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‘Gharana’ refers a school of thought or a system of teaching in music. Stylistic variations regarding presentation of a Raga led

to the formation of different Gharanas in Hindustani Music assimilate the various information for the revival of this obscuring

tradition of  Hindustani music.  Among other Gharanas or schools of Hindustani music, Bishnupur Gharana is one of the

most scientific traditions for rendering Vocal or Instrumental music in India. This paper is trying to assimilate the various

information for the revival of this obscuring tradition of  Hindustani music  
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Historical references:

Bishnupur, a place about 200 K.Ms from Kolkata,

was a prime cultural center of Bengal during 14 th to 19th

century.  ‘Anthropologists tracing and documenting the

cultural history of the temple town of Bishnupur in West

Bengal’s Bankura district have found a new dimension to

its cultural heritage presenting a unique amalgam of the

Kalinga school and the prevalent Bengal architecture.

This unique cultural expression is evident not in the only

famous temples of Bishnupur but also in the other material

and cultural aspects of the town such as its terracotta art,

a distinct musical gharana, the distinctive art of making

playing cards, articles of conch cells, bell metal

(dokra) craft and also in the stone carvings’.

According to Worrel Kumar Bain, a research scholar,

“Little has been revealed about the Bishnupur gharana of

music which emerged during the reign of King Raghunath

when the then renowned musician of the Seni gharana,

Ustad Bahadur Khan visited Bishnupur; with him started

this rich gharana of Music. This gharana is still an

important part of Indian classical music,” Though the

temples, which are considered monumental expressions

of terracotta art in Bengal, are still popular, an overall

decline in other cultural practices is clearly visible,

researchers said.

The Bishnupur  Gharana  of Bengal is believed  to have

been established in the 13th century, even though there is

no historic evidence to support this. In the 16th century,

during the reign of Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, many

musicians moved to the court of the Maharaja of Bishnupur

who was a known patron of the arts. The famous Dhrupad

Singer Bahadur Khan of the Senia Gharana, descendant

of Tansen, fled to Bishnupur and sought refuge in the court

of The King, Raghunath Singh Deo II.   Ustad Bahadur

Khan was not only a vocalist but could also a profound

instrumentalist. It was only after the transmission of musical

knowledge to Sri Gadadhar Chakraborty and Ramshankar

Bhattacharya that a coherent and distinctive style of

musical presentation formed and became known as the

Bishnupur Gharana.

Historical evidence points to Pt. Ramshankar

Bhattacharya, a disciple of Ustd. Bahadur Khan as the

founder of the Bishnupur Gharana. Therefore, it has a

strong link to Betia Gharana through this unbroken

relationship. In the later part of the eighteenth century

and towards the early and mid-nineteenth century, when

music of different Gharanas were gradually assimilating

around the Khayal style, the Dhrupad style continued

flourishing among the musicians of Bishnupur.  It is a

common notion that Bishnupur Gharana is a Dhrupad

Gharana. But as per opinion of the several experts of

Hindustani music, it is a Gharana that puts equal emphasis

on both Dhrupad and Khayal. Dhrupad and Khayal went

hand to hand and generally with changing times, Dhrupad

started getting a backstage and Khayal emerging in the
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front. Another point to be noticed is that besides performing

vocal music, emphasis had been given to practice

instrumental music also such as Surbahar, Sitar, Veena,

Sur shringer, Esraj etc.

Style of presentation in Bishnupur Gharana

In this style, the repertoire of the artist in unfolding the

beauty of the Raga mainly depends on the singing of ‘Alap’

through which the beauty of the raga becomes apparent,

and the direct appeal of the raga to the audience becomes

inevitable. Bishnupur Gharana presentation is simple,

devoid of heavy ornamentation. It is free from intricate

play with the rhythm. Layakari is however allowed in

Dhamar, another form of vocalization. The Khayal of the

Bishnupur School is noted for its sweet melody. It is

adorned with the usual ornaments, which add variety and

diversity to the melodic  presentation of the Raga.

Vaishnav thought is central to the Bishnupur Gharana.

Malla kings were adherents and philosophers of

Vaishnavism. Hence the entire culture revolved around

the idea of Bhakti. Bishnupur is full of uncountable

numbers of temples devoted to Krishna and Radha

(Ghosh, P, 2002).  For this reason, the music of this

Gharana, instead of focusing on virtuosity and Skill, is

centered more on ‘Bhakti Ras’, and giving rise to feelings

of devotion in both the musician and the listener. This is

why Rabindranath found this musical style more to his

liking. Because many Dhrupad Gharanas do not focus on

the Bhakti aspect of the composition, some musicians

belonging to such Gharanas do not even sing the four parts

of the composition clearly. Many musicians start by singing

the Sthayi and then begin doing bolbant and layakari on

the Sthayi. Then they sing the Antara and launch into

bolbant and layakari on the Antara. And often the

Sanchari and Abhog are dropped altogether. Whereas,

Bishnupur Gharana musicians sing all four parts clearly

first. After that, they start some bolbant. Because of this

approach, the gravity of the composition is maintained.

So that the depth of meaning and feeling, the resonance

of bhakti that is in the text, in full measure finds a home

in the listener’s mind. In the Bishnupur Gharana, the full

form of the composition is more important than a display

of virtuosity in bolbant.

Bishnupur Gharana has not only enriched the Hindusthani

classical music but also brought a subtle variation in

style.

The Bishnupur gharana had its roots in Bengal and spread

far and wide in Bengal like a huge Banyan tree and it is

actually hard to find the original root because the Bishnupur

gharana has explored all fields of music and incorporated

several styles into its form. The early practitioners could

play sitar and surbahar, and sing dhrupad. In this regard,

the Tagore Family in Jorashanko played a leading role in

patronizing the Bishnupur gharana. Ramprasanna

Bandhopadhyay and other musicians were the teacher at

Tagore’s house and contributed immensely towards the

development of Classical music in Bengal.

We can locate six generations of the Bishnupur Gharana

which are as follows.

1st generation:

 Ram Shankar Bhattacharya- disciple of Ustad

Bahadur Khan (1761-1853)

2nd generation:

1. Ram keshab Bhattacharya (1809-1860);

2. Khetro Mohan Goswami (Bandopadhya)-

(1823-1893);

3. Keshablal Chakraborty (1823-1893)

4. Anantalal Bandopadhya (1832-1896)

5. Jadu Bhatto (1840-1883)

3rd generation:

1. Radhika Prasad Goswami (1863-1924)

2. Ramprasanna Bandopadhyay (1871-1929)

3. Gopeshwar Bandopadhyay (1879-1963)

 (Student of Radhika Prosad Goswami- Girija

Shankar Chakraborty, Jogendra nath Banerjee and

Dhirendra nath Banerjee)

4th generation:

1. Girija Shankar Chakraborty(1885-1943)

2. Surendra nath Bandopadhyay(1886-1972)

3. Satya Kinkar Bandopadhyay(1899-1980)

4. Gyanendra Prasad Goswami(1902-1945)

5. Ramesh Chandra Bandopadhyay(1905-1969)

6. Gokul Nag(1905-1983)

7. Asesh Chandra Bandopadhyay(1920-1992)

** (Student of Girija Shankar Chakraborty-Tarapada

Chakraborty, Jamini Ganguly, Sailen Banerjee and

others)
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5th generation:

1. Amiya ranjan Bandopadhyay(1927)

2. Manilal Nag (1939)

3. Nihar ranjan Bandopadhyay(1946)

4. Soumitra Lahiri(1954)

6th generation:

1. Shantanu Bandopadhyay (1959)

2. Mita Nag (1969 )

Although the influence of this Gharana is gradually fading out due to lack of patronage and less interest among

musicians, present generations musicians of this Gharana are trying their best to uphold the tradition of Bishnupur

Ghrana by maintaining purity in their rendering. There is an annual Dhrupad conference during the ‘Dol (Holi)

festival’  Musicians from all over India come to attend this conference. The Central and State governments are

also supporting the efforts to promote this heritage through several programmes and projects.
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