- The Sahitya or the Literary Aspect of the Thumri

Chander Shekhar Pant

Classical music in Upper India is today in a phase which may be termed
as predominantly the age of the khayal. To all appearances, the khayal is a vocal
form; but it has been recognised by experts as having had its vital repercussions
and counterparts in instrumental techniques and forms. It is for this reason
that the use of an expression like the age of the khayal/ can be justified.

In spite of such a strong grip on musical style, the khaya/ has had its
limitations. No sooner had it established itself on the high pedestal of the
classical pantheon, than it found itself sandwiched between various sides.
The highbrow, puritanical kalawant came forward with disparaging remarks
about the liberties it took in some of its manifestations. The ordinary listener
blamed it for its sophisticated techniques and the paucity and the blurred
aspect of its word-content.

Theresult was that the thumri trespassed in this sphere and threatened
to cast her own siren spell, to overwhelm and carry away audiences in her
own favour. What could the khaya/ singer do in such a situation? And how
was he to acquit himself?

Before a khayal recital has reached its climax, there is already a certain
reaction in the hearts of listeners. The reaction is symptomatic of a keen longing
to find some relaxation, some indulgence, some fulfiiment. What does it all
amount to? The artist is expected to sing a bhajan or a thumri—something really
charming. something really enthralling. And his counterpart, the instrumentalist,
must come forward with some gat in the thumri anga, some kajri, some chaiti,
some pahari. What lies behind this direct and irresistible appeal which the
thumricommands? Is it the melody or the word-content or both?

All literary and artistic manifestations have been recognised by Walter
Pater and his French and German contemporaries as being governed by two
dominant tendencies—classicismandromanticism. The classical element stands
for authority, order, for the grandiose, the pure, the temperate, the pedantic,
the conventional, the narrow and academic working out of refinement. The
romantic element stands for liberty, strength, strangeness, curiosity, novelty,
experiment and a revolt against and a departure from set rules and stereotyped
practices; it stands for all that has a direct, unfettered and unsophisticated
appeal.

Without any further digression let us discuss the main topic-namely
the literary garb of the thumri.

13



The word thumri has been defined in the Standard Lexicon of Hindi
Usage—Hindi Shabda Sagar of Kashi Nagari Pracharini—in the following
manner. It is a small geeta, that is a song; a song with two movements, and
one which does not have more than one antara. The other meaning given to
the term is rumour or gossip. The dictionary does not give the.etymology
explicitly, but the root is clear. The word thum or thumak denotes the kind of
dancing steps used by children in their frolic or in dance. It also denotes a gait
which has, according to the Shabda Sagar, an air of pride, conceit or simula-
tion with all its delicate, emotive shades or nuances (thasak). The affix ri is very
often used in the sense of ‘pertaining to' in the possessive or associative sense,
like Kisan Rukminiri beli, like hama-ri, tuma-ri. Another word closely related to
the topic is thumka which means of small stature. Thus, by its overall etymology,
the word thumri is suggestive of a song, which is small in size, and associated
with dance and all its delicate shades. At least in one of its aspects, the thumri -
is a reorientation and descendant of the dhamar which too has the three-fold
meaning of special steps, rhythm, and the song associated with these. Like the
dhamar, the thumri also has a branch devoted to those colour sports of Vraja,
which have a devotional and festive tinge, touching as they do the Rasa of Radha
and Krishna and the cowherds and the milkmaids of Vraja; the rhythm in
its measurement is also of the same number of beats, namely the Deepchandi—
sometimes evolving or simplifying into Chancher. As far as this aspect is con-
cerned, Prof. D. Ojha is not far from the truth when he goes to Vraja to trace the
origin of the thumri (Sangeeta Kala Vihar, August, |1959).

This cultural and only one-sided aspect of the thumri should not be
carriedtoofar because as a specialised art form of music, the thumri, as we know
it to-day, has found its full-fledged development in Lucknow and Benaras; it is
there that it reached its high water-mark. As Prof.S.K. Chaubey remarks,
"Lucknow was its mother and Benaras its sweetheart. From these cities the
thumrihas travelled far and wide in the country"’

I want to sound a note of warning, and caution those who regard the
thumri as an invention of Wajid Ali Shah or Sadiqg Ali Khan. Because already in

1834 when Captain Willard first published his work, A Treatise on the Music
of Hindostan, the thumri had been recognised as an established form "in an im-
pure dialect of the Vrajabhasha". As far as the literary aspect envisaged in the
existing repertoire of the thumri is concerned, it is not possible to take up
authentic examples earlier than in the time of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah of Lucknow
who was born in 1822, installed on the gadiin 1847, forced to abdicate and
sent to Matia Burj, Calcuttain 1856 where he died in 1887. "Wajid Ali Shah",
as pointed out by Shri K.M. Munshi in his illuminating Kulapati's Letters, '"had a
fine command of the Persian language and was a master of Urdu. He wrote over
a hundred works in these languages and his poems fill several big volumes.
Himself an adept in music, he was the greatest patron of music and dance. In
his days, music and dance were the breath of the parikhana and its master was
the patron of the well-known Lucknow thumri. . .. .. He dramatised his roman-
tic poems and prepared a ballet known as Rahas—an Urdu corruption of the word
Rasa. Its theme was the sport of Krishna and Radha. It must have been a delight
to Wajid Ali Shah's admirers to see him, in his solid corpulence, playing the part
of Shri Krishna with a mukut on his head, valued at a lakh of rupees . . . . . After
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deposition when he lived in exile at Calcutta, Wajid Ali continued to stage his
Rasa. Including technicians, the troupe numbered three hundred and sixty-one
souls of which eighty-four were women. Their total salaries amounted to
Rs.11,859 per month".

The learned author goes on to state, "Wajid Ali Shah was the father of
the modern Urdu stage. At his command, Amanat, the well-known Urdu poet
of Lucknow, wrote the famous /nder Sabha which became the model for all later
Urdu plays. When the /nder Sabha was staged, Wajid Ali played the title role
of Inder (Indra) and there is little doubt that his paris took part in the play.
The romantic mysteries of Wajid Ali's court are certainly brought vividly to life
in this realistic drama".

It is further noteworthy that in dance, Wajid Ali's guru was the famous
Kathak dancer, Thakur Prasadji (the father of Bindadin and Kalka Prasadji, and
the grandfather of Shambhu Maharaj and Achhan Maharaj). They all adorned a
school not only famous for the Kathak dance but also for the thumri and parti-
cularly that aspect of it which is called bhava batana, that is an emotional inter-
pretation of the bo/ in a sitting pose with rather informal gestures accompanying
the vocal rendering in all its shades and nuances.

Thakur Prasadji, the guru. of Wajid Ali Shah, was a specialist in the
Natwari—the delicate feminine aspect of the Kathak dance. All these elements
go to form the background against which the thumri worked out not only deli-
cate graces like the murki but also the literary garb, most suitable for its require-
ments. It is remarkable, however, that the language which was chosen for the
thumri was neither Urdu nor Persian, but Hindi. We shall presently see what
kind of Hindi was chosen for the.songs. As pointed out by Prof. Arnold, "Oudh
was the garden, the granary and the queen province of India. The ruler was a
Mussalman. Essentially it was a Hindu realm"’.

The doyens of thumri were, therefore, wise and far-sighted enough to
choose the Hindi of the region to clothe the thumri. It was a mixed jargon
of Vrajabhasha, interspersed with the rural jargon of Lucknow and of the eastern
districts. '

Thus, in his famous thumri in Bhairavi, Wajid Ali Shah mourned and
wailed over his pathetic departure from Lucknow -

g AR pA =@ |
TR 2ER Ma glamna,
s R gl

The pathos lies in the mood of a bride, departing from her parents, and
is heightened by the deliberate act of sending for the palanquin and its four bear-
ers. In spite of his masculine voice, the late Ustad Faiyaz Khan once brought tears
to the eyes of a distinguished audience at a music conference by his rendering
of this thumri.
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The bol/ or the actual word or expression which is to be interpreted by
the singer in all its emotive shades is the soul of the thumri. This requires a spe-
cial temperament and an exuberance of emotion and imagination in the artiste.
It also demands a restraint. The artiste must avoid the temptation of presenting
an elaborate and lengthy passage of improvisations so characteristic of the
khayal. The literary aspect is thus quite an important element in the thumri. The
khayal singer can and very often does throw the words of his song to the
winds. This is what a thumri singer cannot afford to do. No thumri singer can
present a passage where the literary meaning is ambiguous, or where the lite-
rary garb does not suit the tender and delicate sense. The essence of that
delicacy which belonged to the Lucknow of the time—with its nazakat and
nafasat—had thus pervaded the mantle vouchsafed for the thumri. And this
mantle was not a royal robe. It was a simple garment within the easy reach of
any commoner.

One of the greatest of the thumri composers of Lucknow, Kadar Piya,
fully understood this factor and once expressed his views in unequivocal terms.
Kadar Piya was the son of a spurious descendant of the second emperor
of Avadh, His original name was Wazir Mirza, and with full titles it was Mirza
Bala Qadar Jung Nawab Wazir Mirza Bahadur (1836-1902). There is an article
on him written by Shri Gopal Chandra Sinha in The Journal of the Hindustani
Academy. He was a poet, a painter, a musician, and a scholar of Urdu and
Persian, but chose the Bhakha as he called it, which is the Urdu corruption of
Bhasha. When he was asked why he did not compose in Urdu, he replied, "'l shall
never do that in view of the common audience | have. | shall write only in
Bhakha—the dialect spoken in the households of the Hindus of Lucknow and the
neighbouring villages.” Urdu, in his opinion, was meant for the select few. Kadar
Piya has, therefore, used pure Hindi words, and where he has used words of
Persianorigin, he has shaped and moulded them on the Hindustani anvil. He was,
in fact, a great protagonist of Hindu-Muslim unity. He has written a work named
Nayan-Dil Samvad. The eyes and the heart each try to impute to the other the
responsibility for the pangs of love. This idea frequently reverberates in his
thumris. His life was typical of the aristocrats of his time. Apart from a number
ofillegitimate connections, he had seven wives. His refined, delicate, voluptuous,
acutely erotic temper, with occasional devotional outbursts, is reflected in the
text of his thumris. While many of his thumris belong to the type of chhota
khayals in a lighter strain and have the concomitant spuriousness of a raga, he
has also to his credit a large number of compositions which have a full-
developed thumri personality, being in the slow tempo of the Deepchandi or the
Punjabi Theka. Here is a typical thumri of Kadar Piya in the raga Zila Khamaj and
the Deepchandi ta/a.

2 Jam B As] Ml asen W |

R B W, WA 300E Bl S aa S |
D& VA 38N TR, ASH R WEA

H8 A 0 F@q, g, 28 S @) o |

Kadar’'s beloved is pining for him. She does not know how to send
the message. How she wishes that the love letter could walk over to him bi/ itself!

16



The dark night is a veritable sinner, and the forlorn bedstead lurks like a female
serpent. It mercilessly stings her tender and innocent heart. Everything is femi-
nine here—even the simile and the metaphor. And the ejaculation, haye, savours
of the voluptuous, mingled as it is with the agony of separation. Again, in
a thumri of Pilu, Kadar would like a sarcastic retort from a jealous and disap-
pointed maiden.

AR B §3 8, A FrewwEr T A |
e, A IR TEA A, s R a| 7§

"You say—'My eyes are searching for you, but alas do not find you any-
where' Beloved Kadar, | do not know to which land she has gone— she whom you
wanted". Another maiden complains of the enmity of her eyes, that are respon-
sible for a kind of collision, and have got the heart involved and fatally wounded
for no fault of its own.

AR @R A A Bo 3| AR e T
270 AR 3 ARE HHER, 3RE FRA aud fa Fall

There is a typical thumriin Paraj which has for its theme the village well,
where a maiden is painted in all colours of feminine fury and the caprice of dalli-
ance; she threatens Kadar because he has been impertinent. Kadar, however,
relishes it all.

R da R Trae T

B8 %A L3R A, DI R

R O wAa & 3 aften andl

FEA A AR Q8 aRdL

TA 7, 3N BE@ AR &

WA AR 3R BL VA S &

¥ AR Big B 3,FR B BARAW,
A QA

Such thumris cannot be translated. This thumriis an example of a song
where three languages have combined to form one synthetic whole. The lan-
guage of music, of poetry, of dance or gesture, and of fantasy has taken a flight
with every manner of twist and turn and the shifting panorama of colour.

The thumri dwells on some deep-rooted sentiment, a situation or phase
or mood typical of the villager or the common man. This is given a literary shape
in the regional dialect and expressed in its musical and emotional context. All
taboos and restraints are lifted. Eroticism releases itself in all its feminine sense
and sensibility, in feminine delicacy and fury, with all those spasmodic twitches
of the wrist, of the waist, the jingle of the ghungru, the cracking of the bangles
and the jerky pull of the garment. There are charges and counter-charges. The
darts of Cupid are hurled mercilessly. The glances are veritable shafts or sharp-
edged daggers; the heart is wounded, it bleeds; jealousies and wailings and all
the sallies and fitful whims and caprices of love stalk the scene.
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Thereis no law, only unrestricted wooing. The Nayika is seldom Sweeya.
She is Samanya or Parakeeya. A stranger comes and casts his magic spell and
the maiden of Banaras is inflamed by this casual meeting-

EH AR PESG S

It is into such a world of fantasy that the thumri composer carries his
flights and dreams. He is tired of the dhrupad’'s grandeur and majesty,
of restraint and decorum; he has had enough of the sophistication and man-
nerisms of the khayal, with its never-ending vocal gymnastics. He is tired of
paying his homage and tribute to Sapta-Sur, to Teen Grama, to Ekais Murch-
hana, Unanchasa Kootatan. He no longer claims to swim across the un-
fathomable Nadasagar and there are no chances, therefore, of his getting
drowned.

We may note here that one of the functions of art, in the words of
Walter Pater, consists "in the removal of surplusage, from the last finish of
the gem-engraver blowing away the last particle of invisible dust.” And
“the artist may be known" as Schiller said, "rather by what he omits".
Even when he is in devotion, it will be a devotion to the personal god of the
cowherd and the milkmaid, and that devotion will be in the context of sport
and dalliance and will be garbed in unostentatious speech. Thus, Sanad Piya,
another composer of Lucknow could put these words in the mouth of
a maiden:

2 A YR 2=, R W AR R g & ang |
BE 28 DA T8 W HRE, Bl AR AR AR RIS,
R g |

or another composer would say:
TR we {a A7 daRa A 1w Rep A4

Even when the charm and spell of Krishna's flute is expressed, the
thumri singer and composer will follow his own path. It will not be like the
great Kalawant Baiju Bawara who composed and sang in the raga Shankara
with all its grandeur and majesty:

dft g 9T WY a0,

IR FBIR AR GRAYR AR YR A
5B 1Y AR ®AYER,

RE AR AR Fr AR FA

An anonymous thumri composer would express his feelings as follows, in
Pilu :

AN % AP A YR Ak
8 3WA B B &8 R
YaH BAA 38 N, R W@ H@A GAq 38 wag 1!
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Take another theme for comparison—the eyes. A khayal/ in Multani
says:

ARAH SREA BRI Tl ¥

Mian Tansen once expressed the unfathomable depth and pathos which he saw
in the eyes of a tear-stricken maiden in a dhrupad in the raga Bihag.

BAYR H-3C LA AT égﬁ
R Wl s A B8Rl TR
Wlep Wl SEIQ AL STA R |

IPA WA A W AR AR W

T SEH AR AR SN

as TRl QAAA G 2@ SR
A &8 A A , {7 A AR

But the thumri singer will express his sentiments in his own lighter

and more direct way. For instance, Sanad Piya will say in the raga
Bhairavi :

IFAR B AR Y 3| AR sd Taar
3 A7 a| Rl TR Tl Akl v
Ana 28 AW R 2R AR

REA WASGH 28 |

Tansen will have the patience to search for similes in heaven and
earth, but poor Sanad is under a ‘spell that has been cast on him, not
by 37 or 20@A but by JURAU and ATA@A. Note the full elasticity and resil-
ience given to the synonyms, used partly as verbs, as dynamic elements in
action rather than as something static. Another thumri composer would

say éﬂaﬂﬁ @Q ?-\[F{------and would dwell on the emotions in all manner of
shades and colours by means of the bol.

There are a host of thumri composers belonging to the Lucknow
school whose very pseudonyms savour of the thumri element—Kadar Piya,
Sanad Piya, Najar Piya, Sughar Piya and Lalan Piya.

The last of these, Lalanji of Farrukhabad, needs special mention.
He has composed thumris in the medium and fast tempo; they have a
sparkling rhythm and yet they maintain the definite thumri in raga Khamaj,
tala Trital, which has become very popular and is highly respected by

vsrads It et Rl eh Al RA QR A HaR@ T |

The thumris of Lalanji are a class in themselves. The most authentic
version of a large number of Kadar Piya's thumris is contained in the Kramik
series of Bhatkhande, because these were learnt by Padmabhushan
Shri S. N. Ratanjankar directly from Kadar Piya's son, the late Nawab
Chaulakkhi Mirza Murad Dahar.
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Many of the thumris of Najar Piya were learnt directly from him by
Raja Bhaiya Poochhwale and are published in his Thumri Tarangini,
gafl WMl along with the thumris of some of the other composers who
have been mentioned earlier. | shall deal with only a few of such composi-
tions which have a representative character.

There are some thumris which bear the stamp of Urdu, but such in-
stances arerare. For instance, hereis athumriintheraga Tilang:

R Q¥ AR ANB 1R
3@ Gl { &0 3 S\ 36 Jgsaa AW
Faka W O -

There are some thumris in the Punjabi language. This style has
a monopoly of the tappa and is also used in the khayal and the dhrupad. For
instance, the following thumri blends the ragas Bhimpalasi and Dhani.

3 A AAAT R WRWASA AR WAl
A e AeH Haeld] &8 8 gR aqsnaikall

The Punjabi language is not suited to the genius of the bo/. It could not thrive
in the realm of the thumri as itdid in that of the khayal.

There are words from Surdas or Ghananand and other poets which
also make their appearance in the realm of the thumri. For instance,
E{lﬂl@ﬂ-‘{ﬂi{la&@iin Khamaj is a song by the famous Riti-kala poet of
Brajabhasha, Ghananand. There is another thumri Kafi, tala Deepchandi which
is akin to a bhajan. The words are attributed to Surdas. The Banaras school has
followed suit in the thumri sponsored by the Lucknow school. It has some
leanings towards the local dialect and some gleanings from the chaiti and kajri,
the regional folk tunes.

Agar A& NaAa Y QW

3R 3 A S "eaa edl
JE & 1 AR Qg T, IR A o@ el

The thumris of the Banaras School are comparatively free of the impact of
Urdu, of patches of Khari Boli. Sometimes a thumri singer can start with a
thumri and, as a kind of relief from the rhythmic procedure, can sing a series
of devotional or love poems in the form of so many antaras, during which the
drumming is suspended.

Like Sama Vedic music, the khayal and other forms which have their
stobhaksharas (syllables of exclamation or ejaculation) the thumri, too, has
its own syllables of exclamation. These are g‘la,g{q,g@,@ 'ﬂm,%’@ E@ .
These ejaculations have a definite role to play in the presentation of a song. They
heighten the effect of the sentiment portrayed and help the repetitions and

variations of the tune and sometimes they savour of the lascivious or the
voluptuous.
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Emphasis must also be given on a class of thumris which have a
depth and a pathos of their own, which cannot be reproduced in any other
form. To this category belong the famous thumri sung by the late Abdul
Karim Khan, namely @ @A E\ai‘%ﬂaﬁaﬂ, and the one sung by Ustad Bade
Ghulam Ali%e T g B 1a , 8@ & B a3, @ Rang A The phrasing
here is simple and direct. There is hardly anything in the words which can
aspire to pure poetry; but the language certainly inspires the singer to reach
both the depths and flights of melodicimagination which are in tune with the
feeling of pathos.

| made mention of the School of Bindadin. Bindadin has to his credit
a large number of thumris, some of which are published in Bhatkhande's
Kramik series. Here is an example of a thumri in Shahana raga, Trital tala.

SR 3 H @ A asHa

B8 ¥ YRR 28 gAAW

A& & A ARA =

BRI Al A AR AR NRAR,
B g a2, RQ I8 gREAT
AR AR g AR A =@l

Most of his thumris are full of the delicate yet sparkling expressions
which harmonise with the Natwari form of the dance and give a solid
grounding to the would-be dancer in some of its traits.

The thumri bears the imprint of folk elements, which are sometimes

discernible in the literary garb "as well. Here is a thumri in Desa which
has affinities with the Jhool/a.

WA IR
gggaﬁgggl TR ﬁaé%m T Wl e
R a“qsgf{l'a@m A=
@ 6l gid |EaA ud |

There is another thumri in Pilu, which is akin to Sawan—the folk
festival of the most festive month of the rainy season. But here the theme is
developed to unfathomable depths in a most refined manner —

AN 18 OR A Waa & w,

0 O A 9 27 WA FeE@E
S0 {30 W AR /A Q7@
3 I O PR B! el

odQ ¢ § S 31 @Aad @atll

The words, in-conjunction with the tune, have acquired a sug-
gestiveness that cannot be translated.
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| have deliberately omitted the Punjab School. The more apt word for
it is the Punjab anga, and it is purely a musical technique of gliding
swiftly over semi-tones or quarter-tones which a musician of any school
may do when he is prompted by his fancy. It has hardly anything to do with
the literary element and is beyond the scope of this article.

As in the political world, so in the world of art there are revolutions
and counter-revolutions. Perhaps because there was a surfeit of the erotic,
of the voluptuous or of devotion to a personal god of the cowherds and the
milkmaids, it provided a reaction in Benaras. The Nirguna or the knowledge
of the self was chosen as a theme for the thumri.

‘The true essence of the thumri is revealed when the artist sur-
renders completely to fantasy, to the sport and dalliance of love or the
dejection and pathos that occasionally follows in the wake of such a feeling.

Schiller says, "“"Man is completely human when he is playing.”
C.G. Jung in his Modern Man in Search of a Soul/ echoes this sentiment.
“Truth to tell, | have a very high opinion of fantasy. All the works of man have
their origin in creative fantasy. What right have we then to depreciate the
imagination?” It is linked with the very source of human and animal instinct.
The creativity of the imagination frees man from his bondage to “the nothing
but and liberates in him the spirit of the play. Something invaluable is won—
agrowth of independence, a step towards psychological maturity.”

There are various demands that are made on art and letters and as
pointed out by Walter Pater, all disinterested lovers of these forms regard
them as "a sort of cloisteral refuge from a certain vulgarity in the actual
world.” The thumri, indeed, comes to our rescue. The entire endeavour of
the thumri artist is directed towards making his art "pleasing—fine—as op-
posed to merely serviceable.” No thumri is serviceable in the sense that
a dhrupad or a Lakshana Geet is when it presents an authentic picture of a
raga.

The literary critic or the grammarian may come forward with attacks
on the language or the patchy and haphazard literary garb of the thumri. But
he has to be warned that he is dealing with the language of music
where poetry plays a subordinate role. In the choice of words and phrases,
the thumri artist is often "back to the earliest divination of the finished work
lying somewhere, according to Michaelangelo's fancy, in the rough-hewn
block.” Benedetto Croce in his thesis of Aesthetics as a Science of Ex-
pression and General Linguistics has rightly emphasised the impossibility
of a normative grammar, the impossibility of creating language artificially.
He has pointed out that the nature of expression supplies the method of dis-
covering the scientific error which lies in the conception of a (normative)
grammar, establishing the rules of correct speech. Good sense, he says, has
always rebelled against this error. 'Language"” says Benedetto Croce, "is
perpetual creation. The ever-new impressions give use to continuous
changes of sound and meaning, that is, to ever-new expressions. To seek the
model language, therefore, is to seek the immobility of motion."
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The thumri artist was far ahead of the Riti-kala poet of Hindi, indulg-
ing in formal Nayika Bheda or Nakhashikha Varnana. The thumri artist,
throbbing with life, had a direct approach to language and emotion. He had
his own "style”. And this style is a characteristic “mould”, a certain
absolute and unique manner of expressing a thing, in all its intensity and
colour, and intothisthe artist pours the whole content of his being.

In spite of some of its objectionable associations, the thumri is no
doubt a flower of transcendant beauty, and beauty in the words of Kalidasa,
can never be defiled and there is nothing which does not add to its
charm—

Belia B aywon agH agaR
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Veerabhadra and Ishwara in Daksha Yaga—Girija Kalyana.



