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Musical Instruments of India
SUSHIRAVADYA or WIND INSTRUMENTS

“A very popular belief is that the creation of the first
Sushiravadya was suggested fo man by the wind whistling
through holes in bamboos in the glades” — B.C.Deva

BANSURI (Bamboo Flute)

Bansuri or Venu has a most important place among wind-
instruments for many reasons. It has a special sanctity being the
favourite instrument of the Divine Muralidhar Lord Krishna.
The flute had an important place in the religious music of the
Buddhists as is evident from Indian sculptures in Sanchi (begin-
ning of 1Ist century), Gandhara, Amaravati, and the frescoes
and paintings at Ajanta, Eliora etc. Bamboo flutes are believed to
have been popular since Vedic times and the idea of bamboo-
flutes was inspired by the whistling of winds through holes
bored by beetles into bamboo stems. Once a pastoral instrument
considered fit only for folk-tunes, today the deep mellow-toned
horizontal bamboo flute or Bansuri has been raised to classical
concert-status because it has been polished and perfected by the
great maestro late Pannalal Ghosh, and his art is being contin-
ued, by his disciples and admirers like Devendra Murdeshwar,
Raghunath Seth, and the world-celebrity Hariprasad Chaurasiya
from Allahabad who has made his “Brindaban” in Bombay. The
horizontal flute has the versatility to cover anything from tribal
and folk to classical and semi classical music because of its abil-
ity to produce the finest pitch differences, subtlest ornamenta-
tions and refinements of our classical music through fingering
techniques, variations of pressures in blowing, use of the tongue,
and slight changes in the angles of the flute on the lipsIAll these



manipulations can be mastered only through years of training
and practice.

Karnatic music has abounded in a large number of great
unforgettable flute maestros, and today there are many expert
women artistes on this instrument. The double flutes or Algoza
of Maharashtra, Punjab and Rajasthan, the Pepa used for Bihu

in Assam, and other shrill toned metal flutes all belong to this
category.

SHAHNAI

Shahnai enjoys special pride of place because it is the auspicious
Instruments or “Mangalvadya”, associated with festivities, and
Joyous occasions like weddings, seasonal festivals, inauguration
of music festivals, and for worship in temples. When he was the
Minister for Information & Broad casting, Dr.B.V. Keskar gave
prime importance to Shahnai and its “Badshah” Bismillah, by
making every station of AIR start their morning transmission
with recordings of his Shahnai. Shahnais adorned Hindu temples,
and palaces of Moghul rulers. Emperor Akbar's “Naubatkhana”
had many Shahanai experts. Palaces had specially erected plat-
forms or Roshanchaukiswhere the Shahnai players in colourful
Achkans sat and played several times in the day morning evening
and night. Thus it was a favourite instrument of priests in temples
as well as royal patrons. Its predecessor was a loud raucous-
sounding outdoor instrument used during war or mass celebra-
tions as its sounds could reach across vast distances. Due to the
ultimate degree of tonal refinements and modulations that the
genius of Ustad Bismillah Khan has brought into the art, today
the Shahnai has become a sophisticated concert instrument that
can be played before the most sensitive mikes. The Shahnai 1s
made of dark, close-grained blackwood and the reed is fixed at
the narrow blowing end. The reed is made of Fala grass which 18
cultivated in special regions of U.P.The name is of Persian origin, -
Meaning the favourite reed-instrument (NAZI of the ruler
(SHATD. The rhythmic accompaniment for Shahnai is provided
by a pair of small dru ms called Dugqad (“Zeal” and “dhoomas”)



played with the hands and palms producing delightful sound
modulations.

The auspicious temple and wedding vadya of the South is the
Nagaswaramn which has many vidwansand experts in the South.
There are many other instruments belonging to this family such
as the Sundari, Naferi, Mahuri, (used in Chhau dancing),
Gettuvadyam, mukhaveena, and others borrowed from Western
music like Saxophone, Clarionet, oboes, horns, bugles and so on.

The Shahnai and Bansuri are now heard and admired in
prestigious International concert— platforms of the East as well
as West .
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Pandit JAGANNA TH & PARTY
Shahnai (Meerut)
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