performance, its natural habitat. j?o/_
banana, the creation of phrases in order to heighten the emotional and
atmospheric effect of the thumri, does not lend itself to being bound by
constraints such as metre.
Bandis thumri on the other hand is, as the name suggests, more hound' and
less flexible. Because of the greater symmetry and exclusively binary divisions ^ ,
of the tals to which it is usually set, in combination with the speed at which it
y
is usually sung, bandis thumri is better suited to structural conformity than
bol banav thumri. Let us examine text B14.1.

______

_ u

________

riT 'TNT ■«+>!«-$!
—

—

\j

U

ftw t
ouo

guu

—

\j

'JiicTl T
vj

^

C\

wO
txh

■

U

VJUUUU —

—

qm

y u

-

—

ii

OUW

?fr
U U u

qmrr iirft
srffqf
- —uu----- \JVJ —. ij Uu —
3^ f t
fr fr
ii s

The three lines of the sthayi have a scansion of around 18 matras each; the
four lines of the antara range from 13 to 21. The rhyme scheme excludes the
first line, and then shows a pattern of ABCCAB.
®Rag M isra Khamaj - tal ektal. P erform ed b y Purnim a C haudhury.
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The transcription below of this text in performance illustrates that the first line
tends to be repeated in its basic form, and shows the rhythmic elaborations
that are associated with the genre, such as the two tihayis (phrases repeated
three times) in lines 11-12, and 15. This text underscores some of the points
previously discussed: the question of filler-words and how they are identified
is salient, as is the issue of transcribing short vowels as long depending on
how they are realised in performance. The word re occurs following javo in
each instance (i.e. javo never occurs without being followed by re) and is
therefore taken as being an integral part of the basic structure of the text; re as
makeweight appears on two occasions, in line 6 following chuvo, and in line
10 following bolo. The negator na is transcribed as na in each instance,
reflecting the emphasis given to the vowel by the singer, other than in its
second appearance in line 10 where the de-emphasised -a contrasts with the
strong -a earlier in the line. This performance is set to fast (drut) ektal, 12
beats; the line breaks conform to the structure of this tal, with the first syllable
of each line being the first syllable in a new cycle. The first 8 cycles of the tal
have been transcribed; because of the speed of the rhythm, the individual
beats are subsumed in the overall movement of the cycles. The transcribed 8
cycles took 37 seconds in performance, an average of 4.6 seconds per cycle. In
contrast, the 3 transcribed cycles of the bol banav thumri took 56 seconds in
performance, an average of 18.6 seconds per cycle, a quarter of the speed of
the bandis thumri.9
X 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1011 12
\ - FT
3TT

F t T (instrumental interlude)

5TT

„ aft 3;

sir - - eft
srffqf —
f I ^ ft

-

t

P

sfm t wrr^rr F tr t

srhr

ffr

F fF spfr --

srffzfr P,

ft

-J.

JV

f Itt

-

t

F iff
«K«fiO

ft
J-

V

C

lFFdl W F FFT WT
W
T

-\

9This is con sistent w ith the fact that b an d is thum ri is u su a lly su n g in drut lay (tem po), w hich
is four tim es the sp ee d of vilam b it (slow ) lay, in w h ich bol banav th u m ri is u su a lly
perform ed.
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ja is sung on the sam and preceded by the mukhra hato (except where there

are instrumental interludes) in the first four cycles. In the next four cycles
rhythmic elaboration continues without resolution on sam, which then rectus
in the ninth cycle.
1 ^nfr r nr

^t^i

2

'5tN t ^ (instrumental interlude)

3

^TRT r RT ^ 1 #

4

^trt ^ rt rtrt

5

wfiprf srfh

mft
Tfncr

6
7

srflraf ^rfh

8

f^Tcft

9

r tr t x r t rprt

10

r RT

11

f s |R ^ ^

12 RTR RRT

R ^Tuii r
R RTR W

RTR 'TOT s|3t

13 RTRf T
14 cb$d Ti r1ct) RR R t 3RR
15

16

^

RRRT RR
\a 5ft 3RR RR
-o R t 3RR RR
»o R t 3RR

RRR

TRR

17 f%R ^THT RRY RT R l^ ff R tfl
18 m

19 f r

f t RRT RWRF F t

m

fr r r t r t w

20 RR4T T ’TT R)r Y RTR^T

Even though the discrepancies between the text as written and performed
item are smaller than in the example of bol banav thumri, this transcription
nevertheless demonstrates how performance tends not to conform to the
shape of the text as it exists on paper. As the text in performance is somewhat
consistent with the written version, some of the issues involved in the study
of bol banav thumri (such as the frequent reliance on filler-words) do not
arise. However, in terms of the present discussion of metre, the point remains
that even when a bandis thumri text has a fairly regular metric structure on
paper, this structure is not maintained in performance.
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3.4 Poetic devices used in thumri: rhyme
In the preceding section we observed that thumri texts in their entirety rarely
display strict metric structure. However, we do find certain regularities in
smaller segments of text. It is worth enquiring what the internal relationship
of these segments is, given that they do not usually relate to each other in
terms of their metric structure. Rhyme, and especially end-rhyme, is a poetic
device whose effectiveness in a text is dependent on the larger structure of the
whole text, or by the structuring of the larger components which relate to
each other through their rhyme. The functions of alliteration and assonance,
and also internal rhyme, are more important with regard to the internal
relationship of the components of the text than they are with regard to the text
as a whole. On the one hand we might assume that a thumri text would be
more likely to rely on alliteration and assonance, as it is often the smaller
components rather than the entire text which shape the thumri; on the other
hand it could be argued that in the absence of a metrical structure a binding
agent such as a strong rhyme scheme is of crucial importance. At the same
time, the performance transcriptions in the preceding section demonstrate
that thumri - and particularly bol banav thumri - in its written form is
structurally quite distinct from its shape in performance; end-rhyme relies on
structural regularity of a kind largely absent in thumri, and, as the preceding
performance transcriptions indicate, existing end-rhyme in the written text is
not necessarily emphasised in performance.
The problem of how to interpret the performed text for representation on the
written page is salient when it comes to assessing rhyme. For instance, when
the penultimate word of a line receives emphasis in performance (as the
vehicle for the stressed beat sam) and rhymes with the very last word of
another line, should we then consider that end-rhyme? We are faced with two
aesthetics, one determined by the written text and one by the performancebased transcription, each having its own particular requirements. Where do
these two aesthetics meet?
A survey of the main corpus indicates that, even when disallowing non
rhymes such as repetitions of the same word, and bearing in mind that certain
cases are unclear due to the problems involved in writing down the
performed text, some three-quarters of bol banav texts involve end-rhyme in
the written text. In most of these instances, the rhyme-scheme includes the
first line of the text, hi more than half of the texts the first line rhymes with the
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last line, regardless of the number of lines; in approximately half of these
texts, there is at least one more instance of the same rhyme present in the text.
There are a few instances in the main corpus of a bol banav text in which all
lines rhyme with each other (for example A23 and A75.2/4), and there are five
examples of a pattern involving all the lines and two rhymes: the pattern
ABBA occurs in A40, A41, A75.1/3 and A77, and ABBAA occurs in A21. It
therefore appears that when rhyme is present, it is more important for the first
and last lines to rhyme than for any other lines to be involved in the rhyme
scheme. If we glance back at the transcription of thumri in performance, as
well as earlier observations regarding line breaks, it becomes evident that a
fairly consistent pattern in thumri performance is the immediate return to the
first line after the last line has been sung. In this light it is clear that a rhyme
scheme involving the first and last lines is the most preferable: the circularity
of performance is reflected in and marked by the rhyme.
With its formal structure, its length and its reliance on rhythmic rather than
melismatic elaboration, bandis thumri would seem a suitable vehicle for
rhyme. Some three-quarters of bandis thumri texts in the main corpus display
end-rhyme, but the rhyme schemes of the texts do not appear to conform to
specific models, as is elaborated by chart 1 in Appendix 2. The majority of
instances involve one rhyme combination only ('AO/ combined with other
non-rhyming components. Most texts involve some lines that do not rhyme
with anything else: in only three instances are all the lines of the text involved
in the rhyme scheme (B5, B27, and B28). As in bol banav thumri, over half of
the texts have a rhyme scheme in which the first line rhymes with the last line.
For end-rhyme to achieve optimum effect, the rhyming components need to
receive a certain amount of emphasis in performance - be it sung or recited.
The stressed beat sam of the tals used in Hindustani music lends itself well to
this purpose, and in most cases the first part of the rhyme scheme will be sung
on this stressed beat. If the rhyme scheme is to be exploited to the full, the
other parts of the rhyme would ideally also be sung - at least on occasion - on
the stressed beat. Although this is indeed frequently the case in bandis
thumri, in bol banav thumri performance this often does not happen. Let us
compare typical excerpts from two renditions of a text, both performed in
dlpcandl; in the first rendition the speed is some 13 seconds per cycle,
whereas in the second version the speed is roughly 18 seconds per cycle. In
both performances, the sam is resolved on nai(na). The inherent -a in naina is
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frequently omitted, especially in the first version. As before, the following
transcriptions do not allocate the textual syllables to exact beats, and should
be considered close approximations, intended to demonstrate how the text is
placed in the overall tal cycle.

3T5T

ii

w ftflr fa'(Vii'
* n w « fa ft *T K t
12

II10

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

ft

M fh rr

ft

.......................................

- -

FT FT

FT
__

„

..

..

FT FTfTFT

T^iTTT-----

~ FT fT FTlTTT

T3% FT TlT

F F (instrum ental)

„

.. FT R t 'I

FTiTTT......................................

TT % FT
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F rfw FT f t

-

TF% FT FtT

ITT

FT dlT

FT F T R

FT -

-
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faTw1

TCnflt ^rii”
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F ~ F
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F ~
TtT F
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F

TRRf1

— — F
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FTTfTTT
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TtT

TF % FT TtT
FTt R t T -

l^ T ext A62.1: rag B hairavl - tal dlpcandl; R asoolan Bai: EMI cassette STC6109.
^ T e x t A62.2; rag B hairavl - tal dlpcandl; Girija D evi: M u sic T oday cassette B93005.
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urelVii
^

%

3K nu

^ (instrum ental)

n

-

n

m FRI^TT

dTC^

-

W

^

ft._

In A62.1 the last word raina is sung on the sam once, in the fast part at the
very end of the performance, followed some 6 seconds later with the sam on
naina of the first line, which falls on the sam throughout. In A62.2 only naina
of the first line is sung on sam, whereas its rhyming-partner caina is never
stressed in this way. It becomes clear that even when a rhyme scheme does
exist a vocalist will not necessarily take the opportunity to exploit it. The fact
that some of the most popular thumrfs do not employ any rhyme scheme
further suggests that end-rhyme is not considered a vital aspect of thumri in
performance. It is possible that this apparent lack of interest in rhyme is due
to the ever-slowing pace of the vilambit aspect of Hindustani music; some of
the thumris we hear today are likely to have been performed in a much faster
lay previously12, in which case there may well have been emphasis on the
rhyme existent in the text. The co-existence of texts with and without rhyme
schemes suggests that rhyme is a desirable but by no means essential feature
of thumri texts. Its is likely that the basic norm or expectation of a rhyme
scheme has been eroded by performance practice, resulting in texts in which
the rhyme has been lost as well as texts in which - perhaps following the
precedent of the former - rhyme has not been included in the first place.
If we look at some of the occurrences of end-rhyme in bol banav thumri (as
set out in chart 2 in Appendix 2), we observe that rhyme involving syama is
the most common, appearing 17 times, often with more than one rhymepartner. Cairn is also a popular rhyme, occurring 8 times. Both words are
eminently suitable for having a rhyme scheme built upon them in thumri:
they are easily associated with a romantic mood, and have a number of
potential rhyming-partners equally well-equipped for providing atmospheric
flavour: bama, dhdma and ndma, and raina, naina and baina respectively.
Phrases including those words lend themselves well to the expressions of
love, longing and frustrated desire that constitute the majority of bol banav

i^ o id recordings certainly su g g est this; the vilam b it portion o f p erform an ce in m o st g en res of
H in d u stan i m usic, in clu d in g thum ri, appears to h a v e slo w ed d o w n con sid erably in the past
50 years or so.
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thumri texts, and as a result of their relative frequency as well as their
predictable nature, soon become formulaic. Sometimes such formulaic
phrases interact outside of the rhyme scheme: in A1.2 the -arm rhyme is not
followed in the last line naht parata jiya caina, but the latter phrase is within the
confines of formulaic expectation (being itself part of a set of formulaic
phrases involving the -aim rhyme), and fits quite well - especially in
performance where the lack of rhyme is substantially less obvious than on
paper. Similarly, the phrase moliata brija kt bama in A2.1 actually constitutes a
non-rhyme, as it is coupled with the phrase byakula bhai brija kt bama. It
therefore appears that the atmospheric suitability of a phrase is equally
important as, or even more important than, conformity to the rhyme scheme,
and that the concurrence of these two components is particularly effective.
The confluence of mood and rhyme scheme is epitomised by those texts that
rely on diminutives to provide the rhyme, as shown in the following example
(A54):

% ststr; t f f w
'5TW
«i"qi
t

C\

n

*rf

W t vRTW II

In this text, the diminutive of basuri 'basuriya' has been coupled with an
unorthodox variation of jaga 'jagaiya' for the sake of achieving end-rhyme,
complementing liya of the first line. In the process the masculine gender of
jaga is adapted to the feminine which is the more common gender for
diminutives. What is striking about the reshaping of words for the sake of
rhyme when it occurs in thumri is that it is structurally unnecessary: there is
no existing metre or rhyme scheme that deviant words needs to be moulded
into. The following list charts other instances in which diminutives interact
with end rhyme:
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A18
A30
A48
A71
A75.1/3
A75.2
A75.4
B2
B5
B8
B ll

chalabaliyd-nindiyd;
gujariya-cunariya;
citavaniya-kaniya-javaniya;
batiya-ratiya-ghatiya;
piyd-budiyd ;
piya-badariyd -ddheriya -budiyd;
piyd-umariyd-javaniya-budiyd.
khabariya -nagariyd;
kalaiyd-kanhaiyd-chatiyd;
dagariyd-baja riya -naga riyd ;
ga i'l/d-pmyd - jaTya-dauraniyd-bahiya.

The only example of the AvadhI long form being used in a rhyme scheme
(gavanavd-jobanavd ) occurs in A41.
Compared to the frequency with which diminutives occur in thumri, this
relatively short list confirms that their existence has motivations beyond the
demands of rhyme; at the same time, the fact that diminutives are
incorporated into the rhyme scheme, in sometimes quite novel circumstances
(such as A54, or the verb form gatyd in Bll), demonstrates the potential
confluence of the thematic, atmospheric, and structural components of
thumri.
3.5 Other devices
Poetic devices that affect smaller segments rather than the entire text regularly
occur in thumri, as we would expect in a genre that relies on the repetition of
phrases. The devices in the written text can be further accentuated in
performance, in which the belaboured repetition of phrases for the sake of
musical elaboration and emotional expression (in bol banav thumri) or
rhythmic elaboration (in bandiS thumri) can result in the poetic device being
extensively exploited.
3.5.1 Internal Rhym e

Internal rhyme relies on small contiguous phrases. The rhyme-words either
directly follow each other or are positioned at similar points in short parallel
phrases. The rhyme words may not be given special emphasis in
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performance, but their presence in frequently repeated segments contributes
to the overall poetic ambiance of the thumri. In bandis thumri, with its faster
pace, internal rhyme serves to create a certain Patchiness', a rhythmic rather
than a poetic effect. The internal rhyme sometimes links up with the rhyme at
the end of a line13, thereby creating a further sense of continuity, as in lines 5
and 10 of the following example (Bll):
NO
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#TT

f q f T C T 'T T T

3

cftq'

4

stprt
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7

=TR
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wft
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tTT d)«
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^TTt 3T^
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*Tlft JTFT ^

1 1
II

The end-rhyme involving -iya/-aiya is followed internally in line 2 saiya and
baiya; end-rhyme -ara is mirrored in bara bara in line 7; end-rhyme -an is also
found in line 9 m n and han in the following line, although one could argue
that han in fact marks the end of tire line and thus is involved in end rather
than internal rhyme. A similar ambiguity is found in sihgara in line 5. The
argument partially depends on what one considers to be the definition of a
line (as discussed in section 3.2.1); that discussion does not affect the status of
internal rhymes like arost-parost in line 8 or nari san in line 9 . 14
An overview of the examples of internal rhyme in the main corpus (chart 3 in
Appendix 2) indicates that this device is more common in bandis than in bol
banav thumri. In the former, instances involving the rhyme -at seem to be
13T his d evice, k n o w n as 'leonine rhym e', con sists of the last w o rd in a lin e ech o in g the last
w ord b efore the caesura (M yers &: Sim s 1989: 260).
14This typ e o f rhym e, w h ich is in v o k ed se em in g ly at ran d om and n o t essen tia l to the
structure o f the text, is a feature o f th e kavitt m etre also.
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particularly popular, exploiting the possibilities of semantically suitable
words such as kanhai, larai, girat, and mat. Words ending -an also feature
frequently, with equally suitable possibilities such as nan, san, gan etc. In bol
banav thumri the occurrences are more haphazard; it does not seem as though
internal rhyme is an obligatory feature of a text's structure, whereas bandis
thumri incorporates internal rhyme into the overall rhyme scheme. The slow
and melismatic nature of bol banav thumri would not benefit from the
rhythmic effect achieved by internal rhyme.
3.5.2 R epetition o f w ords
The repetition of a word at two separate points in a thumri usually enhances
the sense of continuity, both on the phonetic and semantic levels. Repetitions
often have a semantic motive: two situations, moods, or ideas are juxtaposed
simply by changing one or two words in the original construction, as in the
phrase kdre kdre badara kdre kdre kajara (A47) in which the double repetition of
adjacent kdre intensifies the darkness that is described, and the parallelism of
the two phrases juxtaposes the blackness of the cloud and the blackness of the
lampblack in the heroine's eyes. The archetypal but unstated parallel is
between darkness and Krishna, who by virtue of his dark skin and the
blackness described in the text is present in virtually every syllable of these
parallel phrases.
Examples of repetition are set out in chart 4 in Appendix 2. It may be
observed that in bol banav thumri, the repeated words often occur in different
lines, creating continuity. In bandis thumri this rarely occurs; instead, the
repeated words are adjacent to each other, resulting in rhythmic rather than
atmospheric effect.
3.5.3 A lliteration
The repetition of a consonant at the start of words or stressed syllables results
in a similar, though more subtle, sense of continuity than the straightforward
repetition of words. As shown in chart 5 in Appendix 2, most instances of
alliteration involve two words. In the main corpus, the combination brija bama
occurs three times in bol banav thumri texts and never in bandis thumri. The
word bama in fact never appears in the main corpus without being preceded
by brija or brja. The collocation of basurt/bamst and baj-/baja- occurs 6 times in
the bol banav texts of the main corpus, and once in bandis thumri;
bamsi fbdsurl only rarely occurs without use of the verb bajd-, which itself is
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always linked with either basi/basurT or murali, in the latter case losing the
alliterative quality of the phrase. A combination of the verb jd- with jala
jamuna occurs twice in bandis thumri and once in bol banav; jala occurs once
in bandis thumri without being part of this phrase, but not in bol banav
thumri.
3.6 Structure

In this section the focus is on "structure" in the sense of "structure as
organisational principles within texts7 (Finnegan 1992:166): considering a
text's inner divisions and how these relate to each other. The structure of
thumri texts is first of all determined by the sthayi/antara division, which in
turn is determined musically. The second structural layer involves individual
lines; the prosodic aspects of this layer have been considered in the preceding
sections, as have the problems involved in deciding what actually constitutes
a line.
3.6.1 R elationship between s th a y l and antard: bol banav thu m ri

In the approach in which thumri texts are assessed on the basis of
performance, the main defining feature in the relationship between the sthayl
and the antara is one of frequency: no matter how important the words of the
antara may seem on paper, it is the sthayi that receives the vast majority of
attention in performance - being both the material for continued repetition in
the first part of the performance, and also the basis for the up-tempo and last
part (laggl) of a thumri's performance. The result of this situation is twofold:
the sthayl, and especially its first line where there are more, takes on the role
of the identifier of the thumri, with its meaning to a large extent setting the
scene for the entire text. The antara is almost conspicuous by its absence
during the usually lengthy extemporisation on the sthayi. After this, when the
antara is introduced, it wards off the threat of monotony by plunging into the
emotively charged upper reaches of the singer's melodic range and by
fulfilling narrative expectation.
Although the antara is often longer than the sthayl, and so looks more
imposing in writing, it is not nearly as important as the sthayi in actual
performance. It can, however, function as a kind of finale, with its
implications largely depending on what has been set up in the sthayl: does the
antara confirm or subvert an expectation; does it tell us something new or
reinforce what we already intuitively knew; does it describe in more detail the
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situation set out in the sthayi, or does it explain a statement? In very broad
terms we can distinguish two types of antara. The first type has a discernible
direct relationship with the sthayi; this relationship is usually based on the
narrative, but may be based on, or substantiated by, rhyme. The second type
of antara seems to have no particular relationship to the sthayi, and textual
cohesion consists mainly of the fact that the two components appear together.
In Namdev's padas (as discussed in Lath 1983), there seems to be a reservoir
of 'floating' antaras, lines that appear occasionally with different sthayls.
Sometimes the entire antara is found with different sthayls; more commonly it
is only one or two lines that move around. The meaning of the 'floating'
antaras or lines is partially shaped by what precedes them, but the lines are
usually sufficiently nondescript to not noticeably add to or subtract from
what has already been established. Nowadays they sometimes function as
material to fall back on in instances of memory-loss, as they are in the oral
traditions studied by Lath. Although I have witnessed the same sthayl being
sung with different antaras by different performers, I have not heard the same
performer singing different antaras on different occasions.
hi the category of texts in which there is a clear relationship between the
sthayl and the antara, the manner in which this relationship is expressed
moves on a continuum from purely narrative to primarily based on rhyme with the majority of examples situated in the middle. At the narrative end of
the spectrum we find A4, in which the antara clarifies the meaning of the
sthayi in a text that is largely devoid of rhyme, and in which there is no clear
end-rhyme at all. The text begins with a warning 'agana me mata so' and is
followed in the antara with an explanation as to what happened to the
speaker in the past that makes her so cautious. This is an unusually narrativebased text, in which an actual story is being related. There is little difference
between sthayi and antara, as the latter finishes off what has been started in
the former. Moving along the continuum, we find in A38 that the heroine asks
her husband's wife why she scolds her (kahe mare bola), admitting in the last
line of the antara that her husband also is very offensive (marata hai bare bola).
In this example, the antara is a continuation of the sthayi as it continues the
narrative, and arrives full circle in the last line by referring back to the
expression used in the first line - bol mama. In A50 the continuity is similarly
provided by a continuing narrative as well as by a return to a phrase used in
the opening line (chuto jaya). Moving away from narrative continuity we find
examples such as A44, in which the relationship between sthayi and antara is
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primarily defined by the rhyme scheme (manata naht - janata nahf), and only to
a lesser degree by the narrative which is, though consistent, non-specific in its
common lament that the lover does not know how to behave. In such
instances it is the rhyme scheme as well as the mood of the contents which
provides the continuity from sthayl to antara.
In the second category we find numerous instances in which the relationship
between sthayi and antara is less clearly discernible. Sometimes similar
antaras are found with different sthayls; situating a number of instances
together in a scheme gives us an overview of the fluidity of the components of
certain antaras. It can be the entire antara that is interchangeable, as between
A24.1 and A26, but more commonly it is the individual lines of the antara
which move around in different combinations. The scheme below involves
three texts, A l, A2 and A14, numbered 1-3 for the sake of the scheme: S
denotes sthayl, A denotes antara. Sthayl 3a and 3b share their first line but not
the second line. 7 antara-lines are identified, marked from 1-7.
SI
SI
S2-(ind.A 7)
S3a(incl.A7)
S 3b

+
+
+
+
+

Al
A3
Al
A3
A3

+
+
+
+
+

A2
A4
A5
A6
A7

SI exists with two entirely different antaras, some of whose lines appear with
other sthayls. A3 occurs with two different sthayls (SI and S3), and, in the
case of S3, is also followed by different lines. The line that follows A3 in S3b
appears as part of the sthayl in both S2 and S3a, indicating that the floating of
lines can also occur in the sthayi. What we may also infer is that it is the first
line(s) of the antara rather than the last line that is subject to being transported
elsewhere. The second line of the sthayi can also recur in different positions in
other thumris.
Locating ourselves within the one text (A14) gives us a further angle on the
portability of the lines of some thumri texts. The main identifying feature of
the text is the first line, especially in combination with the melody to which it
is set. We shall also observe that the first line of the antara is the same in all
three versions. This thumri has four lines in two instances, and three lines in
one version. The lines following the first line are labelled A-C.
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A14.1
1st line
C
A

A14.2
1st line
B.l
C
A

A14-3
1st line
A
C
B.2

A14.1 and A14.2 are identical except that in A14.1 the second line of the sthayi
is absent. The last line of both these versions appears as the second line of the
sthayi in A14.3; the last line of the antara of A14.3 occurs with a minor
variation in line 2 of A14.2.
3.6.2 R elationship between sth ayi and antara: bandis thumri
So far we have only discussed the situation in bol banav thumri. The structure
of bandis thumri texts tends to be more straightforward. The general presence
of a rhyme scheme helps to create a more explicit structure than exists in bol
banav thumri. The question of floating or transposable antaras does not really
arise because in most bandis thumri texts the sthayi and antara are linked
together through rhyme and narrative. It is indeed the former which allows
for the particular structural unity of most texts, as they tend to be thematically
similar. Some texts do have a climactic last line, in which the narrative
culminates with some final, perhaps slightly risque, statement or occurrence.
Examples can be found in B12, in which the speaker relates Krishna's pranks,
culminating in a last line in which he swears at her (aura mukha se dimgdri). In
Bll, the heroine tries to resist her lover throughout the lengthy narrative, but
finally relents with the promise that if he lets her sleep now she may later
embrace him (ddru gale baiya). In B21, the heroine relates how Krishna
assaulted her, finally running and jumping and tearing her blouse (lapaka
jhapaka con phari). In B8, the heroine finishes off her complaint about the
prankster Krishna with a threat addressed directly to him, warning that she
will leave the town (ndhi basu tyaju tori nagariyd sydma). In B27, the heroine
tries to stop Krishna from hassling her in the street, ending with an
exasperated affirmation of identity 'radhd rani mero ndma'. The climactic value
of the last line is open to interpretation and partially depends on the amount
of musical enhancement the phrase is given in performance.
3.7 Conclusion
The question of how to commit texts which exist in performance to the
written page for the sake of analysis is significant in all studies of
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performance genres. When there is a clear metrical structure and/or a strong
rhyme scheme, the written text unfolds somewhat more naturally than when
such formal features are less clearly pronounced. In the present study,
determining the written shape of bandis thumri, by its very 'bound' nature,
does not present the same difficulties as trying to establish the shape of bol
banav thumri, which, with its extemporisation relying on 'creating phrases', is
marked by a creativity and fluidity that makes it particularly difficult to pin
down. However, singers' notebooks and published anthologies confirm that
certain conventions do exist; the popularity of texts in performed genres that
have a clearly-defined written form, such as the bhajan, may have influenced
conceptions of a basic model for written texts. In written thumri texts, all lines
tend to be of more or less the same length, even if such structural conformity
is not reflected in performance at all. It is then important to bear in mind that
the thumri text which appears on the page as a relatively neat item of poetry
is still first and foremost part of a performance genre; when comparing
versions, for instance, the version displaying the most metric regularity and a
tight rhyme scheme is all too easily identified as more authentic, but in the
absence of diachronic evidence such judgements are not necessarily valid, nor
particularly useful.
The haphazard presence and use of a rhyme scheme is central to the
discussion of the dichotomous character of thumri texts, as written and
performed items. In bol banav thumri in particular we find the paradoxical
situation in which the majority of rhyme schemes reflect the general
performance pattern, but are then not necessarily exploited in performance. It
is possible that contemporary performance practice has moved away from
reliance on end-rhyme, whereas this used to be a more important aspect of
performance which is still reflected in the texts. In bandis thumri end-rhyme
is less clearly moulded by performance practice, often relying on haphazard
rhyme (e.g. A— A - A). In both forms of thumri it is extremely rare for all the
lines to rhyme. Repetition of adjacent words and internal rhyme occur more
frequently in bandis thumri, enhancing the rhythmic elaboration which is its
forte. Alliteration occurs in both genres; it is often found in formulaic phrases
such as brija (ki) bama or jamuna jala .
Thumri usually adheres to the basic sthayl - antara format; some bandis
thumri texts have more than one antara. Apart from four-line bol banav texts
which usually have two lines in the sthayi and two in the antara, the antaras
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of most thumri texts have more lines than the sthayl. In performance,
however, the first line of the sthayi receives most emphasis in that it is
repeated many times over, before the antara is sung. The antara is usually
sung only briefly, and the last line may only be sung once. The shape of the
text on the written page is therefore not representative of the relative
weighting of sthayi and antara in performance.
Two broad categories of sthayi/antara relationship have been identified: one
in which the two parts are clearly linked, with the antara being a natural
continuation of the sthayi, the other with only a loose connection between the
two parts, and sometimes including lines which have been moved around
between texts. The first type of relationship between sthayl and antara can be
appraised with reference to a continuum, with narrative continuity on one
end and melopoetic structure (usually end-rhyme) on the other. Most texts are
located near the midpoint of this continuum, with some narrative cohesion
combined with a loose rhyme scheme. In bandis thumri, transportation of
lines rarely occurs; due to its fixed structure there tends to be less variation in
performance, and texts are adhered to with greater consistency than in bol
banav thumri. Tire texts usually continue a narrative or description from the
sthayl through to the antara, with the last line of some antaras having a
climactic effect.
We have seen that structural discrepancies between the texts in their written
and performed forms are compounded by the formal differences between the
two types of thumri. Apart from being musically and formally distinct, bandis
thumri and bol banav thumri tend to differ on a thematic level. The themes of
thumri and their antecedents are the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 4: The Content of Thumri

4.1 The narrative voice of thumri
4.1.1 Introduction

Thumri is usually described as being sung from a woman's perspective,
narrated in the first person; sometimes thumri is contrasted to the Urdu gazal,
which has a male narrator who is also the protagonist.1 The presence of a
male first-person narrator in the Urdu gazal can be traced back to precedents
existing in Arabic and Persian literature; in thumri the precedent is likely to
be located in devotional verse, in which there is a long-standing tradition of
the lyrical heroine expressing the pain of separation from her lover, as well as
the joy of union. Radha in the Gitagovinda voices such sentiments2, and in later
Braj Bhasa verse the poet-saint Mlrabal describes her state of separation in
imagery similar to that which we encounter in thumri3, echoed also by the
poet Rahim whose lyrical heroine expresses the same feelings4. The
convention of the first-person female speaker is also found in (and perhaps
based on) folk song and literature, most notably the viraha-bdrahmdsd tradition
in which a female speaker laments the absence of her mate against the
backdrop of the changing seasons. Although this genre has its provenance in
the folk tradition, it has been a popular part of Indo-Aryan literatures from
the fourteenth century onwards (Vaudeville 1986:32). Vaudeville suggests
that many instances of the folk variety of barahmasa songs are likely to have
been composed by women, but the more literary exemplars were (and
continue to be) written by men who followed the custom of inserting their
name in the last line of the poem (1986:x).

^ .g . Manuel 1989:18.
2For instance, in the sixth verse of the thirteenth song: 'The sweet spring night torments my
loneliness - Some other girl now enjoys Hari's favor. Whom can I seek for refuge here? My
friend's advice deceives me.' (Stoler Miller 1977:98).
3 'darasa bina dukhana lagai naina; jaba ke tuma bichure prabhu more, kabahii na pdyo cairn ':

'Without a vision of you my eyes have begun suffering; since you left, my lord, I have found
no comfort' (Snell 1991b:106-107).
^'bina dekhe kala nahina, yaha akhiyana, pala pala katata kalapa so, aho sujdna': 'Without seeing him

there is no repose for these eyes; each and every moment passes like an age, O friend' (Snell
1991b:126-127).
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A genre that was traditionally performed by songstress-courtesans and is,
especially in the case of bol banav thumri, characterised by emotional
expression, is readily connected with femininity; this labelling is particularly
appealing to those who wish to contrast the 'femininity' of thumri with the
perceived masculinity of genres such as dhrupad5. For example, noted
musicologist Premlata Sharma asserts that'... thumri is characterised by a
striking note of tenderness and the theme of its songs is invariably related to
some or the other phase of human love in a stage of separation or union. The
thumri lacks that virility of musical expression associated with the dhrupad
and khyal styles' (in Subramaniam,n.d.:109). It will therefore be instructive to
ascertain whether the texts themselves confirm the first-person feminine
narrative voice, especially in view of the fact that there is very little evidence
to suggest that there were any female composers of thumri6. In this section I
shall discuss the narrative voice of thumri, and the implications of this voice
in a wider context.
4.1.2 N arrator

The clearest indication of the first-person narrative voice in thumri is the
frequent presence of first-person pronouns. In bandiS thumri, the most
commonly used pronoun is the possessive (merd, mero)-, in bol banav thumri
various pronouns are found in equal measure: the possessive, the direct and
ergative (mm) and the oblique object (mujhko, moko, etc.). First-person singular
verb forms are also found although they can not always be identified as such:
the imperfective participle is ambiguous unless the auxiliary (hu ) is present.
There are some instances of texts with a third-person speaker, although these
are a small minority. Some texts are ambiguous, although context may help to
clarify the narrative situation. Based on the evidence supplied by the vast
majority of thumri texts it seems reasonable to assume a first-person narrator
unless there is an explicit contra-indication.

^The fact that dhrupad is traditionally only sung by men and is even nowadays rarely
performed by women is further indicative of the process whereby the gender of the
traditional performer becomes associated with the ’gender1of a genre. This process has been
discussed at length in Hansen (1993, esp. pp.25-32).
^Considering the training high-class courtesans received in all aspects of culture and the fine
arts, it is very likely that their education in poetry led many to write poems and other
material themselves; unfortunately there is almost no record of this occurring.
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4.1.3 Gender

In the absence of gendered pronouns, few of the above markers explicitly
indicate the gender of the speaker. The verb forms usually employed in
thumri are either the ungendered subjunctive-present or the imperfective
participle -ata; the alternative form -ati which may indicate feminine gender
rarely if ever occurs in thumri. Only the perfective participle shows subjectgender when it is in agreement with the (grammatical) subject. However, in
almost all instances the gender of the speaker is clarified by the narrative. In
the majority of texts, the person addressed or referred to by the narrator is
Krishna or an unnamed lover; as the narrative is usually located in a romantic
idiom, the feminine gender of the speaker may be assumed. Similarly, when
the text addresses the flute, asking, for instance, "why are you full of pride?7
(A57), tradition dictates that the speaker is likely to be a jealous milkmaid in
Braj. There are some texts, however, that are neither unambiguously situated
within the Krishna-tradition, nor set in a romantic context. A brief appraisal of
such texts in the main corpus will illuminate the various ways in which the
gender of the speaker may be indicated.
Starting with the bol banav section of the main corpus, we find two texts in
which the female speaker is identified as such through the perfective
participle: A3 'bhul?, and A23 'jaga par?. In A38 the opening word nanadiyd
7husband7s sister7clarifies the gender of the speaker. A50 similarly opens with
a familial term, babula; although this term, meaning 'father7, does not
disambiguate the gender of the speaker, the use of the word naihara, 'mother's
house7, clearly indicates that the speaker is female, as this word is used by
women to differentiate between their birth-place (MSH mdykd) and their
marital home (MSH sasurdl). In A35, the lament of being disgraced (badananta)
and stained (ddga diyo) is strongly suggestive of a woman speaking. A49 is an
example of an ambiguous text in terms of narrative setting: a first-person
speaker is not explicitly confirmed, and the text can be read as a woman
speaking about herself, or a third person relating events happening to a
woman. The gender of the protagonist is clear, however, from the presence of
the bdjubanda, bracelet, and, in some versions, acard, the hem of a sari. Tire
only texts in which the gender of the speaker is altogether unclear are also the
texts which have an explicit third-person narrator: A30 is a description of a
young milkmaid, whereas A21 describes a woman who is very likely to be
Radha {gori, kisori). In both texts it is unclear whether the narrator is male or
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female, and whether he/she is part of or outside the narrative.7 A73 is likely
to have a third-person narrator, although the manner in which the state of the
women of Braj is described suggests that the person speaking is female.
It can safely be concluded that in bol banav thumri the vast majority of texts
either explicitly or implicitly (through the relationship with the addressee, or
as a logical conclusion on the strength of socio-cultural evidence) have a firstperson female narrator.
hi bandis thumri there are almost no texts in which the narration is not
explicitly in the first person, but, as with bol banav thumri, there is not always
clear evidence that the narrator is female. Assuming that those texts that
address Krishna or an unnamed lover have a female speaker, we are left with
a small number of texts in which the gender of the narrator needs to be
assessed. In some texts the clarification is grammatical: B29 includes the
phrase mai han, indicating female narration, while in B18 a feminine adjective
(bavarl-sT) is applied to the narrator. In other texts it is the context that reveals
the details of the speaker's identity: in B20 the narrator tells of her new wrap
(cunarT) being stained with colour; in B23 the speaker hears Krishna's flute
(this in itself is suggestive of a female speaker) whilst on her way to fetch
water from the Jamuna, a task customarily carried out by women; in B5 we
are told of the speaker's tender wrist (narama kalai) being caught, again
suggesting that a woman is speaking. B26 is ambiguous, although locating the
text in the thumri-universe strongly suggests that the person talking of her
restless nights and longing eyes is a woman. Two texts are ambiguous in
terms of both the identity and gender of the narrator. BIO describes a
milkmaid being stopped by Krishna; in B10.2 the last line describes this
milkmaid giving signs with her eyes, although it is unclear to whom: if she is
signalling the speaker, he/she would then be part of the narrative, if it is
Krishna at whom the glances are aimed, the speaker would remain outside of
the narrative (vide n.7). Either way, tire gender of the speaker is unclear. B22
describes Krishna playing his flute in Braj, thereby attracting gods and men,
whereas his beautiful form causes the saklris to forget home and hearth. As in
BIO, neither the gender nor the narratological status of the speaker is clear.

7In narratological terminology, this is the distinction between the homodiegetic and the
heterodiegetic informer.
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In bandis as well as bol banav thumri, we find that when the narrative is in
the third person it is usually unclear whether the narrator is male or female,
and engaged in the narrative or not. There are only four texts with clear third person narration in the main corpus; these texts are clearly more descriptive
than other thumri texts and set in a perhaps more explicitly Krishnaite
framework. B22 explicitly mentions Brindaban (although this is not
unprecedented in thumri) and also 'gods', sura, giving the text a more overtly
devotional tinge. A21 has been ascribed to the kathak dancer Binda Din
Maharaj (1838-1918), and although the text is part of the bol banav section of
the main corpus, it is likely that it was part of a dance-related narrative, as it
very expressively describes Radha's movements. A30 is similarly descriptive,
and is equally likely to have been written for dance. Even bandit thumris,
which were used as vehicles for dance performances, are rarely descriptive in
this manner, and these texts are therefore not representative of the thumri
genre in terms of their narrative voice or the details of their content. The
sanskritised vocabulary of A21 is also highly unusual. There is however no
evidence to suggest that these texts were interpolated from, or modelled on,
other genres, and their overall shape and mood does conform to the
parameters of thumri.
So far we have established on the basis of textual analysis that the narrative
voice in thumri is almost always in the first-person feminine. What then are
the implications of this narrative position, especially considering the genre's
traditional role as a performance vehicle for songstress-courtesans?
In the pre-modern era, most courtesans sang a variety of genres, primarily
thumri, gazal, and other 'light-classical' forms such as dadra, hori, kajri and
caitl.8 However, thumri stands out today as being the genre most clearly
associated with courtesan life, an association which has affected the overall
position of the genre within the hierarchy of the Hindustani music world and
also the genre's development in both musical and textual terms. Some of the
reasons for the disreputable reputation of the genre will be explored in the
next chapter which discusses the context of thumri; these reasons include the
problematic connection with dance as the consolidation of colonial rule in the
second half of the nineteenth century meant that indigenous performance arts

^Chapter 6 discusses the use of the term 'light-classical" and gives descriptions of these
genres.
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were increasingly met with disdain in British and western-influenced
quarters, and the gradual emergence of new patronage systems which aimed
to glorify the eminence of India's cultural heritage and downplay its
connection to navabi decadence. In the light of the present discussion of the
narrative voice of thumri, we may postulate that one of the reasons that
thumri has been considered the courtesan's genre par excellence relates to the
consistent presence of a female speaker in its lyrics. Whereas gazal could
distance itself from the courtesan tradition by virtue of its male perspective
and its independent identity as poetry outside of a musical context, thumri
had 'performance' as well as 'femaleness' woven into its basic structure, and
could not escape the stigma that came to be attached to women performers.
Thumri is not the only genre with a female narrative voice; in devotional
poetry the female voice is extremely common, and poets like Mirabai are
sometimes considered to have had an advantage by not having to imagine
themselves to be female in order to write their devotional poetry. However,
there are few genres whose lyrics, like thumri's, are almost exclusively written
from a female perspective; the aforementioned barahmasa is one such genre,
and although evidence suggests that its lyrical form has on occasion been part
of courtesan performance, its inclusion was certainly not the norm. Tire
female voice of thumri is often explained in the same terms as the female
voice of bhajans: as metaphor for the longing of the soul for union with the
divine. Such an explanation suggests that thumri is devotionally motivated
like the bhajan, a view which some contemporary performers and patrons
would like to propagate; although secular and religious sentiments invariably
overlap, the predominantly secular context of thumri cannot be dismissed in
its entirety. Moreover, a salient distinguishing feature of bhajan vis-a-vis
thumri, and one it has in common with gazal, is that it has a life as poetry in
its own right, whereas thumri achieves its full identity only in a musical
context. A further significant attribute of bhajans is that they are usually
associated with famous poet-saints like Kablr, Mirabai and Surdas, whereas
the thumri authors - whose names do not necessarily appear in the lyrics - use
pseudonyms which commonly include the distinctive marker piya, 'loveri.
Some of the earlier poets of thumri are still famous today. Lalan Piya is
known for excessive use of alliteration and other poetic devices; he is also
credited with having composed thumris in Sanskrit, even though such items
are unlikely to ever have been performed. Kadar Piya has been identified with
119

Chapter 4: Content

the last navab of Avadh, Wajid Ali Shah, by Abdul Halim Sharar (1994:137),
although Manuel claims him to have been the grandson of navab Nasiruddin
Haidar (1989:68), while Chander Shekhar Pant identifies him as Wazir Mirza
from Lucknow, who lived from 1836 to 1902 (1973:16). We know for certain
that Wajid Ali Shah did indeed write thumris using the pen name Akhtar or
Akhtar Piya. Kuvar Syam has been identified by Manuel (1989:69) as Gosvami
Shrilalji, a sitarist and thumri composer who lived in Delhi at the end of the
nineteenth century, although sarangl and sursagar player Mohammad Ali
Khan of Delhi claims that that pen-name was used by his uncle, the sarangl
virtuoso Bundu Khan (1881-1955).9 A third version, recounted by Batuk
Dewanji in Mumbai, identifies Kuvar Syam as Lalji Maharaj from Jaipur, the
mahant of a temple. The singer and harmonium-player Bhaya Saheb Ganpat
Rao (1852-1920) was the son of the Maharaja of Gwalior and a tavayaf, who
trained him in dhrupad and khyal10; he went on to learn thumri from Sadiq
Ali Khan and Khurshid Ah Khan in Lucknow, and wrote thumri
compositions using the pen name Sughar Piya. Other recurring names are
Sanad Piya, Madho Piya, Cad Piya and Rang Piya, but little or no information
is available as to the identities of these authors, and, as the above discussion
regarding the identity of Kadar Piya and Kuvar Syam indicates, even the
limited information available is not necessarily conclusive.
In the final analysis then we know very little of the composers of thumri,
although Manuel's observation that they were likely to have been musicians
first, and only secondarily poets, is probably valid in view of thumri's
primary status as a musical genre. What evidence we do have regarding
thumri composers' identities further substantiates Manuel's premise.
Although there is no intrinsic reason why women should not have composed
thumri, we have no particular record of this apart from some written texts by
Alam, who is said to have been one of Wajid Ali Shah's wives, and the
infrequent suggestion that certain thumris may have been composed by the
famous Gauhar Jan (1870-1930)11. Whereas some contemporary female
composers, such as Neela Bhagwat in Mumbai, write thumri from a female

9I obtained this information from Nicolas Magriel. Personal communication, Delhi, June 1997.
^Susheela Misral990:244.
1^Gauhar Jan, a courtesan of Armenian-Jewish descent who was based in Calcutta, was
arguably the most famous Hindustani singer a century ago. She was one of the first musicians
to be widely recorded in India.
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and feminist perspective, previous female composers, assuming that they did
exist, did not leave any distinguishing marks by which to identify their work.
As will be examined in detail in chapter 5, thumri"s original function as a
vehicle for dance performance is one of the primary factors contributing to the
stigma of the genre's association with courtesan culture. In his work with
tabla players James Kippen was frequently confronted with evidence of the
still-persisting stigma attached to association with courtesans:
"...during my stay in India I frequently heard talk of music having been
"debased" by its connection with tawa'ifs , and I continually came across
references to the "moral corruption' or "moral degradation' involved in
the 'disreputable occupation' of tabla-playing. This historical
association with tawa'ifs has branded tabla-players with a stigma
which still attaches today, although few actually perform, or are even
in contact, with the small number of women still practising that
profession. (...) The close association of tabla players with tawa'ifs is a
highly emotive issue. When raised, the subject was guaranteed to strike
deep chords of horror in most ’’decent" people I talked to, who found
the matter embarrassing and inappropriate for discussion" (Kippen
1988:87).
Although not all tabla-players accompanied only courtesans, the association
with the profession is evidently even today difficult to avoid, even though it
seems that the tabla has to a large extent been able to redeem itself through its
respectable function as an accompaniment instrument to the sarod and sitar
(which are not commonly associated with courtesans, but rather with worldfamous musicians such as Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar Khan). Redemption
has not come so easily to the courtesan's other accompanying instrument, the
sarangl12
The instruments as well as the genres that were part of the courtesan's
performance were tainted by this disreputable association. But whereas gazal
could overcome this association by its male narrative perspective, and bhajan
by having a clearly delineated religious context, and both genres were
partially redeemed by their recognition as independent items of poetry,
thumn did not have these redeeming qualities. The combination of its use as a
vehicle for dance together with its predominantly female perspective have left
12The present-day status of the sarangl and the way that the sarangl tradition has been
adversely affected by its customary association with courtesans has been discussed in Bor
(1986/87), Wade (1994:104), and Magriel (forthcoming).
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thumri unable to completely escape the stigma of being the 'courtesan's
genre'.
4.1.4 Shift o f M ode o f A ddress
A feature of many thumri texts is that the mode of address shifts between

addressees. Within the one text a number of people may be addressed,
usually the male protagonist and the heroine's friend. Sometimes the lyrical
heroine appears to be addressing the audience of the thumri rather than a
character from within the text. This feature is particularly appropriate to
dance performances, in which the dancer acts out the narrative and its various
modes. When a text does not clearly state its mode of address by including a
pronoun like turn or a vocative such as sakhi, it can be unclear whom is
actually being addressed. Such ambiguity can then be exploited in the
narrative dance performance. Due to this connection with narrative dance the
feature is more frequent in bandis thumri, although it regularly occurs in bol
banav thumri as well.
In illustration, let us consider text B6:
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Kanha, I am fed up with you, let go of my sari.
Listen, sir, Bihari, I will abuse you.
Night and day he harasses me, he won't let me go
on the road to the water-well, friend.
Let go, sir, let go, sir, don't lift up the cloth of my veil!
'Binda', listen, he doesn't care, and all the women watch.
This text initially addresses Krishna by including his name (kanha) and the
second-person pronoun tose in the first line, and an imperative suno followed
by Ills name (bihart) in the second line. The third line is ambiguous in terms of
who is being addressed, but the fourth line includes the words sakhi n,
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clarifying that the friend is now being spoken to. Line 5 is clearly addressed to
Krishna once again (choroji), whereas the last line addresses /Binda/ (the
poet), describing Krishna's actions. Within six lines the mode of address has
shifted from Krishna to the heroine's friend back to Krishna and then to
Binda, the poet. Although the shifting mode of address is particularly clear in
tills text, it occurs in the majority of bandis thumri texts as well as in some bol
banav thumri texts.
4.1.5 Characters

There are a few key players on the thumri-stage: along with the
heroine/narrator we frequently encounter the heroine's female friend and the
heroine's lover/husband, who may or may not be Krishna. When the
heroine's female friend is involved in the narrative, the association with the
Krishnaite tradition is so strong that it is almost impossible not to assume where it is not already explicit in the text - that the lovers are indeed Radha
and Krishna. The most frequent form of address to the friend is sakhi,
'woman's friend' or 'confidante', a word which has been adopted by certain
Krishnaite sectarian groups as part of their doctrinal vocabulary and is
inextricably associated with the Krishna tradition, even though it appears in
non-Krishnaite poetry as well. However, it is not only the mention of the sakhi
that suggests or confirms the presence of Krishna. In a third of bol banav
thumris he is explicitly addressed or mentioned, most commonly as savariya
or syama. In bandis thumri, in which he appears in about a quarter of the texts,
he is usually referred to as iyama, kanha or kanhai. The choice of epithet may
partially be influenced by the rhyme-scheme: when syama occurs in bol banav
thumri, it is usually incorporated in the rhyme-scheme, as is kanhai in bandis
thumri. In about a fifth of both bol banav and bandis thumris it is the
lover/husband who is referred to, usually as saiya, balama or piya . The degree
of suggestion that the lover is Krishna largely depends on the narrative
context: as explained above, the presence of a confidante usually implies a
Krishnaite association, as do references to the river Yamuna, fetching water
and selling curds, as these are all motifs familiar from Krishnaite mythology.
Suggestions that the lover is of dark hue (kcire) or flirtatious in his manner
{bake) are likely to confirm his identity as Krishna. The extent of the
association is of course also dependent on the mental disposition of the
listener, and ambiguity is an inherent quality of the material. A28 illustrates
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the ease of interchangeability: in virtually identical texts we find piyava in the
last line of A28.1, whereas in A28.2 this lover is called §yama.13
Other personae in the thumri-universe are Krishna's flute, scolded for being
haughty (A57) or held responsible for the heroine's infatuation (A56). The cry
of the papiha-cuckoo reminds the lovelorn heroine of her beloved, so she tells
the bird to be quiet (A45). Members of the heroine's family also play
occasional roles. In bandis thumri the married girl's adversaries in her
husband's house often appear as a group: sdsa nananda aura daurarii jethaniya
(B17). Ram appears in some bol banav texts, though arguably as he is
portrayed in nirgun poetry; the Ram of the Ramcaritmanas features in certain
anthologised texts, but is not heard in contemporary thumri. Renowned
vocalist Girija Devi is adamant that a text involving Ram as god incarnate is
automatically subsumed in the bhajan repertoire14. This may to some extent
be a matter of opinion, but it does seem that the population of the thumriuniverse is limited, and has perhaps narrowed down in the nineteenth
century as the boundaries between bhajan, thumri, and other genres have
solidified. This solidification and issues concerning generic definition and
authenticity will be examined in chapter 6; for now suffice it to say that the
tightening of generic boundaries is likely to have been influenced by socio
political as well as musical considerations, as the individual identities of
genres became constructed on the basis of context and implied meaning as
much as in recognition of innate attributes.
In her work on the theatrical form Nautanki, Kathryn Hansen (1993) has
examined the dynamic by which an art form becomes identified with the
female gender, and consequently suffers devaluation and marginalisation in
the same way that women in patriarchal society are relegated to the realm of
'other7. Vidya Rao, in her article 'Thumri as feminine voice' (1990), argues that
thumri can indeed be constructed as the feminine in Hindustani music, but
not, as one would perhaps assume, due to its attractiveness and charm nor its
emotionalism, and not even due to its female narration, but because it extends
its boundaries within a limited space in the same way that, as Rao argues,
women learn to assert their identities within the narrow parameters set by
patriarchal ideology: because it so relentlessly questions the established order
13The motivations and consequences of such substitutions are further examined in chapter 5.
14Personal communication, Benares, Nov. 1996.
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... I see thumri as deeply subversive" (Rao 1990:32). The preoccupation with
exploring and extending the boundaries of rag locates the genre at the height
of accomplishment and competence for some. It takes great skill and intricate
knowledge of rag to be able to extend the boundaries without losing sight of a
rag's core constraints. However, some critics suggest that it is precisely this
freedom with rag that prohibits the consideration of thumri as a fully
"classical" genre: one does not even have to confine oneself to the rules of rag
in order to be able to sing it. Rao argues that thumri's supposedly female
attributes are not relevant in a discussion of the genre's feminine voice, as in
actual fact thumri is usually composed by men and may be, and nowadays
often is, sung by men; she also proposes that as nobody could reasonably
argue that women have a monopoly on sweetness and charm, these qualities
of thumri cannot be considered inherently "feminine". Furthermore, the female
longing and desire expressed in thumri is constructed in a patriarchal
framework, and therefore does not contribute to the femaleness of the genre.
Rao argues her case well and raises many instructive points, but her appraisal
of thumri's feminine voice is ideologically slanted: whatever the correct
assessment of the genre should be, evidence clearly indicates that thumri's
perceived femininity is located in its associative linking with courtesans, its
romantic mood and its predominantly female narration. From a musical
perspective, exploration of the limits of rag - allowed and even encouraged in
thumri - is not commonly perceived as a subversive quality but rather as
more evidence of the genre's femaleness: it lacks the discipline and order of
dhrupad and khyal, and so is always in danger of being "out of control", a
quintessentially feminine attribute in patriarchal ideology. I suggest that the
genre's first-person feminine voice is an important element of thumri's
identity.
The perception of thumri as a "feminine" genre has not prevented male singers
from performing it; in fact, thumri has arguably only been able to escape the
stigma attached to courtesan culture because of the involvement of male
singers from the beginning of the twentieth century. Early male singers of
thumri were sometimes sons and certainly students of courtesans themselves.
Best-known among the pioneers of male thumri are the above-mentioned
Bhaya Saheb Ganpat Rao, who composed thumris as Sughar Piya, his student
Mauzuddin Khan and Girja Shankar Chakravarty, Some very famous khval
singers were also known for singing thumri: Abdul Karim Khan, Faiyaz
125

Chapter 4: Content

Khan, and Bade Ghulam Ali Khan were probably the most influential. Bade
Ghulam Ali Khan's brother Barkat Ali Khan is widely recognised as having
been the greatest exponent of the Panjabi style of thumri. It is recollected that
audiences on occasion erupted in laughter when a male thumri singer sang of
the pangs of separation without the (male) lover; such anecdotes underline
the identification of the performer with the female voice of thumri.15 For this
reason some male singers may try to restrict their thumri repertoire to thirdperson narratives, or those in which the narrative setting is ambiguous (such
as A49). However, the identification of singer and heroine is much less
obvious in a modem context, and many contemporary male performers may
not consider the feminine narrative voice of thumri particularly problematic.
The singer Munawar Ali Khan, for instance, sang many thumris which
conform to the standard first-person speaker; instances in the main corpus are
A5, A8, and A32.
4.2.6 Conclusion
The notion of thumri's 'feminine' nature may partly be the result of the
genre's female first-person narrative voice, as thumri more than any other
genre consistently expresses emotions from a female perspective. Although
thumri was not the only genre performed by the tavayaf, thumri is the genre
which has most suffered the stigma of association with courtesan culture. As
with the sararigi, whose emotive sound reminds the popular imagination of
its association with courtesans, thumri's female and emotional expression
keeps it conceptually bound to an environment that no longer exists. The
voice of thumri's lyrical heroine became embodied through the tavayaf; the
modern singer distances herself (or indeed himself) from the lyrical heroine's
voice, and so from the tradition which nurtured the genre in the nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries.
The loosening of the relationship between performer and protagonist is part
of a much larger process in which the contextual meaning of thumri has
shifted. The narrative voice of thumri is allocated meaning by performer and
audience alike; the identity of the woman whose voice is heard in the lyrics of
thumri is constructed not only through the words of the songs, but also
through commonly-held perceptions of the overall milieu of the genre.
15Such stories were told to me by Batuk Dewanji, connoisseur and patron of music, in
Mumbai, January 1997.
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Whereas the first-person female narrative voice of thumri is a constant, the
interpretation of what this voice represents is affected by contextual
association. In the course of the twentieth century thumri has moved from
being a courtesan's genre to being performed by middle-class, 'respectable'
women and men alike, and so the identification of the female voice with the
performer has weakened. The reinterpretation of the feminine voice is only
one small aspect of the reinvention of thumri's identity, to whose thematic
aspect we now turn.

4.2 Themes in Thumri
4.2.1 Introduction

In his discussion of the subject-matter of thumri, Manuel lists a number of
categories of topics in khyal and dhrupad texts, such as (royal) patronage,
weddings, religious devotion, Krishna, and union with or separation from a
lover.16 He observes that only the categories referring to Krishna and
separation from or union with a lover are relevant to thumri, as the great
majority of thumri texts are amatory (1989:7). The thematic content of thumri
is indeed partly defined by the absence of certain topics that do appear in
dhrupad and khyal. Although exceptions can be found, it is possible to
identify those themes that are generally excluded: in thumri religious topics
do not usually appear, other than devotional themes involving Krishna and
infrequently Ram.17 Texts invoking or describing other Hindu gods or
goddesses like Shiva, Hanuman or Durga never occur, nor do texts with
Muslim religious content. In his section on thematic differences between
bandis and bol banav thumri, Manuel provides a chart detailing percentages
of themes represented in the two genres. This chart indicates that the vast
majority of bol banav thumris have the theme of 'longing, separation',
whereas in bandis thumri the most frequently recurring theme is that of
Krishna teasing the milkmaids (1989:26). Although Manuel's chart provides
an adequate summary of the thematic content of thumri - especially when
considering that his study is primarily musicological - it lacks nuance.

16Manuel in turn takes this information from Meer 1980 and Wade 1984.
17See Girija Devi's comment on Ram in thumri in section 4.1.5.
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Manuel's broad classification suggests that a large number of thumri texts
have the same content; although this is true in general terms, each text does
have its own particular motivation. The smallness of the variations between
thematically linked texts provides an impetus to identify rather than gloss
over the exact idiosyncrasies of each individual text. In the present section, a
brief discussion of the Sanskrit literary model which classifies the numerous
heroine-types of Indian art will help contextualise die relevance of nuance as
found in the lyrics of thumri. In the aesthetic theories relating to ndyikd-bheda
('categories of heroine') an archetypal heroine may be described as 'a woman
whose husband or lover has been unfaithful' (khanditd) or 'a woman
disappointed by her lover's breaking his appointment' (vipralabdhd). The
existence of such finely tuned specifications creates a framework in which to
situate the nuances of thumri lyrics and provides a model - albeit not an
exhaustive one - for the variety of emotional expression found in thumri.
Whether or not a Sanskrit literary model per se has any direct bearing on the
creation and performance of thumri is an area open to debate; I shall present
diverging views on this subject, and discuss their implications.
The presence (implied or explicit) of Krishna in a large number of texts
reflects the ambiguity between secular and devotional moods that is inherent
in the subject-matter of Krishna and his love-sports. Thumri was performed at
the courts by courtesans, in a predominantly secular context: its aim was to
please its audience rather than to instil devotional sentiment. At the same
time, many contemporary exponents interpret the lyrics as being devotional,
emphasising that the 'lover7of thumri represents a god rather than a worldly
relation.18 This ambiguity is far from particular to thumri, and is the subject of
a long-standing debate on the relationship between worldly and religious
sentiment in Indian art. In taxonomies of pre-modem Hindi literature, much
emphasis has been placed on the distinction between devotional and secular
trends; the separation of bhakti kdl and riti kal as proposed jRamchandra
Shukla in Hindi sdhitya kd itihds famously divides devotional and manneristic
tendencies into two separate eras, with the transition taking place around the
beginning of the seventeenth century. This division of periods is still widely
adhered to in traditional Hindi sources, whereas (Western) scholarship

i®Some performers have a particularly well-documented religious disposition. The late
Siddheshwari Devi, for instance, is often upheld as an extremely pious woman, for whom all
music, including thumri, was a religious practice.
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prefers to locate both moods on a continuum, recognising that the devotional
was never fully superseded by the manneristic and that, in any case, the line
of distinction may be difficult to trace19.
It will be instructive to explore the antecedents of the two main topics of
thumri. The theme of viraha, prominent in bol banav thumri, can be traced
back to the ninth-century devotional poetry of the Tamil Alvars, whereas the
main theme of bandis thumri, Krishna's harassment of the milkmaids of Braj,
was already found in Tamil sources between the fourth and sixth centuries
AD. Although both themes originated in a devotional environment and were
first prominent in NIA literature in a similar milieu, they have in later
literature taken on secular and manneristic garbs. Thumri is therefore not
exceptional in being challenging to locate in either devotional or manneristic
realms. However, due to the genre's shifting context the intrinsic ambiguities
of the amorous themes are likely to have been manipulated in favour of the
devotional mood.
The present discussion falls into four parts. In the first I situate the amatory
mood of thumri in a theoretical framework. In the second I briefly explore the
relationship between mystical and secular sentiments as illustrated by the
bhakti-riti dichotomy in Hindi literature, and trace the antecedents of the
main topics that are presented in thumri. In the third part, I examine the
influence of the ancient model of nayika-bheda on present-day thumri
performance and creation. Finally, I present examples of how thumri texts can
be analysed as discrete items of poetry rather than as samples of ten or twenty
more or less identical texts. At the end of the chapter, I shall return to the
discussion of the dual nature of the texts as written items and as vehicles for
performance.
4.2.2 The theoretical perspective
Manuel's description of the majority of texts as 'amatory7 corresponds to the
term most frequently used by Indian performers and writers on thumri to
describe its very mood: srhgara rasa. The use of this term does not merely
express the amatory nature of thumri but connects it with a vast body of
complex literary theory, as well as with Krishnaite theology. The concept of
rasa ('juice, essence') first emerged in the Sanskrit treatise on dramaturgy
19Snell 1991b:34.
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Natya Sastra; this work, traditionally ascribed to a legendary writer known as

Bharata, was probably a gradually evolving body of material which became
fixed around the sixth century A.D. Rasa theory illuminates the nature of
aesthetic experience vis-a-vis emotional experience, and explains the
paradoxical situation in which a sad or tragic work of art instils pleasure and
satisfaction in its audience. The aesthetic experience, which by definition
exists in an impermanent and idealised realm, is juxtaposed to a
corresponding emotional experience which is considered real and innate;
srrigara rasa is paired with the emotion ( bhava) of "love7. In the eleventh
century the writer Bhoja declared that love was the highest emotion and that
therefore Smgara was the highest rasa; this view was to become the
foundation for the later development of rasa theory in the context of the
devotional bhakti movement.
The varieties of emotions experienced by the heroines of Indian art were
classified over two thousand years ago: one of the earliest works to articulate
this detailed classification of heroes (nayaka) and heroines (nayika) was the
Kamasutra of Vatsyayana, and it was further expounded upon in Bharata's
Natya Sastra, in which the heroines were not so much classified in terms of
their emotional experiences, but rather as embodiments of the aesthetic
experiences themselves. Eight basic heroine-types are identified (as discussed
by Rakeshagupta 1967:5120), and, separate from these eight, three major
categories of heroine are distinguished: the heroine who is married to the hero
{svaklya), the heroine who is married to someone other than the hero
(parakiya), and lastly the samanya or 'common' heroine, who is effectively a
prostitute.21 The first two categories are of paramount importance in the
devotional literature on Radha and Krishna; the argument as to whether
Radha was his svaklya or parakiya is central to the theology of Krishna. But
although the controversy concerning Radha's marital status had already been
a feature of analyses of Hindi bhakti poetry, the interest in and obsession with
detailed classifications of the heroine did not become prominent in Hindi

^^Rakeshagupta questions the description of the heroines as 'types', as the eight-fold
classification rather indicates 'the situations in which a woman may be placed in relation to
her lover' (1967:51). He notes that some writers use the term 'states (avasthah) of the heroine'
instead.
2h n thumri, as in most Hindi poetry, the samanya heroine is rarely if ever encountered; the
fact that the traditional exponents of thumri were courtesans, and thus samanya, emphasises
the gulf that separates the 'real world' from the timeless ideal of sastra models.
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literature until the courtly and amatory riti poetry of the seventeenth to
nineteenth centuries.
The emphasis on emotions in a religious context is first encountered in the
ninth-century devotional poetry of the Alvars in South India, from where it
gradually made its way to the North, primarily through the eighth/ninthcentury Bhdgavata Purana; in this work earlier versions of the Krishna story
were infused with an abundance of devotional sentiment.22 One of the prime
innovative characteristics of the bhakti movement was its emphasis on
emotional experience rather than ritual or practice as a means of attaining
communion with god. A notion of the devotee having a close personal and
loving relationship with god is central to bhakti, and theories relating to the
aesthetic experience corresponding to the emotion of love gradually made
their way into the religious realm. This culminated in the sixteenth century
when the Gaudlya Sampradaya, a sectarian tradition inspired by the Bengali
mystic Krishna Caitanya, took as one of its fundamental tenets the idea that
srngara is the supreme rasa because it corresponds to love, the highest
emotion. Caitanya's disciple Rupa Gosvami formulated a complete synthesis
of the devotional and the aesthetic, explicitly articulating the connection
between bhakti and rasa theory.
4,2.3 Viraha and the antecedents o f main topics in thum n

The bhakti conceptualisation of god as a personal absolute who becomes
manifest through earthly incarnations and temple images with which the
devotee can interact implies an intrinsic level of separation: duality is at the
very heart of any relationship, including that between a devotee and his god.
The symbols through which the devotee expresses love and devotion for a
god also stimulate the desire for closeness and union; in bhakti, however, this
longing is permanently frustrated as it is only in separation that devotion can
realise its full potential. Viraha on a metaphysical level describes the yearning
of the soul for union with the divine; on the physical plane it is understood as
the longing of the lover for her beloved. Viraha is not only expressed through
descriptions of the pain of absence, but also through celebrations of the joy of
union (in which either temporary relief or the imminence of separation is
implied) and through eulogies of the absent lover in which the emphasis is on
love and dedication rather than the pain of separation. The theme appears in a
22This development has been examined by Hardy 1983.
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wide range of contexts with varying degrees of religious interpretation: when
it occurs in Sufi and Jain mystical works the religious metaphor tends to be
more explicit than when it appears in secular folklore, for instance in the folk
songs of North India in which viraha is an ever-popular theme, particularly in
songs of the rainy season 23. In the Krishna tradition, viraha is experienced by
Radha when at night she is prevented from meeting him by her own domestic
situation or when he is off dallying with some other woman, and by the gopis
when he goes to Mathura to live with the hunchbacked woman Kubja and
later when he is living in Dwarka. There are thus a number of motifs relating
to viraha in the Krishna tradition, each depicting the heroine(s) in a unique
state of mind.
The theme of viraha appears in both bandis and bol banav thumri, but it is a
particularly prominent feature of only the latter. In the former, it usually
appears along with descriptions of the rainy season, in motifs reminiscent of
the barahmasa genre, in which the heroine's plight without her lover is
depicted in terms of the changing seasons of the twelve months.24 This
particular type of motif may have already occurred in vernacular literatures
of the twelfth century, as explained by McGregor in the context of
Adbdurrahman's Apabhramsa work Sande$ara$aka, which features 'the lover7s
message and the state of separation of lovers against the background of the
changing seasons' (1984:5). The primary Sanskrit work on this theme is
Jayadeva's GJtagovinda (twelfth-thirteenth century AD), which describes 'the
separation and union of Radha and Krsna, [and] marks the culmination of the
classical Sanskrit poetic tradition and the beginning of the real flowering of
the Indian vernacular poetic and the medieval Vaisnava devotional traditions'
(Siegel 1978:27). The use of the topic was not restricted to Vaisnavas, nor
indeed to Hindus, as several poems of the Cisti Sufis refer to the pangs of
separation: 'the word virah itself occurs, as does a hint of the style of word
play on the word pi 'lover' which is common in later Hindi poetry7 (McGregor
1984:23). This word-play also occurs in both bandis and bol banav thumri, in

23The rainy season in north India brings with it the realistic fear that migrant workers who
have not yet returned home will not be able to do so until after the rains have stopped, as
travel becomes increasingly difficult during the monsoon. The rains follow a period of stifling
heat on the plains of India, and the monsoon months are therefore considered a sensuous
time of the year, in which the absence of a lover is particularly poignant.
24For a detailed discussion of this genre, see Vaudeville 1986.
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which the cry of the koel, sounding like pi, reminds the lovelorn woman of
her lover, thereby heightening her sadness25.
In the Maithili poetry of Vidyapati (early fifteenth century), the presence of
Krishna facilitates a devotional interpretation of topics that are treated in a
largely secular manner. McGregor explains with reference to Vidyapati" s
songs that "the situations, participants and symbolism found in them are,
typically, those already long known to the theory of Sanskrit poetics, in which
categories of lovers, the range of relationships between them, and their
varying behaviour and emotions in circumstances of separation and union
had been analysed exhaustively as an aspect of dramatic theory" (1984:32).
The projection of Krishnaite symbols into a secular environment also occurs in
thumri, in which any river becomes the river Yamuna and any lovelorn
woman is pining for Krishna; that in many thumris Krishna is explicitly
present further compounds the secular-devotional ambiguity of thumri.
The BMgavata Purana is the primary source for most of the later NIA
Krishnaite devotional material, but it has been well established that this
Sanskrit text had itself developed out of earlier Tamil poems26. The Tamil epic
Cilappatikdram, composed between the fourth and sixth centuries AD, includes
the story of Krishna stealing the gopis" clothes, a theme that became extremely
popular in North Indian culture27. This Tamil work may be one of the earliest
written instances of the theme of Krishna as trouble-maker, a role he also
plays in later NIA material. The sixteenth-century poet Surdas describes some
of Krishna's other pranks, such as the popular story of Krishna as butter-thief,
which was already included in the Bhdgavata Purana. Sur has also been
ascribed with the creation of the dan-lild. In the dan-llla Krishna stops the
gopis as they are on their way to market, and demands a "toll" of milk, curd
and butter. When they refuse, he grabs them and inflicts varying degrees of
physical harm - tearing their veils and bodices, breaking their bangles, and
ultimately, breaking the clay pots in which the dairy products are carried. In a
variation on this theme, Krishna breaks the waterpots which the women carry
on their heads, implicitly resulting in the pre-modem antecedent of the
highlight of many a Hindi film, the wet sari scene. Bandis thumris frequently
25For example, A33: pJ kT boli na bola.
26Hardy 1983; Van Buitenen 1966.
27Hawley 1983:36.
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describe such events; this type of motif would easily lend itself to a dance
performance, especially one with sensuous or erotic overtones.
Unsurprisingly, the erotic potential of the theme of Krishna as molester is not
usually acknowledged28 and is frequently explained away on the grounds
that Krishna was only a little boy when these events took place. This type of
justification is not restricted to a thumri-context, but is belied by depictions of
such scenes in early sculptures and temple hangings in which Krishna is
consistently portrayed as an adolescent, and thus likely to be at the height of
sexual curiosity. Hawley attests to the fact that in Surdas' dan-llla poems, 'we
are given no way to determine just how serious these gopis are in their
complaints' (1983:144). A similar problem arises in assessing the earnestness
of the gopis' protests in some bandis thumri texts. For instance, in B8 the
heroine complains that Krishna forcibly takes her hand and kisses her face,
thereby violating her modesty in the middle of the marketplace. She does not
know how to express her anguish, and she ends up threatening to leave town.
If tins were a real situation it would be horrific: for a woman to be harassed in
this way would be extremely shaming and humiliating, and the victim might
well end up moving away if this were an option. In Krishna's realm, however,
such events are all part of his divine loveplay: as Entwistle (1987:57) points
out in the context of Krishna's adulterous behaviour with the milkmaids,
'[commentators'] justifications rest on the argument that his divine activity
cannot be assessed in terms of our mundane and conventional morality7. In
thumri, such moral issues may hinge on the use of diminutives forms, as
discussed in section 2.3.[When Krishna's unsavoury antics take place on the
dagariyd, as the heroine is on her way to bajariyd, causing her to threaten to
V *
leave the nagariyd, the very shape of the words suggests, indeed, that a
^v
'mundane and conventional' perspective does not applyTJSuch justifications ^
further serve to obscure the identification of the poetry in terms of devotional
or secular realms: at face value, these texts are items of entertainment without
any particular divine or redemptive qualities, but they take on a different
meaning when interpreted devotionally.

28According to Hawley (loc.rit.), the Cilappatikaram already frames the stealing of the clothes
in terms of the stealing of affection, and such interpretations continue up to the present day.
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4.2.4 Hort

Hori is considered a musical sub-genre of thumri, with which it shares its
musical characteristics, i.e. the rags and tals that are commonly employed.
Although it is originally, and remains popular as, a folk genre, it is now also
performed as part of the light-classical repertoire. There are numerous folk
genres which are connected to certain seasons or festivals: the genre caitl is
sung in the Hindu months of Phagun and Cait (February-April)29, whereas
kajri is a song of the rainy season, sung in Asarh, Savan and Bhadon. A
subcategory of kajri is the jhilla ('swing')/ which is sung around the festival of
ttj in the month of Savan. Many of these folk songs make an appearance on
the concert stage where they are sung by classically-trained vocalists,
especially in Benares where these songs are a speciality of tire repertoire. Hori
is the genre of the spring festival holT, which is celebrated on the full moon of
the month of Phagun. Although the festival itself is celebrated in various
Hindu traditions of North India, hori as a folk genre is particularly popular in
the Braj area, where the long-standing tradition of ecstatic devotionalism
makes for a particularly potent celebration; for instance, in Barsana, the
village from which Radha is said to hail, traditional gender roles are
temporarily inverted and the women of the village ritually attack the men folk
en masse, wielding sticks and other makeshift weapons. In other parts of the
area, low-caste men seize the opportunity to verbally abuse Brahmins,
upsetting their customary hegemony. In most places, however, this inversion
of the traditional power structure does not take place, and the festival bears
witness to various forms of harassment on existing patterns, primarily those
of men cajoling and humiliating women. For this reason the hori songs that
are used in art music do not usually describe the possible inversion of power
but rather depict similar scenes to the songs of the dan lila-type, with the
main difference being that in the horis Krishna's teasing consists of throwing
colour rather than breaking pots of curd.
Shukla has posited the influence of the folk genres ras and carcarT on the
musical development of thumri (1983:62 ff.); these folk genres originated in
the Braj region, and are related to the genre hori. The light-classical version of
the folk genre hori is considered a sub-category of thumri. The interplay of the

29In Benares the genre caitT is not supposed to be sung before Saraswati Puja, which coincides
with Vasant Panchami on the fifth day of the bright half of the month of Cait. Such specific
requirements probably exist all over India, with each area having its own idiosyncrasies.
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hori festival with classical music has also spawned the dhrupad sub-genre
hon-dhamar, which often has themes similar to folk horis and those associated
with the thumri repertoire.30 Thumri and its sub-genre hori are virtually
identical from a musical perspective; it is only through its lyrics that hori
achieves its own identity. Even though the background of the hori songs is the
festival of holi, the overall thematic content of the songs may be subsumed
under the category of Tiarassmenf which has been discussed above.
4.2.5 The ancient m odel in tod a y's context

The understanding of thumri's location within a bhakti-riti model partially
depends on the interpretation of its place within the framework of aesthetic
theory. Manuel adheres to the nayika-bheda classification model of the Natya
Sastra in his discussion of thumri texts, having been advised by Educated
present-day singers like Naina Devi and Rita Gangoly [of] the relevance and
importance of the eight basic heroine-types in thumri7 (Manuel 1989:10).
These eight basic 'heroine-types7or 'states of the heroine7are: 31
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

svddhTna-patikd nayika

6.

vipralabdhd ndyikd

7.
8.

prositabhartrkd ndyikd

vdsakasajjd ndyikd
virahotkanthita nayika
kalahdntaritd ndyikd
khanditd ndyikd

abhisarikd ndyikd

'one dressed up to receive her lover7
'one distressed at the lover's absence7
'one having her husband in subjection7
'one suffering remorse after a quarrel7
'one afflicted with agony on account of her
lover's absence7
'one who does not find her lover at the
appointed place7
'one whose lover is away on business'
'one who goes to meet her lover (having
renounced all modesty)'

The problem with this idea is that some of the eight types do not directly
correspond to any thumris, and, moreover, as Manuel admits, that many

30Shukla (1983:69) claims that the word hori is used exclusively in relation to the dhamdr
genre, whereas the thumri-related style is generally called holl This observation does not tally
with my observations, and I have used the word hori to describe either genre; the dhrupadrelated style is always referred to as horj-dhamdr (or just 'dhamar') so there is very little chance
of confusion.
31 This list follows Rakeshagupta 1967:51.
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thumris are not easily accommodated within this eight-fold framework
(1989:15).
Manuel is not alone in his desire to apply the nayika-bheda model to the
heroines of thumri. Aneeta Sen, a singer and musicologist at Kairagarh
University in Madhya Pradesh, is enthusiastic about the relationship between
thumri texts and Bharata's eight heroine-types. In a concert given in Mumbai
at the beginning of 1997, she spoke of the eight basic nayikas and illustrated
them with sung examples.32 Many of the thumris performed that evening
corresponded well to the relevant nayikas; for those heroine-types that had
not made an appearance in existing thumris Sen had written new texts, under
the pen-name Neha Piya, thus ensuring that all eight heroine-types were
represented in her concert. Seris creativity underscores the problem of
connecting thumri and nayika-bheda when a complete reconstruction of the
nayika-bheda model is aimed for, but also demonstrates that the 2000-year
old model still inspires artists today. Although - prior to Sen's involvement the nayika-bheda model had not generated thumris of enduring popularity
which portrayed all the various heroine-types, the theory itself clearly
continues to be of relevance. However, the overt or implied presence of some
of the archetypal heroines in thumri can be acknowledged without
necessitating a complete reappraisal of thumri in terms of the classification
model of the Natya Sastra.
Neela Bhagwat is a Mumbai-based singer. She expresses no sympathy with
the application of the traditional nayika-bheda model to thumri, saying 'the
modern nayikas cannot be fitted into this scheme. It is not really relevant to
modern women. The old nayika is part of patriarchal social structure, she is
not an individual.' 33 Bhagwat composes thumris as well as other types of
song, and has rewritten some traditional stories to give traditional characters
- Sita for example - a new voice, making them relevant to modem women
and giving them a message. After the devastating riots in Mumbai in the
aftermath of the destruction of the Babri Masjid in December 1992, she wrote
a thumri in which the lover (piya) represents a non-violent way of living,
which is what the heroine is pining for. The text is set to rag Pllu in kaharva
32Aneeta Sen, 'Ashta Nayika Bhed in Thumri Gayan', at the Santokba Hall, Mumbai,
11.01.1997.
^Personal communication, Mumbai, 26.01.1997.
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tal (both conventionally suitable to thumri), and primarily uses vocabulary
and imagery consistent with a traditional composition.

3TRT *PT

3TTSTTC

f a w ^TR II
w

i » r f w 23
C\

«l <«| l cO' 41cir| ^ t

I «ft ^R
^ ^ r n

My heart is aching;
where can my heart find support now?
I cannot bear this carnage.
My heart is aching
Burning alleys, broken dreams,
destruction of life.
A relationship which was completely of the home,
why this carnage?
The use of the word sarhhar in line 3 of the first part, and barbddi in the second
part, sharply contrasts with the gentle and romantic language of the
traditional thumri. Although the use of the word galiya links in with more
traditional thumri content (e.g. the famous text kauna galTgayo §yama - A17),
the references to burning alleys and the destruction of life in the second part
clearly place the lyrics in the political realm, one which is foreign to thumri's
traditional scope. Sen's thumris on the other hand are more consistent with
tradition in terms of sentiment, as the following example demonstrates.
3TRT ^

ijfq f

3trt t fa'&n nfm T O

SRFT t

$ II
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®frpTf 3 ^ tw q^rr %iflft

sm^rT3TT3T

iwr ^?r ferr t m

Today, friend, I will dress up very carefully.
Today, friend, I will meet with my lover.
Anklets on my feet,
bangles on my wrists,
Til offer up a string of pearls to my neck.
Friend, put pendants in my ears!
Today Neha Piya will come - after many a day.
Sen's text (illustrating the vasakasajjita 35) is semantically reminiscent of the rfti
poetry in which a woman's dress and finery are described, although it lacks
the attention to detail and manneristic nature of that genre. The inclusion of
the confidante is a useful 'authenticating' device, as is Sen's use of Braj Bhasa
forms, e.g. obl.pl. motiyana in line 5 and dinana in line 7. But in terms of both
language and imagery, Sen's text is actually further removed from a typical
thumri than Bhagwat's. The phrase tarasata jiyard hamdra in Bhagwat's thumri
is lifted from a famous kajri which has often been performed by thumri
singers such as Rasoolan Bai and Girija Devi, and therefore fits into a thumri
idiom; the word jiyara itself is found in thumri, as is hamdra, especially in
word-final position when it is part of the rhyme scheme. The use of rhetorical
questions found in lines 2 and 8 are in keeping with a well-established
formula, as is the use of the passive to express the inability to endure
suffering. Sen, by contrast, does not rely on any of the formulae we encounter
in thumri. This renders her compositions somewhat pedestrian in flavour.
The question as to whether Sen's thumri, which follows a more or less
traditional pattern, is more 'authentic' than the text created by an innovator
like Bhagwat, leads on to a host of further questions concerning the very
nature of tradition and its relationship to innovation. The connection between
thumri and innovation is in itself compelling, as we know that the genre has
^Thum ri Misra Jangla - dadra tal.
3^The dearth of thumris featuring this particular nayika, which forced Sen to create her own
example, is underscored by the fact that Manuel, in support of his illustration of this nayika in
thumri, takes recourse to quoting a chotd khyal (in rag Kedar) rather than a thumri (1989:10).
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changed considerably over the years: having been predominantly used as an
accompaniment for rhythmic dance, thumri became a song form whose
musical and textual requirements were profoundly different. Written records
confirm that thumris that existed at the end of the nineteenth century had a
wider range of subjects than is encountered in texts heard on the
contemporary stage, and included both overtly religious36 and obscene
material. Such matter has not survived in performance, and recordings from
the beginning of the twentieth century suggest that already at that time the
subject matter of thumri was becoming limited. There appears to be no
documentary evidence of performance practice during the nineteenth century
- written texts are not necessarily a representative sample of those that were
used in performance. 'Political' texts like the one proposed by Bhagwat would
not usually be considered appropriate for thumri performance. Sen, however,
does conform to the requirements of thumri in that the mood of her text is
amatory and written from a female perspective.
However, in her desire to locate thumri within an aesthetically sanctioned
realm, Sen neglects the point that for the sake of a successful rendition of a
thumri, a variety of shades of meaning have to be implicitly present in the
text. Although the positive aspect of the viraha theme, which describes the
anticipation of union rather than the sadness of separation, is an accepted
theme within the viraha repertoire and does also occur - albeit rarely - in
thumri, Sen's literal treatment of her theme renders the text virtually devoid
of scope for pathos. As melodic improvisations rich with emotional
expression are a distinguishable feature of bol banav thumri, the texts rely on
the ambiguity which allows the singer ample space to explore various moods.
Most singers would find it difficult to base prolonged melodic elaborations on
words which are as unambiguously happy as those in Sen's text.
Whereas Bhagwat's innovation is based on the impulse to subvert thumri's
traditionally patriarchal outlook, Sen is motivated by the belief that thumri's
rightful place is in the framework of Sanskrit aesthetic theory. Neither
Bhagwat nor Sen seem to allow for the broadness required by the very nature
of bol banav thumri performance in their creations. Although awareness of

36In contrast with the devotionally-tinged Krishnaite themes, 'religious' topics contain
references to the Purams, epics, or the story of Ram in an idiom reminiscent of the
Ramcaritmanas.
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nayika-bheda theory may help in understanding the importance of detail, a
literal adherence to this model is likely to pose an impediment to creating a
functional thumri. The nayikas of thumri must be shown to be experiencing a
wealth of emotions for the singer to base her improvisations on; this quality of
thumri is what both creator and performer have to incorporate in their art.
Many singers feel that appropriate emotional expression is the essence of a
successful thumri performance, and that the key to appropriate emotional
expression is an awareness of women's experiences in real life - not the
'bookish' knowledge of Sanskrit theories such as nayika-bheda37. Most of the
women singers who are inspired by Bharata's heroine-types come from the
educated middle-classes and are not traditional musicians, and it may be that
they find it easier to relate to the material through theory. An understanding
of the various potential moods and mindsets of the heroines of thumri will
certainly help in the complex task of interpreting the texts in the numerous
ways that the successful thumri performance requires. On a superficial level,
many of the texts may appear one-dimensional and therefore of no great
artistic merit; only when they are analysed in more detail can their particular
attractions be discerned.
4.2,6 Eye sym bolism in thumrt

To illustrate the relevance of detail in thumri texts, let us consider one of the
most prominent motifs of bol banav thumri: the eyes. We shall see that the
detail of the moods expressed in the texts may vary, even if the texts rely on
similar linguistic forms and formulae. A l.l and A1.3 (akhiya rasilT torisyama )
express devotion to Krishna's eyes, and describe their enchanting powers.
A1.2, by virtue of inserting the phrase naht parata jiyd caina is more explicit in
expressing what the bewildering effect of being seen by Krishna may be. A62
(rasa ke bhare tore naina) is very similar to A1 in mood: it uses the very same
word (rasa, rasilT) to describe the 'juicyness' of Krishna's eyes, even though the
word for 'eyes' is different (largely due to considerations of rhyme). It is
unclear in A62 whether the effect of the eyes is the result of being seen by
them, or seeing them oneself. In A62 the formula dina naht caina rata (raina)
nahi nindiyd is used in versions 1 and 2, but it is unclear whether this lack of
repose is the result of having been caught in Krishna's glances (as in Al) or

37It is for this reason that Girija Devi does not teach thumri to male students, and only
reluctantly teaches it to unmarried female students, as they do not know what it feels like to
pine for or argue with one's husband.
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the result of not having been. In A36 (dekhe bind ndht caina) the very same
formula is used to describe the mindset and sleeplessness of the heroine when
Krishna is absent; both A36.1 and A62.2 (performed by the same singer)
follow the dina nahl... formula with the similarly formulaic phrase kdse kahujJ
ke baina. The "heart's speech' in the one text describes the confusion of
seeing/being seen by Krishna's charming eyes, and the pain of Krishna's
absence in the other. The precise mood of even the formulaic phrases is thus
largely dependent on context.
As the individuality of thumri texts is brought out by the details, the genre is
not very well served by broad categorisations. Even though many texts are
similar, only rarely are two texts exactly the same in mood and motivation.
Whether the heroines and moods of thumri fit neatly into the nayika-bheda
model is perhaps not as relevant as the fact that some understanding of the
various heroine-types creates an awareness of nuance and its importance in
the interpretation of thumri. In fact, too rigid an interpretation of the nayikabheda model may lead to the generation of texts which are not necessarily
suitable to thumri performance: the texts need to be inherently flexible in
terms of their emotional import, in order to give the vocalist the interpretive
scope she needs for a successful performance. Strictly adhering to aesthetic
theories may ultimately prove too restrictive, as thumri performance depends
on flexibility of expression. Our discussion has then returned to the dual
nature of thumri texts: in their written form, they are individual items, each
making its own particular statement; as a vehicle for performance the texts
have to be broad so as to not restrict the singer in her emotional elaborations.
Categorising thumri texts and the nayikas in a neat comparative scheme, as
attempted by both Manuel and Sen, has proved to be problematic, yet an
understanding of nayika-bheda theory may be a useful component in the
successful interpretation of the texts, and in gaining an understanding of their
place within the broader picture of Indian lyrical tradition.
4.2.7 Conclusion

In thumri's original milieu, the performing courtesan embodied the voice of
the lyrical heroine of the text. Whether in a context of being harassed by
Krishna on her way to market, or of nights spent alone while her lover dallies
with other women, the tavayaf expressed the sentiments of the text as if they
were her own, engaging, and engaging her audience, with the emotional
import of the lyrics she was singing. The aim of tavayaf performance was to
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provide entertainment which pleased or attracted patrons. So thumri can be
located in a largely secular context, as neither the motivation of performance
nor the sentiments instilled by it were specifically devotional. Radha and
Krishna, the archetypal lovers of Indian art (who traverse the boundaries of
Hinduism38), are easily identified with any amorous couple; the boundary
between secular and devotional sentiments in Indian love-poetry is
conventionally blurred.
The thematic content of thumri may very broadly be divided into two
subjects: Krishna harassing the milkmaids of Braj, a theme which features in
bandis thumri in particular, and viraha, which occurs in both genres but is
most prominent in bol banav thumri. Both themes stand on the shoulders of
antecedents which can be traced back to Tamil sources of the first millennium
AD; the eighth/ninth century Sanskrit text Bhagavata Purana provided the
blueprint for much of the NIA Krishnaite devotional material, including the
emotional treatment of the pre-existing theme of viraha. The harassment
theme was expanded in particular by the early sixteenth-century devotional
poet Surd as who is accredited with the creation of the dan-llla, an account of
the shenanigans of Krishna in relation to the milkmaids of Braj as they are on
their way to market; a further source for this topic is the material surrounding
the spring festival of Holi, which occurs in thumri as the sub-genre hori,
discussed in section 4.2.4. Just as in actual life most men are forgiven their
behaviour vis-a-vis their female victims as they tease and cajole them at the
time of the Holi festival, so are Krishna's antics rarely if ever the subject of
critical enquiry; most commonly they are justified on the count of Krishna's
young age, his divinity, or both.
Expositions on the subject matter which we find in thumri exist in Sanskrit
theoretical sources from the first half of the first millennium. The Natya Sastra
expounds on the dramatic use of the amatory aesthetic in terms of srhgara
rasa, as well as on the emotional experiences of dramatic heroines in its
treatment of the nayika-bheda model. Although some modern-day
performers and scholars of music argue that awareness of such ancient
models is a prerequisite to the complete understanding of thumri and the

38Islamic culture does have its own model in Laila and Majnun, but their story is very
different from Radha and Krishna's, and so they are not a manifestation of the same
archetype.
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ensuing ability to successfully perform it, this view is not borne out by
experience. Aspects of thumri may be traced to ancient sources in the same
way that contemporary NIA languages may be traced to Sanskrit, but in
either case the knowledge of such antecedents is neither required not
necessarily useful in modem usage. The performer who insists on referring
back to Sanskrit models, running the risk of overlooking the very essence of
thumri performance in the process, is no better a communicator than the
pandit who insists on emphasising Hindi's Sanskrit background by drawing
his entire vocabulary from the ancient language.
The impulse to locate thumri texts firmly within a devotional realm takes a
number of guises. It can manifest on the level of interpretation, in which any
male lover is Krishna and any river the Yamuna; it can take a more active role,
in which certain components of a text are changed, for instance an epithet of
Krishna's replacing a more general 'lover. It can also function in a more
theoretical realm in which the texts are located in a framework of ancient
aesthetic theories and are thus endowed with 'traditionally', and by
extension, respectability. Many thumri texts do of course feature Krishna as
their hero, and in many others his presence is implicitly felt. Krishna's
ubiquitousness in Indian culture allows for a host of associations which need
not be spelled out; the beauty inherent in this ambiguity is readily exploited
by thumri texts. In the context of courtesan performance, this must have
resulted in a tantalising tension between eroticism and devotion.
Rather than distinguishing the bhakti and riti styles of Hindi poetry as two
separate periods, it is probably more useful as well as more accurate to locate
these designations on a continuum. Thumri has to some extent moved along
this continuum (in an atypical direction), towards an emphasis on content
rather than form, and towards a devotional rather than a secular
interpretation. The substitution of epithets of Krishna for vocatives or
descriptions of worldly lovers underscores the movement away from
ambiguity and multi-levelled interpretation towards a more overt
devotionalism. Seen somewhat simplistically, the erotic-devotional ambiguity
is like the picture of the candle and two faces; if one looks at the middle one
sees the candle, whereas focusing on the periphery draws one's attention to
two profiled faces. Drawing eyes on the faces would disambiguate the
picture, and render it useless for its task of demonstrating the relevance of
interpretation. Forcing an exclusively devotional mood onto thumri is like
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drawing these eyes: by taking away ambiguity, the elegant titillation of the
inclusion of covert references is undermined, and some of the effect of thumri
is lost. The movement towards overt devotionalism did not occur as an
organic evolution, but rather in reaction to changes in the genre's context. The
identity of thumri is largely determined by its context, which is the focus of
the following chapter.
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Chapter 5: The Context of Thumri

5.1 Introduction
In Roger Abrahams' discussion of generic classification, he suggests that most
traditional genres are named through a combination of patterns of form,
content, and context (1976:196); having discussed the form and content of
thumri, we now turn to its context. Ben-Amos refers to context as 'the
behavioral aspect' (1976: 226ff.; also discussed in Hansen 1993:50), and relates
it to four main topics:
1. customary usage of a genre,
2. its connection to social structures,
3. its appropriateness to certain settings,
4. the characteristic interaction between audience and performer.
Although there are obvious differences between the folklore genres which are
the subject of studies by folklorist-anthropologists like Abrahams and BenAmos and art forms such as thumri, basic observations as to where to locate
the salient features of a genre remain valid. In the present discussion, 'context'
does not refer to the particular detail of each and every performance, but
rather to the overall context of thumri as a genre performed by courtesans; the
attendant stigma is inextricably associated with thumri, and account for all of
Ben-Amos' above mentioned four strands of the behavioural element. In
terms of the present research, the most important feature of thumri's context
is the extent to which it has changed, and how this change has affected the
lyrics of the genre. We will therefore begin this section by examining the
milieu in which thumri existed in the one hundred or so years leading up to
Independence.

5.2 Original context: the courtesan tradition
A common subject of travel accounts by visitors to pre-colonial and British
India is the nautch, the performance by a troupe of dancing-girls and their
accompanists who at times enchanted and frequently offended the
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sensibilities of the foreign visitor. Either way, many early travellers were
sufficiently affected by these dance performances to refer to them in their
writings. The term 'dandng-girl' described various types of entertainer, from
bazaar prostitutes to highly-skilled songstress-courtesans. One of the more
respected classes of courtesans was that of the kancanis, ('the gilded ones'),
who had special rights and privileges at the courts; they have been described
by Bernier as 'not indeed the prostitutes seen in bazaars, but those of a more
private and respectable class, who attend the grand weddings of Omrahs and
Mansebdars, for the purpose of singing and dancing. Most of these Kenchens
are well-dressed, and sing to perfection../1. The courtesan Kamalbai, said to
be one of the favourites of emperor Mohammad Shah (who ruled from 17191748), was clearly a trained and highly-skilled vocalist: 'There is depth of
feeling in her voice and she sings with an ability to rouse sorrow. She adheres
to the rules of music, makes not a single error, and sings Niamat Khan's khayal
raga... She captures people in the net of her love very easily7 (Khwaja Hassan
Nizami, quoted in Bor 1986:85). It seems that one of the criteria that
distinguished the 'common prostitute' from the high-class courtesan was
musical excellence, which might have even acted as a form of redemption for
the woman's public status. At the time of Bernier and Mohammad Shah,
thumri was probably not part of the courtesan's repertoire at all2, and if it was
it was certainly not a major feature of their performance. The heyday of
thumri coincided with the extravagance and riches of navabi life, whose
decline and fall in the nineteenth century had an immediate impact on
thumri. The person most commonly associated with the genre is Wajid Ali
Shah, the last navab of Avadh, who is sometimes even - though certainly
erroneously - credited with having invented it. His keen interest in dance and
music - as a spectator as well as a participant - is almost legendary, as are his
foppishness and decadence, and the lack of political leadership which
ultimately led to the annexation of Avadh by tire British Empire. The exile of
Wajid Ali Shah to Matia Burj in Calcutta in 1856 had a profound effect on
courtesan culture in Lucknow, and on thumri by extension.

1Constable's Oriental Miscellany of Original and Selected Publications, vol. I: Bernier's Travels A.D.
1656-1668, (London: 1891), p. 272.
2Shukla (1983) and Manuel (1989) chart the origins and rise of thumri, which textual evidence
suggests must have existed in some form in the seventeenth century. It probably did not gain
prominence until the nineteenth century, when it became a popular adornment of navabi
court life.
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Veena Talwar Oldenburg gives an incisive account of the lives of courtesans
in Lucknow at the time of the navabs, and charts the decline of the tradition
once Avadh had been annexed to the British Empire:
'If the nawabi [sic] had perceived these woman as a cultural asset, the
British Raj saw them as a necessary evil, if not a threat, and sought to
make of them an inexpensive answer to the sexual needs of single
European soldiers ... (...) With Wajid Ali Shah in exile after 1856, the
profession lost its chief patron and several lesser ones but gained
numerous practitioners from among the abandoned wives of the ex
king and the nobles who went into exile. These women resumed their
careers (for several of the royal harem had been singing and dancing
women) to support themselves' (1989:137).
As colonial rule consolidated, indigenous opinions of music and dance which were, aided by a dash of British propaganda, virtually identified with
the extravaganzas of the former navabi rulers - started to shift in the direction
of condemnation, hi terms of patronage, Indian attitudes towards dance had
changed sufficiently by the end of the nineteenth century that while the
princely rulers and feudal landed aristocracy continued to enjoy dance for
pleasure and entertainment, it was shunned by the newly emergent Western
educated middle classes whose value systems had been affected by English
education and missionary influence (Sundar 1995:244). As indigenous disdain
for the performing arts, and the courtesan tradition in particular, increased, a
hierarchy developed in which singing courtesans were considered of a higher
rank than those who also performed dance. Growing nationalist
consciousness combined with a sense of indignance at the increasing disdain
the colonial rulers were expressing vis-a-vis indigenous culture had led to a
renewed emphasis on women's virtue, which was best preserved by confining
women to the private domain. Whereas music itself gradually became
accepted as a signifier of India's great heritage, the position of dance was
extremely problematic; dance did not manage to gain a position of
respectability until its historical associations had been sufficiently overhauled
to make it acceptable to the new bourgeoisie3.

3The effect of nationalist awareness on the status of women has been extensively explored in
Chakravarty 1990; the relationship between reformers and dance has been discussed in
Sundar (1995:236-256).
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Modern-day singers relate stories of their own or their teacher's attitudes
towards dandng tavayafs or baijis.4 Girija Devi tells of the time when, as a
young woman, she was invited to sing for a respected aristocrat in Benares.
Having heard her sing for a while, he asked her if she could dance a little. The
request implied that she was 'that kind of woman', but hiding her outrage she
replied that she was unfortunately not able to dance, but perhaps he could ask
his wife or daughters to teach her? Her response was intended to insult her
host, as she was effectively suggesting his wife and daughters were
prostitutes.5 Purnima Chaudhury, also of Benares, recounts how she once
asked her teacher Mahadev Prasad Mishra about a singer who had lived in
Benares in the early part of the twentieth century; in response, he made a
dismissive gesture with his hand, saying 'are, vah to nactJ thV ('oh, she [was of
the type who] used to dance'). A further story is particularly significant in this
context: when Sheila Dhar wrote a book of stories about, among others, great
musicians she has known in the twentieth century, she included a description
of the late Siddheshwari Devi performing at a wedding in Delhi in the
nineteen-twenties or thirties. The portrayal is vivid enough as to warrant
inclusion at length:
'The languorous beat of the thumri, and the passionate and persuasive
words of the song in which Siddheshwari Bai begged Krishna, the
apple of Yashoda's eye, to come home because night was falling drew
in the friendly audience immediately. Gradually her face and arms
4Most singers who previously had their first name affixed with b a f, which (at least in Uttar
Pradesh) suggests they were courtesans, changed this affix to 'devl' later on in life, as a result
of the increasingly problematic associations of the courtesan tradition. Siddheshwari Bai
became Siddheshwari Devi, Girija Bai became Girija Devi. The famous thumri and gazal
singer Begum Akhtar started her career as Akhtari Bai Faizabadi. Badi Moti Bai of Benares
never bothered to change her name, but never achieved the national fame and reputation of
the singers mentioned above. It is a moot point whether her lack of recognition was a result of
her obvious association with the courtesan tradition, or whether she would have changed her
name had she become more famous. The Benares singer Rasoolan Bai did become famous in
spite of her name, and never changed it. Outside of U.P the suffix bald was sometimes used
for tavayafs. Contemporary vocalist Dipali Nag recounts how, when renowned courtesan
Indubala first began to perform on the radio, she was given her first cheque in the name of
Indudevi (in 77ie Telegraph [Calcutta], 19.1.1995). Joep Bor (1986:95) claims that the word bat
derived from the French bayadire, which the Larousse Modern French-English Dictionary
confirms to mean 'an Indian dancing-girl'. According to Bor, the French word itself derived
from the Portuguese baylhadeira. In Hindi, the word bai simply means 'lady7, although it can
be used pejoratively as well. It seems that the use of bai to designate a courtesan represents a
confluence of these two etymological components.
^Personal communication, Benares, November 1996.
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began to move as though she was acting as well as singing. The hand
gestures and mime tried to paint different versions of the picture
described in the thumri she was singing. I discovered later that this was
no novelty but a routine part of the traditional 'mujra'. (...) After some
time, an uncle of the bridegroom called out to her with a request to
dance. (...) This was obviously a stage of the entertainment which was
most eagerly awaited because the audience hailed it with glad cries.
Now I knew why the white sheet which is invariably spread for
musicians was absent. When the atmosphere warmed up, this was
meant to turn into a dance recital. The sarangi player secured his small
instrument to his waist with a padded, beltlike contraption and also
stood up behind her, ready to follow her around the improvised stage
as she danced. The tabla player did the same. (...) Siddheshwari Bai's
mime, hand gestures and body movements painted the picture for me
very clearly. But for that I would not have been able to decipher the
meaning of the words which were in an unfamiliar dialect and blurred
for me by the musical embellishments' (Dhar 1996:132-3).
Sheila Dhar's depiction gives a good image of what a traditional courtesan
performance may have been like, at least at a public occasion such as a
wedding. However, Siddheshwari's daughter Savita was outraged at seeing
her mother described in print as having danced in public. She denounced the
book and demanded a public apology, asserting that her mother had been a
respectable singer and had never danced. Sheila Dhar maintained that her
memory of the event was correct, although she was sympathetic to Savita's
plight: Savita is a lecturer in music at Delhi University, and public knowledge
of her mother's dancing days placed her in an uncomfortable position,
compromising her carefully constructed aura of middle-class respectability.
Many older people are very well aware of Siddheshwari's past; unspoken
awareness, however, is one thing, a published description quite another.
The objectives of the Anti-Nautch Campaign, which was started in the late
nineteenth century by a group of educationists, many of whom were doctors
and lawyers, illustrate the envisaged transformation of the performing arts:
while dance was to be discouraged altogether, music was to be 'weaned from
its present low associations'; being 'rich in devotional and unfortunately
pretty full in the amorous element', it therefore had to be 'considerably
improved on the purely social side'6. Although it was not only thumri that
6R.Venkataratnam Naidu, "Social Purity and the Anti-Nautch Movement", in C.Y. Chintamani
(ed.), Indian Social Reform (Madras: 1901), p.278.
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was performed by songstress-courtesans, thumri was the only genre that had
an established association with dance. On a grading scale of "impropriety", the
performance of seated abhinaya was considered not as indecent as dance; for
thumri as a genre to survive the ever-increasing disdain that the new patrons
of music were experiencing vis-a-vis the performing arts, it was important to
distance itself from the dance tradition. Those aspects of thumri that lend
themselves well to emotional expression and therefore to seated abhinaya
became emphasised, whereas the dance-element gradually diminished.
Manuel partially attributes this development to artistic considerations: "As
thumri gained in popularity and the Lucknow musicians dispersed to other
musical centers, more and more musicians turned their attention to the genre
and developed those elements which seemed to them to have the most artistic
interest and potential. (...) While the bandish thumri itself faded and
disappeared, talented musicians - particularly from Benares - transformed
thumri into a more profound and expressive medium: the bol banao thumri"
(1989:70). The musical requirements of the new form of thumri were
accompanied by specific textual needs, but musical considerations were not
the only rationale behind the change of lyrics which coincided with the
emergence of bol banav thumri.

5,3 Changing context: its effect on the lyrics of thumri
As discussed in section 4.2, the majority of bandiS thumri lyrics describe
Krishna or an unnamed protagonist harassing the milkmaids of Braj. This
type of narrative lyric would lend itself particularly well to being acted out in
a dance performance but would be less appropriate to seated abhinaya. That
the changing performance context of thumri had a direct effect on the lyrics is
borne out by examples from contemporary singers of how lyrics in their
performance tradition have been altered, thereby rendering them appropriate
for the modern concert stage and the sensibilities of the middle classes. For
example, Pumima Chaudhury, a married woman singer in Benares, was
asked by her teacher Mahadev Prasad Mishra, a traditional musician who will
have been witness to the courtesan tradition, if she felt comfortable with the
line sum sejariyd ("[my] bed is empty"); he only allowed her to sing it having
established she was not in any way offended by the sexual implications of the
phrase. In thumri B14.1, a song frequently performed by Chaudhury, the line
mori bahiya jani chuvo ("do not touch my arms') appears; this same line is
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shown in collection C6 as bala jobana jina chuo ('do not touch my ripening
breasts'). It is likely that this latter phrase was changed by Mahadev Prasad
Mishra as being unsuitable to be sung by his middle-class student, as he was
evidently sensitive to potentially inappropriate lyrics. The effect of even such
a minor alteration on the overall mood of the song is quite drastic: the
substitution of 'arms' for 'breasts' clearly reduces the licentiousness implied
in Krishna's behaviour, and the removal of the word bala means that the
audience is now not aware of the girl's young age, until the very last line
when she rather belatedly pleads aba hi umara mon larakaiya (1 am still of a
young age'). How the character of a text can be changed by even minor
alterations is also shown in an example given by Dhanashree Pandit in
Mumbai. She, a well-to-do middle-class married woman, learns thumri from a
traditional courtesan from Rajasthan who now sings for the movies in
Mumbai. The teacher openly changed the words sum sejariya (which Mahadev
Mishra had also found problematic in the above mentioned example) to sum
nagariya ('the town is empty7). Tire result is that the intimate nature of the text
- in which one woman suffers the loneliness of an absent lover - is replaced
with a much more general sense that the whole town is missing the hero thereby also consolidating the devotional element as the implication would
seem to be that the man in question is Krishna, and the town Brindaban.
There is a close relationship between the original performance context of
thumri and its lyrics: the courtesan represented the heroine of the thumri she
was performing; the persona of the hero was projected onto whomever was
being addressed in the audience. The early days of bol banav thumri were
probably the heyday for this double-layered representation of the lyrics, as it
is particularly in the small and intimate mujra that the courtesan had the
opportunity to establish a personal relationship with her male audience. 7
Whereas bandis thumri lyrics often have a narrative structure, bol banav
thumri texts play on an immediate interaction between performer and host.
For the sake of dissociating thumri from the courtesan's salon, it is essential

7 Regula Qureshi describes the performance of gazal in a traditional mahfil, 'a feudal salon
concert which was ideally presented by a courtesan singer and her accompanists':
'Through musical expression the singer creates a personal identification with the text
message, making the text her own utterance, and conveying her own emotional response
through melodic structuring of individual phrases as well as through visual expression, by
facial miming and gestures. These very "actions" - the phrase is used also in Urdu - help the
audience interpret the musical expression of text content in a personal way7 (1989:185).
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that references to intimacy be removed. The substitution of 'town' for "bed'
discussed above is a clear example of this sanitising process. It is even more o
poignantly shown by replacing the vocative 'raja' with 'syama', once again
inviting Krishna onto the scene. It was explained to me8 that when thumri
was performed for kings and noblemen, addressing the host as 'raja' would
have been appropriate, but as thumri is now performed in concert halls, a
more general reference to Krishna is more suitable. The clarification of the use
of the vocative 'raja' admits that thumri used to be performed at the courts;
this is, however, hardly a secret. What the explanation does circumvent is
alternative uses of this particular vocative, which may in fact refer to any
person superior in status, and also - especially in more colloquial use - to a
lover or object of desire9. Substituting this form of address with an epithet of
Krishna's has considerable effect on the overall mood of the text: it is now no
longer a personalised address or plea to a patron, but rather an allusion to the
intimate relationship between Radha and Krishna. The romantic or erotic
force of the first-person narrative is diminished now that the singer is voicing
emotions experienced in relation to a divine rather than a worldly lover.
It is rare for singers to admit to their texts having been adjusted; this is no
doubt partially because they themselves are often not aware of the process
having taken place. Not all contemporary singers are, or admit to being, fully
aware of thumri's colourful past. Uttara Dutt is a singer in Delhi, married to
an architect. When she sang thumri A25.2 it was short of one line compared to
the version sung by Batuk Dewanji (A25.1). The words of the missing line are
chatiya chuvata ho anari ('you touch my breasts, ignorantly/ignorant one'), and
it seems highly likely that this phrase was not excised by accident. Dutt
herself claims to never change lyrics of songs herself, and it may be that the
version as she knows it has been in her tradition for some generations. Let us
also for a moment consider the possibility that this discrepancy in versions is
as a result of the insertion of the line under discussion rather than its removal.
This is theoretically possible, yet unlikely; there is clear evidence of singers
changing words or phrases of songs to make them more respectable, and no
evidence to suggest that an opposite development also takes place. We should
also consider that there is written evidence of extremely indelicate and
8The example and attendant justification were given by Sunanda Sharma, senior student of
Girija Devi's, London, June 1999.
glosses raja as prempatra or priya vyakti in its bazaru use.
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obscene thumris having been composed in the nineteenth century10, and some
even having been performed in the early decades of the twentieth century11,
but such songs will never be heard on the contemporary concert stage. We
thus find that there has been a movement away from erotic lyrics, either by
removing them altogether from the thumri repertoire, or by adapting the
offending words or phrases; the aim of such changes is to minimise the
personal bond between the heroine and her lover, and by extension, between
the performer and her audience. The depersonalisation of thumri lyrics paves
the way for their location in a more devotional realm.
As the theme of viraha, which is prominent in bol banav thumri, has always
been ambiguous in terms of the tension between erotic and devotional
elements, the overall mood of bol banav thumri is less overtly secular and can
be interpreted on a mystical level. A famous instance of a thumri with
ambiguous lyrics of this nature is babula morn naihara chuto hijae, which is
traditionally ascribed to Wajid Ali Shah himself, although some (almost
certainly erroneously) credit the fifteenth-century poet Kabir with having
written the text. In babula, the heroine laments the loss of the familiarity of her
father's house as she is carried off in a palanquin on her way to her new
husband's abode. The text can also be given a mystical interpretation: after
death, the body is carried to the funeral pyre/burial ground in a palanquin or
hearse, and the soul transmigrates to its next abode. A third angle on the text
is that either Wajid Ali Shah wrote it at the time of his being exiled by the
British, or at least that it was sung as he left Lucknow for Matia Burj - and the
young bride of the first interpretation, or the body of the second, are now
interpreted as Wajid Ali Shah as he leaves Ms familiar surroundings to begin
his life in exile. Although the scope for both secular and mystical
interpretation of this particular thumri is unusual, tMs example nevertheless
demonstrates how various interpretative layers can be incorporated, or read,
into a text.

10Gangadhar Tailang quotes a number of such texts in his Thumri Sahgrah (1977). The most
indelicate ones that 1 have come across are B13 and B25.
^M anuel (1989:21) suggests that when overtly erotic thumris were performed in the
twentieth century, it was mainly by men.
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5.4 The behavioural aspect
Ben-Amos7s four-layered definition of context explains to some extent why
thumri had to be transformed as a result of the changes in the socio-political
climate of the late nineteenth century onwards. The customary usage of thumri
as an item of song and dance performance by songstress-courtesans clarifies
the ramifications of the shifting attitudes towards the courtesan tradition in
respect of the other three aspects of its context. Its connection to social structures
was achieved through a princely patronage that could not but be affected by
the consolidation of colonial rule/ its appropriateness to certain settings became
more narrowly defined as the overall propriety of the courtesan tradition
began to be questioned, and the characteristic interaction between audience and
performer was based on a level of acceptability of the courtesan-patron
relationship that did not continue into the modem period. If we consider the
same four elements of the context of thumri as it is performed in a modem
setting, we find that its primary customary usage now is at the end of a khyal
concert, and likewise in commercial recordings, as a sweet and not-too-taxing
finale. Its connection to social structures remains problematic: accepted as a
semi-classical item, it is part of the art tradition yet not unambivalently so,
and its appropriateness remains quite narrowly defined - even as the light
after-course to a classical concert it is often replaced by the devotional bhajan.
Daniel Neuman confirms the still-problematic relationship between thumri
and its allied forms, the 7light-classicaT category, and performers on the
modern stage, by suggesting that 7a motive for women to abandon the
specialization in lighter forms is related to the social identification of these
lighter repertoires with the courtesan tradition' (1980:208). So although thumri
has made its way from the courtesan's salon into the contemporary concert
hall, its licentious past is still considered a vital component of its context,
allowing C.S. Pant to remark in 1973 that 7in spite of some of its objectionable
associations, the thumri is no doubt a flower of transcendant [sic] beauty7
(1973:23).12 These 'objectionable associations' refer to the courtesan tradition,
which began to diminish at the beginning of the twentieth century, and had
by the time Pant wrote his article been virtually obsolete for some 20 years. As
far as its setting is concerned, thumri can be sung in almost any classical
concert, but it does have a specific place within those settings, usually as a
12 Pant finishes his essay with the note that 'beauty can never be defiled' and quotes a line of
Sanskrit poetry by Kalidasa to illustrate that point, a rather orthodox and solemn finale.
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follow-up to a khyal performance. The interaction between audience and
performer is virtually non-existent in terms of direct contact: the performer
does not engage in close communication with the audience, although a level
of mental interaction usually exists insofar as the audience is engaged with
the narrative alluded to in the thumri.
Pant7s reflection confirms the extent to which the historical milieu of thumri
continues to shape perceptions of the genre. In spite of the actual setting of
thumri performance having shifted onto the classical concert stage, the
association with the courtesan's salon has proved to be persistent. We have
seen that the connection with dance became problematic for the genre
towards the end of the nineteenth century and partially precipitated the
emergence of bol banav thumri, which was originally performed with
abhinaya and eventually developed as a song form in which all 'acting7is
done with the voice. The relevance of the contextual dimension is
underscored by the fact that as thumri moved its way from the courtesan's
salon to the modern concert stage, its lyrics also adapted in both style and
content, and were depersonalised or sanitised where this was deemed to be
appropriate. It would seem, therefore, that the final authority for deciding
what is and is not acceptable in performance is held by the performer herself,
or by her teacher, who in a traditional set-up would usually have been a male
sarangi player. But it clearly is not as simple as that, because even if it were
the performer's authority to decide what phrases she includes in or expunges
from the text she is singing, this decision-making process is based on sociallydetermined value systems. The motivation for adapting the genre to suit the
tastes and sensibilities of a newly-emerging audience would have been to
avoid offending the new patron, and to inspire appreciation in him. It
therefore seems that we need to locate the ultimate control over performance
standards in the sphere of patronage. Let us then briefly chart the
transformation of patronage of North Indian art music over the last 150 or so
years.

5.5 Patronage
One of the main factors in the change in attitude of the colonial rulers towards
indigenous arts was, according to Pushpa Sundar, the Revolt or Mutiny of
1857, which precipitated 'an immediate feeling of revulsion on the part of the
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British for the Indian arts7 (1995:25). This sentiment affected the opinions of
those Indians who were influenced by Western ideology through work,
education, or disposition, but it did not necessarily have an immediate
bearing on those princely rulers whose administration continued throughout
colonial rule or on the landed aristocracy - although many did become
extremely westernised. Their capacity and inclination to patronise the arts,
however, declined as a result of their diminishing powers and finances. There
are diverging views as to how long courtly patronage continued: Wade
observes that "by the twentieth century, patronage had almost become a thing
of the past in many northern and southern courts7 (1994:19); Neuman, on the
other hand, suggests that, although princely patronage did indeed decline
from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards, in some cases it lasted
until Independence (1980:171). There may be some confusion as to what
constitutes a "court7; Neuman"s numerous and vivid examples and anecdotes
suggest that in some instances a court was small enough to employ just two or
three classical musicians, a far cry from the opulence and grandeur of the
court of Wajid Ali Shah, whose image is conjured up so easily in the context of
courtly patronage of music, and especially thumri.
With the increasing tide of nationalism in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries came a renewed interest in India's traditional cultural
heritage, which was encouraged by reformers and educationists such as
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941); his guidance in the appreciation of Indian
music, combined with his own compositions of songs that drew on both the
classical and folk traditions of India, served to make music both acceptable
and accessible to a wide audience. The two men most widely considered to be
responsible for the dissemination of Hindustani music among the middle
classes are Vishnu Narayan Bhatkhande (1860-1936) and Vishnu Digambar
Paluskar (1872-1931). Bhatkhande is most famous for his six-volume work
Hindustani Sangit Paddhati; Kramik Pustak Malika (first published in 1925), a
comprehensive compilation of songs from and outlines of most of the rags
which were current at the time. He was also the driving force behind the
establishment of musical institutions, most notably the Marris College of
Music in Lucknow, which is now called the Bhatkhande College of Music.
Bhatkhande was a lawyer by profession, and espoused a scientific approach
to music - an often-levelled criticism, in that he is not considered to have had
a very substantial practical knowledge of music. Vishnu Digambar on the
other hand came from a haridasi family of religious poets and singers; he
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himself became an accomplished classical vocalist. His interest in drawing up
the rules of each rag as it was performed at the time, as opposed to following
ancient written models, led to the establishment of numerous music colleges
called Gandharva Mahavidyalaya, the first of which was opened in Lahore in
1901.13 The very act of establishing formal training institutions, in which
theoretically any member of the public could enrol and learn about classical
music, was nothing short of revolutionary: teaching classical music had up
until then been the sole privilege of hereditary musicians in a formal teacherdisciple relationship (guru-4isya) ustad-Sagird).
The dissemination and promotion of classical music was not restricted to
pedagogical institutions; alongside the establishment of music colleges came
the inception of music 'conferences' (festivals) which allowed music to be
heard by a larger public, attenuating its inaccessibility and elusiveness.14 The
advent of public concerts had a number of consequences: firstly, as artists
who had been taught in the guarded environment of a teacher-disciple
relationship were not disposed towards sharing the intricacies of their
musical property with an unknown and impersonal audience, they restricted
their performances to relatively nondescript items. This remains a factor in
many public concerts; unless the audience is considered erudite and
appreciative, an artist is unlikely to perform well-guarded musical gems. A
further important aspect of performances in public halls, and one that is
perhaps more relevant today than at the beginning of the twentieth century, is
that of sponsorship: it is rare that entrance tickets - if they exist at all, because
many concerts and festivals are free - cover the actual cost of the programme,
and revenue is generated by both governmental and private sponsorship.
Concert posters and programmes frequently contain advertising, the content
of which is entirely aimed at middle-class demands. The advertiser benefits
on a number of counts: he can use this form of advertisement as a tax
deduction, while his public image is well-served by being seen to be

13Discussions of both Bhatkhande's and Paluskar's life and work are included in Deodhar
1993, pp. 38-50 and pp. 133-145 respectively.
14The motivation behind and manner of such music festivals in India is similar to the
nineteenth-century Swiss Federal Song Festival described by Hobsbawm (1993:6), the statutes
of which declared its objects to be 'the development and improvement of the people's
singing, the awakening of more elevated sentiments for God, Freedom and Country, union
and fraternization of the friends of Art and the Fatherland'.
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sponsoring the arts15. Without this kind of sponsorship, many music concerts
would not be economically viable. However, as with all advertising, the
sponsor may have a certain amount of control over the content and nature of
the programme. As long as thumri continues to be perceived as a problematic
genre, with all of its disreputable associations, its performers will have to
restrict its scope within classical music performance, by emphasising its other
worldly qualities and by demoting its status to that of a final or 'encore' item.
By far the biggest patron of classical musicians is government-controlled All
India Radio (AIR), which actually began life as a commercial station in 1927,
but was soon thereafter taken over by the state16. Former AIR administrator
K.S. Mullick (quoted in Neuman 1980:172) recalls how in the early days of the
station most performers were recruited from the courtesan class, as the great
male vocalists were not prepared to have their music broadcast to an
anonymous audience, and amateurs did not perform in public. The ensuing
reputation of the radio station as employer of dancing girls did nothing to
improve its position with either professional or amateur musicians.
Consequently Sardar Patel, at that time the Minister for Broadcasting,
introduced a ban on performers 'whose private life is a public scandal' after
Independence.17 The problem posed by courtesans performing in situations
where their livelihood was considered shameful also arose in the recording
industry. As with early radio broadcasts, gramophone recordings, which
began in India in 1902, had to draw their artists from the courtesan class;
courtesan artists such as Gauhar Jan and Janki Bai, whose early recordings are
nowadays available on compact disc, insisted that the word 'amateur' was
included on the record label for the sake of their reputation18. In this way the
women themselves colluded in keeping their professional identities under
cover, thereby increasing the marginalisation of those unable or unwilling to
do so.
The new patrons of musicians, i.e. the teaching colleges, the public concerts,
and the radio station, were essentially motivated by the same set of
15The advertiser-concert organiser relationship is described in Neuman 1980:212.
16Neuman 1980:172.
17uide n.4 of this chapter.
18According to Neuman, a similar valuation on amateur status as a symbol of respectability
is found in Iran and Afghanistan (1980:216).
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considerations: the promulgation of classical music was to lead to a
renaissance of the great Indian cultural heritage and give Indians a sense of
pride in national arts and culture as the country gradually moved towards
Independence. Performance theorists argue that cultural performances are
reflexive instruments of cultural expression; folklorist Richard Bauman
explains that performance studies in anthropology ... demonstrate that
cultural performances may be primary modes of discourse in their own right,
casting in sensuous images and performative action rather than in ordered
sets of explicit, verbally articulated values or beliefs, people's understandings
of ultimate realities and the implications of those realities for action'19. In
Neuman's words, 'music can be considered as a model, a microcosm, or
reflection of a sociocultural system. (...) Artistic performances can also be said
to be reflections on or about cultural systems; that is, music provides a
commentary, reading, or exegesis of a sociocultural system. It speaks to the
members of a society and constructs part of the meaning or set of meanings
about being a participant. In this sense music transcends the cultural system
from which it derives - as component and model - and provides a
metacommunication about the totality of a people' (Neuman 1980:28). In this
light it is perhaps understandable that the explicit presence of songstresscourtesans was considered undesirable, and that overt associations with the
courtesan tradition were suppressed, not so much because the sensibilities of
the audience may have been offended - although they most probably would
have been - but because such associations would have raised questions
concerning the nature of the great Indian cultural heritage that was meant to
be a source of pride, and hence would have called into question the very
identity of the Indian people. What is less obvious is the extent to which the
historical association with courtesans continues to haunt thumri in modem
times, though it may simply be a matter of having to finish what was started:
the tmth about the original milieu of thumri has been veiled for so long that
divulging it is increasingly difficult, and hereditary performers continue to
collude in keeping up appearances.
Neuman aptly points out that 'the public personality of an artist also
contributes to an interpretive context creating meaning in the music through
extramusical messages' (1980:221). It follows that the genre considered to be
19Bauman 1992:41-49. In the context of reflexivity, Bauman refers to the work of
anthropologists Roger Abrahams, Clifford Geertz, Richard Schechner, and Victor Turner.
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the art form par excellence of courtesans will be stigmatised, and that one of the
ways in which this stigmatisation can be removed is for that genre to be seen
to be performed by 'respectable' and devotional singers. The following
anecdote may illustrate the dynamic by which an art form takes on the
identity of its performers: when I asked a middle-class singer in Bombay what
her opinions were of some of the great Benares thumri singers, she shrugged
her shoulders and said 'Oh, I don't like the Benares style, with bhang and pan
and all that'. For her, the milieu of the typical Benares performance had
become identified with the actual music to such an extent that she could no
longer distinguish them when it came to giving an opinion of the music
only.20 Performers of thumri are therefore particularly inclined towards
cultivating a respectable image of themselves; this usually involves
publicising the singer's religious inclinations. This emphasis on the religious
recapitulates the age-old dichotomy of classical music performance in India:
music has traditionally been performed at the courts and in the temples, and
musicians were consequently connected with either courtly or religious
performance. Although it has to my knowledge never been claimed that
thumri developed out of temple music, highlighting a singer's religious
disposition does serve to create a link to that performance strand, while at the
same time dissociating from the courtly tradition and courtesan life.

5.6 Conclusion
We have seen that the context of thumri was that of songstress-courtesan
culture, particularly as it existed in nineteenth-century navabi courts . As a
result of the annexation of Avadh and the exile of its navab Wajid AC Shah, a
great lover and patron of thumri, courtesan culture declined and thumri as it
existed at the time lost its prominent status. After the Mutiny and
consolidation of imperial rule, the British, as well as the newly-emerging
20Pan seems to be particularly problematic for those preoccupied with morality: an article by
Amit Agarwal in The Times of India (27.9.84) describes a situation in which some women
started to eat pan during a concert by Kishori Amonkar, arguably the most famous female
vocalist in India today. Amonkar stopped her performance: "This is not a hotha", she said to
the stunned audience. "You people have no respect for music." Amonkar herself is the
daughter of a famous courtesan, ( a detail that is not publicly discussed).
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western-educated bourgeoisie, grew increasingly scornful of indigenous
music and dance which were so inextricably linked with the perceived
depravity of courtly life and the courtesan milieu, while educationists and
reformists aimed to promote India's ancient culture for the sake of nationalist
pride and awareness. The latter cause was aided by a number of new patrons:
music colleges, music festivals - which are even today usually presented as an
emblem of cultural unity - and, most importantly, the government-controlled
All India Radio. This new patronage gave thumri a new lease of life although
the genre had to struggle to adapt to its new surroundings. From the
grandeur of the courts, when thumri was primarily used in dance
performances, thumri migrated to the intimacy of the courtesan's salon, in
which the dose proximity of the audience could be utilised by the performer
who could project the image of the absent lover on to her patron while she
herself acted out, with hands, face and voice, her longing and despair. Finally,
the genre ended up on an official concert stage. In this new milieu there was
less audience interaction, and any hint of an assodation with the courtesan
milieu had to be suppressed as the historical context of thumri was
considered a source of shame. These two aspects - the lack of performeraudience communication and the persistence of the courtesan's stigma affected the lyrics of thumri in a number of ways.
The most predictable changes in the lyrics concerned overtly erotic material,
which clearly had no place in the new surroundings. Although there is some
written evidence of obscene lyrics, these are never heard on either the modem
stage or in extant recordings. A related secondary development resulted in
certain words or phrases being expunged or altered for the sake of
respectability: words for 'breasts' may be replaced with other body parts and
a mention of the heroine's lonely bed may be substituted by a more general
reference to her surroundings. The sardtisation achieved by such use of a
general reference also serves to depersonalise the texts, removing overt
connections to intimate performer-audience interaction and at the same time
opening up an avenue for devotional interpretation. The devotional
interpretation is further facilitated by the presence of the lover-god Krishna,
whose name - generally in the form of an epithet - may be interpolated while
a reference to a secular lover may be excised. Generally speaking, the lyrics of
thumri as it is performed today are not excessively intimate and may be
inclined towards the devotional, although ambiguity remains an integral
quality of the texts.
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We have established that the motivation to adapt the lyrics and general mood
of thumri to its new milieu was in response to the new patrons of music and
the need to distance it from the tainted association with courtesan culture.
This finding is consistent with the view that the control over the production of
art is, in the final analysis, in the hands of the patron; in other words, cultural
performance is partly if not entirely dictated by market forces. We have
already met with Erdman's enquiry in this context in chapter 4, and shall
address apposite issues in more detail in the next chapter. Her examination of
the controllers and beneficiaries of cultural production is highly relevant to
the present research, which in turn offers further insights: the changing role of
thumri in the overall framework of Hindustani music and the way the genre
has adapted to a changing environment indicates how an art form may
respond to the fluctuating requirements of production and consumption
without irrevocably compromising its basic identity. In its original context,
the aim of thumri performance was to sensually inspire the patron, to provide
pleasure and to attract and maintain the performer's clientele. In the presentday milieu, the sexual associations of thumri are no longer relevant, but it
remains a sensuous form that is expected to provide a pleasing and attractive
finale to a 'serious' musical performance. By being able to adapt to its
changing environment thumri has carved a niche for itself, thereby
consolidating the possibility of enduring survival.
A genre's ability to harmonise with its surroundings is essential to its
continued existence. In the last chapter we discussed the options available to
the art producer who strives to innovate because the existing avenues seem
outdated or appear to have been explored to capacity. Adaptation is not
necessarily analogous to innovation, although their rationale may be similar
and both may be motivated by a perceived need to harmonise with a
changing environment. The issue of innovation is significant in a discussion of
tradition, as it has ramifications for the ways genres are identified and
considered authentic. Although it is unlikely that the questions that arise in
such a discussion can be answered exhaustively, we may aim to arrive at an
understanding of the dynamics of generic definitions as applied to thumri. It
is to this task that we now turn.
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6.1 Introduction
Any analysis of the demarcations of genre in Indian music sooner or later
meets a significant obstacle in the form of the existence of a 'semi-classical' or
'light-classical' category. Although these terms1 seem to adequately describe a
genre that is located near the midpoint of the continuum between classical
and non-classical forms, they in fact tend to be badly defined and used in a
variety of (sometimes conflicting) contexts. Not only is the concept confusing
to the uninitiated (is it the semi or the classical that is most salient?), even
performers of genres included in the category are unclear as to what the
conditions for inclusion actually are. We begin this chapter with a brief and
general examination of the concept of genre per se, arriving at the focal point
of thumri's status as a semi-classical genre. Comparing thumri to closely
related folk-derived genres helps to contextualise thumri's position in the
semi-classical category, whereas juxtaposing thumri with the modem or pop
gazal proves to be instructive in terms of the avenues open to an art form
when faced with the virtual extinction of its customary performance context.
As we shall see, the traditional Urdu gazal has become extremely popular in
its modern incarnation by transforming its lyrics and musical score in such a
way as to achieve maximum accessibility. Thumri, on the other hand,
continues to be haunted by its association with courtesan culture and has to
emphasise its traditionality to such an extent that we may even speak of a
Hobsbawmian invention. How tradition is invented and maintained of course
depends on the nature of the topic; in the case of thumri, an aura of tradition
and continuity is achieved through its employment of formulae - a term
which is borrowed from oral-epic analytical discourse and redefined
following John D. Smith's example (1999). The overwhelming effect of the
increasing availability of mass media can not be over-emphasised.
Understanding the cultural implications of constructs such as authenticity
and tradition will help towards an appreciation of the dynamics of cultural

U h e terms are not included in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (Sadie 1980).
In the West, orchestral popular music is sometimes referred to as 'light-classical', but 'semiclassical' appears to be an Indian coinage.
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conservatism and innovation, and of the value placed on continuity. A return
to the classical element in the semi-classical category brings the discussion full
circle as we see that genre, tradition, aesthetic value and classicality are
ultimately contingent upon the contract between performer and patron, and
by extension, upon the dynamics of production and consumption.
6.2 The meaning of genre
Ruth Finnegan writes that 'classification no doubt enters into all branches of
scientific study...[butl has been particularly prominent in the field of oral arts
and traditions' (1992:135). The impulse to identify generic categories in the
oral arts has resulted from a need to understand the nature of the object of
study by locating it in a familiar framework, as well as from attempting to
accommodate the demands of cross-cultural comparative studies. The vast
amount of scholarly research that has been carried out on the topic of genre
has illuminated the problems involved in using traditional classification
systems in inappropriate contexts, and has exposed the dangers of
ethnocentricity. For instance, in the controversy surrounding discussions of
African epics (Finnegan 1992:151), research has demonstrated that even
terminology whose meaning and consequences may have been taken for
granted needs to be clearly defined. The distinction between prose and
poetry, for example, is not as straightforward as might be assumed, nor is it
necessarily appropriate to make this distinction with regard to certain
cultures. It is therefore vital to approach the issue of genre from within its
own cultural context, and establish what indigenous terms and conventions
signify. As Abrahams formulates it, T>y naming certain patterns of expression
we are able to talk about the traditional forms and the conventional contents
of artistic representation, as well as the patterns of expectation which both the
artist and audience carry into the aesthetic transaction' (1976:193).
The task of differentiating between genres is intrinsically selective: meaning
and relevance are allocated to certain components which are deemed
particularly significant. Although a selection of such components based on
preconceived and culturally determined perceptions on the part of the analyst
may not be objective, a selection process of sorts has to take place:
incorporating every single feature of a genre would be impossible and
unhelpful, especially if one is aiming to establish a set of data suitable for
comparative analysis. Finnegan (1992:143) suggests these criteria for generic
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classification: stylistic features (such as length, prosody, linguistic expression),
subject matter, occasion and context, and performance characteristics. In other
words, a genre's identity is at least partially determined by its shape, its
thematic content, timing of and motivation for its production, and the relation
between text and performance. However, although describing a genre
according to these criteria may lead to a satisfactory delineation of the genre,
it does not necessarily clarify what the actual essentials of the genre are. In the
context of folklore, Abrahams suggests that it would be useful to 'describe
each genre as a member of a class of related items and yet distinct from the
other members of the class in specific and discernible ways' (1976:195), i.e. to
identify not only what genres are but more importantly how they differ from
other closely-related genres2.
Thumri is very much a case in point in the discussion of what constitutes a
genre, as it has moved from being a fast and rhythmic vehicle for dance to
becoming a relatively slow and melismatic song form. Although these two
styles are distinguished by name - bandis thumri and bol banav thumri - their
essential thumri-ness is a constant. Many bandis thumris are nowadays
known as chota khyals (fast khyal compositions, conventionally performed
after bara or vilambit khyal); this appropriation of one genre by another
underscores the potential volatility of the concept of genre. The link between
bandis thumri and bol banav thumri is primarily provided by their shared
traditional performer, the songstress-courtesan. When we accept that context
is a salient feature of generic definition, we do not necessarily anticipate that
it may in fact be the most conclusive aspect, more formative than content and
form. Of course, if courtesan performance were the only criterion of thumriness, many other genres would also have been subsumed in this category;
that they are not demonstrates that other elements have also been critically
involved in the shaping of thumri as a genre. Furthermore, khyal, which was
also performed by tavayafs, is now considered an unequivocally classical
genre. The origins of khyal are generally undisputed. Since its beginning it
has been performed by highly trained male vocalists as well as courtesans,
and it has, at least in current lore, such a distinct history and tradition that it
has a palpable identity away from the courtesan milieu. Khval is now some
2This methodology resonates with the view of some classical vocalists in India that it is most
efficient to teach clusters of related rags over a short period of time; by distinguishing
between similar rags the student not only learns the shape of the rag but also what its
quintessential qualities are.
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250 years old which, although far from ancient, does invest the genre with a
strong element of traditionality. Other genres performed by tavayafs (such as
gazal, dadra, kajri, and caitl) are often grouped together as light-classical or,
less frequently, semi-classical genres; elucidating this classification presents
the researcher with a challenging task, as the criteria seem to be fluid and
determined by the vicissitudes of opinion. At best we can note these criteria
with a view to outlining the rationale behind this vague classification.
Not only scholars and external observers, but also the proponents of an oral
genre are inclined to dispute the genre's nature and essential characteristics.
Consistent with the premise that the most formative element of thumri may
well be its traditional performer, Joyce Flueckiger notes that in Chattisgarh
'genres are seen to be clustered not by similarities of form but by social
categories of practitioners (unmarried girls, married women, men) in
indigenous thought' (in Appadurai 1994:13). As genres change, perceptions
and definitions have to adapt - be these changes endogenous, i.e. as a result of
someone from within the tradition expressing and acting upon a perceived
need for improvement, or exogenous, in which case the genre responds to a
shift in its circumstances. In the context of Manuel's discussion of the
changing patronage of the Urdu gazal, Appadurai concludes that 'as audience
aesthetics change, performers must meet new demands or fade from
popularity' (1994:19). Genres may be shaped by the demands of the audience.
In his discussion of the rise of the Bhojpuri folk music genre biraha, Scott L.
Marcus describes how the poets of this genre began to experiment with its
form in the late 1940s, which lead to contemporary audiences ceasing to
recognise it as 'biraha' and referring to the genre simply as lok gTfi* In spite of
this trend on tire part of its audience, 'the biraha community continues to call
their genre biraha' (Marcus 1989:100). However, audience satisfaction does
ultimately prove to be a crucial factor, as in the conclusion of the same essay
Marcus notes that 'singers and poets proved remarkably flexible in their
understanding of what constituted the genre. Change was never shunned.
Rather, the genre was shaped and reshaped over the years to keep it
responsive to the interests of its audiences' (Marcus 1989:111). In terms of
patronage, the audience does not necessarily embody the financial power
behind a performance, and sponsors may have a substantial amount of
control over the parameters of a genre. Introducing Philip Lutgendorf's essay
3It is significant that this is a loan translation from English.
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on Ramcaritmanas performances in Benares, Sondria Freitag explains how at a
certain point in this performance tradition a shift occurred in the
interpretation of bhakti, in which its 'countercultural qualities7were glossed
over in favour of emphasis on bhakti as a 'general devotional religion'. This
shift coincided with the emergence of a 'triumvirate of power holders in
Banaras who espoused high Hindu culture' and who did not only finance
such events as auspicious acts of charity 'but also as an investment in a form
of didactic instruction for the lower-caste residents of the dty dominated by
these power holders' (Freitag 1989:26). As we saw in chapter 5, financial
sponsors can actively influence the shape of performance, and this process
can have serious repercussions on the overall identity of a genre.

6.3 Genre and the mass media
The works mentioned in the previous section show that the shaping of a
genre's identity, its development, and the options for innovation are
determined by a number of factors, many of which are based on perception
and expectation as much as on actual form and content. One major cause of
innovation and even transformation of musical genres in India over the past
few decades has been the ascendancy of the mass media, and the cheap and
widespread availability of music cassettes in particular. Manuel has noted its
influence on the Urdu gazal (a two-way influence because the popularity of
the gazal has in turn contributed to the success of the cassette): there has been
a gin dual blurring of the distinction between pop and classical styles, the use
of poetic Urdu has diminished in favour of simple Urdu familiar to a
predominantly Hindu and Hindi-speaking audience, and complex metaphors
have given way to sentimental cliches: 'what remains in the modern vhazalsong are verses that sound like Urdu, phrases that sound like improvisation,
and mannerisms that sound like emotive expression; the result, from the
viewpoint of many purists and connoisseurs, is music that is tuneful,
soothing, competent, slick, and, in general, kitsch' (Manuel 1994:358). Another
genre that, like the modem gazal just described by Manuel, owes its very
existence largely to the mass media, is the 'pop bhajan': this genre is in style
and diction very similar to the modem gazal4, although it is obviously

4This resemblance is due to a number of developments: despite the continuing sanskritisation
of language and traditions in North India, the popular bhajan has nevertheless admitted a
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different in content. Both genres are primarily aimed at the north-Indian
middle classes who are looking for more depth or sophistication than is
offered by the average film song, yet find classical music too demanding; the
fact that the vast majority of the middle classes in India are Hindu makes the
"pop bhajan' a natural alternative or complement to the modem gazal.
Thumri has escaped largely unscathed from the impact of the cassette
explosion - that is to say, the genre has probably been affected by the wide
dissemination of popularised light-classical forms such as the modem gazal
and the bhajan, but its basic shape has not been affected, and at present there
does not seem to be any imminent danger of a pop thumri repertoire
appearing on the market. Although cassettes with thumri compilations are
available, they are generally aimed at the same connoisseur audience who
purchase classical music cassettes and CDs: whereas cassettes of popular
music are available in various shops in tire bazaar, thumri cassettes are only
available at specialised outlets. Tire process of analysing why thumri has not
been subject to mass-popularisation in the same way as gazal - the two genres
having been, after all, cousins if not siblings in the courtesan's salon - will
illustrate the quintessential qualities of thumri and its contemporary gestalt,
and will also help us grapple with some of the questions regarding
authenticity and tradition that we aim to address in this chapter. We shall see
that there can be a distinct disparity between connoisseur and commercial
value; those sponsoring an art form are not necessarily those who actually
appreciate it in its traditional form. The motivation for sponsorship may be
located in the realm of context - the association with culture - much more than
in the realm of aesthetics. Before we embark on a comparative study of thumri
and the modem gazal, however, let us consider the intricacies of thumri's
relationship with the indeterminate classification 'semi-classical'.
6.4 Semi-classical genres
In his discussion of the modem gazal, Manuel freely employs the term 'semiclassical' without having defined it. Pitfalls are many when such a vague
classification is used; for instance, in the conclusion of the volume in which
Manuel's essay appears, the editor groups together 'a whole new series of
more colloquial vocabulary, including words of Perso-Arabic origin such as dunix/a, whereas
the modem gazal now includes a larger stock of Hindi (as opposed to Urdu) vocabulary.
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hybrid forms: disco-garba, semiclassical ehazal. cinematized epics etc/
(Appadurai 1994:474)5. Although the term 'semi-classical7is prevalent in both
Western and Indian scholarly writing on Indian music 6, it is not without
controversy and can be a matter of some bewilderment to hereditary
musicians. In any case, the term is not used to define what are essentially pop
genres. When 'semi-classical7is used by scholars or music critics it usually
refers to a number of genres that are not considered fully classical (as only
dhrupad and khval consistently are), yet are sung with some measure of
conscious faithfulness to rag and tal by vocalists who will have received at
least a modicum of classical training. The reasons given for genres7semi
classical status vary: some claim it is the absence of a strict adherence to rag
that is the deciding factor, although others argue that being able to cross the
boundaries of a rag without losing sight of it altogether is much more difficult
than simply following the rules as is done in khval7, whereas others suggest
that certain genres are semi-classical because of the importance attached to
their lyrics. It is also often claimed that genres that have their origin in 'folk
music'8 are called semi-classical, even though that would exclude gazal and,
perhaps to a lesser extent, bhajan as well. The latter two genres are sometimes
classed together as 'light-classical7although in other contexts that term is used
synonymously with 'semi-classical7. Thumri's status within this somewhat
confusing structure is particularly hazy as most people do consider it more
'classical' than 'semi' - although this view is not universally shared9. The
additionally confusing fact that the term 'thumri' is sometimes used as an
umbrella term to refer to the entire semi-classical repertoire does in fact
facilitate the task of locating thumri in its own context, and helps to explain
some of the ambiguities of the genre's status.
5Appadurai uses 'semi-classical' as it would be used by an exponent of modem hybrid gazal
to describe his own art.
^In Hindi, the term upaiastrTya is used, a translation from the English classification, which in
itself indicates the relative novelty of such a term. The term 'classical' as applied to art music
is a foreign import, and it appears to be the case that the term 'sastnya sarigxt' is a later coinage
- Indianising the sense of classicality.
7This argument is of particular relevance to bol banav thumri, in which the liberal
interpretation of rag is part of the singer's skill.
^Shukla, for example, locates thumri's status between Sastrtya and lok sangit (1983:64).
9Jaideva Singh sidesteps the whole issue by adding a new dimension to this debate: 'thumri
is a purely romantic style of music. Classical art lays emphasis on the beauty of form; the
romantic style lays stress on the beauty of content, enhanced by suggestiveness and
association' (in Subramaniam, n.d.: 132). Interesting though his perspective may be, it has not
influenced conventional genre differentiation.
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Thumri is usually allocated semi-classical status when compared to the fully
classical genres of dhrupad and khval, for instance when a vocalist says she
will sing 'classical' first and then thumri10; this is then another modality of
genre definition, in which the thumri 'dessert' follows the classical 'main
course'. As it has been demonstrated (most notably by Shukla 1983 and
Manuel 1989) that thumri itself has largely grown out of a confluence of
classical and folk traditions, thumri's semi-classical status is sometimes
considered to be based on its folk origin. However, when thumri is juxtaposed
with the more immediately folk-based forms its classical status tends to be
emphasised, although this may depend on the speaker's perspective: singers
who do not sing thumri are usually more dismissive of the genre's classicality
than are those who do include thumri in their repertoire. Closely connected to
thumri, and sometimes subsumed within the term 'thumri', is a group of
genres that have their roots in the folk tradition11: dadra, caitl, and kajri are
the main forms in this category.12 The folk origin of these forms is generally
understood to be the reason that they are not considered fully classical. Kajri
and caitl are indeed folk songs, associated with, and performed in, the rainy
season and spring respectively. The kajris and caitis that are sung by trained
vocalists on the concert stage are not, however, village songs; they are either
classicized versions of folk songs, or newly composed items that are based on
folk music. Folk-derived songs are usually performed on stage by vocalists
who also sing thumri; the skills appropriate to thumri are then applied by the
singer to the folk-derived genres, resulting in a form which may be
considered an 'urban folk song'13. The reason that thumri and the folk songs

10The term 'classical' is commonly used in spoken Hindi, whereas in writing it usually
appears in its Hindi translation idstrlya.
11 The ’folk tradition’ is clearly not one specific, easily identified category; in the present
research, I use the term to refer to music and songs that are an organic part of village life;
according to this definition the rendition of folk song does not entail the prerequisite of
musical training.
12Susheela Misra uses a different classification system when she writes about 'the world of
semi-classical music (thumri, dadra) as well as (...) the lighter classical varieties like kajari,
chaiti, etc. (in The Hi7idu, 6.10.1989). Vocalist Naina Devi describes the tavayaPs repertoire as
ranging 'from the classical khayal and thumri to lighter stuff like ghazals' (in Times of India ,
10.3.1991). These are but two examples of how the classical/semi-classical/light-classical
terminology may be mixed and matched at random.
13In a lecture-demonstration on the relationship between 'lok git' and thumri, Girija Devi
sang a folk song in both 'v illa g e/ and 'urban' style. She introduced the second style by
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performed by the thumri singer have the appearance of being similar is
because it is the singer's art to embellish and explore the folk-derived songs in
the same way that she treats her thumri material; the apparent similarities
between thumri and folk-derived genres are therefore evidence of a shared
vocal style more than of shared origins.
As the musical aspect of the urban folk song has been influenced by thumri,
so have the lyrics of the 'urban folk song' been adapted to the thumri idiom
and more often than not feature the same lovelorn heroine or the same
descriptions of Krishna's antics. However, whereas thumri texts exist in a
timeless realm - arguably an indication of the genre's 'classical' constitution folk-derived songs are, not surprisingly, more down-to-earth and connected
with real time and real places. The following example may illustrate this
distinction. It is a caitl written by the poet Chablle14, who also wrote thumri.
This song is therefore an example of a composition which was created within
the art music tradition yet was modelled on a folk genre.
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A parakeet sings on my balcony, oh Ram.
Listening to it feels like a stab in my heart, oh Ram.
The mynah also sings, as does the parrot,16
and the koel is singing as well, oh Ram.
My 'foppish lover7is living far away;
the dagger of loneliness is stabbing me, oh Ram.
saying that the Ifolk] song had now arrived in the city. (ab vah gana iahar me aya.) (SRA
Calcutta, tape 674.
14Chabile's identity is unclear, but evidence suggests he lived in Benares in the first half of
the twentieth century.
^ S u ng by Vrinda Mundkur, Mumbai, January 1997. Tape 5 in LdP collection.
16An ornithologist informs me that 'parrots' do not actually exist in India, and both the sugga
and the tota are in fact types of parakeet. This level of detail rather interfered with the
translation of the text, hence the 'free' translation to 'parrot'.
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Although this song is very close to certain texts of bol banav thumri in basic
mood, it can also be distinguished on a textual level: the inclusion of the
interjection 'ho rama', which appears almost always in caitl and whose
inclusion is a virtual prerequisite of the genre, even though it can appear in
other genres as well, is a clear marker of the intended folk-element.
Furthermore, the presence of the various birds in this text distinguishes it
from thumri in which the descriptions of nature tend to be more stereotyped,
e.g. the formulaic ensemble o f 'mora papiha kox/ala' which appears in A5. It is
clear, however, that there is more similarity between thumri and this type of
folk song than between thumri and, for instance, a text of dhrupad or khyal in
praise of Siva or the courtly patron. This is partly because thumri texts are
created in such a way as to provoke associations with village life, and partly
because, although it is imaged on thumri, the 'urban folk song' does not lose
its connection with the original folk genre. We see that there is a two-way
dynamic: a genre may be partly or even primarily shaped by its perceived
identity, as well as by its own historical development.

6.5 The generic specifics of thumri
As we saw in chapter 2, the language and linguistic expression of thumri
contribute to and also resonate with its overall romantic mood. The use of
diminutives, the absence of poetic language such as is found in the Urdu
gazal17, and the absence of tatsama words involving conjuncts all contribute
to thumri's romantic idiom. The heroine of thumri is not depicted as an
educated urban lady but rather as a somewhat unsophisticated girl. The
depicted rusticity is of course in stark contrast to the realities of courtesan life;
although many courtesans might have been village-born, by the time they
were singing thumri they would have undergone a rigorous training in music
and probably dance, as well as having studied Urdu poetry, manners and
etiquette and other facets of sophistication. The stylistic features of thumri
help to create a certain image, which then becomes a required component of
the genre. Aneeta Sen explains in the context of her own thumri creations, 'the

17Although the m odem Urdu gazal is written in simple Urdu which is easily accessible to
Hindi speakers, this diction is still very different from the Braj- and Avadhi-based language
that occurs in thumri.
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ears have been trained that way, you see, so without a bit of Braj Bhasa people
do not enjoy it so much7 18 Similarly, the subject matter of thumri has become
standardised to some extent, even though not everyone is agreed on what is
and is not acceptable in thumri. For example, the text kara le singara describes
a woman beautifying herself as she prepares for death; singers and music
scholars are unagreed as to whether this text is a thumri or a bhajan. Similar
ambivalence arises in relation to texts describing Ram and Sita or characters
from Krishnaite mythology like Udhau or Sudama, who are not part of the
amatory framework and whose presence invokes philosophical and ethical
issues. As far as the appropriate occasion for a rendition of thumri is
concerned, an audience would be extremely surprised if not outraged if a
singer decided to begin a recital with a thumri, only to proceed to khval19. The
only context in which a thumri can be the first item is when the concert is one
of 'semi-classical7music, in which case thumri will be the most serious item,
followed by tappa 20, dadra, kajri or caitl (dependent on the season, although
in metropolitan settings the seasonal aspect of such songs is often ignored).
The regulations governing the order of a concert are entirely customary, and
possibly reflect a relatively recent development; it is unlikely that in the
mujra, where the tone and order of procedure must have been set by the main
patron as well as other important - and generous - members of the audience,
anybody paid much attention to the ranking of genres.21 The definition of
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Aneeta Sen, Mumbai, 27.12.1996. Personal communication.
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19in a concert in St. John's, Smith Square in London in 1996, vocalist Shruti Sadolikar sang
khyal followed by thumri before the interval, and khval followed by a bhajan after the break.
Although on this occasion a thumri was followed by a khyal, the fact that the two
performances were separated by an interval made the unusual sequence more acceptable, as
did the actual rationale behind the occurrence which was the recording of a live cassette on
which each side consisted of one half of the concert. The inclusion of a thumri on either side
of a cassette to complement the preceding khval performance is common practice, and
indicates the extent to which thumri is considered a 'dessert' to the main course of khval.
although this function of the thumri is nowadays frequently assumed by the bhajan.
20The status of the genre tappa (said to be derived from Panjabi folk music), which on the
concert stage requires extreme vocal virtuosity, illustrates that varying sets of standards are
involved in genre-based ranking: whereas in a khyal concert, tappa - when it is sung - would
usually precede thumri (because it is more virtuosic), in semi-classical concerts thumri is
generally the opening piece, which could then be followed by a tappa (because thumri is
usually longer).
21 There is the additional consideration that there is a certain logic inherent in having a 'light'
item follow a 'heavy' item. However, in m odem performance the rules of 'rank' tend to be
quite rigidly adhered to (with some singers refusing to perform a certain song as an 'encore'
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genres and their hierarchical ordering must in no small measure have been
influenced by the media. Musical performances are easily accessed by most
people via All India Radio, and standardisation is an inevitable outcome of
cassettes being widely and cheaply available in India.

6.6 Thumri and the modem gazal
As mentioned earlier, the impact of the expanding cassette industry on the
shape of thumri has been negligible; in terms of context it is possible that the
wide availability and popularity of bhajan cassettes has increased audiences'
desire to hear this genre rather than thumri at the end of a khyal concert, but
the growth of 'Hindutva' in India is such that the music industry's
relationship with the bhajan requires a much more in-depth analysis than can
be undertaken as part of the present study22. Manuel has charted the rise of
the modern or pop gazal in his 1993 publication Cassette Culture ; drawing on
this work, it will be instructive to juxtapose the transformation and
popularisation of the gazal with the changes that thumri has undergone in the
transition from courtesan's salon to concert stage.
Manuel postulates that:
'the modem ghazal has emerged and, to some extent, was deliberately
created by the cassette industry in order to appeal to a large sector of the
pan-regional, Hindi-speaking North Indian bourgeoisie. In particular, it
has been oriented toward middle- and upper-middle-class audiences
who find film music too rowdy and plebeian, and yet who lack
familiarity with pure classical music. The modem ghazal, as befits the
composition and tastes of its audience, retains a distinctly aristocratic,
courtly image (or, one might say, pretension)' (1993:96).
In order for this development to effectively take place, some of the
distinguishing features of the gazal had to be removed so that the genre could
become accessible to the predominantly Hindu bourgeoisie. Part of this
process was textual as complicated Urdu diction and metaphor were replaced
because it would be inappropriate to its place in the hierarchy), but it is unlikely that the
ranking of genres was so clearly demarcated in pre-modem times.
22The two genres are also not mutually exclusive and some singers include both in
performance; in that case the thumri (and related genres) will be sung before the bhajan
(which would usually be the very last item).
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by a more bland and 'Hindi-ised7register. Musically, the gazal lost most of its
improvisation and sophistication; a contemporary performer is quoted as
saying that improvisation is not appropriate in a concert-hall programme of
gazal, as it should all be "easy tunes and easy lyrics ... so that people can hum
the song7 (Pamela Singh, in Manuel 1993:100). Manuel explains that 7the
absence of improvisation renders the modem ghazal fundamentally different
in aesthetic content and import from its light-classical antecedent, and more
akin to a git (geet) - literally "song77, but, implicitly, a precomposed
commercial song7 (1993:98)23. The commercial-song element of the modem
gazal is underscored by the emergence of the 'regional-language gazal7.
Although these songs are based on the Urdu gazal in terms of imagery, rhyme
scheme, and meter, they are primarily identified as gazals by their style,
which imitates that of the contemporary mainstream gazal. The gazal-ness of
the pop gazal is not only located in the realm of language and form, but also
in the sphere of music, with the audience expecting singable and recognisable
tunes.
Although purists and connoisseurs would probably argue that these pop
songs are not essentially gazals, the extreme popularity of the modem gazal
highlights the extent to which audience response shapes the nature of a genre
- a point to which we shall presently return. Similarly, the argument that
thumri has not been subjected to this type of transformational process because
it would involve taking all the thumri-ness out of the genre - however valid
that basic observation - is disproved by the pop gazal still being called 7gazal7.
In the gazal7s previous context, the relationship between text and musical
elaboration was similar to that within bol banav thumri; with the music of the
modern gazal having been homogenised by incorporating recognisable tunes
and instrumentation, involving synthesizers or Casio-keyboards and guitars
as well as indigenous instruments like sitar and tabla, subtleties within the
lyrics are likely to be overshadowed by the music. The subtleties of the lyrics
of bol banav thumri are such that the texts could not easily be transformed
into vehicles for bland poppish tunes, devoid of emotional expression or
musical improvisation.

23Manuel's use of the term 'light-classical' to denote the antecedent of the modem gazal,
even though he refers to the latter as 'semi-classical' in another publication (1994), exemplifies
the inadequacy of such terms, at least as long as they remain ill-defined.
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Just as gazal connoisseurs would argue that the pop version of that genre has
little in common with the original, a situation could be imagined whereby
thumri as we know it today was transformed into an easy-to-digest and banal
song form. Part of the explanation as to why this has not happened may be
entirely practical: unlike the gazal and bhajan, thumri is not strophic and so
does not readily lend itself to being repackaged in pop-song format. The
answer possibly, and more significantly, is also located in the sphere of
context: although the gazal in its pop incarnation clearly has little aristocratic
merit and could hardly be described as sophisticated, the association with
nobility and courtly life, the tahzib and nazakat of Lucknow and navabi
culture, persists in the minds of its middle-class audience, and more
importantly, its sponsors. The wealthy patrons of contemporary music are
themselves rarely trained in the arts, and their generosity is founded on a
desire to promote their "cultural heritage" as well as on the knowledge that
sponsoring the arts constitutes good public relations. Even in its blandest and
most banal form, the gazal is associated with high culture. This association is
encouraged by the promoters of the modem gazal, so that, for instance,
singers "appear on stage and cassette covers dressed in fine Muslim-style
kurtas and sJiervanis' (Manuel 1993:97). Thumri does not benefit from such
cultured overtones: its stylistic idiosyncrasies are such that due to its "sweet"
language, female narration, emotional expression, and overall romantic
mood, the genre sooner associates with femininity (and its connotation of "low
culture") than with the masculine domain of "high culture".

6.7 Authenticity and authority
The context and associations of an art form are part of its appeal (or lack of it).
However unconscious, the appreciation of an art form is partially based on
elements of fashionability, class connotations, or socio-political configurations
such as the likelihood of someone enjoying the work of an artist whose
political views they support; the concept of "just liking something' is easily
deconstructed. An art form may be conceptualised as a commodity whose
value depends on market forces. A comparison with the process of evaluation
of other commodities will therefore be informative. In his study of "oriental
carpet" weavers, Brian Spooner raises issues that have a cross-referential value
to the present discussion: he points out that "the fact that [the] criteria of
classification and appreciation are only imperfectly translatable into market
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prices alerts us immediately to a discontinuity between the criteria of
commerce and those of connoisseurship' (1986:197). This discontinuity is
based on the fact that each of the various parties interested in these carpets the dealers, the consumers, the connoisseurs, and the collectors - "stands in a
different position in relation to both the prices and the values and has a
different understanding of them' (1986:197). This multi-faceted situation is
further complicated by the fact that "the carpet business involves not just the
supply of carpets, as in the case of other commodities, but also the supply of
information about them' (1986:198). The worth - be it commercial or aesthetic
- of oriental carpets is then only partially based on the actual product, with
supplementary value being obtained through additional features that are
contextual and often based on lore rather than any historical fact. An
important and recurring criterion upon which the perceived value of carpets
is based is that of authenticity. Spooner argues that the desire for authenticity
is a cultural construct24, which thrives on the reinterpretation and
reconstruction of data. When authenticity is looked for in an object which is
part commodity and part symbol - like oriental carpets - certain attributes end
up requiring special meaning through the reconstruction of the social and
cultural provenience of the artefact (1986:201). In other words, the symbolic
meaning becomes an intrinsic part of the value of the artefact, and may then
proceed to take on a life of its own. Spooner gives the example of age, which
'becomes antiquity and bestows an aura on the chosen object' (1986:222).
Handler"s view (vide fn.24) that the quest for authenticity is connected with
Western notions of individuality may be correct when there is a cross-cultural
context, as there frequently is in anthropological discourse; the Western
researcher looking for the 'real tiling' in a non-Westem culture is working
with a set of assumptions that will almost certainly prevent him from
succeeding. For example, Spooner describes how the search for authenticity is
often thwarted - albeit unintentionally - by the people among whom it is
sought: 'The more we reveal our need for authenticity to the Turkmen, the
more they frustrate our search by adapting their wares in ways they imagine
should please us' (1986:228). But authenticity itself is not as much a cultural
construct as the understanding of what it signifies, which in turn affects the

24A similar sentiment is voiced by Richard Handler, who begins his article 'Authenticity7
with the assertion; 'I take "authenticity" to be a cultural construct of the m odem Western
world', which is 'closely tied to Western notions of the individual' (Handler 1986).
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methodology applied to finding it. Western thought would indeed generally
connect authenticity with both originality (in its sense of being related to an
origin or beginning) and individuality - both essentially Western constructs;
the search for authenticity then entails the search for the original, the genuine,
the unadulterated essence. In India the concept of authenticity is related to
authority more than originality, as Hawley has shown, for instance, in the
way that a famous poet's name may be used as a pseudonym by other poets
who wish to contribute to the original poet's repertoire and connect with a
long-standing tradition25. The 'author7of the poem is in that case purported to
be the person on whose authority a statement is made rather than the actual
creator of the work.
Indian hereditary musicians are extremely concerned with what they literally
call 'the real tiring', the asli ciz. For these musicians, the asli dz is that which is
taught in their particular lineage. Little or no value is attached to analytical
research with the aim of 'proving' the authenticity (in Western terms) of an
item, because this would constitute expressing doubt as to the authority of the
elders of the lineage - who are, after all, the custodians and transmitters of the
real thing. Even when an artist is aware that an elder member of the tradition
has altered a composition, as we know happens in the thumri repertoire, this
alteration does not change the item's status of being asli: the teacher has
simply corrected a mistake which might have slipped in over the years, or
improved the item in such a way that it is now in fact more 'real' than it was
previously - more representative of the underlying essence of the art form
which it is the teacher's role to distil. Because of the emphasis on the teacher
as intermediary between inherent reality and the manifest shape of the art
form, historical evidence as to the evolution of a genre is not necessarily
considered relevant. What in Western opinion might be considered a rewrite
of history may in Indian terms be viewed as establishing a link with the truth,
an authentication of the item in question.
The second issue to arise out of Spooner's essay is the disparity between the
criteria of commerce and connoisseurship, a disparity which he attributes to
the diversity of relationships people have with certain artefacts - depending
on what they aim to obtain from the artefact, and what they consider its most
valuable attributes. For many, the value of an object lies not so much within
25Hawley (1988a).
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the empirical realm as in its entire frame of reference, which in Spooner's
work partially explains the Western fascination with oriental carpets in the
first place, as they represent an 'otherness' - a mystique which clearly has
nothing to do with their first and foremost function of being something to sit
on. The connoisseur value of contemporary thumri will be infinitely greater
than that of the modernised and hybrid pop gazal, yet it is not thumri that is
fabulously lucrative for record companies and concert promoters. We would
perhaps expect hereditary musicians themselves to unambiguously align
themselves with the connoisseurs rather than with bourgeois audiences, but
this is not necessarily the case. When Girija Devi performed in the Purcell
Room in London in June 1999, the 'guest of honour7at her performance was
Jagjit Singh, 'the king of gazal', one of the most successful modem gazal
singers; after the programme he paid his respects to Girija Devi, but it was
clear from everybody7s demeanour (including hers) that he is the more
commercially successful of the two artists.26
Although thumri is not commercially successful in the manner of the modem
gazal nor is promoted as a modem genre, part of the aim of the present
research has been to demonstrate the way in which thumri has been able to
adapt to its changing environment, thereby updating itself sufficiently to
ensure continued survival in the modem age. Tire transformation of thumri
from being performed in the courtesan's salon to being incorporated in the
classical repertoire performed on the modem stage has taken place in such a
way that it has gone unnoticed, consolidating the genre's connection with
tradition. Thumrfs 'modernisation' has actually comprised a narrowing
down of its scope in terms of subject matter and linguistic expression. The
process whereby a cultural artefact is given credence by association with a
previous era has been discussed by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1993); 'invented
traditions' are 'responses to novel situations which take the form of reference
to old situations, or which establish their own past by quasi-obligatory
repetition' (1993:2). The 'invention' of the thumri tradition as it exists today
has partially relied on a denial of its real history; the construction of thumri's
invented past has gone hand in hand with the destruction of its actual
tradition. To the Western mind, this process may seem dishonest or
26The discrepancy in popularity between art music and the modem gazal may be illustrated
by the programme details of these two artists: Girija Devi performed one night in the
prestigious but small Purcell Room, which was extremely well-attended but not sold out;
Jagjit Singh gave a number of sold-out concerts in a larger venue.
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manipulative, a move away from the truth; in an Indian context, such a
development may seem quite logical, a re-establishing of the "true7nature of
the genre, a reconstruction of its original and authentic form. How then has
thumri's tradition been invented? I propose that the way that thumri
continues to construct its historical tradition is through its use of formulae.

6.8 Use of formulae in thumri
Although the lexical definition of a formula is 'an established form or set of
words'27, the most common use of the term in respect of (oral) literature is in
the context of oral epic poetry. Milman Parry's definition of a formula (1930)
remains widely accepted28: 'a group of words which is regularly employed
under the same metrical conditions to express a given essential idea'. Parry's
work was continued by his student A.B. Lord, and the resulting study The
Singer of Tales (1960) remains influential in this context. In a 1977 article, Smith
began to deconstruct some of Lord's assumptions and conclusions, a task he
continued in the light of data obtained from a Rajasthani oral tradition as well
as the Mahdbhdrata in an article published in 1999. In this latter essay, Smith
breaks down Parry's definition of a formula into its four constituent
components:
1. a formula expresses a given essential idea;
2. a formula is regularly employed;
3. a formula is employed under the same metrical conditions;
4. a formula consists of a group of words.
Let us now consider how these components are relevant to the present study.
Smith warns that the part of Parry's definition which stipulates that a formula
'expresses a given essential idea' may in its vagueness overlook the
distinction between a theme and a formula, the former being 'standardised
building-blocks employed to help realise a narrative', the latter 'standardised
building-blocks employed to help realise a text' (Smith 1999:7). The difference
27Collins.

28Smith mentions a few dissonant voices but admits that 'important though such proposals
are, they have not been perceived by other scholars as changing the basis for study of
formulaic language' (1999:1).
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between 'narrative' and 'text7 has been addressed by W.F. Hanks, who
suggests that 'text can be taken (heuristically) to designate any configuration
of signs that is coherently interpretable by some community of users' (Hanks
1989:95). Although Smith clarifies what he means by 'text' (the text produced
in any given oral performance by any given bard), he does not necessarily
contradict Hanks' suggestion, and we may for the sake of the present study
perhaps take a slightly broader interpretation and follow Hanks' model to
include context and even subtext. If we assume formulae to be 'buildingblocks' employed to help 'realise' a text in this broader sense, we can safely
say that the creation of the 'text of thumri' - its performance characteristics, its
linguistic expression, its thematic content - is aided by a set of such buildingblocks.
Smith proceeds to argue the distinction between being 'regularly employed'
versus being 'frequently employed', and concludes on the strength of
evidence in the PabiijJ epic that a formula can be shown to be regular without
it being frequent. In other words, a phrase does not have to appear often in
order to be considered a formula, as long as it occurs with a certain degree of
predictability. In the light of this, I suggest that the type of formula that occurs
in thumri may be coined a 'propositional formula', in that if one condition is
fulfilled there is a high probability that a contingent occurrence will take
place.29 For instance, the appearance of the word syama can by no means be
presupposed; when syama does occur however, it is almost certainly included
in the rhyme-scheme. Similarly, if the male protagonist of the thumri is
absent, the heroine is likely to be pining for him; if a reason is given for his
absence it is likely to be that he has gone to stay with the heroine's rival or cowife; if this rival is indeed mentioned, she rather than the hero will be blamed
for the heroine's state of separation; should the hero return from a night out,
he is likely to be greeted with feigned anger; however, if the hero is present
from the beginning of the text, he is likely to be harassing the heroine who
will be complaining about this yet appear flattered as well. A distinction must
be made between essential characteristics of the texts, and formulae: in the
former category are features such as the presence of a female speaker and an
overall amatory mood, whereas the latter consist of aspects that are not

29There is a parallel with the concept of mazmun in the Urdu gazal, which Frances Pritchett
defines as 'a proposition or statement that describes some aspect of the ghazal universe and
that is derived metaphorically or logically from previously accepted propositions' (1994:94).
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necessarily present; when they are, however, they follow a more or less
predictable pattern. The existence of such 'propositional formulae" may be
acceptable even in Parry's definition, if we take Smith's proposed
modifications to the final part of that definition into account.
The last part of Smith's deconstruction of the Parry definition of a formula
pertains to the fourth constituent, which simply states that a formula is a
group of words. As Smith points out, 'this might be a thought so obvious as to
render comment superfluous' (1999:9). However, Parry himself was
apparently already aware that formula-like expressions exist which are not
repeated verbatim at each occurrence, and Smith argues for a broadening of
the scope of Parry's definition to allow for phrases which have a variable
constituent, such as a name which may be replaced by a different name at a
different occurrence. He proposes a modification to Parry's definition by
which the 'group of words' may be considered a matrix, an item of 'deep
structure’ rather than a fixed set (op.cit:10). Although few phrases in thumri
recur verbatim with a frequency or regularity that would make them truly
formulaic, the existence of propositional formulae as described above
suggests a parallel with Smith's proposed variable-constituent matrix. A
further application of this matrix would be to the phenomenon of the 'floating
antara' (even though it is not unique to thumri, vide Lath 1983), which was
discussed in section 3.6.1.
For Lord, 'oral' means 'oral-formulaic': he considers only those narratives that
are formulaically improvised to be oral in his sense of the word. Smith argues
compellingly that such a 'Humpty-Dumpty-like instruction to a word to mean
what one wants it to mean' is confusing and invalid; moreover, as the Pdbufi
epic which Smith has analysed is both non-improvisatory and formulaic - an
impossible combination in Lord's theory - it shows that theory to be partially
incorrect. How does any of this apply to thumri? I suggest that we can apply
Smith's criteria for widening the scope of the definition of a 'formula' to the
texts of thumri. Would it be possible to be so bold as to suggest that even
Smith's treatment of the formula assumes a 'Humpty-Dumpty-like'
instruction to that term to mean what we want it to mean? Clearly, the genre
is not formulaic in the manner of oral epic poetry, but we may consider for a
moment what happens during the process of performance: the singer has
decided to perform a particular thumri, let's say, the famous kauna gall gayo
syama in rag Khamaj. The words of the composition are more or less fixed:
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most singers include the phrase bata de sakhi as part of the sthayl whereas
others omit this phrase; gayo may also appear in its (honorific plural) form
gaye . The singer's improvisatory skills will be shown during musical
elaboration in which she will sing the words of the composition in such a way
that she will every two or three cycles sing the first syllable of 'Syama' on the
first beat (sam) of the rhythmic cycle (tal). Usually the words of the
composition alone will suffice to allow her to fill the cycles, but at times she
may want to resort to adding other words for the sake of the tal or heightened
emotional expression. Such words could be other epithets of Krishna, general
vocatives like saiya or interjections like re, ri, or ho. These so-called filler-words
are however not mere fillers for the sake of the tal, but can also be meaningful
in terms of their emotional import. In that way they may certainly be
considered 'building-blocks employed to help realise a text', with 'text'
including the entire gestalt of the performance.
When the singer has completed the emotional elaboration and melodic
extemporisation in the sthayi she will briefly sing the antara. In our example,
the antara most commonly sung is gokula dhurhi brinddbana dhurhi, dhurha phirl
card dhdma. Because this particular thumri is very famous, most audiences will
have a preconceived image of what it should sound like and most singers will
oblige the audience's expectation, particularly as regards to the melodic
pattern of the all-important mukhra. Should she want to, or need to due to a
bad memory, she could also use a different antara than the one she usually
sings. Although some purists in the audience would no doubt mutter some
words of dismay if the expected words did not materialise, there is in fact no
formal reason that antaras should not float around, and we know from
experience that they do. In our present example the antara is not unique to
this thumri, and appears with other sthayis as well; furthermore, the mood of
the thumii is such that a different antara, for instance, the line jaba se gae mori
sudhahu na llnl, which occurs with a number of sthayis, would not seem out of
place and would fulfil the condition proposed by the fact that the lover is
absent, which is that she is pining for him. In performance the singer has, at
least in theory, recourse to a number of options which may be termed
formulae: emotionally expressive interjections, vocatives and epithets of
Krishna, and matrix-phrases such as the floating antara. We may then once
again employ terminology from oral-formulaic analysis and include a
distinction between 'poetic' and bardic' diction, which refers to the different
requirements of a phrase as a meaningful cluster of words or a phrase whose
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meaning is determined by what it signifies rather than what it actually says.
In thumri, prepositional formulae may be considered to be 'poetic', as they
are an inherent aspect of the poetry, while interjections and vocatives are
'bardic' in that they are employed by the singer at the time of performance
and their meaning is contingent upon the mood that she is trying to create in
that very moment. Finally, the floating antara may be part of either category,
depending on its use and appropriateness in context.
The wide availability of contemporary music has had two effects on the
formulaic aspect of fhumri. On the one hand the genre has become less
formulaic, in that the texts have become more fixed as they have become
known to a wider audience and so rely much less on the insertion of certain
phrases or floating antaras which might previously have been used
spontaneously as 'building-blocks' at the very time of performance. From
another perspective, however, thumri has become more formulaic, especially
in the prepositional sense, in that the increasing element of predictability
makes for a strong sense of recognition which allows the audience to situate
themselves in relation to the performance. In his discussion of the
performance of the Ramcaritmanas, Lutgendorf explains that 'the formal
expectations of katha audiences ... allow them to savour the appropriateness of
formulaic epithets rather than to view them as tired cliches' (1994:192).
Similarly, the existence of formulae in thumri satisfies the audience's desire to
have certain expectations fulfilled; the sense of familiarity which most
thumris instil is something to be treasured rather than scorned. Without it, the
thumri would not fulfil its role, and so the formulae help to create the reality
of the text and give it its own identity. I propose that the effects of the
formulaic use of language and motif in thumri are threefold. It consolidates
generic identification and thus confirms preconceptions of the shape and
character of the genre. It implies a level of 'traditionality7, suggesting that
thumri as it consistently appears now must have always been of this shape.
Finally, the continuous association with the Krishna tradition locates thumri
in both devotional and traditional realms. All these components conspire to
create an aura of continuity and authenticity. As such they are essential to
thumri's invented tradition which has allowed the genre's transition from
courtesan's salon to contemporary concert stage.30
30As Sudipt Dutta writes in The Telegraph (Calcutta) on 25.3.1988: 'Any lover of Hindustani
music would blanch at the thought that some people in the world think that it was sustained
in the kotha.' The gist of Dutta's article is that thumri can not be considered classical music,
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The dilemma facing the contemporary performer of art music is that the
performance is on the one hand considered to be a representation of essential
truths and an ongoing tradition, while on the other hand the people in the
audience want to feel that they are part of the aesthetic experience. It is
testament to the performer's skill how well he or she is able to fulfil the role of
intermediary. The significance of formulaic use of language and motif is well
expressed by Foley, who explains that 'each phrase or scene (...) reaches out
actively into the audience's experience to enlarge the present moment, to fill it
with life, to convey meaning not properly present in the physical text at all'
(in Finnegan 1992:111). A formula triggers a recognition response, which is
one of its merits in folklore as it allows the audience to situate themselves in
the appropriate context; I suggest that the formulaic use of language and
motif in thumri functions in a similar manner.
In thumri's previous performance environment, the lyrics allowed the
performer to - directly or indirectly - address her patron, charm him, entice
him, engage with him as part of the package of performance. In the days of
the mujra the tavayaf was able to engage in intimate personal interaction with
her audience, who would have been sitting close to her. The efficacy of
communication would not have been hindered by a large stage - if indeed by
any stage - nor by the depersonalising effects of an amplification system.
Members of the male audience are likely to have felt that the singer,
describing the pain of separation and her longing for her beloved, was
addressing them in person. In a modem concert hall none of these
performance characteristics remain. The singer is sitting some distance away
from her audience, usually on a raised stage; in front of her will be a number
of microphones, creating a physical barrier as well as an aural one in that the
singer's voice reaches the ears of her audience in amplified form. There is
little space for intimacy or direct personal interaction. It is a testament to the
due to its connection with the kotha. This illustrates the relevance of the genre's dissociation
with that aspect of its history. Interestingly, the newspaper printed a number of opposing
views alongside Dutta's article; seven singers and music critics offer their opinion as to why
thumri is classical music, but the reasons given vary, They include thumri's employment of
rag, the ability to 'perfect the seven notes', the need for training in the use of aesthetics, the
need for instinct rather than training, thumri's dignified structure and aim of evoking srngara
rasa, and the thumri singer's need to have complete mastery over classical music, even
though thumri 'can perhaps be called semi-classical as it represents the romantic aspect of
Hindustani music'.
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efficacy of the relationship between music and texts in thumri that the lyrics
of bol banav thumri, even as it is performed on the modem stage, compel the
audience to feel engaged with the narrative setting. Aided by the employment
of both self-reflexive formulae and those alluding to a realm outside of
thumri, most notably Krishnaite mythology, audiences are able to
contextualise the setting of the text in spite of an apparent dearth of explicit
information in the texts themselves.

6.9 The functions of formulae: genre and tradition
Although a preoccupation with classification and categorisation is often
considered a typical Indian trait, the detailed generic classification that is now
applied to music is a fairly recent development, which was possibly
consolidated with the help of the bureaucratic system of All India Radio 31. In
the course of my research, older musicians did at times become exasperated
with my queries on categories such as 'semi-classical', 'light-classical', and
even 'thumri' itself; an elderly hereditary musician in Benares dismissively
stated that in his day - well before Independence - nobody cared about such
terms32, while another said that previously genres like thumri were simply
known as caltT hul riz33. Older anthologies confirm the use of such terms,
although there is of course also substantial written evidence that the generic
names in present use were common long before the ascendancy of AIR. It is,
however, likely that the government-controlled radio station needed to have
clear information regarding each artist's repertoire for the sake of their
programming schedule, just as they examine their artists in order to grade
them on a hierarchical scale. Along with being graded in terms of skill, artists
are categorised in terms of the genres they perform34; when AIR first adopted
such a classification system, it must have had a profound and perhaps
confusing effect on the way genres were named and perceived.
31 This applies to the semi-classical (a term which in itself is a case in point) genres in
particular, and undoubtedly also to the various folk songs that are nowadays sung on the
radio and therefore have to be named and categorised, even though such treatment does not
necessarily bear much relevance to the life of such songs in their original setting.
32Pandit Hanuman Prasad Mishra, Benares, February 1997. Personal communication.
33Rai Anand Krishna, Benares, March 1997. Personal communication.
^A uditions are conducted for three classifications, each of which have different criteria for
grading: classical vocal, classical instrumental, and 'light music'. Thumri is not a requirement
for any of these categories.
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Genre, then, is about expectation and sometimes even cliche; ultimately it is a
tool constructed with the aim of classifying, understanding, comparing - all
undoubtedly positive and useful objectives, but the result of too rigid an
adherence to the concept of genre is that it narrows the scope of an art form
and oversimplifies complex situations. Thumri as it existed in the middle of
the nineteenth century was a very different genre from what it is today, and
may not even have had achieved the consistent status of being a fixed genre at
all. Contemporary audiences listen to thumri with a certain level of
expectation, and yet this expectation has been created through a gradual
narrowing down of options and a persistent dissociation with a tradition that
is now considered embarrassing and shameful. The idea of genre helps us to
orientate ourselves in relation to an art form, as it advises us where our
interpretation ought to be pitched. An image of thumri as a romantic genre
which is primarily located in a devotional idiom has been carefully
constructed30; this construct has without a doubt ensured thumri's survival
into modernity. The more up-to-date thumri gets, the more traditional it
appears to be.

6.10 Tradition and innovation
In its most basic sense, a tradition is something that is handed down from the
past to the present. Something that is considered traditional is not usually
subject to critical enquiry (from within the tradition): the very fact that it is
'traditional' gives it value and credence, and renders it beyond questioning.
For most Indian hereditary musicians, this is commensurate with an item
being authentic in the sense of it being an asli dz. Of course, the value of
tradition is not necessarily appredated by those outside of it, as the
suspension of judgement which is inherent in tradition may be considered
problematic36. Critidsm of tradition may be based on the implidt belief that
tradition is not open to progress or change; if this were truly the case,
however, all traditions would be destined to become extinct - progress being
3^This construct is continuously confirmed by thumri performers; Savita Devi described the
genre as 'a blend of bhakti and shringar rasa' (Savita Devi interviewed by S. Sahaya Ranjit,
Sunday Ma i l , 9.7.94).
36Shils notes that 'social scientists associate tradition with backwardness and reactionary
beliefs' (1981:9).
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a necessary component of survival. Edward Shils admits that in any tradition
some changes are likely to happen; what makes a tradition thus, however, is
that certain essential elements persist, and "are recognisable by an external
observer as being approximately identical at successive steps or acts of
transmission and possession" (1981:14).
In thumri, a profound sense of continuity is provided by the formulaic nature
of the texts. However, the need for expectation to be fulfilled also hampers the
possibility of progress, as the existence of a level of cliche and predictability is
in the process of becoming - if it has not already done so - a defining quality
of the genre. We would usually associate innovation and progress with a
widening of scope, the ability to absorb new ideas, and the capacity to
respond to a changing environment. Thumri has of course shown that it
possesses the latter facility, although in responding to changes in its
environment it appears to have become narrower rather than broader, and to
have shifted its emphasis from the erotic onto the devotional. The essential
element of thumri, which in Shils' definition allows for a continuing tradition,
is the amatory, the element of smgara rasa discussed in chapter 4; perceptions
and treatment of this essential element have shifted in response to and in
accordance with the requirements of the genre's new patronage system. Shils
asserts that tire changing of an artistic tradition involves innovative work
'with the intention of attaining the adequate expression of a superior insight"
(1981:216). The present-day emphasis on the devotional element in thumri
may be considered just such an expression, an affirmation of the intrinsically
devotional nature of thumri rather than a modem superimposition. The
devotional interpretation of thumri might be considered a return to the
genre's original and authentic form, a reconfirmation of thumri's true nature
rather than a reorganisation of the facts of the genre's development. The
linguistic expression of thumri lends itself well to the devotional
interpretation, and in many instances a minor alteration results in a major
shift of mood or context.
In an article entitled 'The dwindling dhrupad', Krishna Bisht argues that
dhrupad became moribund when it became stereotyped (in Mukhopadhyay
1978:92)37. The question arises whether thumri's reliance on the element of
o7This moribundity has not yet resulted in the genre's death, but this is largely due to a
concerted effort on the part of a small number of connoisseurs and sponsors to inject the
dwindling tradition with a new dose of vigour; this process has been aided by the fact that
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predictability is not ultimately going to lead it in a similar direction.
Hobsbawm suggests that the difference between 'tradition' and 'custom' is
located in flexibility: whereas tradition is characterised by invariance, custom
'does not preclude innovation and change up to a point, though evidently the
requirement that it must appear compatible or even identical with precedent
imposes substantial limitations on it. (...) "Custom" cannot afford to be
invariant, because even in "traditional" societies life is not so' (1993:2). To
illustrate the often artificial nature of tradition - which is after all the purpose
of his book - Hobsbawm's point is well-made, though it is incompatible with
Shils' view (discussed earlier) that any tradition will be compelled to develop
adaptability sooner or later. Perhaps the key lies once again in expectation:
whereas in actual fact both tradition and custom need to have a degree of
responsiveness to changing environments, tradition is characterised by
perceived constancy and continuity. The actual difference between tradition
and custom may in fact lie more in the realm of theory and practice than
invariance; whereas custom is founded upon continuous practice and
conventions, tradition includes an element of authority, a component of
having been sanctioned outside of a purely practical sphere. Whether this
sanction has in fact been received, and from whom, may be less relevant than
the existence of the belief that it has.
In the case of thumri the emphasis is likely to remain on invariance because
its context has been constructed in such a way that the connection with
tradition is part of its survival strategy. Moreover, the complexities involving
thumri's semi-classical status to some extent conceal the fact that, whether in a
marginal manner or not, thumri is part of the classical tradition, and its
position within that tradition may be consolidated as thumri continues to
construct its traditionally - distancing itself from courtesan culture. Kathryn
Hansen's proposed tripartite definition aimed at identifying the classical in
Indian performance is worth examining, as she moves away from an
ontological approach in favour of an analysis on the basis of mode of
production and patronage (1993:44). In the context of her study of the theatre
form NautankT, Hansen suggests the following.

there has been an interest in the tradition from abroad, as foreign students of Indian music
are particularly attracted by the perceived ancientness of dhrupad and its religious
dimension.
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"First, a textual authority must be present that legitimizes and governs
the art form. This authority need not be a single text, nor need it be in
written form; there may be a set of authenticating commentaries, oral
traditions, or guidebooks. Second, this textual tradition must be
studied and passed on by trained specialists (gurus, teachers, scholars
or performers) who control reproduction of the art form. Third, the
producers, performers, and their institutions must be supported by a
dominant social group. In premodem times, courts and temples most
frequently acted as patrons; nowadays sponsorship comes from
government agencies, corporations, and cultural institutions
constituted from elite groups/
Hansen thus locates classical authority in the realm of production and
consumption:"... an art form or tradition becomes classical as it achieves
recognition over time. Classical forms may often be those that have emerged
as the most successful in the struggle for remuneration by powerful donors"
(1993:45). These powerful donors are presumably the elite groups whose
opinions are valued as cultivated and indeed traditional, and who, by virtue
of these attributes, are considered to be suitable judges of high culture. But
whereas the patron has an important role to play in sustaining tradition, the
actual passing on, and thus continuing, of the tradition, needs to be done by
trained specialists - who would usually be from within the tradition rather
than external consumers. For an art form to be considered "classical" there
therefore needs to be an interplay between the tradition and tire patron, an
unspoken agreement that the classical tradition considers the item worthy of
reproduction and that the elite patron values it suitable for consumption. In
all these considerations the merit of the actual content of an art form is
augmented by the additional value obtained from context, association and
lore. In spite of its history, thumri will have to fulfil certain conditions of
classicality as long as it remains part of the classically-trained singer's
repertoire; as the value of the classical art form lies in its image of having been
handed down through the generations, any changes that take place have to be
almost insidious so that the next generation can remain unconscious of the
change having taken place. The ensuing perceived continuity in turn lends
credence to the artefact, thereby enhancing its classical status.

191

Chapter 6: Genre, Authenticity and Tradition

6.11 Conclusion
We began this chapter enquiring into the importance of genre. The concept
has no doubt led to productive and stimulating research and analysis in the
past, but its value is increasingly questioned as the dangers of
oversimplification and unequal comparison become apparent. The position of
thumri within the framework of Indian music highlights certain
complications inherent in the allocation of generic identities. First of all, the
entire concept of 'semi-classicality' becomes problematised due to the absence
of a clear definition that those who utilize the term agree upon. Secondly, the
contextual element in defining genre is more significant than might be
assumed. Manuel has argued that the gazal has managed to adapt to the
transition from courtesan's salon to concert stage and cassette by conforming
to the demands and expectations of its new patrons, the bourgeoisie. In this
process, the physical shape of the gazal has been transformed. Yet its
association with the sophistication and refinement of the culture in which it
flourished persists, and is no doubt one of its unique selling points. The
charming and timeless idiom of thumri texts combined with the genre's
emphasis on emotional expression locate thumri in a realm that is more
romantic than refined; the active dissociation from courtesan culture has led
to the reinterpretation of this romantic aspect as primarily devotional, thereby
relinquishing the subtle eroticism inherent in the texts.
Thumri has negotiated the transition into the modem era by emphasising its
devotional aspects and constructing a traditionality that serves to ensure the
genre's survival. This same traditionality is, however, also an impediment to
innovation. At the same time, the genre's somewhat precarious inclusion in
the classical realm compels it to behave in accordance with classicality, which
in many ways involves conditions similar to those imposed upon tradition:
changes have to be virtually imperceptible, and there has to be a clear
connection with authority and, by implication, authenticity. The connection
with tradition and continuity is provided by the employment of formulae
which exist within the texts themselves and are also among a singer's
strategies for enhancing the appropriate mood of her performance. The
element of predictability promotes a sense of recognition in the audience, and
the ensuing aura of continuity consolidates thumri's status of being a
traditional form.
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At the end of chapter 5 we referred to Joan Erdman's questions regarding the
controllers and beneficiaries of cultural production; evidence in the present
chapter suggests that not only are the production and consumption of art
largely controlled by patronage, but also the very identities of art forms can
be determined by audience expectation and demand. Contextualisation of an
art form and association with values that are significant to the patron
contribute to that form's meaning. Connoisseur value and commercial value
may be incompatible, and the performer's position in relation to his or her art
is not necessarily congruous with either.
It is possible that thumri is still in a transitional phase. As it strengthens its
connection with the classical tradition by abandoning erotic or even secular
lyrics and as it consolidates the construct of its devotional nature, it may
eventually become sufficiently accepted as integral to the classical realm. This
would constitute a new freedom whereby thumri could expand its lyrics —
slightly, imperceptibly - to widen its scope once more. The scenario in which
thumri follows the gazal and bhajan into a modernised and poppish arena is
implausible, because its basic shape is not conducive to being overhauled in
an appropriate manner, and the needs of the modem bourgeois audience for
association with sophistication on the one hand and a devotional affiliation on
the other are being fulfilled by the gazal and bhajan respectively. It may well
be that thumri is destined to remain elusive, never quite conforming to any
particular category. This status would certainly resonate with its musical
characteristics which emphasise the fluidity of boundaries.
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In the introduction to this thesis, two main tasks were identified: to engage
with the language of thumri through detailed linguistic analysis, and to
examine how the reconstruction of thumri's meaning as an art form which
occurred in the course of the twentieth century has been facilitated by the
linguistic expression of its texts. In the process of reconstruction, some texts
have been modified and other texts have been expunged from the repertoire
altogether, but thumri's basic expression and mood have remained essentially
unchanged. The current interpretation of thumri's meaning is therefore
primarily based on altered perceptions rather than altered data.
In his discussion of the South Indian devadasi tradition, Amrit Srinivasan
asserted that the devadasi dance sddir was 'reinvented' as the classical dance
form bharat natyam, and that 'the modifications introduced into the content of
the dance-style were a consequence not so much of its "purification" (...) but
its re-birth in a more "proper" class' (1985:1875). The upper classes who now
teach bharat natyam to their daughters as part of their general education,
'clearly see themselves as having "rescued" the art form from the fallen
"prostitute" - the devadasi.' (loc.cit.). As with thumri, certain modifications
were made to the content of the dance and certain bawdy and erotic elements
were eliminated. The reconstructed form bharat natyam is now deemed
suitable for performance by upper-class girls and worthy of bourgeois
patronage. But as Srinivasan explains, 'in a very real and practical sense it is
only the devadasi dance they are perpetuating' (loc.cit.). Similarly, thumri
may have been 'rescued' from the disreputable courtesan tradition and
endowed with devotional qualities, but it has essentially remained a
suggestive and attractive song form whose primary raison d'etre is
entertainment. Sanitisation has taken place not as an isolated objective, but in
order to enable the genre to exist in its new context of a musical form of
entertainment performed for, and often by, the bourgeoisie. In Srinivasan's
words, thumri has been 're-born' in a more 'proper class'.
The primary objective of this thesis has been to recognise thumri texts as
poetry worthy of analysis and discussion in a dedicated language-based
study. I hope to have contributed to redressing a situation in which thumri
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lyrics were widely acknowledged to be central to the genre, yet were not
deemed to deserve exploration beyond discussions in non-linguistic studies
by scholars trained in other disciplines. The study of thumri lyrics is
compelling partly because at first they seem to offer so little poetic scope. It is
the domain of poetry to subvert expectation and use language in unusual and
unpredictable ways. This viewpoint undermined my initial explorations of
the language of thumri, which seemed eminently predictable and more often
than not formulaic. Only gradually did I come to recognise the power of
predictability: thumri texts have value not in spite of their formulaic nature,
but largely because of it. The phrase dekhe bina naht caina may, in a thumri
environment, be predictable, formulaic and unoriginal, but it achieves its
objective of tapping into a cultural consciousness which has been nurtured by
the images of the archetypal lover and his relationship with the heroine that
have pervaded North Indian art forms for more than a thousand years.
The literary achievement of thumri texts lies in the ability to express a wealth
of emotions in response to a particular situation, without stating either the
range of emotions or this situation explicitly. A phrase such as kita javu would
conventionally acquire meaning only in context, and even then perhaps be
considered a makeweight of sorts, a filler-phrase with little inherent
emotional force. In thumri, however, the phrase expresses a wide range of
emotions, as the audience familiar with the lay-out of the thumri universe
understands that we are hearing the voice of the heroine, who is distressed
because of something her lover has done or said, or, more probably in bol
banav thumri, because he is absent. In any case, the fact that the heroine's
distress is in some way caused by her lover is understood. The omniscient
audience thus endows short and seemingly not very meaningful phrases with
significance and substance. In this particular example, the device of the
rhetorical question - itself a formulaic feature of thumri texts - reinforces the
audience's mental engagement with the narrative situation.
Although I have tried to iUuminate thumri texts with the same analytical
torch that has been shone on other South Asian poetic traditions, I have also
been keen to locate them in a framework beyond that afforded by linguistic
analysis. While thumri texts deserve to be treated as items of poetry, it must
also be recognised that they are ultimately designed to come alive in
performance. As the texts are part of a musical tradition, I felt that to exclude
musicology entirely from the reach of my study would be counter-productive
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to the task of redressing an imbalance in the academic treatment of thumri
texts. Furthermore, the relationship between music and text in thumri is such
that the appreciation of the lyrics of thumri is partially contingent upon an
understanding of tire musical shape and objectives of the genre. I may
consequently be guilty of the same misdemeanour as those musicologists who
step across the boundary of their own specific area of expertise and include
linguistic observations in their study of the musical aspect of thumri. It has
been my aim to illustrate the interaction between text and music in thumri
without moving too far beyond the limits of my own research area.
The main purpose of the linguistic analysis carried out in chapter two was to
inform an exploration of style. The received opinion that thumri lyrics are
romantic, sweet and charming deserved, in my view, to be integrated into
educated discourse and explored from a scholarly perspective. I wanted to
determine which linguistic components actually contributed to this sweetness
of language. In the course of this stylistic examination it became increasingly
important to disentangle my own western-oriented views from indigenous
perceptions, and to confront the all-pervasive question 'what makes it so?'. As
the language of thumri is not readily identifiable with any one particular
dialect, I conceptualised it as 'non-standard' in recognition of the fact that it
tends to eschew Khari Boll forms. When I realised, however, that the language
that I perceived to be 'non-standard' was in fact much closer to Braj Bhasa
than to Khari Boll, it became dear that to identify as 'non-standard' a
language which has been the standard vehicle of poetry for centuries, was
patently absurd. The embracing of a Braj Bhasa matrix enabled me to get
much closer to the essence of the language of thumri; it also raised a new set
of questions. As the linguistic expression of thumri seemed to locate it close to
the poetry of the great poet-saints of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, did
the conclusion thus follow that thumri texts stand squarely on the shoulders
of poetry by Mlrabal and Surdas?
Although this conclusion would have been fairly straightforward and
certainly in line with some contemporary views as to the provenance of the
texts, it did not ring entirely true. I argued in chapter two that as thumri is a
musical form, its texts are likely to be shaped in accordance with their status
as song lyrics. Parallels with other sung genres, such as the bhajan, would
therefore be inevitable though not necessarily evidence of textual continuity.
The influence of 'folk song' on the development of thumri texts has been
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extremely difficult to document, but is almost certainly present. There are
certain linguistic and thematic parallels between the lyrical genre barahmasa
and thumri, even though there is unlikely to be a direct connection between
the two genres. I have not been able to provide the final word on the historical
development of thumri lyrics (nor was this ever my objective), but by
suggesting various similarities and parallels with other genres, I hope to have
demonstrated the possible confluence of traditions which ultimately inspired
the creation of thumri texts.
Having achieved some clarity as to the actual identity of the language of
thumri and its antecedents, the question of style remained. The use of the
diminutive is one of the most attractive and potent aspects of thumri. In the
absence of a clear precedent it is difficult to situate this in a stylistic model.
Does the diminutive force suggest unimportance, smallness or affection, all
attributes of the diminutive form? In addition to the diminutive, many thumri
texts include the eastern-Hindi modifier -va, which may convey diminution as
well as affection, intimacy or even contempt. In one text in which the use of
the diminutive as well as the eastern modifier is taken to its extreme, Rahim's
Barvai Nayika Bheda (BNB), these forms seem primarily to bestow a formulaic
quality. In the BNB the diminutive forms consistently occur before the
caesura, creating a formal and tightly structured text. The presence of
diminutive forms does not in itself engender a romantic mood, and a solidly
formal structure, as found in the BNB, in fact hinders its creation. As even the
most prominent of thumri's linguistic idiosyncrasies could not be argued to
be responsible for the genre's romantic mood, I concluded that it is thumri's
particular idiosyncratic combination of language and form which helps to
situate thumri texts in a somewhat ethereal and other-worldly realm.
The relatively loose form and structure of thumri contribute to the genre's
intangibility. As discussed in chapter three, the texts rarely follow a closelydefined metrical pattern, and although various types of rhyme exist within
the texts, these are not necessarily exploited in performance, nor are they a
requirement of the genre. As with my observations on the formulaic nature of
the language of thumri, it took me some time to realise that what appeared to
be a poetic deficit - lack of structure - was in actual fact essential to the texts'
function and integral to its attraction. Thumri texts achieve their romantic and
intangible mood by means of their indefinite shape as well as their use of
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language. A close adherence to metre or a strict rhyme scheme would result in
thumri texts being more formal than the romantic mood requires.
Although certain texts are structured using the framework provided by a tight
rhyme scheme, the main function of the rhyme schemes in thumri is that they
enhance the predictability of the lyrics. In the example of the phrase dekhe bina
naht caina, the word caina is almost certain to be coupled in rhyme with naina,
bairn or raina. In the phrase mohata brija ki bdma the rhyme options comprise
syama, dhama, ndma, rama or ddma. Most of these words have their own set of
formulaic situations based upon them, so that, for instance, dhama is almost
invariably part of the phrase bhuli apane/nija dhama. The predictability of the
lyrics affords the singer a broad basis upon which to build her melodic and
emotional elaborations, unhindered by complex or obscure lyrics.
In the first part of chapter four I discussed the narrative voice of thumri,
which is almost invariably in the first-person feminine. I began the chapter by
actually analysing all the evidence of narrative voice contained within the
texts, as I suspected that the accepted view that thumri's voice is always that
of a first-person female protagonist was based on conjecture rather than fact.
The texts, however, substantiated the received view. I then posed the question
of what it means when a genre that is traditionally performed by women for
men is written by men from a first-person feminine perspective. In the context
of thumri being performed by tavayafs, the identification of the singer with
the heroine would be inevitable. The lyrical heroine of thumri is engaged in
conflict with the hero, either because he harasses her or because he is absent.
Ultimately she is entirely motivated by love or attraction for him; his actions
or his absence shape her desire, her state of mind, her sleeping patterns. In
performance, the tavayaf personifies the lyrical heroine, expressing
dependence on her lover, her desire to see him, to please him, her
ambivalence about his treatment of her - a wealth of emotion, expressed by a
woman for the enjoyment of men. The first-person feminine voice of thumri is
thus endowed with meaning, the meaning of women performing emotionally
and sexually charged songs for men on whom they may be economically
dependent.
When thumri began to be performed on the radio and in music conferences,
the connection with courtesan culture became problematic. Any hint of the
genre's historical role became something to be avoided, and the overt
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presence of the tavayaf through the emotionally charged speech of the lyrical
heroine was a clear signifier of thumri's connection with courtesan life. This is
the key to understanding the forces which have motivated the assertion of
thumri's essentially devotional nature. The bhakti tradition - in which female
desire is equated with the longing of the soul - provided the ideal model for
thumri's problematic lyrics: just as the voice of Mlrabal had expressed
unmitigated and often erotically charged devotion to her divine lord, so did
the lyrical heroine of thumri express nothing but Radha's single-minded
devotion to Krishna.
The thematic component of thumri readily aided a devotional interpretation
of its lyrics. Two main themes have been discerned: Krishna's harassment of
the milkmaids of Braj, which primarily occurs in bandis thumri, and viraha,
the subject of most bol banav thumris. In the second part of chapter four I
traced the antecedents of these themes, and located them both in devotional
literature of the first millennium, from where they spread through Sanskrit
and vernacular literatures, and through classical art and folk songs. The
themes of thumri are familiar to us from a long tradition of devotional art and
literature, and it appears that even in the earliest works available to us there
exists an ambiguity between erotic and devotional sentiments. Nevertheless,
the ultimately devotional antecedents of the themes used in thumri has
enabled those with a sanskritising agenda to claim thumri as 'ancient' as well
as innately devotional.
The model of nayika-bheda first appeared in the Natya Sastra. Its application
to thumri has been advocated by some contemporary singers, primarily with
a view to grappling with the myriad avenues of emotional expression
essential to a successful thumri performance. Awareness of the options
available to the heroine facilitates acting out her emotions on stage as
occurred previously through abhinaya, and in the modem bol banav setting it
aids the interpretive process. The application of the nayika-bheda model may
also, however, be motivated by a desire to situate thumri texts in an ancient
and sanskritic framework. The attempt to identify the heroines of different
thumri texts with the nayikas of Bharata's Natya Sastra may be aimed at
sanskritising the thumri heroine, and is ultimately an unproductively artificial
exercise. A literal reading of thumri texts suggests that only a few of Bharata's
heroines make an appearance, whereas in actual performance a much wider
variety of 'heroines' are portrayed through the extraction of various shades of
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meaning implicit in a text. The literal application of the nayika-bheda model
confines the scope of the texts, which are, befitting to the genre, broad, elusive
and ambiguous.
In spite of the changes in its performance context, thumri has remained
ambiguous and suggestive. However, to enable the genre to be "re-bom" in a
form in which it could survive the move into modernity, certain changes to
the lyrics of the texts were essential. Chapter five documents some of the
socio-political developments in North India at the end of the nineteenth
century, and examines their effect on thumri and its texts. The main result of
thumri's incorporation into a new performance milieu was that its texts
became depersonalised, so as to minimise the connection between "nonprofessional" singers and courtesan culture. The fact that even minor changes
could effect this depersonalisation underlines the subtle nature of the texts,
whose elusively romantic mood is achieved via the interplay of linguistic,
formal and thematic components.
It bears witness to the flexibility of bol banav thumri that it has retained its
essential mood and shape despite the changes in its performance
environment. In chapter six I examined how genres may adapt to shifting
performance environments and new patronage systems. On the strength of
evidence presented by genres closely related to thumri, most notably the
Urdu gazal, I suggested that the commercial value awarded to an art form
may be partly dependent on the form being perceived to be connected with
concepts such as "traditionality". Drawing on sociological research, I asserted
that art forms may be treated as commodities and as such are also liable to be
subject to the fluctuations of market forces. Especially when value is placed
on "traditionality" and "authenticity", a commodity may be manipulated by the
producer to fall in line with the consumer's conception of an authentic
artefact. The pursuit of authenticity is therefore almost by definition thwarted.
Authenticity in an Indian context has a very different meaning from
authenticity in a Western environment. The concept of authenticity is closely
related to ideals of truth and continuity, and notions of "truth" are culturespecific, In the introduction to the present study I questioned how a genre can
retain its integrity if it adapts to the demands of patronage. Tradition and
innovation are not obviously compatible, yet all traditions are compelled to
incorporate change sooner or later so as to ward off extinction. For example,
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the predicted demise of dhrupad has been averted by a concerted effort by a
small group of people who are actively promoting the genre's ancient
connections (which are more substantial than those of any other
contemporary genre in Hindustani music), and who are encouraging the
association of dhrupad with spiritual practices such as yoga and pranayama.
As a result of this sort of promotion it has attracted a large number of western
students, who are fascinated by the interface between dhrupad and
spirituality. The essential form of the genre has not been changed, but some of
its pre-existing features are now being foregrounded in response to patronage
requirements.
Thumri has similarly responded to its new performance context by
foregrounding pre-existing features of its texts. The devotional element has
always been present, but in more or less equal measure to the erotic
component. The latter's minimisation has resulted in the highlighting of
thumri's devotional aspects, invoked by the essentially Braj Bhasa character of
the language, the ubiquitous presence of the divine lover Krishna, the
employment of themes and imagery familiar from earlier bhakti poetry, and
the reliance on formulaic and predictable linguistic expression. The
combination of these features readily admits the perception of thumri as a
genre which is primarily devotional. This perception has been crucial to
thumri's survival in the modem age.
Has thumri then become less authentic and compromised its integrity? Have
the performers of thumri 'sold out'? These matters largely depend on opinion,
but I would offer the following perspective. Thumri has remained a romantic,
charming and sensuous song form, in spite of its present-day devotional
image. The changes that have been made to the genre have been considered
appropriate, not just for the sake of pleasing the patron, but because the
genre's original context is no longer relevant. The 'authentic' form of dvumri
as it existed in the nineteenth century was superseded by a new form, bol
banav thumri, still current at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Both
performance and patronage environments have changed, and so musical
genres, the commodities that link patron and performer, have had to be
updated. The compatibility of thumri's basic shape and linguistic expression
with a bhakti model offers a solution to the perceived problem of thumri's
traditional context.
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Appendix 1: Main Corpus

Introduction
Organisation
The main corpus is divided into two sections, A and B. A contains bol banav
thumri texts, and B contains bandit thumri texts. The A section consists of 78
main texts; including variant versions, a total of 138 texts are included. The B
section consists of 30 main texts - 42 including variant versions. The texts are
organised alphabetically (following the Devanagari order), with the exception
of B30, which is a late addition to the main corpus. The A section misses
number 52.
Page Layout
All versions of the text are given in the Devanagari script, numbered (for
example) 27.1, 27.2, 27.3 etc. The lines of the texts are numbered for ease of
reference. The Devanagari texts occasionally include words in parentheses,
which are frequently occurring variations to the text as sung by the performer.
For instance, if a singer alternates the word basurl with basuriya, the latter
word will be given in brackets. This system is not used for occasional
subsitutions.
Both sthayl and antara are followed by a double danda. Where texts have been
copied from written sources, the existing punctuation system has been
adhered to in the main corpus.
The texts are followed by translations, numbered 1,2, 3 etc. in accordance
with the version numbers of the Devanagari texts. When words are
interpolated for the sake of clarity or syntax, square brackets are used.
Below the line under the texts and their translations, the references to the texts
are given. Rag and tal are identified where known, followed by performer
and recording information. Where texts have been taken from anthologies,
the relevant work is referred to by the C code clarified in the Select List of
Collections at the beginning of this thesis.
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Where relevant, further information on the texts and their translation is
supplied. Points of grammar may be referred to, or problematic translations
discussed.
Translation
A s Kenneth Bryant pointed out (1978:xiii), "a literal translation is a bad poem,
an impressionistic translation is bad scholarship". Although I hope that my
translations of the thumri texts in the main corpus are not all classifiable as
"bad poems", I have certainly erred on the side of caution in choosing literal
over free translations. I have tried to capture the mood of the thumris, but
only when this did not result in too loose a translation.
Although many texts are ambiguous in their mode of address, the translation
usually has to adapt one particular perspective. The English texts will
therefore be more rigid in their modes of address than the originals. I have
tried to choose the most obvious form of address as indicated by the text
rather than annotating every translation with a note suggesting alternative
interpretations.
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Bol Banav Thumris
A l.l
1 3fffejf KifNY
2

w t

jft^r 1%^r *pt * m ii
sr
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■
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ft 'l t*M II
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fe r

1 fe r

sfe t
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1. Your eyes are full of charm, Shyam,
they attract the women of Braj.
Whomever they glance at, they bewitch,
making a purchase which has no price.
2. Your eyes are full of charm, Shyam,
they attract the women of Braj.
Whomever they glance at, they bewitch,
and their hearts find no peace.
3. Your eyes are full of charm, Shyam,

they attract the women of Braj.
In your spry thrice-bent pose, you stand under the Kadam tree,
you make a purchase which has no price.

Al.l rag Tilang - tal dipcandi; Girija Devi - Music Today cassette B93005,
'Shringar'.
A1.2

rag Tilang - tal dipcandi; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP collection.

A1.3

rag Tilang - tal dipcandi; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.

1.1: The subject of the entire text is taken to be Krishna's eyes, in contrast to 1.3, in
which Krishna is taken as the subject of the antara.
line 1 (1.1/2): tore. I have read this with dkhiya following 1.3.
line 4 (1.1 /3): mola leta bina damn. My translation is based on Snell 1991a:213. In the
Caurdslpada 34, he translates the phrase kine kinu molani as 'has bought (...) without
cost'.
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3
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II
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A2.3
1 ^TFF^r
>o *rf f^T WT
2
3
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^ rf f^ s r s jm

ii

1. Don't play the flute now, Shyam.
The women of Braj have become restless.
In your spry thrice-bent pose, you stand under the Kadam tree,
attracting the women of Braj.
2. Don't play it now, Shyam, the flute.
The women of Braj have become restless.
You inflict wounds on whomever you glance at.
You make a purchase which has no price.
3. The women of Braj have become restless.
Don't play now, Shyam!
Hearing the tone of the flute,
they have gone crazy;
they have forgotten their own houses.

A2.1

Rag Misra Khamaj - tal jat; Channu Lai Mishra: DAT 21 in LdP collection.

A2.2

Rag Bhairavi; Rajeshvara Prasad Mishra: DAT 4 in LdP collection.

A2.3

Rag Misra Khamaj - tal jat; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 17 in LdP collection.

The singers of 2.1 and 2.3 include a poem (which they refer to as kavitta) at the
beginning of the performance of this thumri:
^TT?PT tpp IW T
i w 3 ft

3 SfT^ft n t
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srrsff <ff ^r% ^
s ix f t
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^ n i f r eft s m n f t m

SFFTTW ff eft ^

W TW ft <TT II

Lalan, heed one request:
don't keep coming to my alley way.
If you come, then leave quietly;
don't play your flute, and don't sing.
Don't make a noise at my door;
but if you do, don't embrace me.
If you embrace me, then don't go anywhere.
Because of the inclusion of the epithet lalana in the poem, Pumima Chaudhury (2.3)
ascribed the thumri to Lalan Piya, a suggestion which is certainly incorrect if we
consider the evidence of Lalan Piya's extant texts. These texts (many of which are
anthologised although rarely if ever performed) tend to be very long and
linguistically complex, and he almost always inserts his full chap in the antara.
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1. Take care of me now, my Ram.
In the middle of the town, I lost my way.
The water-jar of sin weighs heavy on my head;
how will I find peace?
2. Take care of me now, Ram.
Going into town, I lost my way.
The river of love does not flow easily,
and I don't have the fare in my sari-knot/purse.
O boat without form, take me across,
you whose name is Mohammed.

A3.1

Girija Devi: DAT 3 in LdP collection.

A3.2

Rag Bihari - tal dipcandi; C8, no. 8.

3.2:
Bhave, the author of C8, includes selective vocabulary lists with the texts. He glosses
rdma

as prandm a, ddma as rasst, and gim a as pravm td or rassT. I have not always

followed his suggestions. In this particular text, the explanation of ram perhaps
demonstrates the unusualness of his appearance in thumri.
line 6: m uham m ad . This name would not be expected to occur in thumri, and this is
indeed the only instance in the main corpus.
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A4.2
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1. Don't sleep in the courtyard,
fair one, O, pretty one tonight there has been a lunar eclipse.
When I went into the rosegarden
to pick some flowers,
the moon-loving birds encircled me,
thinking I was the moon.
2. Don't sleep in the courtyard, my pretty one tonight there will be a lunar eclipse.
When I had gone into the garden
to pick some flowers,
the moon-loving birds encircled me,
thinking I was the moon.

A4.1

rag Manj Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Rasoolan Bai: DAT 11 in LdP collection.

A4.2

rag Manj Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.

line 6 (4.1), line 5 (4.2): cakora. As it is not in the oblique plural, a more accurate
translation might be: 'the moon-loving bird blocked my way'. The most
straightforward translation of gher- is 'surround', but this is not appropriate with a
singular subject, gher- is often used with the subject Krishna.
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A5
1 3TT srr WTT (WOT)
2 ^TT Jfft

’t f k # I T
4 ^

|

II

TFT)

3

ft-«rr f a w ^t#r

*n? t ii
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Come, my lover far away
These eyes of mine are longing for you.
The peacock, papiha and koel speak to me
[in] the state of separation, my heart is restless
and black clouds are raining.

rag Jangla Bhairavx - tal panjabl trital; Munawar Ali Khan:Audiorec Classics
ACTC 5003.
In keeping with the Panjabi style of thumri singing, this text in performance includes
the reciting of sers and the singing of sargam.
line 4: mujhe. In the absence of an alternative explanation, I have read this word as
being part of the preceding line.

A 6
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s r w

2
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if t r t *n*r

f

f F n
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Love, just heed this request of mine.
Grasping your arm I plead with you:
don't go to the country faraway
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rag Khamaj - tal jat; Girija Devi: DAT 22 in LdP collection.
line 1: itam . I have tried to incorporate the force of this word in my translation 'just'.
line 3: paradesava. I have chosen 'the country faraway' as preferable to 'abroad', as
that has such a strong sense of crossing national borders which is unlikely to be the
intended meaning.
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To w hom can I speak? It's a matter of m odesty.
With great difficulty the wretched night passes.
The old times are gone, now see your love through:
don't play tricks on me.
In m y dreams he came, and I say 'h a y hay':
let go of m y hand, sir.
I have know n you for a long time, don't go and leave me.
Let me cry to m y heart's content, dear lover.
Let this rain fall from m y eyes.

rag Bihag; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
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The singer explained that she learned this thumri from a tape of Begum Akhtaris
music. The study of songs through music cassettes is becoming more widespread,
although traditional musicians frown upon such impersonal learning, and few
singers would admit to doing it.
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What can I do, friend, my lover has not come.
I spend my nights without him tossing and turning.
I cry and cry, and sleep eludes me.
Night and day this lovesickness torments me,
when I remember his words.

rag Irani Bhairavi - tal panjabi trital; Munawar Ali Khan: Audiorec ACCD 1003-S.
line 4: The translation of 'lovesickness' for biraha is borrowed from Rupert Snell
(1991b:190).
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Black cloud, O, you are pervaded by Shyam.
That's why you wander around here and there
unaware of the pain of the spumed woman.
Yes, you are pervaded by Shyam.

Rag Pflu; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
line 2: yate. I have read this form as is se, and translated it as 'that is why7.
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Why did you fight with me Murar?
I was on my way to the Jamuna.
On the way he ran and pounced,
and threw down my water-pot.

rag ? - tal dipcandi; Badi Moti Bai; HMV STC 850162.
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4

tC£N•r

^nff s t r ii

Where has he gone, making me crazy,
this Shyam.
I have searched Gokul, I have searched Brindaban;
I have searched all four pilgrimage sites.

rag Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Shobha Gurtu: Music Today B93006.
I have used the present perfect tense in my translation as it seems that the situation
described remains relevant to the heroine, and is not a sequence of events in a distant
past.
line 4: dhama. It is unclear whether the reference to the four pilgrimage-sites implies
that Gokul and Brindaban are part of the four, or an additional set of locations. The
conventional list of car dhdm is Puri, Badarikashram, Dwarka and Rameshwaram,
none of which have close associations with the present Braj context. It seems that the
reference is formulaic. The use of dhama with religious connotations is, in any case,
unusual in thumri: dha?na (like m andira ) usually means 'house' or 'dwelling'.
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Where can I go? What can I do?
My love has settled in a faraway place.
Let some friend suggest a remedy.
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rag Misra Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Madhumati Ray: written at a concert at the National
Centre for the Performing Arts, Mumbai, 26.12.1996.
line 3: jatam. In the context, I have followed Platts7gloss of 'remedy7, which he
suggests is synonymous with tadbir (p.376).
rr
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so
(no antara)
How has he played the flute!
God, he has made me lose my wits.

A13

rag Pilu - tal dipcandi; Hira Devi Mishra: tape in Batuk Dewanji collection,

Mumbai.
The text could also be interpreted as being in the second person, with Ram in line 2
as a vocative.
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1. How Shyam played his flute!
In his spry thrice-bent pose, he stands under the Kadam tree,
charming the women of Braj.
2. How Shyam played his flute!
I forgot hearth and home.
hi his spry thrice-bent pose, he stands under the Kadam tree,
charming the women of Braj, Shyam.
3. How Shyam played his flute!
He charms the women of Braj.
In his spry thrice-bent pose, he stands under the Kadam tree,
and I have forgotten my home.

A14.1 rag Bhairavi - tal dipcandi; Rasoolan Bai: tape in Batuk Dewanji collection,
Mumbai.
A14.2 rag Bhairavi; Leela Karwal: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A14.3 rag Bhairavi; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
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How can I write a letter, telling my lover to come home?
Writing a letter my heart pounds,
and tears flow down like a river in Savan.

rag Misra Pilu - tal jat; Girija Devi: DAT 22 in LdP collection.
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1 ^ r i w r ?rr wfcrt
2 Z X m f W T fTTR II
C\ *rf fr 3*IT iw r fa r
4 w r
^nfr fprrc n
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Koel, don't speak from your branch!
My heart is suffering.
Without TJmara Piya' the season is forlorn;
my rainy season is burdensome.

rag Bhairavi - tal Kaharva; Kishori Amonkar: HMV - STC 04B3916.
line 3:1 have read sunt bluiT as having the subject ruta in line 4.
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1. In which alley has Shyam gone?
I've searched Gokul, I've searched Brindaban
I've searched all over the four pilgrimage sites
O dark one, O my love!
2. In which alley has Shyam gone?
Tell me, my friend!
I've searched Gokul, I've searched Brindaban
I've searched all over the four pilgrimage sites.

A17.1 rag Khamaj; Saeed Khan: DAT 1 in LdP collection.
A17.2 rag Ihinjhoti - tal jat; collection C6.
line 3: dhama. See my note on thumri A ll.
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Where has he gone, the trickster?
No peace in the day, no sleep at night
He's settled in some other place.

rag Bhairavi - tal jat; Girija Devi: tape in Batuk Dewanji collection, Mumbai.
(10.07.1967).
line 2: This beautifully alliterative and balanced phrase is a typical example of a
'floater', a phrase which commonly appears in the antaras of a number of different
sthayis.
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Friend, my sleep has been lost.
Quickly fetch 'Tava Piya'
friend, [it] is leaving me
.... [?]

rag Bhairavi - tal jat; Siddheshwari Devi: tape from Sheila Dhar collection.
The fourth line of this text is unclear, and is likely to contain the subject of the third
line.

219

A20
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3 ^
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The night has gone by;
my lover has not come.
What can I do, my friend, nothing comes out right,
and I cannot go on enduring this suffering.

rag Gara; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
A full analysis of this text is included in section 2.8.
I have tried to retain the parallel 'come-go' constructions in my translation.
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Moon-faced, doe-eyed, fair with lightning's lustre,
<Tr
a channing young woman.
Her jangling adornments
steal your heart.
She's the desirable Radha.
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rag Des; Saeed Khan: DAT 1 in LdP collection.
Saeed Khan explained that this text, which he ascribed to Binda Din, had further
lines which he had forgotten. He referred to the kisori as a )iasin ciz, who could, in his
view, be identified as Radha or anything created by God.
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1. Show me your beauty, flirtatious dark one,
pay some attention to me!
Your glances are crooked, your eyes are charming,
and your gait is as if intoxicated.
My friend! Now what should I do? Where can I turn?
he doesn't heed this heart of mine.
2. Show me your beauty, crooked dark one,
pay some attention to me!
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Your glances are crooked, your eyes are charming,
and your showy gait is as if intoxicated.
[He] doesn't heed this heart of mine.

A22.1 rag Khamaj; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
A22.2 rag Khamaj - tal sitarkhani; Ganga Prasad Pathak: tape 248 from the SNA
Delhi (7.2.1969).
line 2: dhyana Idgo. As lag- is an intransitive verb, dhyana should presumably be read
as the subject, with the verb in the perfective: 'your attention turned towards me'
(even though technically 'me' should be expressed as rnujha para or men ora).
However, in the context this reading does not really make sense, and I have therefore
translated lag- transitively.
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1 / 2 . 1 woke up with a start, aroused by my lover.
In these eyes where is sleep?
Eyes in which there is only place for you?
3 .1 woke up with a start, aroused by my lover.
Dawn has broken and now my love has come home.
In those eyes of mine, where is sleep?
O king of mine, eyes in which there is only place for you?
4 .1 woke up with a start, aroused by my lover.
Dawn has broken and my love has come home.
In these eyes of mine, where is sleep?
Eyes in which there is only place for you?
5 .1 woke up with a start, aroused by my lover.
In those eyes of mine, where is sleep?
Eyes in which there is only place for you?

A23.1 Siddheshwari Devi: tape from Sheila Dhar collection.
A23.2 rag Manj Khamaj; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
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A23.3 rag Misra Pilu - tal kaharva; Mahmood Ahmedbhoy: tape P-551 from ARCE,
New Delhi.
A23.4 rag Manj Khamaj - tal dipcandi: Zakan Khan: video in Nicolas Magriel
collection, London..
A23.5 rag Jhinjhoti; collection C7.
line 1: jagae, Tlie translation 'aroused' is perhaps slightly more suggestive than the
original.
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1. Go, lover, and don't speak,
don't talk to me anymore.
You deceive me now, you're forever a fop:
you always go to my rival's house.
2. Go lover, don't speak to me.
You're always going to my rival's house, you dandy.
The way you behave really doesn't please me.
You're just a philanderer, and a dandy.
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A24.1 rag Khamaj - tal dlpcandi; Siddheshwari Devi: HMV STCS04B 7443.
A24.2 rag Khamaj; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
24.2/ line 3: aisi lagavata . The feminine gender of aisT is unclear. If it agrees with an
implied bata, then the translation 'the things that you say7 would be preferable. The
present translation of this phrase is as advised by the singer.
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1. Go, don't twist my arms, mountain-holder
Pleading with you, I lost my fortune.
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Look now, Bihari,
you touch my breasts, you silly fool.
The men and women are watching,
so don't prank with me.
You've broken the bangles
on my right wrist.
'Aiso Piya', let go of me,
or I'll scold you.
2. Go, don't twist my arms, mountain-holder.
I am fed up with pleading with you.
Look, sir, Bihari,
the men and women are watching.
Don't prank with me.
You've even broken the bangles
on my right wrist.
Let go, lover, and if not I'll scold you.

A25.1 rag Misra Khamaj; Batuk Dewanji; DAT 11 in LdP collection.
A25.2 rag Khamaj - tal dlpcandi; Uttara Dutt: from a recording in the singer's
collection (15.5.97).
line 2: In both versions this line is problematic. In 25.1, mat karama hart, is obscure,
and my translation of karama extremely tentative. karamaharT could perhaps be read
as a vocative, 'merciful one'. In 25.2, binatl karata kara mai hart, the force of the word
kara

is unclear.

25.1, line 6: kalarJ. Following 25.2,1 have read this as a performance-version of kalat .
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Go right back there, Shyam,
where you were up all night.
You deceive me now, you're forever a fop,
and you're always off to my rival's house.

rag Khamaj - tal jat: Girija Devi; DAT 22 in LdP collection (from a concert at the Siri
Fort Auditorium, New Delhi, August 1997).
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1. Falsely you accused me, oh king.
Why do you fight with me, you're always a fop.
Let my rival sort you out.
2. Telling lies you accused me, my king.
Why do you fight with me, you're always a fop
which rival would delay you ?
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A27.1 rag MiSra Tilang - tal dlpcandi; Badi Moti Bai; tape 397 from the SNA, New
Delhi (17.5.1969).
A27JZ

Mahesh Prasad Mishra; DAT 2 in LdP collection.

27.1, line 1: jhu thd h i . I have translated this phrase adverbially.
dosa.

Presumably this is simply a lengthened version of dosa.

27.1, line 2: rdra which occurs in 27.2 appears to be missing from this text, leaving an
unfinished sentence. I have therefore in my translation assumed the presence of rdra.
It is interesting to note that in spite of the difference in verbs in the last lines of both
texts, the saut is a constant. Whether both versions are modifications to a third
version, or one of the above texts is a variation of the other, is impossible to establish.
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1. Standing, the fair one looks towards the clouds.
Dark black clouds, dark black kohl,
dark is the colour of my love.
2. Standing, the fair one looks towards the clouds.
Dark black clouds, dark black kohl,
dark is the colour of my Shyam.
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A28.1 rag Des; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
A28.2 rag Des - tal sitarkhanl; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
line 1: badara ki ora. badard is treated as an elongated form of bddara, in which situation
the oblique inflection is not applicable.
This text draws conventional parallels between the blackness of things we encounter
every day, and Krishna. The blackness of the clouds etc. contrasts with the fairness of
the gori. Attributing her with the adjective tharhi is a further link with conventional
iconic Krishnaite imagery.
In 28.1 the 'dark lover' is obviously Krishna but not explicitly named as such. This
suggestiveness (however slight) is lost in 28.2.
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Stand right there, flirtatious lover.
I'll put my water-pot at home, and come.
I'll put my water-pot down, and come.
I'll wear a colourful wrap when I come.
When I come I will be all dressed up.

rag Bihag - tal jat; Purnima Chaudhury: from the singer's written collection.
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line 5: surahu. According to the singer, this means solah. The sixteen adornments' is a
reference to being completely dressed-up.
, < , vv
U 'JC'i

Girija Devi also teaches this thumri with one alteration: the word yarn (perhaps
reflecting Skt. jara rather than Persian yar) has been substituted with syama. As in the
previous thumri (A28), the inclusion of the word tharhe already locates the text in
very close proximity to the Krishna tradition, as does the word bake. Nevertheless,
including syama instead of yara makes the devotional connection more explicit than is
perhaps necessary.
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The milkmaid is wandering, drunk on youth.
She wanders languishing in the bowers
wrapped in a safflower-dyed red shawl.

rag Misra Khamaj - tal dlpcandi; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
This text is unusual in that it is not explicitly written from a first-person feminine
perspective. Even if the speaker is female, she is describing another woman rather
than lamenting the behaviour of her lover. Although the text conforms to the thumri
model in its use of diminutives and relatively simple language, it does not offer
much scope for pathos.
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1. You act Radha, Shyam.
All the women of Braj will look on.
You don't listen to a word I say
but today I have been of use to you.
All the female friends together!
make him dance his dance!
He is the Ghanashyam of Braj.
2. You act Radha, Shyam
All the women of Braj will look on.
All the female friends together!
make him dance his dance!
He is the Ghanashyam of Braj.

A31.1 rag Pilu; Parween Sultana: commercial cassette (reference not available).
A31.2 rag Pilu; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
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line 1: radhe. This is technically speaking a vocative, and so this text could be
interpreted as addressed to Radha. However, the focus of the text appears to be on
Krishna rather than Radha, and as there is substantial precedent for using radhe
synonymously to radha, I have taken the text as being addressed to Krishna.
line 5 (31.1), line 3 (31.2): sakhiyana. The use of the oblique could be redundant, used
to indicate plurality rather than case. The interpretation 'with all the sakhls' leaves
the identity of the addressee unresolved.
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The arrows of your crooked glances
have pierced my heart.
Don't shoot arrows from your eyelids.
I fall at your feet over and over;
please give me the gift of youth.

rag Pahari - tal panjabl trital; Munawar Ali Khan: Audiorec Classics ACTC 5003.
line 5: jobanavd. The meaning of this word is unclear in the context. The 'gift of youth'
may equate to 'love'. She may be asking the lover to stop flirting with her and
actually spend his youth with her.
This text, like the other examples of texts popular in the Panjabi tradition of thumri
(A5 and A8), is more solidly structured than most thumri texts. The tightness of the
rhyme scheme and the natural 'flowingness' of the words suggests that these texts
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have been through less of a 'corruption process' than some of their textual peers. This
is probably largely due to the fact that the Panjabi style of thumri uses a faster
rhythm and markedly less bol banana than the Benares tradition.
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Your eyes are full of magic!
No sleep at night, no peace in the day
I toss and turn, day and night.

rag Tilang; Saeed Khan: DAT 1 in LdP collection.
line 2: The formulaic phrase dim mht caina raina nahf nindiyd has been inverted in this
version, and instead of raina, rata is used, with weakened alliterative effect.
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The days have passed, and my lover has not thought of me.
Tiny tiny drops fall from the clouds.
My lover has neither written nor sent me a letter.
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My lover went to make gold, and he left my world empty;
I got neither gold, nor my lover, but my hair turned silvery grey.

rag Ahir Bhairav; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
line 2: The transitive verb barasa- gives the odd-sounding translation 'the clouds rain
drops', which is why I have paraphrased it.
line 3: Translating the conjunctive participle literally would give an oddly
tautological translation, which is why I have added the 'neither, nor' construction.
lines 4-5: These two lines are taken from a poem by Giridhar, reproduced in Snell
1991b, p. 184/5:
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In the Panjabi style of thumri performance, as well as in dadra, there is a tradition of
including items of poetry. The insertion of this pada is inspired by that tradition,
even though the singer does not classify herself as part of the Panjabi school.
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You took my heart and destroyed my reputation.
Why do you cause distress to my heart?
Once you've made love you must maintain it.
You have tainted me in my youthful age.
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rag Man] Khamaj - tal dlpcandi; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
The first line of this text includes an unusually large Khan Boll component: dila,
and badanama. The conjunctive participle suffixed with -ke is also more likely
to occur in a Khan Boll environment.

m ujhe,

line 4: diyo. diyd might have been expected here in terms of its contribution to the
rhyme scheme.
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1. Without seeing the dark one I have no peace.
No peace in the day, no sleep at night
to whom can I express what7s in my heart?
2. Without seeing your face, I have no peace.
No peace in the day, no sleep at night
I toss and turn, day and night.
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A36.1 rag Khamaj - tal jat; Girija Devi: DAT 22 in LdP collection.
A36.2 rag Khamaj; Mahesh Prasad Mishra: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
The formulaic phrase dina whi caina etc., was already encountered in A18 and A33,
albeit with its two components inverted in the latter.
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1. On the bank of the river is my village.
When will you visit there, Ghanashyam?
Behind me, in the shade of the forest Kadam tree.
Lalita sakhl is my name.
2. On the bank of the river is my village.
On the bank of the river, in the shade of the Kadam tree.
Lalita sakhl is my name.
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When will you come, Ghanashyam?
3. On the bank of the river is my village,
(when) will you come, Ghanashyam.
On the river bank, in the shade of the Kadam tree
Lalita is my name.

A37.1 rag Pilu; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
A37.2 rag Pilu; Afroz Begum: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
A37.3 rag Pilu - tal Sitarkhanl; A. Kannan: tape 1-49 in Sangeet Natak Akademi
collection, New Delhi.
In spite of the various changes that exist between versions, most of the raw materials
occur in all three texts. Most noteworthy of these are the -h~ future (even though
vowel length varies and is very likely to have been distorted in performance), the
presence of the kadam tree, and the girTs name Lalita, even though she is not
described as a sakhl in 37.3.
It is also unclear what is actually happening in this text. The most likely
interpretation is that Lalita, the go-between, is trying to abscond with Krishna
herself, although it is possible she is in fact organising a tryst on Radha's behalf. The
situation in which the messenger seduces the hero is not unprecedented. Within the
thumri repertoire, there is a reference to such an event in A27.2, and Bahadur asserts
that in Bihari's SatasaJ the messenger occasionally gets seduced by the hero (1990:19).
In the present thumri, however, it would seem to be the woman who is the instigator
of the seduction.
37.1, line 3: more piche vana. Unclear. I have read vana to be descriptive of kada?naf but
this is a rather tentative translation. Even still, the import of the line is obscure.
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Sister-in-law, why do you abuse me?
Just now I will request and eat poison, and I shall die.
How can I explain it to your brother?
He [too] abuses me greatly.

rag Khamaj; Aruna Rao: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
This thumri is thematically unusual. The conventional role of the nanad is to prevent
the heroine from meeting her husband - the very presence of the nanad confirms that
the lovers are married -, and she is usually teamed up with her mother, the heroine's
sas. This particular thumri, however, is thematically more akin to the types of folk
song in which married women lament their (lack of) status in their husband's house,
and complain of the hold that the nanad has over her brother, the heroine's husband
(for instance, sohar no. 9 quoted in Srivastava 1991). The eating of poison is a
conventional method of suicide for women in song and poetry. The inclusion of the
verb manga- may suggest that the speaker is in purdah, and cannot go to the market
herself.
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Don't go to the far country, love.
Since when have I been staring at the road, waiting for you?
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How can I send you a message?

rag Misra Khamaj - tal dipcandl; Begum Akhtar: Music India cassette 322 7741.
line 2: kaba se. This rhetorical question expresses displeasure at the amount of time
spent engaged in the described activity. The heroine is therefore saying: T have been
waiting for you for a very long time!'.
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The whole night without my lover is like a serpent.
[In] the empty bed my heart is anxious.
I don't get peace for even a moment.
All happiness and peace have gone.

Anand Thakur, Mumbai, 17.12.1996: from a performance by Barkat Ali Khan.
line 2: As ghabara- can be transitive, an alternative translation would be: 'the empty
bed troubles my heart'.
line 4: jata raho. The progressive sense of this phrase is difficult to capture in
translation. A possibility would be: 'All happiness and peace have continuously
escaped me', or perhaps even 'never stopped eluding me'.
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I was brought to my husband's house needlessly.
My husband himself has settled in a faraway land.
'Chabile' says: 'he has come under the co-wife's spell'
Youth ebs away.

rag Bhairavi - tal jat; Girija Devi: video in Nicolas Magriel collection, London.
line 2: apa. Although the singer confirmed that apa here is a second-person form of
address, I have read it as a reflexive pronoun.
line 4: When I last heard her sing this thumri (July 1998), jobanava had been changed
to yovanava. Whether this change represents an embracing of sanskritisation, an
acknowledgement of the rhyme scheme (gavanava - yovanava) or an unmotivated
variaton, is unclear.
For a discussion of bitojata, see the section on intensifiers in chapter two. The text is
also performed without the -o ending: bTtajata.
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[I live in] hope of meeting my lover.
My friend, every day my whole youth advances.
It will be such good fortune, friend, the day when
my lover will come back [to me].
Every day my whole youth advances.

rag Jogiya - tal dlpcandi; Uttara Dutt: DAT 20 in LdP collection.
line 1; milana. Although it appears to be a verbal noun, the possessive particle Id
which precedes suggests it is a feminine noun. H§S attests a fem.noun milani,
'meeting'. The final vowel of milani might have been subject to further reduction to
create a fem.noun milana.
line 2: bdrhata sagaro jobanava. The verb bdrh- is attested in H§S to be equivalent to
MSH barhnd. Its meaning here is not entirely clear. In addition to the translation
offered above, a further interpretation could be 'every day my breasts swell' or a
similar description of the heroine's physical condition. The adj. sagaro is not easily
explained.
line 3: dhana dhana bhdga. I have tried to capture the force of the repetition by using
the adverb 'such'.
line 4: morn. This should probably be read along with the next line, as in line 2. sakhi
of line 4 might also be part of the last line.
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Give a message to my lover:
Savan has come but you haven't come,
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and I have taken on the ascetic's garb.

rag Tilang - tal dlpcandi; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
line 2: The parallel between the arrival of the rainy season yet not of the lover is
conventional, though elegantly achieved.
line 3: ko. The use of ko (or kau) as a possessive particle is extremely rare in thumri.
The motif of the yogini is familiar from the poetry of Mlrabal, but not very common
in thumri.
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My lover doesn't care [about me].
What shall I say to bring him round?
He's so completely inept,
he doesn't understand love and worship.

rag KafI - tal sitarkhanl; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written collection,
February 1997.
line 2: The singer suggested the verb form manava represented manata, but it is more
likely to be a subjunctive form manau, in view of its form as well as its function in a
rhetorical question.
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1. Don't say the word 'pF.
Don't say the word 'piya'
Don't say anytiring, papiha!
2, Don't say the word 'pi', O papiha.
If tire one stricken by lovesickness catches your speech,
she will twist your wings.

A45.1 rag Pilu - tal jat; Deepali Banerjee: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A45.2 rag Pilu - tal jat; from collection C6.
line 1: pi, or piya, are both supposed to be the cries of the pied-crested cuckoo.
45.1, line 2: bolali. Presumably boll is the intended form, but the singer clearly sings
bolali.

This thumri is reminiscent of a poem by Mlrabal, quoted in Shukla (1983:222):
q w \ f r i r s f t wr i t w w r i i
TFT W F r it
«TTCt TT%rft

tfr i

* n fk ||

243

A46
1 w 3 m 1 ^ R r ;5MTt
2

sr? %% w
-o r tc\ w f f

3

?T R ^ T < ft

4

3K VT ^ f t f^ R T fT R T

^ 5

n

T|Tr
II

The fire of love sets my heart alight.
Now how can I extinguish it, my friend?
My lover, well, he's upset with me;
love has suffused my heart.

rag Manj Khamaj - tal dlpcandi; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
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The water-pot of love weighs heavy,
my Shyam.

rag Misra Des - tal dlpcandi; Siddheshwari Devi: tape from Sheila Dhar collection.
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Your face is devious, your glances crooked
.... [??]
'Shyam Das' says, why do you constantly look into my eyes?
Madan grows in strength in my body [seeing] your youthfulness.

rag Misra Khamaj; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection,
line 2: The meaning of his line is entirely unclear,
line 4: taba is read for tarn, ' your\
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1. My bracelet keeps coming undone,
the dark one has cast his spell.
He fills and throws parcels of magic;
the hem of my sari keeps flying up.
2. My bracelet keeps coming undone,
the dark one has cast his spell.
He filled and threw parcels of magic.
What will the helpless doctor do?
The hem of my sari keeps coming undone.
3. My bracelet keeps coming undone,
the dark one has cast a spell.
He fills and throws parcels of magic;
the hem of my sari keeps flying up.

A49.1 rag Bhairavi - tal jat; Mahesh Prasad Mishra: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A49.2 rag Bhairavi - tal jat; Deepali Banerjee: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A49.3 rag Bhairavi - tal jat; collection C6.
49.1, line 3: jadu ke puriyd. The use of ke instead of /d is probably due to the fact that e
and Jvowels can sound similar in performance. Cf. akhiya tore in text A1.1.
I have tried to capture the various repetitions in this text by adding 'keeps' to the
main verb, even though this suggests a sense of continuity that is not fully present in
the Hindi repetition.
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Various explanations as to the nature of the 'magic':
Deepali Bannerjee says that it is due to the spell (jadu) that Krishna has cast that
'Radhika's' bangle is opening and her sari is flying up. (Personal communication,
Allahabad, 26.10.1996).
Batuk Dewanji claims that the meaning of jadu in this text is not 'magic' but more like
'hypnosis'. She is fully concentrated on him which is why she becomes so emaciated
that her bangle falls off. (Personal communication, Mumbai, 7.12.1996).
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1. Father, my maternal home is being left behind.
Four water-carriers together lift up my palanquin;
what's mine, what's not, it's all being left behind.
2. Father, my maternal home is being left behind.
When my palanquin arrived, O, on my doorstep;
what's mine, what's not, it's all left behind.

A50.1 rag Bhairavi - tal dipcandi; Girija Devi: tape in Nicolas Magriel collection,
London.
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A50.2 rag Bhairavi - tal dlpcandi; Siddheshvari Devi: tape 8 in the collection of the
Sangeet Natak Akademi, New Delhi. Date of recording: 5.1.1967.
line 1: chutojaya. For a discussion of the grammar of this phrase, see the section on
intensifiers in section 2.2.1.
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My hard-hearted lover loved me and now leaves me.
On the high balcony, by the sandalwood door,
the fair one stands, filled with regret.

rag Pilu - tal tilvara; Girija Devi: Nimbus CD NI5315, 'Songs from Varanasi'.
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1. Your eyes are full of passion.
Shyam, the passionate one, has stolen my heart.
The sweet features of "Shyam Das',
without seeing them, I have no peace.
2. Your eyes are full of passion!
Shyam, the dark passionate one, has stolen my heart.
The sweet features of 'Shyam Das',
without seeing them, I have no peace.
3. Your eyes are full of passion!
With lustful eyes, the dark one has stolen my heart.
The wondrous eyes of 'Shyam Das',
without seeing them, I have no peace.
The dark passionate one has stolen my heart.

A53.1 rag Khamaj - tal jat; Girija Devi: HMV gramophone recording in Nicolas
Magriel collection.
A53.2 rag Khamaj - tal jat; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP collection.
A53.3 rag Khamaj - tal jat; from collection C6.

A 54

249

1

(w o t) % spsn% W fo rr n

2

4 ^ cfr *rf%
C\ *rf
5
^ ^rw rr ii

He bewitched my heart,
Kanha did, while playing his flute.
I was on my way to sell curds;
then I forgot the places of Braj.

rag ? - tal dipcandi; Badi Moti Bai: HMV cassette STC 850162.
line 2; Tire variation kandha is relatively common in thumri performance, and
represents the inclusion of an "intrusive consonant", a phenomenon also found in e.g.
cambelj for cameli. (cf. text B14.1.)
The rhyme scheme of this thumri is discussed in section 3.4.
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He glanced at me, smiling sweetly.
Eyes filled with magic, conniving and contriving, friend
now I cannot contain myself - his look!
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rag Misra Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written
collection, February 1997.
line 2:
I am not sure whether hen pherT should be read as a perfective or an absolutive. The
meaning is also not entirely clear.
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Hey Shyam, don't play your flute now!
Mohan plays the flute so well;
the modesty of 'Sanad Piya' - oh well, it's lost.

rag Khamaj - tal jat; Girija Devi: DAT 3 in LdP collection.
line 2: neka can also be interpreted as 'just a little: 'Mohan plays the flute just a little'.
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1. Flute, what kind of pride are you filled with?
You're not made of gold, nor made of silver,
nor studded with gems.
2. Flute, why are you full of pride?
Flute, why are you full of pride?
I know and recognise that your caste is that of reeds,
you're a bit of wood from Madho Ban.
You were cut in the forest, pruned in the forest,
and God made you ...[?]
3. Flute, why are you full of pride?
You're not made of gold, nor made of silver;
your bamboo comes from a fresh green sapling.

A57.1 rag Misra Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Siddheshwari Devi: tape in the Sheila Dhar
collection.
A57.2 rag Khamaj; Saeed Khan: DAT 1 in LdP collection.
A57.3 collection C7.
57.2, line 3: jal is here interpreted as 'u iir , kbas '.
57.2, line 4: madho bana. I have assumed this to be a variation of m adhiivarm.
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57.2, line 6: The meaning of salu is unclear. The appearance of brahma is also, as far as
I know, unprecedented in thumri.
57.3, line 3: The word birava is not an eastern long form, but a masc. noun meaning
'sapling7. It might have been expected to inflect.
Collection C7 does not always state musical information. It is nevertheless assumed
from the text that 57.3 is a variant version of 57.1 /2.

A58.1

1 ^ eft

?pt irf (spft)

n

2
3

^

Tit

ii

4

ofts? 'jfr t *lT'll<d

W

5

TritriT S I W T R t

S T p W f ... II

'HNd

A58.2
1

t

cfr c f f t

^ rtrfr

h^ k n

h

2 +HI + M c.411
3

4
5

T j | sp t ^P3T II

T 5 f r t '5 f t T f R R T ? f t f
Tff^irr
n

h i =m

1 / 2 . 1 cling to your raiment, oh Maharaja.
Bestow grace, show m e your face;
m y honour depends on you taking m y arm.
Whatever anyone asks for, he attains;
[such is your] boundless glory.

A58.1 rag BhairavT; Leela Karwal: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
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A58.2 rag Bhairavi; collection C7.

line 1: damanva Idgi. The sense conveyed by the image is of seeking protection, cf.
damangir, 'clutching the skirt (of); depending (on); seeking justice (from).
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4 ^TT vPTT %TTT II
1. My lover calls at midnight;
the river has become my adversary.
Listen O boatman, I am your handmaiden;
take the boat across.
The river is deep, the boat is old,
the intoxicated boatman doesn't listen to what I say.
2. My lover calls at midnight;
the river is fearsome.
O listen, boatman, you know I am your handmaiden;
please take the boat across.
3. My lover calls at midnight;
the river has become my adversary.
O listen, boatman, I am your handmaiden;
take the boat across.
The river is deep, the boat is old,
the intoxicated boatman does not understand.
4. My lover calls at midnight;
the river has become my adversary.
O listen, boatman, I am your handmaiden;
take the boat across.

A59.1 rag Misra Des - tal kaharva; Hira Devi Mishra: commercial tape (reference not
available).
A59.2 rag Des - tal dipcandi; Girija Devi: DAT 25 in LdP collection.
A59.3 Collection C7.
A59.4 rag Des - tal sitarkhani; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
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The various imperative forms used for the boatman are noteworthy: de in 59.1 and
59.4, dtjie in 59.2, and dip in 59.3. In all versions, he is addressed as tu in the use of
the possessive pronoun ten (line 3).
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He has abandoned me midstream,
my youthful friend.
The boat of life drifts aimlessly.
Now what can I do, my lord.

ragYaman Kalyan/Manj Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Begum Akhtar: tape from the
Batuk Dewanji collection.
This text combines religious and secular sentiments: the bare mitavd of the sthayi is
likely to refer to a human protagonist, but the text takes on a religious garb in the
antara.
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Where did you fritter away the night, O, philandering lover.
I spend all night wide awake;
no sleep comes to my eyes.
256

rag BhairavT; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written collection, February
1997.
line 1: The unusual form kalmva occurs in Malik Muhammad JayasFs Padjrmvat as
kaMvd (272.4). It does not occur elsewhere in the main corpus.
line 3: at. I have translated this as a subj.-pres., either as a performance-variation of de
or a variant motivated by the rhyme scheme.

A62.1

1 rt %

m

g n f o t ii

2

iV r

f=fr^rr

3

;s n w wTcfr g ir t r t n

xm

A62.2
1 RT % ^
2

3TT «TT W f w

3

f^ T
___±

3 ^ J IM

RT
"N ^ __

<| II

(n'Rt-MI

||

5

A62.3
1

rt

% frc

2 3R51T
4

^ ftt *R 3T 5F1T R II

g iw f f e R r

||

1. Your eyes are full of charm.
Come, dark one, come and I'll embrace you.
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No peace in the day, no sleep at night;
I spent the whole night wide awake.
2. Your eyes are full of charm.
Come, dark one, come and I'll embrace you.
No peace in the day, no sleep at night;
to whom can I say what's in my heart.
Your eyes are full of charm.
3. Your eyes are full of charm.
Come, dark one, come and I'll embrace you.
Dark features, an enchanting form;
I toss and turn day and night.

A62.1 rag Bhairavl - tal dipcandi; Rasoolan Bai: EMI cassette STC6109.
A62.2 rag Bhairavl - tal dipcandi; Girija Devi: Music Today cassette B93005.
A62.3 rag Bhairavl; collection C7.
Batuk Dewanji asserts that this text was written by Gauhar Jan of Calcutta, one of the
twentieth century's most famous tavayafs. He claims that in some versions her name
is inserted: 'gauhar pyarT topai bali balijavu; morajiya tarase'. (Personal communication.
Mumbai, 8.1.1997.) I have never come across this phrase, nor have I heard this
suggestion of authorship repeated elsewhere.
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1. My heart is wounded;
my young lover hasn't thrown any flower-balls at me.
My cruel lover does not know my pain;
he throws glances [from beneath] his eyelids.
That's right, my king!
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2. My heart is wounded;
my young lover, don't throw flower-balls at me!
My cruel brother-in-law does not know my pain, O Ram;
he took refuge in his eyelids.
3. My heart is wounded;
my young lover, don't throw flower-balls at me!
4. My heart is wounded
My young lover hasn't thrown any flower-balls at me.
The cruel one doesn't know my suffering,
he lives in the shelter of his eyes.
5. Don't throw flower-balls at me, O king,
my heart is wounded.
The dark lover does not know my pain, O king,
he takes refuge under his eyelids.

A63.1 rag Bhairavl - tal dipcandi; Rasoolan Bai: tape in Batuk Dewanji collection,
Mumbai.
A63.2 rag Bhairavl; Mahesh Prasad Mishra: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A63.3 rag Bhairavl; Leela Karwal: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
A63.4 rag Bhairavl - tal jat; collection C6.
A63.5 rag Bhairavl - tal panjabl; collection C5.
line 2 (63.1 / 2 / 4): maika appears to be 1.sg. object (MSH mujhko). This is borne out not
so much by the present text as by other instances, for example in the phrase jane de
maika. This phrase occurs in a bandis thumri which is not included in the main
corpus as its full lyrics were not discernible on the recording available to me.
line 2: phulagendava is a word-play on the double meaning of genda as 'ball' as well as
'marigold'.
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line 2 (63.1): na mara; (63.2): jiria inaw, (63.3): na ?naro; (63.4): na mare; linel (63.5): m
rnaro.

The meaning of this phrase is clarified in 63.2 by the prohibitive adberb jina: "do not
throw', na mara in 63.1 is most likely to be a perfective; there is, however, an
imperative form -a in Bhojpuri (Tiwari 1960:168), and as the singer of this version
hailed from Benares, the possibility that na mara means 'do not throw7cannot be
excluded, na maro in 63.3 and 63.5 can be perfective as well as imperative, whereas na
mare in 63.4 can be either perfective or subjunctive (perhaps with imperative force).
In view of the context, the translation 'do not throw7would seem the most logical, as
the impact of the flower balls (too soft to do much physical harm) nevertheless
causes a wound in the speaker's heart.
line 3 (63.1/5) dardiyd; line 3 (63.2/4) dardiyo.
The -o ending suggests influence from eastern Hindi, in winch it would function as
an object-marker (as discussed with Dr Shukdev Singh, Benares, March 1997).
line 4: The various verbs in combination with the phrase palakiyd/palakiyd ki ota have
been commented on by a number of interviewees.
Vidya Rao interpreted the phrase as 'he always teases me, he is always holding back,
he is there and yet not there7(London, Novemer 1995).
Dr Shukdev Singh suggested that palak ki of hond is a proverb, meaning 'to hide7
(Benares, November 1996).
Batuk Dewanji said that the entire phrase (including the verb) meant 'I will take him
behind my eyelid (so he cannot go outside)' (Mumbai, December 1996).
Rai Anand Krishna felt that the line mdrata palakiyd ki ota was most preferable, as it
sets up a parallel with phulagendava mar- in the second line (Benares, March 1996).
It would seem that each variation warrants its own translation, as the choice of verb
affects the meaning of the phrase palakiyd ki ota. All translations are tentative,
however, as the meaning of the phrase remains unclear. The variations involving ota
suggest that there has been a variety of responses to a problematic text.
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O lover, disentangle my tangled locks;
I've got henna on my hands.
The bindi on my forehead has become disarranged;
set it right with your hand, O lover.

A64.1 rag Chayanath - tal cacar; Aneeta Sen: DAT 10 in LdP collection.
A64.2 rag Bihag; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
A64.3 Collection C3 (no musical information).
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line 1 (64.2/3): The use of ja- compounded with transitive sulajha- suggests a
somewhat imperious tone, suited to the context of the heroine ordering her lover to
take care of her adornments. This construction is repeated in the last line: lagd ja.
line 3 (64.3): bisar- is likely to be a misprint or error for bikhar- which occurs in the
other two versions.
Tire context of this text is not entirely transparent. The disarranged locks and bindJ
suggest that love-making has taken place, but the presence of henna on the heroine's
hands rather precludes that possibility. The henna itself suggests that the heroine is
about to get married; in that case, the presence of a lover is unusual, whether he is
the bridegroom or not. This text is now commonly sung as a chota khyal; its
imperious tone and happy mood make it an unusual bol banav thumri, and I have
only heard it performed in a style much closer to khyal than to thumri.
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I have endured much abuse on your account, yes I have.
I have endured abuse from my co-wife, on your account, dark one!
I fell in love for the sake of pleasure, I fell in love and found misery;
I'm going to announce, beating a drum, that no one should fall in love.

rag Misra Hindoli; Dhanashree Pandit: DAT 6 in LdP collection.
line 1: The singer offered the translation: Tve taken a lot of shit because of you'.
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The singer explained that for the 'antara' the tabla stops - suggesting that it is an
inserted poem rather than an antara. The nature of the poetry certainly suggests that
(see also A34, sung by the same person).
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Shy am forcefully uncovered the doth of my veil.
Nanda's treasured delight, stubborn rascal,
treats me roughly.

rag Misra Khamaj - tal jat; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written collection,
February 1997.
line 1: The feminine gender of kholT is slightly problematic. Tire most likely
explanation is that an agentive construction is used without the explicit presence of
ne. kholT presumably agrees with ghughata, which is glossed as 'f.m.' by Platts and
McGregor, though only as masculine in H§S. It is also not entirely clear why the verb
should not agree with pata, which is masculine. Alternative interpretations of pata,
for example as an absolutive of the verb pat-, do not work in the context.
-V* fcc U. itU 1
uline 2: nanda nandana dhana. The eulogising nature of this phrase seems to contain an
element of sarcasm, in contrast with the following dhTilta lafigaravd.
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Shyam, come to my alleyway!
Without you Radha has become restless;
play your flute again.
rag ? - tal dipcandi; Siddheshwari Devi: tape from Sheila Dhar collection.
line 2: The explicit naming of Radha is unusual in thumri, especially in the thirdperson (as opposed to the first-person phrase radha ram inero nama of B27).
(L\ \ ^ vU■„ ;L'V ■ ■vl
line 3: bajdja. The compounding of bajd- with ja- to fit in with the rhyme scheme
results in a slightly imperious tone.
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Friend, Savan has become my adversary.
In the dark night lightning flashes;
friend, rain kept falling from the clouds.
Lovesickness torments me, peace does not come;
where has my lover been delayed?

rag Des - tal dipcandi; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
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line 3:1have paraphrased the Hindi in my translation to avoid the odd-sounding 'the
clouds kept raining' (cf. A34).
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Love, how can I come to you?
I am so afraid, everyone is awake;
my mother-in-law and sister-in-law may wake up.

rag Tilang - tal kaharva; Arati Ankalikar: tape in Batuk Dewanji collection, Mumbai.
line 2:1 have translated the line as consisting of two separate clauses. If the meaning
were 'I am scared that everyone will wake up' a subjunctive and a negation would
have been required.
I have tried to reflect the distinction between impf. jiigata (line 2) and subj. jage ( line
3) in my translation, although the decision as to who is awake and who has yet to
wake up is somewhat arbitrary due to the dual meaning of jag-. The required
nasalisation of jage to indicate plurality is likely to have been lost in performance.
The motif of the (young) wife being afraid to meet her husband (as there is no
suggestion here of an illicit affair) is more common in bandis thumri, e.g. Bll and
B17. The watchful eyes of the heroine's female in-laws are also a source of anxiety
when a man other than her husband tries to interact with her, for instance in B13 and
B30.
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Tell me the truth, my king, this time has gone [so] when will you come?
If, my king, you go to the faraway land,
[then] don't forget me!

rag Manj Khamaj - tal jat; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written collection,
February 1997.
line 1: The feminine gender of the verb is confusing; I have taken the subject to be
implied bnra.
line 2: jo. I have translated this as 'if, which seemed most logical in the context,
line 3:1 have read hamake as representing hamako.
The varying vowel lengths of the verb forms in this text are confusing. As I copied
the text from a singer7s written collection, I cannot ascribe the variations to possible
errors in my transcription, aiho in line 1 is extremely unlikely to be an imperative,
whereas bisaraiho in line 3 has to be an imperative, as it is preceded by the prohibitive
adverb jani. If both future and imperative forms do not shorten the end-vowel of the
stem, there is no clear reason why jaiho in line 2 should have shortened its vowel.
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1. Tell me matters truthfully:
where have you spent the whole night, love?
Madho Piya, I plead with you;
don't play these tricks on me.
2. Tell me matters truthfully, love:
where have you frittered away the whole night, love?
Madho Piya, I plead with you;
don't play tricks on me, love.

A71.1 rag Misra Khamaj - tal jat; Mahadev Prasad Mishra: tape 411 in the collection
of the Sangeet Research Academy, Calcutta.
A71.2 rag Khamaj - tal jat; collection C6.
line 2: The juxtaposition of the verb guzar- in 71.1 with gava- in 71.2 is noteworthy;
although there is no evidence to indicate direction of change, it is nevertheless
interesting to note either the toning down of the pejorative force of gava- or
alternatively, the addition of a negative tone to the relatively neutral verb guzar-,
line 3: The juxtaposition of araja in 71.1 with binati in 71.2 is perhaps less meaningful
than the change of verb in line 1. A change from araja to binati may reflect a desire to
sanskritise the text, although binati is more common in thumri than araja.
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Evening is falling, come home, Nandalal!
It's getting late, I've come out to look for you;
you are dark, and the forest is dark.

rag Yaman Kalyan; Siddheshwari Devi: words advised by Savita Devi, New Delhi,
March 1997.
The comparison of dark objects with Krishna is also encountered in A28.
This text was written by a student of the singer, Ninu Muzumdar.
Savita Devi, the singer's daughter, explained that for her mother this text was deeply
religious, and meant 'O Lord, the evening of my life is falling; O Lord, take care of
me'. Savita cried when she told me this, and said that whenever her mother sang this
thumri, the entire audience would be in tears. (Personal communication, Delhi,
February 1997.)
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Dark, attractive, flirtatious Shyam
has bewitched the women of Braj.
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Ever since they saw your dark features
they have forgotten body and soul, lost consciousness and intelligence
they keep repeating your name.

rag Khamaj - tal dipcandi; Madhumati Ray; performed at the National Centre for the
Performing Arts, Mumbai, December 1996.
line 2: moha liya. The fact that the subject bake syarna does not agree with the verb
moha liya suggests that ko after the dir.obj. is understood.
line 5: rahi has been translated in the present tense, as the use of jaba se in line 3
suggests that the situation described is continuing.
It is possible that the antara should be translated in the first person; if not, then this is
an uncommon instance of a text with a third-person narrative voice.
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(Words of the antara are unclear.)
Ram, why did you forget me?
...

[?]

rag Tilang - tal dipcandi; Siddheshwari Devi: tape 7 in the collection of the Sangeet
Natak Akademi, New Delhi (date of recording: 5.1.1967).
line 2: Use of the word isqa is extremely unusual in thumri. pyara is the preferred
option, with prema an alternative.
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The recording of this text was extremely unclear, heard on a somewhat antiquated
stereo system. The translation of the last line is problematic, but as there is a large
possibility that I misheard the words, I have not attempted a translation.
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1. Lover, come! Don't go, my love.
For one tiling, the night is dark;
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for another, the clouds are gathering;
and for a third, Savan makes the raindrops sparkle.
2. Lover, come! Don't go, my love.
For one thing, tire clouds are black;
for another, the night is dark;
for a third, my eyes rain drops of tears.
3. Lover, come! Don't go, my love.
For one thing, the night is dark;
for another, the clouds roar time and again;
for a third, Savan makes the raindrops sparkle.
4. Lover, come! Don't go, my love.
For one thing, I am very young;
for another, my youth has assailed me;
for a third, my eyes drip drops of tears.

A75.1 rag Manj Khamaj - tal ?; Siddheshwari Devi: gramophone recording in Batuk
Dewanji collection, Mumbai.
A75.2 ragTilak Kamod/Manj Khamaj - tal ?; Girija Devi: gramophone recording in
Nicolas Magriel collection.
A75.3 rag Tilak Kamod; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
A75.4 rag Tilak Kamod; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
75.1, line 3; 75.3, line 3: badard. See A28.
75.1, line 3: ghera ghera. These are likely to be adjectives, 'encircling, around'.
75.3, line 4; 75.4, line 4: ho. I have read this as an interjection, and I have not
translated it.
75.4, line 3: ban lanariya. The phrase probably describes the age of late adolescence
rather than childhood.
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Without my lover my heart aches.
Like a bee flying and resting,
he takes nectar from each bud.
Come on friend,
w ell go to my rival's house;
if my pride is lost so what will I lose?
I will obtain sight of my lover, my heart aches.

rag Misra Khamaj - tal kaharva; Aneeta Sen: T-Series cassette 1990 SHNC 01/93.
The use of the -h- future in thumri is uncommon. The singer advised me that the
antara of this text (in which the future forms occur) was written by a poet called
DhaundhI Kavi but his/her identity is unclear.
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I have repented from falling in love, dark one.
The entire foundation of my heart has broken.
I spent the night just counting the stars.
Daybreak came but you didn't come.
Oh God!

rag Bhairavl; Dhanashree Pandit: copied from her written collection, January 1997.
line 2: sahare. This word is in the plural in the Hindi, but I have translated it as a
singular.
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He didn't appreciate me,
my lover.
He never asked after me;
he never accepted what I said.

rag Manj Khamaj; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
A strangely modern-sounding thumri, with the heroine lamenting the lack of
equality in her (apparently) now-defunct relationship with her lover.
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1. Why have you averted your gaze from me,
0 love!
My heart feels like embracing you,
hundreds of times, intoxicatedly.
2. Why have you averted your gaze from me, love?
My heart feels like embracing you;
1 implore you, hundreds of times.

A79.1 rag Misra Bihag - tal jat; Girija Devi: Times Music cassette TCIC 006.
A79.2 rag Misra Bihag - tal jat; Siddheshwari Devi: tape from the Sheila Dhar
collection.
79.1, line 4: matavarl is read as describing the female speaker.
79.1, line 4, 79.2, line 3: veri. From the context it would seem to be synonymous with
MSH barn, presumably from hera, 'time, occasion'.
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The inversion of the two components of the line makes for a stronger effect in 79.2, in
which repeated rendition of the phrase mora jiya cahe is finally resolved in garava
lagana ko. On the recording, which was apparently made at a small private concert,
the audience reacts enthusiastically when the second part of the line is sung.
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Bandis Thuinris
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Dense clouds came looming today
swelling, welling up, darkening the black
night. Lightning flashes, alarming my heart.
You lingered in Kubja's company.
While I climb into my bed sleep eludes me.
Go, friend, let someone bring him
Which go-between waylaid my love?

rag Kafi - tintal; Batuk Dewanji: DAT 11 in LdP collection.
line 3: kdrJ often occurs alongside the words adhert (or variations) and bijarv, although
its location suggests kdn attributes bijan, it is semantically more likely to predicate
adhert.
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Shyam has not come, nor has he asked after me.
Since he left he has not thought of me at all;
in which town has my lover settled down?

Misra Khamaj - jhaptal; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
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1. Shyam has come, look.
With his peacock crown, the flute-player.
After many days, friend, my fortune may wake up.
I will sweep the road with my eyelashes, my friend,
that my lover come to my house.
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Quickly bring me together with 'Sanad Piya';
I fall at your feet.
2. Shyam has come, look.
With his peacock crown, the flute-player.
After many days my fortunes have woken up.
I will sweep the road with my eyelashes, my friend,
that my lover come to my house.
Quickly bring 'Sanad Piya';
I fall at your feet.

B3.1 rag Misra Khamaj - tintal; Girija Devi: DAT 22 in LdP collection.
B3.2 rag Khamaj - tintal; collection C8.
line 1: The first line is extremely problematic, hut in 3.1 is unexplained; it is absent in
3.2. The use of kaht is also unresolved, mom in 3.1 has been read as anticipating morn
in the second line, qualifying mukuta.
line 4: jaga le in 3.1 has been read as a subjunctive, jage lo in 3.2 is unclear; the author
of collection C8 glosses lo as a form of address, which is attested by H$S. jage is then
read as a perfective, with plural bhaga more. Although the word b is unlikely to be
used as a vocative in the middle of a phrase, I have nevertheless translated the verb
as a perfective plural.
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My lover twisted my arm in such a way.
Go, you Kanha, don't you feel any shame?,
chatting with me stealthily.
Taking my waterpot I left my house,
hiding from my mother-in-law and my sister-in-law.

rag Malkauns; Saeed Khan: DAT 1 in LdP collection.
line 5: lele. The 'distributive' sense of the repeated verb does not seem to apply here;
it therefore seems best read as a compound verb (cf. sovana de de in Bll).

B5
1 W *Tlfr WFft * WTT
2 Irat
Tfrft
15

3 h Trm
4
5
6 ^ F rrf

1w

r jf r d t ^ | i r r n

'tK.O fPT
iM

sMi+l£
s t o i ii

My wrist began to ache.
Grabbing my arm, my tender wrist,
'Sanad Piya', Kanhaiya did not heed my words.
Why do you pull tricks on me?
You twisted my arm and tugged my clothing.
Why do you do this? Now my heart is pounding.

rag Bhairav! - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
line 1: The singer suggested karana was a way of using the rather harsh-sounding
karakana, 'to ache, to snap', in performance. In the absence of a viable alternative, I
have adhered to this interpretation.
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The singer also advised me that she perceives this to be a very devotional song.
(Personal communication, Mumbai, December 1996.)
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Kanha, I am fed up with you, let go of my sari.
Listen, sir, Bihari, I will abuse you.
Night and day he harasses me, he won't let me go
on the road to the water-well, friend.
Let go, sir, let go, sir, don't lift up the cloth of my veil!
'Binda', listen, he doesn't care, and all the women watch.

rag Bhairavi - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
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What manner of kindness is this, Kanhai?
As I fetch water, you make me drop my water pot and flirt with me.
'Sanad', why has Kanhai become so bold?
What can I do, friend, Kanhai doesn't listen, he just flirts with me.

rag Bhairavi - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
line 1: The use of bhalifi is clearly sarcastic, even though sarcasm is rarely
encountered in thumri. Another instance is possibly found in A66, although it
depends on interpretation.
lines 2 and 4: laral. Of the two likely interpretations, 'fighting' and 'flirting', loving',
I have chosen the latter but with the understanding that the force of the former is
also present in the text.
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How can I go, Shyam blocks the way.
Forcefully he grabs my hand,
and steals kisses from my face.
Shyam steals my modesty, look, in the middle of the market-place.
How can I speak of this constant battle, 'Binda'?
I will not stay, I will leave your town, Shyam.

rag Gara - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.

An analysis of the poetic scope of this thumri has been included in section 2.8.
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1. The koel sounds its call, ah.
Lovesickness comes, suffocates and torments me.
[In] the black darkness, lightning flashes and alarms my heart.
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2. The koel sounds its call.
Friend, it alarms my heart.
Without him nothing pleases me.
In the dark black night lightning flashes.
It alarms my heart.
Go and tell him just this small request of mine:
without him my heart is steadily leaving me.
My body and heart do not get their youth at all.
3. The koel sounds its call, friend.
Lovesickness torments me, without my lover nothing pleases me.
[In] the dark black night lightning flashes and alarms my heart.
Go and tell him just this small request of mine:
without him my heart is steadily leaving me now.
My youth is flowering but my lover has not come home.

B9.1 rag Zilla; Zohra Bai (Agrewali): tape AC-2311 in the ARCE, New Delhi.
B9.2 Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
B9.3 rag Khamaj - tintal; collection C6.
9.1, line 2: gliera. I have translated this verb as 'suffocates' in this text, to reflect its
sense of 'confinement' and 'besiege'.
9.2, line 6; 9.3, line 4: Ham. I have tried to reflect its force with the translation: 'just
this small'.
9.2, line 6; 9.3, line 4: binatT. The nature of the request is implied, but not explicitly
stated.
9.2, line 7: nikaso h i fiv e ; 9.3, line 5: n ik a so fita . I have tried to reflect the
intensifying/progressive force by including the word 'steadily7. For a further
discussion of this construction, see the section on 'intensifiers' in 2.2.1.

284

9.2, line 8: An alternative translation would yield 'my youth doesn't attain (him) in
body and mind at all'. As the syntax of this line is unclear, various interpretations
are possible.
9.3, line 6: An alternative translation would be: 'My lover has not come home to my
heaving breasts', interpreting wrtage as a pf.ptc. and para as a ppn.
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1. The milkmaid went to fill her water-pot.
The brash prankster stood, blocking her way.
From which village hails such a milkmaid?
She soothes the eyes, the lovely beloved.
2. The milkmaid went to fill her water-pot.
Tire brash prankster blocked her way, standing there.
From which village did such a milkmaid hail?
She makes signs with her eyes, sweet woman.

B10.1

rag Bhairavi - tintal; Mahesh Prasad Mishra: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
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B10.2

10.1,

rag Bhairavi - tmtal: collection C6.
line 4: The translation o f naind m i caina partita is tentative. The phrase naina se

saina karata in 10.2 is m ore transparent.

B ll

1
2 W tt 7S v £ t
3 cfH

w it

R ef TTT

^TT

4 ^ Hid ’T’lR'Mi
5

M f W R

II

RTK

6 SRT ^ R TFWt 3TTH
7

3TT TRT q^TR

8

sr^ ft-'T fW f ?FK
'TT •TKt ^nrt

9

10 f cfr 9ft4 ^rfr 3 ^ -t f TiKt
11 ^Eft 'PraT
^
%
12 4i=m ? ^
13

s i ^ r t ^ % r T ii

See, my bangles have snapped.
Lover, let go of my arms, I fall at your feet;
I implore you.
My sisters-in-law are all awake.
I will take off all my adornments.
Be patient for now;
don't keep calling.
The neighbours will wake up, everyone of them.
Men and women will gossip, each and all.
I am fed up with you, now I will scold you.
'Aiso', lover, heed my words:
let me sleep,
then I will embrace you.
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rag Bhairavi - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.

line 1: gaiya) line 3: jaiyd. These verb forms are presumably governed by demands of
rhyme.
line 6: ddlia is read here as 'expectation' (McGregor; s.v. ddhi).
line 9: The use of the singular fern, future (karegl) with a plural fern, subject is
relatively common in thumri.
The singer called this one of the most picturesque thumrls she knew portraying fear, withdrawal, outburst, hatred.
The motif of the various sisters-in-law is discussed with text A69.
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See, friend, see, why did he tug my arm?
The ignorant fool has drenched my clothes in colour.
Nanda's prince has been forceful with me,
broken the pot on my head,
and given me verbal abuse.

rag Gara - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
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line 2: The description of clothes being drenched in colour is a clear reference to the
festival of holi, even though the absence of any further /in/f-related motifs prevents
the conclusion that this text should be part of thumri's sub-genre horf.
The presence of perfectives both with and without agentive construction is
noteworthy: in line 2 the verb bori agrees with cunara {cunari) without the inclusion of
ne, whereas the agentive ppn. is included in line 3.
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Don't touch me, don't touch me, my love.
Let go, let go, don't break my bangle.
All my sisters-in-law will fight with me,
all the women of Braj will scold me.
Why did you tear my sari - let go of the end.
You are known in the world by the name 'Sughar'.
Fool, why do you stop another man's wife in the road?
Listen, 'mountain-holder', I am fed up with you.
Let go of my sari, I will not go with you, let go of my sari-end.

rag ? - tintal; Afroz Begum: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
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line 1: The repeated alternation of chero and nd allows an ambiguity: if read as chero
nd it can seem an invitation: 'touch me, won't you'. A similar possibility is suggested
by the word order in the phrase jdu mat na sdtha in the final line.
line 2: kahgamvd. The potent symbolism of bangles for marrried women makes the
fear of their breaking a common motif in thumrf and other songs alike. However,
kahgan tends to refer to metal bracelets, which would not easily snap; that is the
particular preserve of glass bangles. It is therefore likely that kahganavd in this text
repesents kagana, the thread worn round the left wrist of the bride at the wedding
ceremony. The implication of this song is then that the woman is newly-married.
line 3: laregv, line 4: degi. The use of a singular future with a plural subject is not
uncommon in thumri. (see also Bll).
line 4: inaiko. The use of the direct case with the ppn ko is unusual. A related form is
matkd (for MSh mujhko), which occurs occasionally, (e.g. A63.)
lines 5 and 9: dcard. The most common way of wearing a sari in the villages of Uttar
Pradesh is by having the edge covering the breasts, rather than hanging over the left
shoulder. The touching of the sari-end (deal) is therefore tantamount to touching or
revealing a woman's breasts.
line 6: kalmvata. In the absence of another explanation, I have read kahdv- as
synonymous with kahld-. The position of the verb in between sughara and kn ndma is
odd.
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1. Don't speak, Kanha, get out of the way !
Don't touch my arms forcefully.
I plead with you and fall at your feet.
'Nanak' says: did you hear her request;
why are you so self-interested?
Don't lift and place my arms around your neck;
I am still of a youthful age.
2. Get out of the way, go, don't speak, love.
Don't touch my young breasts forcefully;
I am only of young age.
'Sanad' says: heed her request
Why do you argue, I plead with you, fall at your feet.

B14.1

rag Misra Khamaj - ektal; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP

collection.
B14.2

rag Khamaj - ektal: collection C6.

14.1, line 6: The meaning is not entirely clear. The word kadha is read here as
representing the conjunctive participle of the verb kadh-. The long a may be the
result of vowel-extension in performance. An alternative reading of kadha is as kanha
with intrusive 'rf', but the location of a vocative in between the prohibitive adverb
and the imperative seems unusual.
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The issue of the identities of the composers as indicated by the chap is discussed in
section 2.2.8 and 4.1.3.

B15.1
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1 .1 won't assent, won't assent, won't assent
Without his appeasing me.
Listen friend, he is so into himself.
I won't go, won't go, won't go,
without his inviting me.
2 .1 won't assent, won't assent, won't assent
Without Krishna's appeasing me.
You're clever and skilful, so into yourself.
I won't speak, won't speak, won't speak
Without Krishna's appeasing me.

B15.1

rag Gara - tintal; Purnima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP collection.
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B15.2
rag Khamaj - tintal; copied from Batuk Dewanji's written collection,
Mumbai, January 1997.
line 3: apane rasa ke rasiya. A more literal translation would perhaps yield 'seeking his
own pleasure' or 'taking pleasure in himself.

B16.1
1

'TOT

2 tl'al Tt
3

fd d

4

5

Id ’I
^

^

I 'O ■pRT
d ^ fl 3 T R
tiftd

^K T f w

^

fR R

ftc R

^ T T ir ||

6 dTf dO RT fe d

f|dT f t R

7

3*T f t p f d i d r i 3 J R d d d d f e

8

ftr i

9

^f?R R R

cRR cHR
r ift

fridT f t W T ^

II

B16.2

1 dI
2
3

R R ftr f t t f t t
f w

II

t f t r ftrer f t r i w

r if t s tir

f t r i ( f t r i ) r i f t r i d ri f t r f f t R f t f t

4

ft&

f[r ift R d T d r i f t

5

d O RT fe r i

II

d 6 d f f t r i f t r i*

6 d r i f t d d id r i 3T R ( r i f t ) ririri r if t
7 fed ri<dd
8 r if t ftriT #

WR r i f t
W R f II

1. Alas, I have no peace of mind.
O friend, I am troubled without my love.
No calm by night or day.
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He has settled in my rival's house - so cruel;
let someone tell him of my plight.
Every minute, every moment, my heart erupts with grief.
Without him sleep eludes my eyes,
without a vision of him they yearn and yearn.
Let someone go and take 'Chand Piya' to task.
2 .1 have no peace of mind, my friend
I am troubled without my lover, no calm by night or day.
He has settled in my rival's house - he became so cruel;
let someone tell him of my plight.
Every minute, every moment, my heart erupts with grief.
Without him sleep eludes my eyes,
without a vision of him they keep yearning; let someone
go and take 'Chand Piya' to task.

B16.1

rag Sindhkafi - tintal; Girija Devi: DAT 22 in LdP collection.

B16.2

rag PIlu - tintal; collection C6.
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My anklets chime, my love, I will not go with you.
My mother-in-law and sisters-in-law are awake.
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Won't people gossip, twisting things around.
'Vinod Piya' you're so boldly insolent.
Why do you force me, my body aches,
my bangles have snapped.
I plead with you, I argue with you, I fall at your feet
Go, I am fed up with you.

rag Bhairavi - tintal; Vrinda Mundkur: DAT 5 in LdP collection.
line 3: logava na. Although the singer suggested the word logavan was synonymous
to log, there does not seem to be substantiating evidence. If the word is read as
logava na then the negation may be explained by an implied kaht (or similar).
line 3: karegf. The use of a singular future with a plural subject is not uncommon in
thumri. The feminine gender of the verb is possibly due to the fact that logava refers
back to the various female in-laws described in the previous line.
line 3: mora torn. My translation is based on the expression mor-tor 'twisting and
breaking'. Since carca can be used in the masculine (Platts; McGregor), mora torn can
be read as a poss.pr.; that interpretation, however, leaves kare unexplained.
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1. The flute resounded with notes filled with charm.
Since my ears heard the sound
my heart is not happy in the house court-yard.
I cannot bear it,
it has made me almost crazy.
2. The flute resounded with notes filled with charm.
My ears heard the sound and my heart became elated.
I cannot bear it,
it has made me almost crazy.
Kanha of Braj makes the flute play a tune,
all the friends get together and frolic.
They all turned up, as the sitar played all the singers sang all night.
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3. The flute resounded with notes filled with charm.
The sound entered my ears and my heart became elated.
I cannot hold still, it has made me almost crazy.
Tell Shyamsundar, /Nizami,/ how can I even walk?
I cannot move, I have become so weak.
4. The flute resounded with notes filled with charm.
My ears heard the sound and my heart became elated.
I cannot take it, it has made me almost crazy.
/Nizami/, how can I go to Shyamsundar?
I cannot move my feet, thus has he bewitched me.

B18.1

rag Bhairavl - tintal; Badi Moti Bai: HMV cassette STC 850162.

B18.2

rag Bhairavl; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.

B18.3

rag Kafi - tintal; collection C8.

B18.4

Collection Cl.

line 2 (18.2-4): The meaning of ucanga is unclear. According to McGregor 1993, the
word uchanga (<utsanga) means, among other things, 'slope' or 'upper part (of a
mountain)'. On the basis of that meaning and its context in this text I have translated
it as 'elated', but it is an extremely tentative translation.
line 4 (18.3/4): nizami. The inverted commas around this word in 18.3 (collection C8)
suggest this is the poet's signature. It is slightly confusing because 'Shyamsundar' is
an unusual epithet of Krishna in thumri, and so that name also looks like a chap.
Furthermore, the singer of 18.2 insisted that the poet was Tanras Khan, one of the
main gurus of the Delhi gharana of music. This suggestion is based on the occurrence
of the words tana rasa in the first line, and is highly unlikely to be correct.
line 5 (18.2): kalian. I have read this as a variant of Kanha,
The repetition of m in the last line of 18.2, and the repetitions of payana in the
penultimate line of 18.3 and the last line of 18.4 are all somewhat problematic. They
are likely to be rhythmically motivated, but as they occur in different renditions,
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they are also considered to be an inherent part of the text. (Reading payana as two
separate words, paya na, does not seem to produce a viable alternative.)
line 5,18.4: asa kasa. Presumably related to MSH aise kaise, the meaning is
nevertheless unclear. I have translated it as aise.
It is interesting to note that none of the more problematic aspects of this text is
included in the commercial recording (18.1).
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Kanhai has been forceful with me, oh yes.
While I was fetching water he made me drop my water-pot,
fighting with me.
'Dilrang', why has Kanhai become so bold?
Don't you have any shame?
Why don't you go right there,
where you frittered the night away in love-games.

rag Bhairavl - tintal; Girija Devi: DAT 25 in LdP collection.
line 2: paniya bharata. The inclusion of a poss.pr. more before this phrase
clarifies this construction, in which the non-finite participle is not governed
by the same subject as the finite verb. (See also the section on 'non-finite
participle constructions' in 2.2.1.)
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line 7: larai. I have translated the second occurrence of this word in its meaning
derived from lar, 'love7. There is therefore a contrast between larai in line 3, and larai
in line 7.
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1. Going along the road he poured colour on my new wrap.
He's so cruel, the forest-garlanded one.
He's so fearless, doesn't fear anybody, the rascal.
He fearlessly does his brawling oh my god! oh my god! oh my god!
Since many days he hasn't been caught by me at anyone's place,
all the time he's off down the lanes.
Prince Kanha comes now
in Phagun, I become intoxicated and insult him.
2. Going along the road he poured colour on my wrap.
He's so cruel, the forest-garlanded one.
He's so fearless, doesn't fear anybody,
forcefully he does his brawling, the rascal oh my god! oh my god! oh my god!
Since many days he hasn't been caught by me
coming and going in the bowers, Prince Shyam.
Phagun comes, he has become intoxicated, look look oh my god! oh my god! oh my god!
3. Going along the road he poured colour on my new wrap.
He is so cruel, the forest-garlanded one.
He is so fearless, [doesn't fear] anybody, the rascal,
he does his snatching, the rascal oh my god! oh my god! oh my god!
Since many days he hasn't been caught by me, all the time he's off down the
lanes.
'Prince Shyam' became intoxicated when Phagun arrived, and insulted me Oh my god! oh my god! oh my god!

B20.1
rag Bhairavi - tintal; Pumima Chaudhury: copied from her written
collection, Benares, March 1997.
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B20.2

Collection C3.

B20.3

rag KafI - tintal; collection C8,
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He stopped me in the road today,
he who is garlanded with wildflowers.
How can I go fetch water from the Yamuna, my friend?
I plead with you, fall at your feet.
Completely without fear, naughty rascal,
bursting into the road, Nanda's fop,
running and jumping, tore my blouse!

rag Khamaj - tintal; Mahesh Prasad Mishra: DAT 2 in LdP collection.
line 5: phorata gaifo. The transcription reflects the singer's Bhojpuri accent, although it
was not so apparent in chaila. The use of phor- is also unclear in combination with
gailn. The latter could be the noun gaila ('road, path') or a Bhojpuii perfective form of
the verb ja-. My translation is therefore tentative.
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He played his flute in the middle of Brindaban;
Shyam beguiled gods and men.
The friends, seeing his beautiful shape
forgot all about their homes.

rag Khamaj - tintal; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
line 1: bajdve. I have translated this form as a perfective, even though the (honorific)
plural form is not adhered to in jnoha Hyo in line 2.
line 3: sakhiyana. If this is an oblique form as part of an agentive construction then it is
unclear why nirakhe should be in the plural, with the object sundara riipa. There seems
to be some precedent for using sakhiyana as a direct plural, although it is then unclear
whether the verb should be read as a subjunctive (without nasalisation) or a
perfective (masc.pl. in spite of the fem.pl. subject).
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The charming one with the flute stole my heart.
I go to fetch water from the Jamuna;_________
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on the banks of the Jamuna Shyam is standing.
My lover appeared in front of everybody's eyes.

rag Khamaj - tintal; Batuk Dewanji; DAT 11 in LdP collection.
line 4; The line is especially problematic because of kiya. It is difficult to
accommodate the pf.ptc. of karna in the context, but there is also not an obvious
viable alternative. My translation is therefore very tentative.
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When I went alone to fetch water,
Nanda's fop grabbed my arms.
Passionate Bihari tried to talk with me;
and I, in my shyness, was all smiles, friend.

rag Misra Khamaj - jhaptal; Hira Devi Mishra; tape in Batuk Dewanji collection (AIR
National Programme 28.6.1980).
line 3: rasika. The use of the long vowel is unclear if it is meant to be an adjective
attributing biharT. As vowels may be lengthened in performance, I have read it as
rasika.

line 4: bihasa bhat. The use of the stem bihasa with the verb hona is unclear.
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Don't put your hand on my breasts;
the lotuses will wither away.
Don't look at me with sidelong glances, lover.
Don't throw stones with your eyes;
the lotuses will wither away.
Listen to this request of mine, lover 'Naisa':
don't stare at my breasts.
The lotuses will wither away.

rag Khamaj - tal sitarkham; Reba Muhuri: copied from her written collection,
Calcutta, August 1997.
The overt reference to the heroine's breasts, and their description as 'lotuses' makes
this one of the most salacious texts in the main corpus. I copied this thumri from the
book of a non-hereditary singer who nowadays rarely performs. It is extremely
unlikely that such a text would be performed on the contemporary stage, but this
thumri gives us a glimpse of the kind of provocative material that is likely to have
been current in earlier times. The thumri-format of the text is still readily discernible.
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At night, without seeing you, peace eludes me.
To whom can I express what's in my heart?
I wrote and sent him a letter, about his coming.
My two eyes are left yearning.

rag Khamaj - tintal; Uttara Dutt: DAT 20 in LdP collection.
line 2: mose. This word does not seem to fit into the phrase at all; it may reflect an
original muh se. When I asked the singer about it at the time of recording, she
showed little interest in analysing the lyrics in detail.
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Shyam, don't block my way.
I am on my way home.
I plead with you, fall at your feet.
Brash rascal, you don't listen to me at all.
Time and time again I say to you:
Radha Rani is my name.______________
304

rag Manj Khamaj - ektal; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP collection.

line 6: The assertion of identity in this line is unprecedented in thumri, where the
heroine tends to be nameless. Even when the male protagonist is identified as
Krishna, the heroine is not necessarily Radha and could be an unnamed milkmaid.
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Friend, without Shyam my heart loses courages.
He is a person without compassion, and cruel.
Mohan shoots the arrows of his eyes at me;
he doesn't know my pain - after all, he is only a cowherd.
Everyday my lover's tricks befall me.
Nothing pleases me, not food, not drink, not sleep.
At every moment I persevere through my eyes.

rag Tilang - jhaptal; Pumima Chaudhury: DAT 9 in LdP collection.
line 7: dharata dhira. The meaning of this phrase is unclear in the context. I have read
it as meaning 'the thought of seeing him keeps me going'.
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You don't understand, I was defeated at the water-well (by) my lover.
He argues, I fetch water;
don't touch [his] feet, woman.
Your ears do not hear, brash rascal.
I plead with the intoxicated Shyam.
My lover is triumphant, I am fed up with my heart.

rag Khamaj; Tulika Ghosh: DAT 12 in LdP collection.
line 1: saynajlmta naht. It is unclear who the subject is, but I have read the phrase as
addressed to the speaker's friend.
line 3: paiya na chuo narl. It is unclear whose feet are not to be touched, narl is read as
an address to the heroine's friend. An alternative possibility is that nan represents
anarl, and the phrase, and possibly the entire sthayr, is addressed to the hero, 'the
inept one'. This vocative also occurs in text A25.1.
line 5: ghitmare. H&S glosses ghumara as matvala, 'intoxicated'. The syntax of the
phrase is even in the loose framework of song texts unusual.
line 6: jeta kara. HSS glosses jeta as jltnevala, and on the basis of that connection I
have translated jeta kar- as j i t Tire translation of har- as 'to be fed up' misses the
parallelism of the Hindi construction.
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Don't touch my body in the road, Shyam.
Lover, let me go fetch water.
My mother-in-law and sister-in-law will hear of this;
why do you frighten my heart?
One thing is that you have taken my company;
the other that you keep touching me.
The water-pot on my head shakes.
Why do you take my hand?

rag Sohani - ektal; Shobha Gurtu: Music Today cassette B93006.
line 1: chivho. Although the singer presumably means chuvo (see also the note
below), she clearly sings chivho.
line 7: gdta. Presumably meaning 'body', relating either to the body of the water-pot
or the body of the heroine. Becaue its meaning here is not entirely clear, I have not
translated it.
On an old recording (1930?) Chote Ramdas from Benares sings this thumri as a
chota khyal, with the words maga me sydma chuvo m clmta. The recording is not clear
enough to discern the rest of the lyrics, (tape in Batuk Dewanji collection, Mumbai,
January 1997.)
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Appendix 2: Charts

Chart 1: Rhyme-schemes of bandis thumri in the main corpus

4-line texts:
-A-A
AAA A
A --A
A A -A

8-line texts:
- A - A— A
A --------- A
AA A-A-AA
9-line texts:
>
I
1
1
>
1
I
1
>

5-line texts:
A ABB A
AAAA-

7-line texts:
-ABCCAB
A A A A--A
ABBACCA
l
\
>
1
1
1
>

3-line texts:
A -A

A A B B -------

>
I
>
1
I
>

6-line texts:
-A-A-A
A ----- A
A--A-A
AA— A
AA— A
ABABB-

13-line text:
A AA-B-BCDDCC A
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Chart 2: Occurrences of end-rhyme in bol banav thumri in the main corpus
A l.l
A1.2
A2.1
A2.2
A2.3
A3.1
A3.2
A5
A8
A10
A13
A14.1
A14.2
A14.3
A15
A17
A18
A21
A22
A23.1
A23.3/4
A25.1
A25.2
A28.1
A29
A31
A32
A33
A35
A36.1
A37.1/3
A3 7.2
A39
A40
A41

syama - bama (1- 2 < 4)
syama - bama - dama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
syama - bama - bama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
Syama - bama - bedama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
syama - bama - dhama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
rama - syama (1 - 4 < 4)
rama - dama - nama (1 - 4 - 6 < 6)
tarase gae hai - barase gae hai (2 - 5 < 5) / bole - dole (3 - 4 < 5)
ratiya - batiya (2 - 5 < 5) / ae - satae (3 - 4 < 5)
rara - dara(l - 4 < 4)
bajaT - bisarai (1 - 2 < 2)
syama - bama (1 - 4 < 4)
syama - dhama - bama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
syama - bama - dhama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
avana ki - savana kl (1 - 3 < 3)
syama - dhama (1 - 3 < 3)
chalabaliya - nindiya (1 - 2 < 3)
gori - corf - kisorf / nara - singara ( 1 - 4 - 5 / 2 - 3 < 5)
tora - mora(2 - 6 < 6)
jagae - kaha hai - samae (1 - 2 - 3 < 3)
agae - ghara ae - kaha hai - samae (1 - 2 - 3 - 4 < 4)
giridharf - harf - biharf - anarf - kala rf - garf ( l - 2 - 3 - 4 - 6 - 8 < 8 )
giridhan - harf - biharf - narf - garf / kalal - karakai (1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 8
/ 6 - 7 < 8)
ora - mora (1 - 3 < 3)
yara - singara (1 - 5 < 5)
syama - bama - ghanasyama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
bana - dana (1 - 5 < 5) / saiya - paiya (3 - 4 < 5)
caina - raina ( 3- 4 < 4)
kiya - jiya - diya (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
caina - caina - baina(l - 3 - 5 < 5)
gava - ghanasyama - nama (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
gava - nama - ghanasyama (1 - 3 - 4 < 4)
paradesa - sandesa(va) (1 - 3 < 3)
raina - caina / ghabarave - na ave ( 1 - 4 / 2 - 3 < 4)
gavanava - jobanava (1 - 4 < 4) / chae - bhae (2 - 3 < 4)
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A43
A44
A51
A53.1/2
A54
A58
A6X
A62.1
A62.2
A63
A66
A67
A69
A71
A73
A76
A77
A79

samdesa - bhesa (1 - 3 < 3)
manata nahl - janata nahi (1 - 3 < 3)
cala jae - pachatae (1 - 3 < 3)
naina - caina (1 - 4 < 4)
Iiya - basuriya - jagaiya (1 - 2 - 5 < 5)
maharaja - laja (1 - 3 < 5)
harajai - na ai (1 - 3 < 3)
naina - caina - raina (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
naina - caina - baina (1 - 4 - 5 < 5)
cota - ota (1 - 4 < 4)
barajori - jhakajhori (1 - 3 < 3)
a ja - baja ja (1 - 3 < 3)
tore pasa - mori sasa (1 - 3 < 3)
batiya - ratiya - ghatiya (1 - 2 - 4 < 4)
syama - bama - nama (1 - 2 - 5 < 5)
jare - rasa le (1 - 3 < 7) / jaihai - jaihai - paihai (5 - 6 - 7 < 7)
pachatae - aye / sahare - tare (1- 4 / 2 - 3 < 4)
pheri - matavarl (1 - 4 < 4)
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Chart 3: Examples of internal rhyme (line number < total number of lines)
A3.1
A3.2
A22.1
A50.1
A53.2
A55
A59.1/3/4
A73

nagariya - dagariya (2 < 4) - ghatariya (3 < 4)
nagariya - dagariya (2 < 6) - nadiya (3 < 6)
karu - javu (5 < 6)
cara kahara (2 < 3)
kare matavare (2 < 4)
heri pheri (2 < 3)
teri ceri (3 < 4)
tana mana (4 < 5)
sudha budha (4 < 5)

B1
B5
B7

umara - ghumara (2 < 7)
marori - mori (5 < 6)
bhalal - kanhai (1 < 4)
girai - laral (2 < 4)
mal - kanhai - laral (4 < 4)
adhiyari - kari (4 < 8)
jobana - tana - mana - na (8 < 8)
naino - caina (4 < 4)
naina - saina (4 < 4)
salya - baiya - paiya (2<13)
singara - utara (5<13)
bara - pukara (7<13)
arosi - parosi (8<13)
nari - sari (9<13)
hari - gari (10<13)
anarl - sari (2 < 5)
daurani - jithani ((3 < 9)
sari - nari - gari (4 < 9)
phari - sari (5 < 9)
giridhari - hari (8 < 9)
mora - tora (3 < 8)
kasaka gai - karaka gai (5 < 8 - 6 < 8)
karata - parata (7 < 8)
gavai - laral (7 < 7)
nidara - langara (4 < 6)

B9.2
B10.1
B10.2
B ll

B12
B13

B17

B19
B21
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B27
B29

lapaka - jhapaka (6 < 6)
karata - parata (3 < 6)
samajhata - panaghata (1 < 6)
karata - bharata (2 < 6)
piya - iiya (6 < 6)

Chart 4: Examples of repetition (line number < total number of lines)
A21
A23.1/2/5
A24.1
A28
A30
A36
A45.1
A49

B6
B8
B12
B13
B15
B16.1
B27
B28

chamu chamu (3 < 5)
nainana me (2 < 3) - nainana me (3 < 3)
(A23.3/4: (3 < 4 - 4 < 4)
bolo (1 < 4) - bolo (2 < 4)
nita (3 < 4) - nita (4 < 4)
kare kare - kare kare (2 < 3) - kare (3 < 3)
erhdi emdi (2 < 3)
nahi caina (1 < 5) - nahf caina (3 < 5)
bola - bola (1 < 3) - bola(2 < 3) - bola (3 < 3)
khula khula (1 < 4)
bhara bhara (3 < 4)
uri uri (4 < 4)
jadu (2 < 4) - jadu (3 < 4)
choro ji choro ji (5 < 6)
cuma cuma (3 < 6)
dekho ri dekho ri (1 < 5)
na chero na chero na chero (1 < 9)
charo charo (2 < 9)
manugl-manugi-manugl (1 < 5)
jaugi-jaugT-jaugl (4 < 5)
tarasa tarasa (8 < 9)
bara bara (5 < 6)
dina dina (5 < 7)
china china (7 < 7)

Chart 5: Examples of alliteration (line number < total number of lines)
A2
A10

A21

A23
A31

A36
A45
A54
A55
A58
A64
A66
A73

B3

B7

byakula bhai brija bama (2 < 4)
kahe kirn (1 < 4)
jata jamuna jala (2 < 4)
mori matakiya (4 < 4)
dim dara (4 < 4)
damini duta (1 < 5)
navala nara (2 < 5)
cita - con (4 < 5)
kamini kisori (5 < 5)
ina nainana me (2 < 3)
jina nainana me (3 < 3)
brija bama (1 < 4)
saba sakhiyana (3 < 4)
naca nacava (3 < 4)
dina nahi caina (3 < 5)
raina nahi nindiya (4 < 5)
pl-bola-bola (1 < 3)
piya -bola-bola (2 < 3)
mana moha (1 < 5)
bajake basuriya (2 < 5)
man madhura musakal (1 < 3)
kirapa kije (2 < 5)
dara^ana dije (2 < 5)
lata ulajhl sulajha ja (1 < 4)
nanda nandana dhana (2 < 3)
savare salone syama (1 < 5)
brija bama (2 < 5)
savari suratiya (3 < 5)
mora mukuta murallvale (2 < 8)
more mandirava (6 < 8)
paiya paru (8 < 8)
kaisi-kanhai (1 < 4)
gagari girai (2 < 4)
ka karu - kanhai karake (4 < 4)
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B8

B18
B10.1
B19

B22
B23

mal - manata (4 < 4)
laja leta (4 < 6)
blca bajariya (4 < 6)
kahu kaise (5 < 6)
baji basuriya (1 < 5)
suni saravana (2 < 5)
gujarl gagara (1 < 4)
parata piya pyari (4 < 4)
kini kanliai (1 < 7)
gagari giral (2 < 7)
jave jaha (6 < 7)
bajave bindrabana (1 < 4)
mural! manohara - mora mana (1 < 4)
jata jala jamuna (2 < 4)
dino darasana (4 < 4)

Appendix 3: Glossary

Antara

Second part of a compositon, sung in the upper
register.

Bajariya

Diminutive form of bazar, Market.

Bandis (ki) thumri

The earlier form of thumri, primarily used as an
accompaniment to dance.

Barahmasa

Lyrical genre which usually describes a woman's
state-of-mind against the backdrop of the changing
seasons.

Bara khval

The slow part of khval (q.v.), also called vilambit
khval.

Bhajan

Hindu devotional song.

Bhakti

Devotion; emotional love for God.

Bhang

Cannabis preparation, usually consumed as or with
a drink.

Biraha

Bhojpuri folk genre.

Bol banana

'Creating phrases', the process in which
extemporised elaboration is carried out to extract the
emotional meaning of a text.

Bol banav (ki) thumri

Later form of thumri, built mostly around the
creation of musical and emotive phrases, (see bol
banana.)

Cacar

Fast form of dipcandl or jat tals (q.v.).

CaitI

Folk song pertaining to the month of Cait.

Calti hui ciz

Description of genres such as thumri used in the
first decades of the twentieth century.

Chap

'Stamp'; the signature of a poet as it is included in a
text.

Chota khval

The fast form of khval (q.v.), also known as drut
(q.v.) kHyal. Many bandis thumris (q.v.) have been
incorporated into chota khval.

Dadra tal

Six-beat tal, used in dadra and sometimes in thumri.

Dagariya

Diminutive form of dagar, 'road'.
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Dan-llla

'Play of toll', a motif of Krishnaite poetry in which
Krishna blocks the milkmaids as they are on their
way to market, and demands a 'toll' of curds and
butter.

Darsan

'Seeing'; having sight of a god or revered person.

Dhrupad

Classical and relatively austere vocal genre in
Hindustani music; a composition in that genre.

Dhun

A tune, usually from folk music.

DipcandT

Fourteen-beat tal, used in bol banav thumri (q.v.).

Drut

'Fast in tempo'.

Ektal

Twelve-beat tal, primarily used in slow khval, and
in some bandis thumris.

£azal

A form of Urdu poetry; a song form in the semi- or
light-classical style.

Ghughat

'Veil'; the system of veiling for Hindu women.

Guru-sisya

'Teacher-pupil'; a relationship based on the
traditional method of learning and teaching, (see
also ustad-sagird.)

Hindustani music

North Indian art music.

Hori

Song form related to the spring festival Holi.

Hori-dhamar

As hori (q.v.), but part of the dhrupad tradition.

Jat tal

Sixteen-beat tal, used in bol banav thumri.

Jhaptal

Ten-beat tal, primarily used in khval.

Jhula

Folk song connected with 'swinging' in the rainy
season.

Kaharva tal

Eight-beat tal, used in folk as well as art music.

Kajri

Folk song pertaining to the rainy season.

Kancani

High-class courtesan, especially in the seventeenth
ana eighteenth centuries.

Khyal

Most popular vocal form in Hindustani music today;
a composition in that style.

Lagg?

Fast rhythmic part of bol banav thumri (and some
other genres), played towards the end of the song.

Lay

Tempo.

Mahfil

A private gathering, usually for the performance of
music and/or the recital of poetry.
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Mahant

Head of a temple.

Matra

Unit of time, a beat.

Mi£ra

'Mixed', adjective used to describe the rags (q.v.)
commonly used in bol banav fhumri.

Mujra

Performance by a courtesan, usually involving
dance.

Mukhra

The phrase leading up to and including the sam
(q.v.); usually the first phrase of a composition.

Nagariya

Diminutive form of tmgar, 'town, dty'.

Nayika-bheda

Types of heroine', system of categorising lyrical
heroines on the basis of their states-of-mina.

Nazakat

'Delicacy, politeness'. Often associated with the
sophisticated culture of pre-Independence Lucknow.

Nirgun

'Without form or attributes'. Method of bhakti
focused on introspection rather than worship
through images.

Pad

Verse form commonly employed in bhajans (q.v.).

Pada

Section of a poetic line.

Panjabi trital/tintal

Sixteen-beat tal favoured by singers of the Panjab
school of thumri.

Pan

Betel-nut preparation, commonly associated with
Benares.

PapHia

The pied-crested cuckoo, whose cry pi reminds the
lovelorn heroine of her absent lover.

Purab ang

'Eastern branch'; the Benares-style of Hindustani
music.

Rag

Melodic basis of Hindustani music; a particular
'mode' of Hindustani music.

Rupak tal

Seven-beat tal, occasionally used in bol banav
thumri.

Sam

First, stressed and most important beat of the
rhythmic cycle. The drum stroke and melodic climax
comdde at this point.

Sarangl

Main bowed lute of Hindustani music, which was
the preferred accompaniment instrument of
courtesans.

Sargam

Indian solfege system.
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Sastriya sanglt

'Classical music7; a loan-translation from English.

Savan

Folk song particular to the month of Savan.

Ser

Poetry; a couplet.

Sitarkhani

Sixteen-beat tal.

Srrigara rasa

The amatory or erotic sentiment.

Sthayl

First section of a composition.

Tabla

Main percussion instrument of Hindustani music,
consisting of two hand-drums.

Tahzib

'Culture7. A word used to describe the sophistication
of pre-Independence Lucknow.

Tal

The system of rhythm of Indian music. Also used to
denote particular rhythmic cycles.

Tek

Refrain.

Theka

The sounds of the drum strokes of a tal.

Thumri

Vocal genre in Hindustani music, featuring romantic
lyrics; a composition in that style.

Tihayi

Threefold repetition of a rhythmic phrase.

Ti)

Festival of the rainy season, especially connected
with swinging.

Tintal

Sixteen-beat tal; the main tal employed in chota
khval (q.v.) as well as bhajans.

Trividha samira

Threefold breeze7: formulaic image in which the
wind is described as 'gentle, cool and fragrant7.

UpaSastriya

'Semi-classical7; a loan-translation from English.

Ustad-Sagird

Teacher-pupil7; the terms are most commonly used
for Muslim musicians. The relationship is, however,
similar to the guru-sisya (q.v.).

Vilambit

'Slow in tempo7.

Viraha

Love-in-separation.

VirahinI

Woman suffering viraha (q.v.).
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