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Shahnai Nawaz

Ustad Bismillah Khan

Tve names of Bismillah Khan, his instrument Shahnai,
and the sacred city of Kashi (now known as Varanasi)
will for ever remain inextricably entwined in our col-
lective memories. Though Bismillah was born into a family of
Shahnai-players in Dumraun (a small princely state in Bihar) on
21st March 1916, he was, at the age of three brought along with
his elder brother Shamsuddin to their maternal uncle’s home in
Benares, --a home which had produced generations of Shahnai-
players; it was a home always filled with the resonant and melodi-
ous tones of the Shahnais, and their Duggad accompanists.
Bismillah’s uncle (“maamu”) Ali Bux played on the Shahnai in the
Vishnu-temple of Varanasi during the rituals of Pooja, morning,
noon, evening, and night. And then, Ali Bux would take his young
disciple Bismillah to the Balaji temple where, in a secluded room,
the boy used to receive his training and spend hours and hours
absorbed in his meditative “Sadhana” on the Shahnai. He was
given most nourishing food and made to lead a highly disciplined
life with fixed hours for physical exercises and rest, because the
Shahnai is an instrument that demands excellent health and per-
fect breath-control. During his long years of meditative riyaz (prac-
tice) on the Shahnai, Bismillah had many mystical visions and he
received the bounty of blessings from these “supernatural visions”.
Living in his ancestral home in Benia Bagh in Benares since his
bovhood, Bismillah availed of the numerous opportunities he got
to hear many of the great female singers who lived in Benares, and
he learnt much from their songs (singers like Rasoolan Bai,
Vidhyadhari, Rajeshwari, Siddheswari, Mushtari, Badi Moti Bais).
Although Bismillah accompanied his “Maamu” in Music Confer-
ences from the age of 14, he feels that his recital to launch AIR
Lucknow Station of AIR on 2nd April, 1938 was the date from
which his ascendance into worldwide fame began. Since then,
Bismillah’s Shahnai has inaugurated many auspicious occasions
like the launching of Lucknow Doordarshan, Lucknow Mahotsavas,
Festivals of Uttar Dakshin Cultural Organisation and so on. Most



people are not aware of the fact that Bismillah is a fine vocalist and
that he has been inspired by many great maestros like Ustads Abdul
Karim Khan, Faiyaz Khan, Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, Amir Khan,
Mushtaq Hussain, Pdt Omkarnath Thakur and also by the many
leading women singers and instrumental virtuosi of recent decades.
All these have added to the colour of his musical style, and that is
why his shahnai has the poignancy and eloquence of many of
these styles. We get the flavours of many “gharanas”in his Shahnai.
He does not have a very wide repertory of ragas but he has pol-
ished and perfected each of the ragas and “bandishes” that he
plays-including Khayals, Thumris, Dadras, Kajaris, Chaitis, Poorbi
dhuns and even devotional songs. Although he has travelled and
performed all over the world, and many countries outside India
have offered him all possible luxuries and tempting emoluments to
lure him away, Bismillah has instantly refused them all because he
says he can never live away from his beloved home in Benares.
For Lucknow too he has a very soft corner because it was his
debut in Lucknow AIR on the inaugural evening that helped him
soar into fame.

Even at this age, Bismillah has frequent bookings, and he
earns lakhs of rupees but then he spends all of it to provide for a
large joint-family of about 100 dependants!

All possible Awards have been showered on Bismillah such as
Sangeet Natak Akademy Award (in 1956), Padma Sri (1961),
Padmabhushan (in 1968) PadmaVibhushan (in 1980), Doctor of
Letters from B.H.U “Desikottama from Viswabharati University
and so on and on...But there is a yogic detachment in his attitude
to all these coveted honours and glories. Though a devout Mus-
lim, he is really above castes and creeds because Music is his life
and his real Religion. Bismillah’s Shahnai has given lasting popu-
larity to films like “Goonj Uthi Shahnai” “Jhanak jhanak Payal
Baaje” etc. He has trained up many deserving disciples including
his son and son-in-law, but one of his favourite disciples is Jagdish
whose daughter Bagesri (a disciple of Khan Saheb), is perhaps the
only female artiste on the Shahnai.



The mesmerising effect of Bismillah’s Shahnai even on
a foreign music connoisseur has been best described by Peggy
Holroyde (a disciple of Pdt Ravi Shankar):- “The magic of
the haunting and evocative tones of his Shahnai --transformed
that first encounter into a moment of real transition. The
remembrance of that first indelible occasion when Bismillah
bowed with a gracious Lucknow adaab to the august gather-
ing and drew the elongated shadja note from his shahnai
after a delicate hint (grace-note) of the previous nishad note,
was to stay beside me and influence me through all the years—in
this heart-warming land (India) which I now regard as a permanent
home in my mind--Indeed the concentration of emotion in the
music took my heart by storm...”

Recently Bismillah was described as “a saintly musician’ who
is not excited by the numerous Awards and Honours that are still
being showered on him. His jugalbandis with various musicians
like Vilayat Khan (Sitar), Jog or Rajam (Violin), Girijadevi or
Savitadevi (Vocal) have been applauded and recorded, but he is at
his best as a soloist with his own team of accompanists.

Susheela Misra
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