Dhrupad and Bishnupur
Musical “conquests”: Cosmopolitanism and Courtly Aesthetics in Mughal India . The Dhrupad Mode of Music and the Kingdom of Bishnupur.  
By the  19th and early 20th centuries, if not earlier,  Bishnupur had come to be regarded as the site where a distinct style of Hindustani classical music , known as the Bishnupur gharana had developed. This musical development is illustrative of the nexus that had emerged among Vaishnava devotional traditions, Rajasthani devotional and political culture and Mughal courtly culture during the 16th , 17th centuries onwards.  This nexus, moreover underscores the critically important role played by music, among other cultural phenomena in first,  “normalizing” Mughal rule and Mughal empire to some extent  over large parts of the Indian sub-continent and second,  as a medium of cultural sophistication aspired to by elites in different parts of the Indian sub-continent. The rajas of Bishnupur extended their patronage to dhrupad music from  the late 16th early 17th century onwards  as part of their deliberate program of creating a public culture for their kingdom which was grounded in large measure in the assimilation of aspects of Northern Indian courtly/elite culture. As noted above, what became the court-sponsored public culture of the Malla kingdom represented the amalgamation of Mughal and Rajput courtly tastes and sensibilities and these were linked to the practices  that had developed around Braj-based devotional traditions of Vaishnavism.  The special status of the Rajput aristocracy as collaborators and partners of the Mughals , particularly in the eyes of local, regional chieftains in  different parts of the Mughal empire including Bengal, has been noted above in this paper. The close association between the Rajput aristocracy  and Vaishnavism together with the musical culture that had emerged around Vaishnava  devotionalism  served to further enhance the appeal of dhrupad music in the eyes of local rajas such as those of Bishnupur.
In the recent past in particular, there has been a wave of scholarship which has reminded us of the dangers of inevitably affixing  labels like  “Hindu” and “Muslim” to cultural artifacts such as literature, painting, architecture, music and aspects of material culture for the medieval and early modern periods in particular. Cultural politics and “communal” polarization of the late 19th and the 20th centuries from which even scholarship was not totally immune  lay behind such characterizations. Whatever the validity of such characterizations for cultural artifacts of later periods, these have to be either used with a great deal of caution or, not used at all since they often have little validity for the medieval and early modern periods.  Despite it however,  dhrupad music is frequently characterized as  Hindu religious music which was  associated with Vaishnava temples in particular. 
 This is indeed true to some extent. But this genealogy of dhrupad completely overlooks the strong courtly associations of this form of music especially during the 16, 17th centuries and even into the 18th century. 
  The need to locate the origins of this form of vocal music in both the Vaishnava sectarian milieu as well as in a courtly environment  ( associated with both Hindu and Muslim rulers) once again upholds the need to move beyond labels such as “Hindu” and “Muslim” for these centuries and to explore a common form of elite culture with its common, shared aesthetics relating to music, the arts etc. To the extent that  music was an inherent part of Vaishnava  culture, the currency of  music in the devotional tradition which emerged in the Malla kingdom, has merited very slight ( actually, mostly passing references) attention from existing historical scholarship and that too from scholarship that is centered primarily on the Bishnupur kingdom and its Vaishnavism.  It is almost completely ignored by general studies of dhrupad and its diffusion across regions leading to the emergence of regional schools and styles of dhrupad. 
 Yet, difficult though it is to elaborate at the present moment,
 I suggest that the rooting of dhrupad in the Malla kingdom of Bishnupur  represents one of the older examples of the diffusion of this music to a small regional kingdom on account of its elite, Northern Indian, religious-sectarian as well as courtly associations. Remeniscences and biographies of musicians belonging to the Bishnupur gharana – these are mostly from the 20th century -
 provide a very general and impressionistic picture of  this  school of music and most of them trace it back only to the 18th century and to the arrival of Bahadur Khan, allegedly a direct descendant of the iconic  Miyan Tansen to the darbar of the Malla rajas . Yet, an exploration of the long term historical factors that lay behind the launching of a remarkable cultural program by the kings of Bishnupur since the late 16th century makes it clear that the arrival and development of dhrupad music in this kingdom can be understood only by locating the latter against this broader historical-cultural context.  The royal patronage of dhrupad music in Mallabhum and its currency over many centuries in this region, needs to be contextualized vis-a  vis the construction of the beautiful,  terracotta,  navaratna  temples in this region, the large program of producing and translating Bengali vernacular literature and Sanskrit shastric literature , the copying and embellishment of manuscripts  and the conscious promotion of a variety of artisanal crafts ranging from the manufacture of fine silk textiles ( such as the famous Baluchar saree of Bishnupur) to the manufacture of conch shell products. 
The most common and popular form of Vaishnava devotional music was samkirtan i.e. congregational singing of kirtans which were essentially praises of  Krishna, sometimes, just a repetition of  Krishna’s various names. This kind of congregational kirtan singing, usually called nama samkirtan, was known in Bengal for many centuries.  Sri Chaitanya himself was associated with kirtan singing sessions in homes of devotees and also led processions of kirtan singers through public areas of Nabadvip. 
 The socially and culturally radical aspects of the kirtan singing sessions associated with Sri Chaitanya,  particularly in the pre-Orissa phase of his career are significant.  The equal access of women and low-caste people to these collective singing sessions was looked at askance by the Brahmanical orthodoxy of Navadvipa. The famous nagara samkirtana led by Chaitanya himself through the streets of Navadvipa as a gesture of open defiance against the order of the Qazi, who ( at the insistence of the town’s Brahman leaders) had tried to ban the kirtan sessions of the crystallizing community of followers around Sri Chaitanya marked  a significant stage in the development of this sect. In the description of  near-contemporary Vaishnava texts , the mass of low-status followers accompanying Chaitanya  on this nagara-samkirtana indulged in acts of violence and desecration against private property , thereby giving expression to their anger against upper-caste, upper-class society which had attempted to ban their collective singing sessions.  For the Brahmanical and other elites of the town it was a sobering and possibly frightening reminder of what a collective mass of low-caste, low-class persons could potentially do to subvert the social-cultural-political order they supported. Secondly, it clearly indicated Chaitanya’s own willingness at this stage of his life, to test the authority and will of the town’s social, cultural and administrative power structure.  As is well-known, this incident ended with the qazi backing down from his previously held position vis- a vis Chaitanya and his followers. As Hiteshranjan Sanyal points out, the incorporation of collective singing as a  part of religious practice may have had antecedents in Bengal in the sectarian traditions of Buddhist-Sahajiya etc. cults.  These sects also allowed free access to all devotees – irrespective of gender, caste, material status – to these group-singing sessions. However, what was different about the kirtan congregations of the early Chaitanya movement was that unlike those of the Buddhist-Sahajiyas and others, these sessions were not secluded, secret assemblies, but instead, extremely public ones. The public nature of these caste and gender neutral collective assemblies could also be interpreted as acts of defiance against the norms of a hierarchy-conscious Brahmanical socio-cultural order. 
Nama Samkirtan may well have been one of the more popular and commonly used modes of kirtan-singing among the followers of Chaitanya.  However, the currency of padavali kirtan (i.e.poems or padavalis – often describing the exploits of Krishna and his consort Radha which were set to music and sung ) in these and other circles in Bengal during Chaitanya’s time and well before that is attested to by a variety of sources. Padavali kirtans were not participatory – but meant to be listened to by an audience of a few people who were usually connoisseurs of music.
 In this respect,  padavali kirtan can be compared perhaps to aspects of salon music or chamber music [CHECK]. Jaydeva’s Gita-Govinda for example became one of the staples of padavali kirtan, not just in Bengal, but all over Eastern India and beyond it as well.  Developments in Vaishnavism in the Braj region through the late 15th and the 16th centuries, the forging of links between the Chaitanya-centric Vaishnava movement of Bengal and other parts of Eastern India on the one hand and the Braj region on the other  and the emergence of strong courtly associations for certain types of musical traditions which were also current among Vaishnava sects    - these factors collectively lay  behind the transmission of the dhrupad musical form to different parts of India and to the Malla kingdom of Bishnupur.
An earlier section of the paper has taken note of the “re-discovery” of the Braj area and its associations with the deity Krishna since the late 15th, early 16th centuries and the growing concentration of various Vaishnava sects there. The Vaishnava temples of the Braj region, came to be associated with devotional singing which was performed to honour and eulogise the deities in them. The Vallabhacharya sect was particularly well-known for the emphasis it placed on music in their devotional practices and poet-singers like Surdas, Kumbhandas and others were affiliated with this sect.  Svami Haridas of the -Haridasi sect earned a great deal of celebrity and reputation for his dhrupad singing in the temple of Banke Bihari in Brindavan. The connection between dhrupad music and Vaishnava devotionalism led to the diffusion of this style of singing to Vaishnava centres in Rajasthan which, as we have seen above, received strong patronage from Rajput princes. In time, Nathdvara, in the kingdom of Mewar became the pre-eminent centre of the Vallabhacharya sect and also a renowned centre of dhrupad music.
[[ A DEFINITION OF DHRUPAD MUSIC IS NECESSARY HERE. ]]
As historians and other scholars of music agree, the historical origins of dhrupad are traceable to the Madhyadesa region and particularly to the Gwalior area during the late 15th and early 16th centuries. Interestingly enough, this was the very same period when different  Vaishnava sects began converging on the Braj region as a function of its “re-discovery” . The Rajput ruler of Gwalior, Raja Man Singh Tomar (reigned: 1486-1517) is usually identified as a principal enabler of what later came to be known as dhrupad or dhruvapada form of vocal music. At his court and by all accounts at his encouragement, a number of talented musicians  among whom were Nayak Bakshu and others, developed the dhrupad mode of singing. Political convulsions following the death of Raja Man Singh Tomar led to the dispersal  of a number of the court-associated dhrupad singers  from Gwalior to other places. What is interesting  is that the diaspora of dhrupad singers from Gwalior terminated at the darbars or courts of various princes within the Madhya desha region, as well as elsewhere.  In a pre-modern milieu and for obvious reasons, rulers and the aristocracy were almost always conspicuous as patrons and supporters of the arts, scholarship and music. Thus,  on the one hand, it was natural that these musicians would seek out royal patrons. But, on the other hand, one could also argue that the relocation of many erstwhile Gwalior-based artistes in a number of other royal courts points to the interest of royalty in seeking out musicians who were adept at dhrupad singing. Nayak Bakshu, one of the most celebrated dhrupadiyas of Raja Man Singh Tomar’s  court, stayed on for a while at Gwalior under the patronage of Bikramjit, the son and successor of Man Singh before he left to  become a court-musician at the darbar of Raja Kirat, the ruler of Kalinjar. Eventually, Nayak Bakshu ended up as a musical protégée of Sultan Bahadur Shah of Gujarat . The latter, stands tall as one of the notable supporters and patrons of music- particularly of dhrupad – during the 16th century and several compositions attributed to Malik Bakshu contain eulogies to Sultan Bahadur Shah. Nayak Bakshu is also credited with having invented the raga “Bahaduri Todi” in honour of his royal patron. The ragas “Nayaki  Kanara” and “Nayaki Kalyan” also apparently bear testimony to variations he introduced into these ragas.
  Among other royal courts in the Madhyadesha region which are historically associated with patronage of dhrupad music is the court of Rewa or Orchha.  Tansen, the legendary musical figure of HIndustani  classical music is associated both with Gwalior and with Orchha/Rewa. Tansen is believed to have been born in Gwalior and acquired a musical training most probably in the same place. He was one of the court musicians of Raja Ramchandra Baghela of Orchha prior to his departure for the imperial Mughal  court. Sultan Bayazid, better known as Baz Bahadur of Malwa who ultimately succumbed to the military might of the Mughal empire was also a noted connoisseur of music as was Sultan ------ Sharqi of Jaunpur. It is hard to ascertain if the music that interested Baz Bahadur and the Sultan of Jaunpur  can be called dhrupad, but sultan Mohammed Adil Shah Sur, the nephew of Sher Shah was reputedly a great lover of music and a notable musician himself and may have been familiar with the evolving form of dhrupad in the late 15th and early 16th centuries.  There are traditions that associate Adil Shah Sur with Gwalior. Both Baz Bahadur and Tansen  reportedly received some music training from him. 
 
Thus, almost at the same time as the development of Brinadvan and Mathura as pre-eminent sacred centres for Vaishnavas from  all over northern India, the dhrupad mode of vocal music was receiving attention and support from a range of royal courts within Madhyadesha ( Gwalior, Agra, the Braj area etc.) and beyond it as well. In fact the identification of this region as almost the birth-place of dhrupad and the site of its maturing seems beyond doubt. Even the masses of legends surrounding legendary singers of the period , such as Baz Bahadur, Baiju Bavra and Miyan Tansen  all give centrality to Gwalior and other places, Chanderi and Mandu  for example, within Madhyadesha.  More importantly, the fact that Braj, the local vernacular of this area became almost permanently associated as the language of dhrupad lyrics, reaffirms the foundational connection between the Madhyadesha region and dhrupad as it came to develop in this region during the late 15th and the early 16th centuries. What is even more remarkable is the dissemination of dhrupad to many other royal courts beyond the Gwalior-Agra- Braj area during this period and subsequently as well.  The association of dhrupad with courtly culture and taste was already crystallizing during the turbulent period of the late sultanate and the early Mughal era. Akbar’s reign established the  military-political paramountcy of the Mughals all over India. I argue that the elevation of dhrupad by the Mughal imperial court, beginning with the reign of the emperor Akbar reinforced the association of this mode of music with  courtly culture and therefore with elite, refined sensibility and taste. Tansen was already a dhrupad singer of considerable reputation when he arrived at the Mughal court during the seventh year of Akbar’s reign. The circumstances of his relocation from the court of Orchha/Rewa to the Mughal court at Agra [?] are well-known and have inspired the accretion of a large body of oral traditions and legends surrounding it. Akbar, as the emerging political overlord of most of Northern India, reportedly asked Raja Ramchandra Baghela to send Tansen to his court – this is almost reminiscent of the practice of conquering overlords of asking their political subordinates to send treasure and other valuable objects as tribute to the former [CHECK TO SEE IF ORCHHA WAS ACTUALLY CONQUERED BY AKBAR THAT EARLY IN HIS REIGN – OR, AT ANY RATE, WHAT EXACTLY WAS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ORCHHA AND THE MUGHALS???]. For the next 27 years, Tansen held the place of the most celebrated musician of Akbar’s court and one whose name has become associated with a great many ragas of the Hindustani music tradition. Contemporary historians and chroniclers, from Abul Fazl to Badauni  make references to Miyan Tansen – the former refers both to his arrival at the imperial darbar and to his death. Clearly, he was so important a  court personage that  both his advent at court and his demise had to be properly and duly noted. Tansen  was of course not the only musician of repute at Akbar’s court- Abul Fazl provides a list of other singers – but he was definitely the most celebrated. More importantly, Tansen functioned as a musical link between the world of the Mughal darbar and the devotional musical traditions developing in the temples of the Braj  region. Tansen is reputed to have had close personal relations with Swami Haridas – by some accounts, he looked up to the latter as his music mentor. The Vaishnava hagiographies associated with the Vallabhacharya sect draw repeated attention to Miyan Tansen’ s role in connecting the dhrupad music of the Brindavan and Mathura temples with the courtly milieu of the Mughals, particularly at Agra ( within close geographical proximity to Brindavan and Mathura).  Following Akbar, his successors, Jehangir and Shah Jehan continued the patronage of dhrupad. Shah Jehan in particular ordered the project of compiling the songs attributed to Nayak Bakshu , resulting in the massive song-compendium called the Sahasras or Hazar Dhrupad.  Katherine Brown’s recent article has alerted us to the need to modify the received wisdom that Aurangzeb had prohibited music in his court and possibly in his kingdom as well.  A number of important music treatises which devoted attention to the genesis and practice of dhrupad were composed/compiled in the late 17th century within Mughal courtly circles. By the late 17th and the early 18th centuries, the popularity and perhaps the centrality of dhrupad was giving place to the khyal mode of singing. However, The continued patronage of dhrupad by regional and local aristocrats and chieftains in many parts of the empire through the 17th and 18th centuries indicates the emergence of a sphere of trans-regional courtly/elite culture and taste which was shared to a greater or lesser degree throughout the Mughal domains. As examples, one can point to the emergence of schools or gharanas of dhrupad around the courts of the rajas of Darbhanga/Tirhut in North Bihar and Betia, also in Bihar. The general impression(derived from the perceptions of performers associated with these places)is that these centres of dhrupad singing emerged in the 18th century. That may indeed be the case. After all, as the old Mughal  centres were battered by succession struggles, financial difficulties, invasions etc. during the 18th century, there was an exodus of artists, poets, musicians and the aristocracy as well, from these places to different parts of the empire in search of patronage and securer livelihoods. In Eastern India, the Murshidabad and Patna kalams  developed during the 18th century.  But, it requires more meticulous and focused research to confirm that the Betia and Darbhanga modes of dhrupad singing cannot be traced back to periods prior to the 18th century. The conjunction of historical factors that lay behind the spread of dhrupad, particularly its association with aristocratic/courtly patronage , does not allow us to automatically rule out that possibility. It is impossible and probably irrelevant to try to determine whether the many temples of the Brindavan -Mathura area and the tradition of dhrupad music that was sung there played a bigger and earlier role in the evolution of this style or whether it was the courtly context (whether the darbar of Man Sign Tomar, or Sultan Bahadur Shah of Gujarat or the Mughal court) of this style of music. Both streams i.e. the temple-centered one and the court-oriented one complemented and reinforced one another and both proved critically important in the dissemination of this music to distant reaches of the empire. A painting currently in the possession of ------------ depicts the figures of the emperor Akbar, the iconic musician Miyan Tansen and the bhakta-kavi and composer of the Braj i.e. Swami Haridas standing beside each other. This painting was executed in the Rajput kingdom of ----------------, during  the reign of Raja ------- , a major mansabdar of Aurangzeb’s reign and a noted musicologist as well as patron of music. In her discussion of this painting, Delvoye strongly disputes the historical factuality of it. There is indeed no way to verify that ( I personally find no reason to doubt the possibility  that these three historical  personalities had actually met together on some occasion). But, this painting executed many decades after the time of Akbar, Tansen and Swami Haridas yields important clues as to how  a Rajput prince chose to remember and characterize the history and background of a particular genre of music . As this visual image shows, he chose to remember it as something that was both associated with the Vaishnavism of Brindavan and Mathura and the Mughal imperial milieu associated with Akbar, with Tansen serving as the bridge between the two.  
Dhrupad music, imbued with strong Vaishnava associations on the one hand and courtly connections on the other, made its way to Bengal via the importation of the Brindavan –brand of Vaishnavism to that region in the late 16th century. The effort of the trio of Vaishnava leaders ( i.e. Srinibas, Narottamdas and Shyamananda) who had been despatched to Bengal by the goswamis of Brindavan to hammer out a sort of common theological platform for all Gaudiya Vaishnavas at the great convention of Kheturi has been mentioned above. At this same convention, Shyamananda [CHECK] who was apparently, a gifted singer and had received training in dhrupad singing in Brindavan, is said to have introduced  a new style of devotional singing i.e. dhrupad singing, to the Vaishnava community of Bengal. Since Bishnupur emerged as one of the major centres of the Brindavani dispensation in Bengal, it is not surprising that under the patronage of the Malla kings, dhrupad music found a stable foothold here. Contemporary materials suggest that through at least the 17th century, Vaishnava personalities with affiliations to Bishnupur maintained contacts with Brindavan and received music training there. Biographies and memoirs of musicians who are exponents of what came to be known as the Bishnupur gharana convey the impression that Bishnpur’s tradition of classical music ( marga sangeet) was associated with the darbar of the Malla kings. This is probably true of the 18th century, when the court may have become the major venue for dhrupad performances. The many temples dedicated to Krishna and Radha in the Malla capital were the principal venues for dhrupad singing in the earlier period. The existence of a local tradition of dhrupad singing further reinforced the practice of padavali composition on Vaishnava themes in the Malla kingdom. Beginning in the latter part of the 16th century and continuing into the next two centuries, a   large body of Vaishnava poems/songs were composed in Bishnupur by the Malla kings themselves, by various Vaishnava padakartas and others. A survey of the lyrics of poems/songs composed here show the simultaneous use of Brajbhasha and Bengali. The songs were most often in praise of Krishna. As referred to earlier, from about the early part of the 18th century, the dhrupad tradition in Bishnupur developed a stronger orientation to the darbar than to the temple. The Vaishnava ethos in the lyrics of Bishnupuri dhrupads remained; but we also find songs written in praise of various Malla kings of this time. A landmark event in the darbari-orientation of  the Bishnupur gharana is associated with the arrival of Bahadur Khan,  a noted musician from Delhi and a direct descendant of the celebrated Mian Tansen to this kingdom. Exponents of the Bishnupur gharana of the last couple of generations have tended to trace their musical genealogies to their ancestors and teachers who had been trained by the famous Bahadur Khan himself. Song anthologies in the possession of the Bishnupur branch of the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad contain materials in praise of Mughal nobles such as Bairam Khan, Todar Mal and emperors such as Jehangir and thus  have a clearly Mughal courtly context. Such lyrics may have been introduced into the repertoire of Bishnupur’s dhrupad singers with the development of a stronger and more direct musical relationship between the Malla kingdom and Delhi from the beginning of the 18th century. There is however reason to believe that some song-lyrics in praise of the Mughal padshas and nobles may very well have circulated in Bishnupur’s music circles and Vaishnava circles prior to the 18th century. Vaishnava devotional culture which had direct connections with Bishnupur, with Rajasthan’s princely society and with the Mughal court could have led to the transmission of lyrics in praise of Mughal royalty and nobility among musicians based in the Malla kingdom. In contrast to the casual impression among exponents of the Bisnhupur gharana that their style of music had first developed in the darbar of the Malla kings rather than in the temples of Bishnupur, the scholarship on the historical antecedents of dhrupad music in general, tend to characterize it as religious music, temple music and as “Hindu music”. Yet, an exploration of the historical environment of the early phase of dhrupad music points to its association with Vaishnava devotionalism as well as courtly, elite culture of the 16th-18th centuries .             
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