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Note on Translation and Transliteration

All translations from Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi, or Brajbhasha are my own, except where acknowledged. The transliteration system is adapted from the following dictionaries. For Devanagari, I rely on R.S. McGregor, The Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); for Gurmukhi, on Maya Singh, The Panjabi Dictionary (Lahore: Munshi Gulab Singh & Sons, 1895) and for Nastaliq, on J.T. Platts, A Dictionary of Urdu, Classical Hindi, and English (London: Allen & Co., 1884). The broad classification is below.

Devanagari and Gurmukhi

[image: image]

 
Nastaliq
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N.B. I have used ‘v’ for the Devanagari व and Gurmukhi ਵ, while ‘w’, for the consonant use of the Nastaliq و. Certain words from everyday parlance in South Asia, like guru, gurudwara, Sufi, pandit, maulvi and Rani have not been transliterated according to this scheme and have instead been only italicised, as per their standard Romanised usage.


Prologue

If you stand on the bank of Hansli canal, located in Indian Punjab, you will see an expanse of green fields all around. Reaching over the canal is a rustic, simply built iron bridge and if you listen carefully, you might hear the soft sound of anklet-clad footsteps on marble and the gentlest of singing voices …

Built in the seventeenth century as the shāh nehr or royal canal by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, this canal was meant to channel the waters of the river Ravi, from Madhopur in Pathankot to the Shalamar Gardens in Lahore. In the nineteenth century, the canal was repaired and extended by the Sikh ruler Maharaja Ranjit Singh, who constructed a small iron bridge over the canal for, and on the insistence of, his first Muslim wife, ‘Moran Sarkar’, the famous courtesan of Amritsar. The very journey of the canal waters mirrors the life of these two extraordinary lovers: Moran, who ended her days in Pathankot, the origin point for the Hansli canal, and Ranjit Singh, who died at his kingdom’s headquarters in Lahore, the ultimate destination for the Hansli’s waters.1

The origins of this simple iron bridge or the pul over the Hansli canal lie in a charming lovers’ quarrel between Moran and Ranjit. Once, Moran was on her way on horseback to the edge of her natal village Dhanoa Kalan to perform before Ranjit, who had halted there before going to the Golden Temple. While crossing the gushing waters, Moran’s silver sandal suddenly slipped into the Hansli canal and was swept away. Heartbroken at the loss of her treasured shoe, a dismayed Moran refused to dance for Ranjit again; threatening never to speak to him unless he built a bridge at the very spot she had lost her beloved slipper. The Maharaja, smitten by Moran, and afraid to lose her affections, complied willingly. He immediately issued orders for a bridge to be built over the Hansli waters, a bridge that became famous as Pul Moran, Pul Kanjri, ‘Tawā’ifpul’, or, the ‘Bridge of the Dancing Girl’.

In time, Pul Moran or Pul Kanjri emerged as a truly remarkable site that included, apart from the original bridge, a well, a pond or sarovar, a garden, a resting house for travellers, a mosque, a Sikh gurudwara, and a Hindu temple, apart from the airy pavilions of the Bārāhṅ Darī. Pul Kanjri is today located less than 3 kilometres away from the Indo-Pak border at Wagah between Amritsar and Lahore. It was briefly conquered in skirmishes by both nations: Pakistan in 1965, and then ‘reclaimed’ by India in 1971. A grandiose war memorial, symbol of a seemingly perennial yet only 75-year-old divide, currently stands at the site of a bridge that was originally built to connect two lovers, ‘a memorial to love’.

Today, Pul Kanjri is one of Amritsar’s lesser-known historical landmarks. The relative obscurity of this once-famous structure is a product of the historical shifts in social attitudes towards musicians, especially female performers, in Punjab. A symbol of the wealth of the patronage and power enjoyed by courtesans during Ranjit Singh’s reign, Pul Kanjri is also an emblem of the ‘shared space’ of religious cosmopolitanism fostered by the Lahore court.2 The short-lived reign of Ranjit Singh’s successors was followed by British annexation in 1849. Consequent upon the decline of Lahore as a courtly centre, this public structure gradually fell into decrepitude. The powerful wave of socio-religious reform led by the Anglicized middle classes that began in late nineteenth-century Punjab was marked by a hardening of anti-courtesan beliefs. Consequently, this nineteenth-century monument underwent restoration only in the twenty-first, as late as 2010.

Almost parallel to the decline of Lahore as courtly capital in western Punjab—mirrored in the Pul Kanjri story–was the rise of the Patiala court as a powerful locus of cultural patronage in the eastern part of Punjab. Indeed, by the early twentieth century, Patiala had emerged as the one ‘genuine’ classical musical lineage (gharānā) representative of the entire region, absorbing lineages from centres across the Punjab and neighbouring courtly centres like Lahore, Nabha, Jammu, Jaipur, Tonk and Delhi, and revealing the much broader ‘significant geographies’ imperative for musical production in Punjab.3

This book uncovers the spatial and temporal breadth of musical transformation in colonial Punjab, beginning in early nineteenth-century Lahore, and concluding in mid-twentieth century Patiala: from west to east, from Majha to Malwa, over the course of the long nineteenth century.4 A cultural and social history of Punjab that is simultaneously a regionally centred history of musicians, dancers, and patrons, this book uncovers the many histories of music for a large but neglected swathe of the South Asian subcontinent—hitherto understudied both on account of academic disinterest, and the restrictive cultural legacies of a politically divided region.






1A longer version of this Prologue is available to listen as a podcast/audio-walk. See Radha Kapuria, ‘Bridges–Podcast Audio Experience’. AHRC Being Human Festival at the University of Sheffield. Published 12 November 2020. https://beinghuman.sheffield.ac.uk/2020/events/bridge/

2Farina Mir, ‘Genre and Devotion in Punjabi Popular Narratives: Rethinking Cultural and Religious Syncretism’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 48, no. 3 (July 2006): 727–758.

3Francesca Orsini, ‘The Multilingual Local in World Literature’, Comparative Literature 67, no. 4 (2015).

4These terms refer to the different geographical regions within Punjab, each marked by their distinct dialects of spoken Punjabi. ‘Majha’ refers to the central heartland region of the Punjab, covering Lahore and Amritsar and surrounding districts, while ‘Malwa’ to southeast Punjab, covered by Patiala, Bathinda, Sangrur, among other cities.


Introduction

At the Fawwara Chowk roundabout on Amritsar’s ‘heritage walkway’ in Indian Punjab, there stands a martial statue of the Sikh ruler Ranjit Singh brandishing his sword, seated atop his favourite horse. A few metres away, opposite a line of shops selling tea, traditional food items, phulkārī stoles, and Punjabi juttī style shoes in the Dharam Singh Market, there stood, until January 2020, two platforms showcasing Punjab’s folk dancers (see Figure I.1).1 Depicting a purportedly timeless vision of Punjabi folk culture in the heart of Amritsar, simultaneously the holiest city of Sikhism and the cultural capital of Indian Punjab, the statues are loaded with a nostalgic heft. The platform on the right contained four statues of turbaned Sikh men, captured frozen mid-step while performing the bhaṅgṛā dance. Adjacent to it, the platform on the left featured four statues of women in flowing clothes reminiscent of Punjabi village dress, who were similarly shown performing the giddhā and the kikklī, popular women’s folk dances.

Inaugurated in 2016 by then Punjab Chief Minister Prakash Singh Badal, leader of the incumbent Shiromani Akali Dal, these elaborate dioramas of carefree folk dancers in Amritsar encapsulate the popular view of Punjabi culture: folksy, rural, convivial, and earthy. Juxtaposed with the martial grandeur of Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s statue, the dancers’ statues were meant to symbolize quintessential Punjab to the hordes of tourists, both Indian and foreign, that throng the historic city every day.
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FIGURE I.1 The ‘dancing statues’ in Amritsar’s Heritage Walkway, December 2019.

Photo courtesy: Radha Kapuria.



The brief life these statues had near the Golden Temple before their relocation four years later neatly exemplifies several tropes around the historical representation of Punjab’s performing traditions and artistes, and the politics of cultural commemoration around them, that I explore and question in this book.

There is an effortless organicity in the choice of folk music and dance to represent Punjab to outsiders—whether in the built, material heritage as signified by the dancing statues of Amritsar, or in the audio-visual representations evident in popular Bollywood film, solidifying this image beyond South Asia across the globe.2 It is the strength of this enduring stereotype—and the implication that ‘serious music and Punjab were incompatible’, to use Sheila Dhar’s mordant phrase—that in part, prompted my research into the social history of music in pre-Partition Punjab.3

Punjab is widely understood—in both Indian and Pakistani national imaginaries, and also in the substantial South Asian diaspora across the world—as the land of folk culture. In contrast, this book tracks the story of classical, urbane music and culture in Punjab by arguing that music, or specifically classical, Hindustani art music, was an important feature of life in the pre-twentieth-century Punjab courts, especially that of the Sikh Maharaja Ranjit Singh (r. 1801–1839) at Lahore. It proposes a holistic understanding of musicians in the region and attempts to track social attitudes towards the mirāsīs (hereditary caste of musicians, genealogists, and bards) and dancing girls in colonial Punjab, who constantly crossed the artificial boundaries since created between ‘classical’, ‘folk’ and ‘devotional’, and between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’.

My book explores the many ways in which the music performed by hereditary professional musicians in colonial Punjab, c. 1800s–1940s (see Figure I.2), was employed by different constituencies for a range of purposes—political, affective, social, and devotional. It thus offers the first social history of professional music-making in colonial Punjab, to show both the adaptability of its musical traditions, and their intrinsic role in shaping multiple identities among performers, patrons, and listeners. In focusing especially on the lesser-known history of art, or Hindustani, music in the region, this study prompts a reassessment of Punjab’s regional identity, given that it has long been stereotyped as the land of ‘rustic’ culture.4 This is equally a regional history of music and musicians in Punjab, and a study of the shifting place of music in Punjabi social life over time. Focused specifically on the colonial period, a major thematic running through the entire book is the relationship between Indians (or, more specifically, Hindustanis)5 and Europeans, refracted through the prism of music, and the implications of an entanglement with a specifically Western form of modernity for Punjab.
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FIGURE I.2 Colonial Punjab, ‘The Land of the Five Rivers’.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.



There is a startling lack of scholarship on the music of undivided (pre-1947) or colonial-era Punjab. There are excellent but isolated studies on Sikh music,6 Punjabi folk traditions,7 Sufi music,8 particular instruments,9 localized microstudies of regions within Punjab,10 and sociological analyses of contemporary practices.11 No attempt has been made to systematically examine the pre-1947 social history of music, and particularly art music, in the Punjab. The rich and vibrant tradition of Sikh gurmat saṅgīt and the equally significant strains of folk and Sufi traditions have been seen as representative of the region’s musical pasts, but crucially, their many interconnections have been under-explored. And the focus on these varieties of music has left out several other equally important genres of music-making—most notably Hindustani music—that have historically constituted a critically important part of the musical landscape of the region.

Histories of Hindustani music in colonial India, conversely, have not touched the Punjab. Rather, they have been focused on the regions of western India (Janaki Bakhle on Bombay/Mumbai and Baroda/Vadodara), South India (Lakshmi Subramanian’s, Amanda Weidman’s, and Davesh Soneji’s work on Tanjore and Chennai) and eastern parts of north India (Sharmadip Basu and Sagnik Atarthi on Calcutta/Kolkata and Richard David Williams on Matiyaburj, Calcutta/Kolkata, and Lucknow). While extant studies emphasize the success of conservative elites in purifying and nationalizing music, I interrogate the consistency of that very project, by focusing on the distinctive modes of patronage that existed in colonial Punjab.12 These included sections of the royalty, wealthy landowners, Christian missionaries, Hindu and Sikh reform organizations, and, increasingly as the twentieth century wore on, middle-class connoisseurs.

Most existing scholarship on music in Punjab, by largely covering subjects beyond and outside the purview of the classical, also participates, albeit unconsciously, in upholding the ‘rustic Punjab’ stereotype. Khalid Basra’s and Lowell Lybarger’s work come closest to directly researching classical music in Punjab. However, both accounts are restricted to west Punjab, in present-day Pakistan. In contrast, Virinder Kalra’s book is the first to look at music across the two Punjabs in a holistic manner, offering a wealth of insights on the many shared musical practices and borrowings across the Radcliffe line. As a sociologist, however, his work almost wholly pertains to contemporary practices, with little archival analysis of colonial or pre-colonial times. Kalra only briefly examines the discourse of colonial commentators and native elites, to conclude, rather decisively, that ‘colonial modernity shaped and crafted designs’ of both folk and classical music: while the latter ‘was able to service the new nation’, the former ‘remained the local residual and thus steeped in colonial terminology’.13 However, he does not sufficiently account for the marginalization of the classical from discourses on Punjabi culture, when, in fact, classical music was very widely patronized.14

In contrast, I wish to demonstrate the importance of hereditary, Hindustani/art musicians for the regional Punjab context, to reveal how classical training had a relevance outside and beyond the paradigm of the nation in a more local milieu.15 I thus challenge the symbolic alienation of the ‘classical’ from Punjab’s culture—in both popular and scholarly discourse. While doing so, I am mindful of the paradoxical locations that ‘classical’ music has historically had in the Punjab context, performed as it has often been in spaces associated with ‘folk’, qawwālī or gurbāṇī music, such as melās (fairs), or shrines of Sufi saints.

The contemporary elevation (both lay and academic) of genres of music performed only in these ‘popular’ spaces, symbolized by either a bucolic conviviality or a martial vigour, has obscured the important role played by classically trained, gharānā-based musicians in the socio-cultural history of Punjab. By focusing on classical musicians in Punjab, whilst simultaneously being attentive to their deep interconnections with folk, gurbāṇī, and qawwālī musicians, I hope to offer a distinctive and more complex perspective situated within wider work on culture in modern South Asia.

Undivided Punjab is a telling focus of investigation, given its geographical location—connecting the heartlands of north India with the frontiers of Central Asia—and its inhabitants embraced both the popular and elite domains of music in a way that challenges the familiar trajectory of Indian music’s embourgeoisement and nationalization under colonialism.16 Given its unique location, references to this region’s music are conspicuous, but scattered and diffused in existing scholarship. I now chart out this uneven terrain of references, to argue the need for a more focused book on the subject.

A Present Absence: Punjab, Music, and Culture in Existing Scholarship

[t]he ubiquity of music in the social life of India is matched by a pervasive lack of interest in its history.17

So the eminent scholar of Hindustani music Amlan Das Gupta tellingly reminds us. We can even more accurately replace ‘India’ with ‘Punjab’ in the above statement; since references to the history of musicians, musical instruments, and musical trends in the Punjab in musical histories and traditional ethnomusicological accounts tend to be stray and disconnected. For instance, in Allyn Miner’s classic work on the sitār and sarod, where she notes that the Urdu music treatise, Sarmāya-e-’ishrat (1869), specified that the tāus and kamānchā were from the Punjab—but notes merely that ‘they disappeared at an earlier time, and it is tempting to think of them as the predecessors of the israj’.18 Similarly, James Kippen has observed that the history of the tablā is quite intimately connected to the Punjab, but without, till date, following up with extended commentary.19 While considering Punjab as the possible place of origin for the sāraṅgī (bowed fiddle), ethnomusicologist Joep Bor similarly raises a pertinent question regarding a bearded musician playing ḍholak (two-headed drum) in a Mughal-era painting:


Was the bearded musician perhaps Allah Dad Dhadhi, the musician from Jalandhar who is mentioned by Faqirullah in his Rag Darpan (1665–6)? Or was he the Dhadhi sarangi player ‘Abdullah, a devotee of Sikh Guru Hargobind (1595–1644)?20



The question continues to stare at us invitingly; given no researcher of pre-modern Punjab since pursued it. Again, Katherine Butler Schofield’s pioneering research into music during the reign of Aurangzeb refers to land in Punjab’s Jalalabad districts that was bestowed in 1672 by the ruler upon a court musician’s son ‘on account of his giving up music as a means of earning’.21 There also exists a rich visual archive of paintings that depicts musicians in eighteenth-century Punjab, especially the Hill States (roughly corroborating to the present-day Himachal Pradesh), notably the remarkable work of the artist Nainsukh of Guler. Many Pahari artists, experts in painting rāgamālās (‘garland of rāgas’) with inscriptions in Gurmukhi and Takri scripts, often migrated to the Punjab plains, where they were employed at the Sikh courts.22 No historian of Punjab has coherently investigated these tantalizing nuggets of information, suggesting that further research would be fruitful.

That a detailed historical analysis, particularly of classical music in Punjab, has eluded us this far, and presentist stereotypes about the ‘folkness’ of Punjabi music abide with such resilience, is therefore surprising. It is especially so given the extraordinary wealth of classical music traditions in the region, and the pervasive use of rāga-and-tāla-based music in a range of Punjabi texts of both a secular and sacral nature, across diverse social contexts. For example, the origins of Sikhism in Guru Nanak’s musically inscribed teachings, and the increasing use of music by the subsequent Sikh Gurus for broadcasting their message, reveals the pre-eminence in Punjabi society of what I will call here rāgadārī music, society since at least the fifteenth century, if not earlier.23

References to rāgadārī music emerge in many unexpected texts from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Punjab. Apart from the innumerable instances of Sikh scripture and the kāfīs of the beloved and popular Sufi saint Bulleh Shah that are set to rāgas, take, for instance, a beautifully illustrated Persian manuscript housed in the British Library, based on Damodar Gulati’s original Heer Ranjha qissā composed in Punjabi in 1605.24 This late eighteenth-century Qissā Hīr va Ranjhā was written by Mansaram Munshi in 1744, two decades prior to Waris Shah’s classic rendition dated to 1766. Munshi’s Persian variation contains miniature paintings in the Punjab Hills style of rāgas and rāginīs, with one featuring musicians playing for Heer’s father, Chuchek Khan. Further, we also find a painting of female instrumentalists on a page where the text highlights a textual and visual discussion on Rāga Sheśa or Khaṭ (also known as Zilaf at the time), a now-obscure rāga set in Bhairav thāṭ (see Figure I.3).25 That a discussion on the attributes of a rāga or a musical mode is so centrally placed in a high-literary account of this popular and quintessentially Punjabi love ballad, illustrates a recognition, on the part of Munshi and/or his patron, of the value of rāgadārī music in the dissemination of Heer’s story. It must also be noted that the classic verses from Waaris Shah’s Heer are usually sung in tunes emanating from Bhairavi thāṭ, which itself is closely associated with Bhairav thāṭ.26
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FIGURE I.3 Illustration from Qissā Hīr va Ranjhā (1744) of female musicians (top) and of Hir’s father Chuchek Khan, listening to musicians (bottom)

© The British Library Board (OMS/Or. 1244).



The writings of various colonial ethnographers and others resident in colonial Punjab likewise include disparate references to a wide variety of music, much of which was rāgadārī. In the accounts of British ethnomusicologists and collectors too, like Maud MacCarthy or A.H. Fox Strangways, we find evidence of the rich musical traditions of the Punjab: whether they be MacCarthy’s Punjabi friend Moyed Din, who sang for her Rāga Shrī, the ‘king of the rāgas’, which she later notated,27 or the tablā player from Amritsar, Bhai Santu, who played for Fox Strangways.28

Within the rather circumscribed field of historical accounts on Punjab’s music, scholarly attention until now has been limited either to dry compendia that enlist stylistic and genealogical features of the musical gharānās (lineages) of the region, or to the more identifiably ‘popular’ cultural forms and artefacts. In the history of music in the region, there is a remarkable lacuna, with the exception of two monographs in Hindi and Gurmukhi. The first, by Geeta Paintal in Hindi, entitled Punjāb Kī Saṅgīt Paramparā offers a comprehensive view of the evolution of music in the Punjab.29 Filled with rich anecdotes, the book is a meticulous compilation of information on the different genres of music in the region, especially the various gharānās of classical music in Punjab and their genealogies. Though filled with a greater level of detail and referring to a wider range of sources than Paintal’s monograph, B.S. Kanwal’s more recent Gurmukhi account on Punjāb De Saṅgīt Gharāne Ate Bhārtī Saṅgīt Paraṁparā offers a similar description of the gharānās of music in the Punjab, while also linking them to developments in Sikh kīrtan music. Both accounts are nonetheless restricted on account of a limited conception of the link between music and society and conventional opinions take the place of rigorous analytical engagement. Overall, these books are valuable as compendia documenting importing descriptive information on the varied musical traditions of the Punjab, in which regard both books are in fact exemplary.

The birds’ eye perspective in the writings of Paintal and Kanwal is contrasted with the more focused ethnomusicological and anthropological work on contemporary Punjabi music. Michael Nijhawan’s writings on the ḍhaḍ-sārangī tradition and Gibb Schreffler’s on the ḍhol are pioneering and particularly insightful in this regard.30 Punjab’s Sufi music has similarly been studied, along with other centres across north India and Pakistan in Qureshi’s pioneering study on qawwālī from 1995.31 More recently, Pannke has examined iterations of Sufi music beyond qawwālī in Pakistan’s Indus valley region.32 Again, Wolf’s work on music and drumming across Islamicate South Asia, devotes some space to music in the shrine cultures of contemporary Lahore.33 As opposed to the contemporary location of these studies, and the unquestionable value of the ethnomusicological method in studying the performing arts, here I undertake a more traditional historical analysis, primarily to counter the inherent presentism in existing anthropological, sociological, and ethnomusicological studies. The idea of Punjabi music as primarily folk is historically incorrect and reveals a curious presentism, wherein we imagine the past of Punjabi music to be of a particular contour, based solely on narrow, current-day notions about it. My aim here is to caution against this broad trend, to promote a more historically grounded awareness of music in the region.

Scholarship on the social history of Punjab in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has, for the large part, focused on religious identity or political and economic trends. J.S. Grewal’s classic work places the history of Sikhism within the larger trajectory of Punjab history and geography, giving equal space to the development of Panthic Sikhism and the rise of Ranjit Singh’s Sikh empire, moving on to describe the new state of Punjab in the 1960s, concluding with the turbulent 1980s.34 From an anthropological point of view, Richard G. Fox underlined the importance of British authorities in patronizing a distinct Sikh identity, arguing that ‘in pursuit of their colonial interests through means dictated by their own cultural beliefs [the British] foreshadowed the reformed Sikh, or Singh identity propounded by the Singh Sabhas’.35 As opposed to this, Harjot Oberoi’s prominent work emphasizes the role of the Singh Sabha reformers themselves in the re-fashioning of Sikh identity.36 He argues that the religious boundaries of Sikhism were solidly constructed, sharply marking out what constituted Sikh theology and ceremony in conscious opposition to Hinduism and Islam. Heterodox Sikh practices, especially popular belief systems held in common by many Punjabis irrespective of religion, were outlawed and a fixed and monolithic Sikh identity put in its place. Similarly, and prior to Oberoi, Kenneth Jones had contended that for the vast majority of Punjabi Hindus, ‘Hinduism’ was not the primary operative category of self-definition, but that the ‘specific tradition’ of an individual’s jātī or caste rather than the great tradition of his religion dictated social behaviour’.37 This tradition was altered with the conversions by many high castes to Christianity during the 1870s, which provided the Arya Samaj of Punjab, led by urban and middle-class mercantile men, a major ground from which to refashion Hindu belief and practice along militant lines while simultaneously challenging Sikh and Islamic reformers.

The historiographical focus has changed in recent times, especially with the work of Sethi, Malhotra, Mir, and Murphy. Anil Sethi’s doctoral research examined ‘the interplay between symbolic and cultural aspects of religion’ in quotidian routines by focusing on popular literature and tracts to assess the role of ‘discursive elements’ in the creation of sectarian identities.38 Anshu Malhotra’s was the first major monograph to discuss the move towards greater domestication of women in conjunction with the upper-caste movements for social reform.39 Farina Mir’s pioneering research into the politics of language in colonial Punjab focussed on the rise of a brisk vernacular book trade which maintained the colonial-era market for the traditionally popular and orally recited qisse (epic romances), explaining why Punjabi flourished despite an unsympathetic colonial state that favoured English and Urdu.40 Anne Murphy has more recently revived attention towards the salience of the history of material objects in representing the Sikh past but also in effecting its production in the present, through processes of memorialization.41 I will build on this literature embodying the cultural turn in the recent historiography of Punjab, part of the wider academic trajectory of cultural history writing on South Asia, that centres culture as embodied practice within varied political and social contexts.42

Locating Subaltern Performers in the Archives

Deep down the hope is that by giving marginalized voices places to speak and shout and sing from, anthropology can in some measure counter the long-standing arrogance of colonial and imperial authority, of history written in one language, in one voice, as one narrative.43

—Steven Feld

How might one write a history that provides a place for marginalized voices ‘to speak, shout and sing from’, as per ethnomusicologist Steven Feld’s formulation? The technical difficulty of accessing voices from the past44 is combined with the ethical dilemmas of the very possibility of accessing the subjectivities of subalterns, separated from us in time, space, and social location.45 Still, to paraphrase Marc Bloch’s words, one can strain to detect ‘the scent of (subaltern) human flesh’ in the mainstream archives.46 In a word, one must attempt to redress hegemonic views of the past, unearthing those local beliefs and popular knowledges sidelined or ‘unarchived’ by mainstream history.47

While there do exist traces of some subaltern figures in the archives, it is a narrow focus on a certain kind of Punjabi rural subject. This privileging of the peasant went hand-in-hand with a prioritization of the rural landscape in Punjab as opposed to the urban one in colonial British discourse.48 Navyug Gill has thus perceptively argued that ‘from the vantage of the archive, much of Panjabi history is the intractable one-act theatre of those deemed peasants’.49

The focus on the peasant as Punjabi subject par excellence has also diverted attention away from others such as performers from hereditary communities, whether the more popular mirāsīs (Punjab’s ubiquitous bards), or the more elite kalāwant musicians, performers of rāgadārī music. When writing a history of musicians in colonial Punjab, this problem of accessing the archives for the voices and presence of musicians becomes ever more difficult, given the primarily oral tradition that classical music in South Asia has been. As a result, the trajectories of elite, urbane, educated, connoisseur, Punjabis or indeed those of rāgadārī music-making in the Punjab, have been neglected in South Asian historiography.

This is in direct contrast to the conventional stereotype for a region like Bengal, for example, where the elite bhadralok were seen as definitive of the region’s culture. As a result, any scholarly examination of popular and non-elite groups in Bengal was seen for a long time as irrelevant, since it lay outside the purview of the ‘Bengal Renaissance’ apparently ushered in with the engagement of Bengal’s elites with western modernity.50 The reverse is true of the Punjab, as we already saw above, with existing literature limited to folk musicians, ḍhaḍhīs, and performers of Sikh kīrtan like the rāgīs and rabābīs, with classical musicians in Punjab receiving short shrift.51

Isolating classical music-making as a stand-alone tradition of music, however, perpetuates a folk-classical binary that obscures more than it reveals about histories of music. Peter Manuel has recently pointed persuasively to the existence of an intermediate sphere of music between classical and folk music in South Asia.52 I, too, will show the connections between these two purportedly disparate genre-worlds of folk and classical music, but from a sociological/social rather than just a musicological perspective, by focusing on the group that moved in both worlds: the mirāsīs, a lineage-based, nomadic, hereditary caste group of bards, genealogists and musicians, traditionally endowed with low social caste status in Punjab, but who often had musical connections with more elite, gharānedār musicians.

The discourse on mirāsīs is central to my discussion, for they were idealized and ruralized in the writings of colonial scholar-administrators and folklorists. For example, the civil servant H.A. Rose presented what was perhaps the most extensive description on the different categories of mirāsīs in nineteenth-century Punjab. He quoted a particularly valuable kabit/kavitt (Hindi poem) that illuminates the role of mirāsīs as clients of powerful Punjabi patrons across class and community:


Guniān ke sagar hain, zat ke ujagar hain, bikhari badshahon ke;

Parbhon ke Mirasi, Singhon ke Rabābīs, Qawwal Pirzadon ke;

Sabhi hamen janat hain, Dum maljadon ke.

We are the ocean of knowledge (gun), enlighteners of castes, beggars of kings;

Mirasis (hereditary bards) of our patrons, Rabābīs of the Sikhs, and Qawwal (story tellers) of the Pirzadas (Shaikhs);

All men know us, we are the Dums of the wealthy.53



The mirāsīs in colonial Punjab were therefore members of a caste that was eminently adaptable to circumstance, adapting faith and devotional practices according to the context they found themselves in. Be they Shi’as in Dera Ghazi Khan, worshippers of the goddess in Hoshiarpur in east Punjab, Mandi, and the hill states, or composers of kabits in a range of other diverse contexts, Rose showcases them as an important community who were the inheritors of knowledge and practitioners of music.54 Given the diverse skillsets possessed by this admittedly fluid, and internally differentiated community, it should come as no surprise that mirāsīs also traversed the folk-classical divide in Hindustani music. The pronouncements of elites and the new middle classes emerging in Lahore, Amritsar, and Jalandhar in their attempts to cleanse music demonstrate this fact; as do the changes wrought within princely state spaces both autonomous of, and influenced by, colonialism.

I discuss the colonial ethnographers’ disdain towards the mirāsīs, these musicians’ insertion into a discourse of caste and demography, and at the same time, their marginalization by Indian elites. Rather than argue that the disdain shown by educated Indians towards these groups was simply a product of colonialism, I show a much longer genealogy of disparaging attitudes towards them. Like Dirks though, I demonstrate that these groups suffered more with the institutionalization of colonial policy that dis-enfranchised them.55 There was a crystallization of prejudice against them in the colonial period; what was earlier only social now became institutionalized. Throughout this book, I track the locations of this community or ‘qaum’ of musicians—and other key hereditary communities like the kanjrīs (lower status dancing girls)—in the social discourse of the immediate pre-colonial milieu at Ranjit Singh’s court; how the discourse changed in the accounts of British colonial ethnographic writing; and finally what Anglophone Indian middle-class elites came to think of them and how they worked to exclude these groups, in an attempt to sanitize and reform their music.

Gender, Class, and Modernity

Though my research began with larger questions around stereotypes of Punjabi music and the importance of socially marginalized and liminal musician communities like the mirāsīs, it soon became clear that considerations of gender lay at the very heart of the project. In other words, while I did not consciously seek women out in the primary sources, I discovered them at every other nook in the archives and at each turn in the research journey: from a courtly context in the early nineteenth century, to their criticality in Christian mission work in the mid-nineteenth century, and finally to the strident late-nineteenth-century reform campaigns to outlaw nautch performances by courtesans and replace them with devotional singing by ‘chaste’ middle-class women.

Women’s voices and their status in the realms of musical performance, dissemination, and reform, thus feature as a central theme in the book. At Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s court, by focusing on courtesans and female performers, and the strategic significance of nautch performances, we gain a refreshing and perspective on the political history of Lahore.56 Through a discussion of Ranjit Singh’s relationship to the vast retinue of the courtesans and musicians he employed, particularly his famous corps of cross-dressing ‘Amazonian’ female dancers, I shed light on the important intersections of gender, power, and class at the Sikh court. Again, it was colonial (British, European, and American) women—as missionaries and memsāhibs—who stand out in their deep interest and enthusiasm for learning Indian music, when compared to their male counterparts in nineteenth-century Punjab. Mirroring this gendered interest in singing and music was the other end of the hierarchical proselytization relationship, where I encountered Punjabi women as often being more responsive than men to singing Christian bhajans and Punjabi psalms publicly. Finally, the ‘female voice’ was put to new reformist, religious, and nationalist ends by the middle-class men of all backgrounds, revealing gender as the unifying factor for Punjab’s diverse and often conflicting communities.

Foregrounding female figures and amplifying women’s voices in the world of music and dance does not mean women functioned completely outside of patriarchal bounds. Instead, similar to the way Tanika Sarkar has shown for Bengal, women’s bodies and voices became the site for powerful debates around the articulation of political positions and cultural identities.57 Highlighting such centrality is important given the analytical indifference displayed towards this range of female activity in most histories of Punjab in this period (with the notable exception of Anshu Malhotra’s work). In an important recent book that claims to be the ‘first synoptic history’ of Lahore, undivided Punjab’s capital and the region’s most cosmopolitan city, the authors provide an otherwise cogent and wide-ranging account of the middle classes in the city.58 However, without women’s voices, the city remains a masculine space, designed and peopled by, and for, men; when even a cursory look at newspaper reports (a crucial category of primary evidence for the authors) and journals of the time illustrates that women were key, vocal actors in the emerging public sphere in colonial Lahore.59 In contrast, this book’s partial recovery of the history of female performers reveals their centrality to public culture in the region, especially its cities, offering us a newer understanding of colonial Punjab.

Along with female performers and mirāsīs, the Anglicized middle-classes from Lahore, Amritsar, and Jalandhar are equally important protagonists in this story, and here I build on social histories of Punjabi middle class specifically, and the north Indian middle-class more broadly.60 This newly emergent middle-class insisted on reforming religion along the lines of a scientific rationalism, and musical practice around a more western-style idea of the musician as a ‘respectable’ public professional. In crafting this new kind of respectability in the musical realm, a related question hinges around how inclusive and accessible the new musical publics created by these middle classes in colonial Punjabi cities were. Most scholars of music in colonial South Asia agree how ‘a range of exclusions’ deriving from feudal structures and caste privilege muted the modern and democratic impulses of social reform.61 Contributors to a volume on music and publicness in modern India have recently reiterated this contradiction between the inclusivity inherent in ideas of ‘publicness’, and the exclusivity evident in the social inequities reflected in the musical publics that emerged in South Asia.62 This was certainly true of Punjab as well, where social reformers adopted a particularly vitriolic position towards hereditary performer communities like the mirāsīs and kanjrīs, despite their initial reliance on members of these very groups.

In the broader field of the social histories of music in South Asia, Janaki Bakhle and Lakshmi Subramanian, among others, have most prominently shown the power of the middle-class-led musical reform movement in causing ruptures to older practices. In contrast, Richard Williams’ work demonstrates the resilience and continuity of pre-colonial forms of organizing, patronizing, and writing about music, of networks established in vernacular worlds (Urdu and Bangla, for example), far removed from the reforming agendas of Anglophone and Hindu revivalist middle-class interlocutors. Williams’ plea that ‘we must not take fin-de-siècle reformers, educationists, and nationalists at their own estimation, but relativize their interests against a larger canvas’, is very well taken.63 By focusing on middle-class commentators, I certainly do not make the case that this was the only narrative that defined Punjab’s nineteenth century. Rather, as I demonstrate with the example of late nineteenth-century Patiala, older forms of music-making and musical organization continued alongside these radical new changes.

For the purposes of this book however, and primarily to examine and counter the weight of the stereotype that so relentlessly ‘folklorises’ Punjabi music and neglects existing textual material on other kinds of musics in the region, I here examine hitherto unexplored texts produced for, and largely by, the middle-classes (who characteristically focused on classical music) in colonial Punjab. Despite this focus on the middle classes, it is clear (as noted by Richard Williams, and earlier by Gerry Farrell, among others) that the nationally important reformer Pandit V.D. Paluskar, who used Lahore as an incubator for his modernizing efforts, failed to alter the gharānedār system of ustād-shāgird (teacher–pupil) pedagogy. Even today, this remains the central method of musical training in South Asia; most professional classical musicians in India emerge not from the school system established by Paluskar and Bhatkhande, but through sīnā-ba-sīnā (literally, bosom-to-bosom in Persian) tutelage on the gharānā model. The realm in which Paluskar and others did succeed, however, was in changing the terms of modern musical discourse by crucially shaping audience expectations of hereditary musicians. For Punjab, the evidence I have uncovered points to a curious mid-way position, where, while there was a ready environment conducive for Paluskar to plant the seed of musical reform along Hindu devotional lines, there co-existed musical worlds beyond this logic of reform. What needs to be assessed, then, is the extent to which reformers were successful in supplanting these older spaces of music-making.

Such older spaces were evident in Punjab princely states of Patiala and Kapurthala. At Patiala, we encounter what Angma Dey Jhala has called a ‘hybrid world’ of aesthetics and cultural practice, where a westernized modernity was underpinned by Sikh devotionalism in the discourse and patronage of music. Along with female performers, hereditary performer communities and the middle classes, therefore, the royalty and aristocratic elite of Punjab constitute the other significant social group this book engages with—connoisseurs, traditionally organized patronage channels for musicians and dancers. Given that the courtly elites featured here range from Maharaja Ranjit Singh in early nineteenth-century Lahore (Chapter 1) to Maharaja Bhupinder Singh in early twentieth-century Patiala (Chapter 4), I will invoke scholarship on princely South Asia across the temporal landscape. This book will accordingly evaluate both elites (largely as patrons and consumers, but also as high-status middle-class musicians); and subalterns (lower-status musicians and performers) in writing the history of music in colonial Punjab.

Regional History and Social History

Studying the musical world of colonial Punjab as regional history is crucial because affective ties (including musical ties) have for long politically defined Punjab. These ties are customarily gathered together under the umbrella term of ‘Punjabiyat’ or ‘Punjabiness’, united by the spatial limits of a broadly common spoken Punjabi language, as opposed to the divisions of religion, caste, or community.64 It thus becomes imperative for both musicology and history to investigate the different music-related phenomena in the region in a connected manner. For this, however, a multilingual approach is necessary because several languages flourished together in colonial Punjab. The corpus of writings on music in this region constitutes what Francesca Orsini has in another context termed an unwieldy ‘multilingual literary archive’.65

Given that most contemporary scholarship is still largely based on work in single languages and scripts, my book breaks new ground in consulting sources in Punjabi, Urdu, Braj, Hindi, and English, including manuscripts and books from the British and Royal Asiatic Society Libraries, the British Museum, SOAS, and Victoria and Albert Museum Archives, and archives at Patiala and Chandigarh, India and the Lahore Museum, Pakistan. I combine archival research with oral history interviews straddling India, Pakistan, and the diaspora. This regional history of music is inherently interdisciplinary, combining perspectives from ethnomusicology with the historical method.

Inspired methodologically by a set of writings from different but connected fields, the primary structure of this book is that of regional history, also combining perspectives from the disciplines of geography and anthropology with the more traditional historical method. I do not take the geographical boundaries of Punjab as a given, thus remaining cognisant of its flexible, contested, and constantly moving borders—which is certainly borne out by the separation of British Punjab, on the Indian side, into the two different states of Himachal Pradesh and Haryana in 1966, and the claims to independent cultural-linguistic regions this implied.

I insights from regional history work well with the connected idea of ‘circulation’, rather than of viewing Punjab as an unchanging and immobile culture with a fixed essence. According to the first articulation of this concept for South Asian studies, circulation encompasses not simply the flows of humans and goods in a society, but also of ‘information, knowledge, ideas, techniques, skills, cultural productions (texts, songs), religious practices, even gods’.66 This insight is particularly relevant for Indian musician communities, who have historically been peripatetic, often migrating from one region to another. Punjab has always been an important migration route and a conduit for music, and a centre of origin for many musical practices—especially those related to the tablā, but also vocal traditions, as evident in the influence of Patiala vocalists as far as Afghanistan.67 This is hardly surprising given that Punjab has always been the main conduit for economic, cultural, and musical flows from mainland India towards Central Asia and vice versa.68 The book will also shed light on the several forms of circulation of musicians and dancers and cultural practices and discourses, within Punjab itself, and also from Punjab to other centres in north India, west India, and beyond, to provide a broader, macro-level, more cosmopolitan picture of culture in the region.

Further, regional identities and local cultures are not ‘objective’ entities, solidified in time, but rather are grounded in historically constructed narratives. The anthropologist Arjun Appadurai has noted (though more in the context of the connections of the ‘local’ with the ‘global’), the primacy of the ideas of ‘cultural difference’ in mobilizing group identities around locality, which has an important resonance for this historical study of the region. Appadurai stresses how local communities are formed in a manner that is ‘relational and contextual’ instead of emerging from some inherently ‘scalar or spatial’ characteristics.69 This insight does not lessen the merits of adopting a regional perspective. In the words of Celia Applegate (who researches regional history in Europe, especially the German context), rather than work with fixed geographical frameworks, we need to ‘regard the specificity of places as the outcome of social and cultural processes interacting with physical environments’.70 Geographers John Agnew and James Duncan have similarly spoken of the ways in which identities are shaped as much by place (the ‘geographical imagination’) as by society (the ‘sociological imagination’).71

Building on Rogers Brubaker’s plea to not reify the ‘nation’ as a thing, but instead evaluate it as ‘a category of practice’ and as a ‘cognitive frame’, Applegate argues for understanding regions, too, through their ‘distinctive practices of placeness’, or ‘the distinctive forms of geographical relations’, that keep ‘some regions relevant to collective life long after their political significance has diminished’.72

On the subcontinent, Punjab and Bengal have been exactly such regions where these ‘distinctive forms of geographical relations’ have consistently subverted the political borders of 1947. Divided between the two nation-states of India and Pakistan since the past 75 years, Punjab has comprised a unified regional identity for the greater part of its history, spanning six centuries (if we date the origins of popular poetry in Punjabi to the first major Punjabi poet, Baba Farid in the thirteenth century), if not more of shared existence. The history of the past 75 years, marked by sustained antagonism between India and Pakistan, makes Punjab a fascinating region to study, given that studying regional identities of border regions helps us ‘emphasize the ambiguities and instabilities of the nationalizing project’ in South Asia, as elsewhere.73

How might one integrate these disparate insights from across disciplines to understand the distinctive ‘practices of placeness’ that informed the discourse around music in Punjab? How may a ‘place-based imagination’74 for Hindustani music, centred in Punjab, refresh our understanding of the region’s cultural pasts, and simultaneously re-energize our view of the music history of the South Asia more generally?

The importance of the wider regional perspective for Punjab studies was perhaps first adopted in Chetan Singh’s study on Region and Empire: Panjab in the Seventeenth Century.75 More recently, eminent historian J.S. Grewal has undertaken a more historically comprehensive regional study, covering a broad sweep of time: from the prehistoric period to medieval times.76 Mirroring this longue durée view is Reeta Grewal and Sheena Pall Singh’s monumental edited volume on Punjab in the pre-colonial and colonial periods.77 These histories go a long way in overturning what Singh and Gaur have called the primarily ‘Sikh-centric’ scholarship that has emerged in post-1947 India.78 Kalra’s sociological account is also undertaken as a critique of the colonial logic of conflating religion with language and culture, ‘the formula being Urdu-Muslim-Pakistan, Hindi-Hindu-India and Punjabi-Sikh-Punjab’.79

Punjab has historically constituted a crucial ‘multilingual melting pot’ which, given the legacy of the linguistic (script-wise) and religious divisions that emerged in the early twentieth century and the political divisions of 1947, has proven characteristically difficult to study in any comprehensive way. As with any other scholar of colonial Punjab, I too was overwhelmed by the ‘unwieldy multilingual archive’ for the period, needing to consult sources ranging from Persian, Punjabi, Urdu, Hindi to English, German and French. Instead, if we view this archive as ‘both a challenge and an opportunity—to think about the relationship between local and wider geographies’ in the region, a more accurate and detailed history can be attempted.80 Here I find useful the perspective adopted by Orsini in her more recent work, on the multilingual Awadh region of early modern times. She focuses on the ‘multilingual’ approach to literary history, which attempts to unite ‘both local and cosmopolitan perspectives … of circulation and recognition’ through a ‘comparative… approach’.81 Orsini complements her approach of multilingualism with the concept of ‘significant geographies’, inspired by the theoretical work of critical geographer Doreen Massey. The concept of ‘significant geographies’ helps reveal ‘which particular geographies—real and imaginary—were significant for each set of authors, genres in each language’, and is proposed in opposition to ‘unexamined meta-geographies’.82 The following sentence captures the conundrum of researching culture in the region of Punjab:


Necessarily plural—and even more so when there are multiple languages—and opening out to wider networks and different ‘significant geographies,’ the local shows up dynamics and idioms of inclusion, exclusion, distinction, and hierarchy, but also—Massey reminds us—the unexpected.83



This approach helps me adopt a perspective finely attuned to the ‘unexpected’ minutiae of social history—to particular historical actors and authors operating at a micro-level spatially, and at a quotidian, everyday level temporally.84 In other words, I am attracted to what Raphael Samuel has termed the ‘oppositional’ nature of social history, concerned with ‘ “ordinary” people rather than privileged elites, with everyday things rather than sensational events’.85 At its core then, the guiding methodological impulse behind this enquiry is to listen to what Ranajit Guha has called the ‘small voice of history’, the ‘myriad voices’ of ordinary people that are drowned in the ‘noise of statist commands’ and discourse.86 Thus, a wide range of ordinary people from the world of colonial Punjabi music and dance feature in this book—from courtesans and female performers in early nineteenth-century Lahore, to mirāsīs teaching music to a Scottish colonial memsahib, to a small town policeman attempting to reform the wayward mirāsīs of Gujranwala, to female reformers of Punjabi Hindu music, to the lesser court musicians at Patiala, and several more. This diversity of voices is also attested to by the eclectic variety of sources consulted here: ranging from nineteenth-century manuscripts, songbooks, pamphlets, newspaper reports and official debates to the dusty records of musicians’ recruitment from the early twentieth century.

Why This Book

The entrenched beliefs around rustic Punjabi culture that informed the government-level installation of Amritsar’s folk dancer statues in 2016, but also the politics of a strictly puritanical version of Sikhism that led to their removal in 2020, both have their roots in nineteenth-century colonial Punjab. We can trace the origins of deeply embedded stereotypes about Punjab’s folk culture and music in the textual discourse of colonial scholar administrators beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, and of the austere ideas around religious identity during the reformist waves of the late nineteenth. This book will thus chart the shaping of musical culture in colonial Punjab, in the process indirectly shedding light on the installation as well as the dramatic removal of Amritsar’s dancing statues more than a century later.

The book revolves around the following five key themes. First, in a critique of the established position of ‘Punjab as a rural idyll’, I reveal both a) evidence for thriving arts patronage in pre-colonial Punjab (Chapter 2); and b) the history of how today’s popular rustic stereotype came to be solidified through the writings of colonial scholar administrators and Christian missionaries (Chapter 3). The construction of the ‘quintessential peasant’ was also the backbone of the monolithic imagination of Sikhs as a ‘martial race’, especially during the re-construction of the colonial army begun by Commander-in-Chief Lord Frederick Roberts in the late 1880s.87 This idea has thrived and taken strong roots in post-independence India, where the emphasis on the Green Revolution of the 1970s and Punjab as the, granary of the nation, further deepened its image as the land of agriculture, and as a corollary, not of culture. Traditions of urbanity, literacy, learning, and culture in Punjab have generally been inscribed as being extraneous to Punjabiness, especially when seen from an ‘ethnological’ perspective.88 Consequently, musical power brokers have deemed the traditional centres for the proliferation of north Indian classical music to be located firmly in Maharashtra and Bengal rather than anywhere in the north proper, Punjab being too disconnected from them—both geographically and culturally.

The second idea concerns the hitherto unexamined reasons behind Pt. Paluskar’s spectacular first successes with musical reform along Hindu devotional lines in Lahore. Kenneth Jones has argued that by the end of the nineteenth century, ‘communal consciousness was exported from Punjab by such movements as the Arya Samaj and the Ahmadiyahs’.89 A similar tendency was in place in the realm of music, too: Paluskar quite literally ‘exported’ his successes at Lahore to later consolidate the Gandharv Mahavidyālayā in Bombay and other cities, where the Lahore model was replicated. I demonstrate how Paluskar’s remarkable ‘launchpad’ success in Lahore had its roots in a regional Punjabi context made conducive by his forerunners in the Hindu social reform movement, especially the Arya Samaj (Chapter 3). To buttress this point, I also study evidence of a bottom-up case of an Islamic manifesto for musical reform, produced away from the colonial urban middle classes in provincial Gujranwala, albeit in a context enabled and bolstered by colonialism (Chapter 2).

Third, the book establishes the myriad ways in which gender was at the core of Punjabi musical reform—whether Hindu, Muslim, or Sikh. Looking at the gendered contours of the production and consumption of music in Punjab, I examine the drive to disempower women from the courtesan community through the induction into Hindustani art music, of ‘respectable’ middle-class women from the 1920s onwards. I investigate the several ways in which classical music, as preached by Paluskar, was used as a tool by the reformist elites among both Hindus and Sikhs to tighten control over women’s behaviour in Punjabi society. Through case studies of newly surfacing urban pedagogues of music for ‘respectable women’, e.g. Paluskar at Lahore and Lala Devraj Sondhi at Jalandhar, I evaluate the role of such men in shaping an alternative female subjectivity, in opposition to what the courtesans embodied. I view the intersections between redefinitions of caste identity and male reformers’ obsession with ensuring female chastity during this period from the specific vantage point of music. Paluskar’s mission, to make Hindu women actively pursue music from within the home was very much in step with the larger drive of social reformers in Punjab—both the Arya Samaj and the Singh Sabha—to control female visibility in the public sphere through a redefinition of religion and culture.90 Scholars have hitherto overlooked this link between womanhood and music within the Arya Samaj.

Fourth, calling into question prevalent arguments around the unequivocal rise in middle-class reformist patronage during this period, I demonstrate the co-existence of middle-class reform with an older strand of pre-colonial princely patronage, by examining the gharānās (musical lineages) that emerged at the princely courts of Patiala and Kapurthala, royal zones that lay outside direct British rule.91 In the case of Patiala and Kapurthala, the variety of princely patronage and arts connoisseurship was connected, yet quite different from the earlier strand of courtly patronage under Ranjit Singh. I reveal a more unique arc for the modernization of music at Patiala, evident in the patronage of a new form of classical music—grounded in Sikh aesthetics and palatable to the Anglicized middle classes—that simultaneously carried within it older trajectories of a more eclectic and sensually oriented form of rāgadārī music.

Fifth, and finally, questioning received stereotypes about culture and music in Punjab, I look not only at classical music but also excavate the fluid boundaries between classical and folk musics, particularly in their overlapping performance personnel. The central concern of this book is to gauge how the great variety of musicians—from the traditionally ‘lowly’ mirāsis, ḍoms, and kanjrīs, to more elite courtesans, higher status kalāwants, and others professionally practising ‘classical’ music—were socially perceived in Punjab by different (usually literate) communities, and how these different categories coincided and were cemented over time. The fluidity between folk and classical musics also extended to the realm of connoisseurship in Punjab, which was remarkably diverse, with listeners and connoisseurs hailing from a range of different social backgrounds, as evinced in peasant and working-class audiences at the famous Harballabh music festival of Jalandhar. Another way to expose this fluidity between ‘folk’ and ‘classical’, then, is by being attentive to what can be called the striated nature of connoisseurship in Punjab.92

 
Chapter Outline

Divided into four major chapters, this book covers a rather large temporal swathe, running from the early nineteenth century to the watershed of 1947, but the focus is on the period 1870s–1930s. Bookending the discussion with Partition in 1947 is a natural choice, given how cataclysmic this event was for all of Punjab, musicians no exception.

In Chapter 1, we begin with Ranjit Singh’s early nineteenth-century court to look at the location of music in matters of empire (both Sikh and British), especially to do with intimacy, gaze, diplomacy, and interaction between the Indian and British social and cultural systems. Chapter 2 then moves to the mirāsīs in the nineteenth century, and their role in knowledge creation and propagation, especially analysing their interactions with colonial and missionary elites. In contrast to these Western interlocutors, in the second half of this chapter, I observe music and musicians from the perspective of an ‘insider’: a nineteen-page long Punjabi qissā imbued with a censorious, colloquial view of the mirāsīs, written by a Muslim police constable who had social proximity to the mirāsīs themselves. Moored in the politico-economic shifts in Punjabi society attendant upon colonialism in the late nineteenth century, I demonstrate the emergence of unprecedented levels of denunciation of mirāsīs, as against a more ambivalent attitude towards them in pre-colonial times.

Chapter 3 looks at the practice of treatise writing and the creation of a reformed elite musical repertoire in early twentieth-century Lahore, Amritsar, and Jalandhar. Finally, Chapter 4 moves to the princely states of Patiala and Kapurthala, during the late-nineteenth and the mid-twentieth century, to see the emergence of a post-colonial discourse on music, via its colonial routes, bureaucratic interventions, and groundings in an older cultural location for music at the intersection of literature, painting, and architecture. I offer fresh perspectives on musical circulation in southeast Punjab and beyond, by analysing the impact of newly adopted bureaucratic norms of governance on practices of recruitment of musicians in the 1930s. Observing the reduction in musicians’ remuneration from the early twentieth century onwards, I argue that we reposition the importance of the archive in recovering the voices of obscure subaltern musicians, shifting focus beyond the star performers of the Patiala gharānā.

I further analyse why Patiala emerged as the centre for the one ‘genuine’ classical musical lineage (gharānā) representative, and symbolic, of the entire region. In contrast to the more hybrid nature of princely patronage at Patiala, the Kapurthala rulers displayed an obsession with Western-style modernization that co-existed with the patronage of more traditional practices of Hindustani music.

My book complicates and nuances our knowledge of musical pasts by showcasing new and hitherto overlooked evidence for cultural efflorescence in the fields of music and dance, even their strategic relevance, at Ranjit Singh’s early nineteenth-century court (Chapter 1). This throws into sharp relief how the folklorist imagination, as sketched out in the writings of colonial scholar administrators like Richard Temple, Charles Swynnerton, and Anne Wilson, became definitive of Punjab after the dissolution of the Sikh state beginning in the mid-nineteenth century. I demonstrate how female missionaries emerged as particularly central to the exploration of music in Punjab as a part of ‘inculturation’ or ‘going native’: music was seen as crucial to gaining a genuine ‘understanding’ of ‘natives’ and accessing or inhabiting their interiority. On the way, we encounter a police constable defining ‘ideal vs. diabolical’ mirāsī behaviour in the British-governed town of Gujranwala, representing what came closest to an Islamic agenda for musical reform, targeted at the mirāsīs in provincial Punjab (Chapter 2).

This connects with the vociferousness of the new moral drive for music launched in colonial cities by the middle classes in the late nineteenth century, since Punjabi Hindu social reformers were similarly anxious about accessing and transforming the interiority of middle-class female subjects. I show how colonialism precipitated conditions amenable to this new reformist agenda for music crafted under the leadership of the Arya Samaj, which laid the groundwork for the subsequent success enjoyed by Paluskar’s programme redefining Indian classical music along Hindu devotional lines (Chapter 3). Finally, we end with the pull between a secular Hindustani classical music and an increasing thrust towards Sikh kīrtan music in the cities, concomitant with a far subtler reform agenda for music at the courts of Patiala and Kapurthala outside British Punjab (Chapter 4). The wider debates each chapter touches upon concern the tension between, orality and print; folk and classical traditions; between secular, cosmopolitan milieux for music-making and more devotional/religious ones, to ultimately demonstrate the shift from a pre-colonial context to a colonial one with the arrival of modernity in nineteenth-century Punjab.

Finally, a note on the (sub)title, which is more connotative than denotative. The two hereditary performance groups of courtesans (tawā’if) and bards (mirāsīs) are intended to connote the gamut of musical performers in colonial Punjab: whether elite or lower status, classical or folk, male or female. Foregrounding courtesans and bards in this way, over other performance groups such as the kalāwants, or indeed the rabābīs, is not intended to exclude the latter, especially since one of the book’s main arguments is to resuscitate the status of classical music in Punjab. Rather I use ‘bards’ in the broadest possible way, to highlight the connections between groups of higher-status musicians like the kalāwants, with the communities of courtesans and bards in Punjab: tawā’if, kanjrī, mirāsī, or ḍom. Moreover, the marginalized caste of mirāsīs has been central to both music-making and to bridging the classical-folk divide in Punjab; it is also the one social group that recurs across the book’s four chapters.

The third social group referenced in the title, that of connoisseurs, is similarly interpreted holistically, going beyond conventional notions that limit it to elite connoisseurship alone, by highlighting the many hues of the inherently striated connoisseurship of Punjab. The ‘connoisseur’, as it figures in this book, thus includes within its remit listeners and audiences across social class, but also patrons and the reformers intent on transforming music.

The book’s larger aim is to locate political debates and social anxieties around music and performance within the wider history of Punjab during this transformational century and a half.
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