Homage of a devotee

Of all the forms, qawwali has been subjected to much experimentation and the emergence of Nusrat Fateh Ali as a representative of the World Music placed it in the eye of a controversial storm

 

By Sarwat Ali

The rise of the qawwali as a form of concert music owes a great deal to the Sabri Brothers. They were the first to be recognised on the circuit of international festivals; particularly those held in France and paved the way for the forms and the practitioners of the form to flourish in the years to come.

The Lamp of Love, Journeying with the Sabri Brothers by Amatullah Armstrong Chisti, an Australian convert to Islam is a more of a homage of a devotee to a saintly presence. The entire book reads like an account of uncritical loyalty to the practice of music as an integral part of the Sufic rituals, particularly those enunciated by the Chishtia Sufia. Though totally overawed by the inner light that she sought and found she is acutely aware of the controversial role of music in the history of Islam as Jurists and Sufia have carried on a thousand year old debate about the propriety of music in the Islamic context. Some jurists have declared it haram (forbidden) while others have adopted a more careful approach that bases the verdict on the heart of the one who hears the music.[image: image1.jpg]



This is indeed the opinion of the famed theologian Ghazali who concluded that music brings out in the heart of the one whose heart has been purified, a yearning for God and in the heart of one who is ruled by nafs merely more ego and more passion. It is for that reason that historically the Sufia have always insisted that music as sublime as this should be played in the khanqah where one should also receive guidance from a Sufi master to purify one's heart.

It also came as a great shock to her that certain people held a very poor opinion of the qawwals and musicians in general. Qawwals were considered to be beyond the pale by many bourgeois Muslims. She was astounded to realise that many actually looked down upon them. The very idea of marrying a qawwal was unthinkable, even unspeakable. She was amazed and unable to understand why these great artists whose music and voices could transport others to the spiritual realm should be held in anything but high esteem. They were not only the plaything of the elite, people from all strata of society held this view for they love the qawwali but don't want to know about the qawwals.

Of all the forms, qawwali has been subjected to much experimentation and the domination of Nusrat Fateh Ali as a representative of the emerging trend of World Music placed it in the eye of a controversial storm. To many a traditionalist, this was both distasteful and irreverent as they hankered back to the more traditional style. In the last couple of decades music has undergone such a tremendous change that older and most prestigious forms seem to be in the process of extinction while a few proving to be more resilient have adapted to these changes.

Qawwali as it is known is a creative product of the South Asian environment. Both the musical structure in terms of raags and the rhythmic patterns as well as the text are very indigenous and a creative response to the situation as it existed for many centuries in South Asia. The qawwals were musicians with a lineage and sound musical knowledge along with their understanding of the kalam. Like all professional musicians they underwent rigorous training in raagdari and laikari and developed strong voices to sing mostly in the upper register.

Sabri Brothers are qawwals by inheritance and their musical lineage stretches back over centuries and like most other musicians trace it right back to the legendary Tansen. Of the four Sabri Brothers the eldest Ghulam Farid Sabri passed away in 1994 and Kamal Sabri the second eldest and master of the technique of tan trana passed away in 2001. Now the fort is held by Maqbool Ahmed and Mehmood Ghaznavi. Maqbool was born in Kalyana in India before partition while Mehmood Ghaznavi was born after the creation of Pakistan in Karachi.

Besides the traditional repertoire of Arabic and Persian kalaam the poetry of the local poets is incorporated for receptive audiences far more than the kalaam in dialects like Brij Bhaasha, Poorbi and Khari, more popular in the Delhi, Ajmeer and Luckhnow region.[image: image2.jpg]



As with the ghazal the Pakistani establishment felt comfortable with the promotion of qawwali. In the 1980s it was considered to be the representative music which had a stamp all its own to make it distinct from any major form of classical music. Its contents classified as religious mysticism sat easily with everyone.

As qawwali was extricated from its habitat, the dargah, questions were raised about its worthiness. Previously being in the service of the sufia it served a definite purpose but its status as concert music needed to be assessed anew. The only valid criteria it could fall back upon were the musical input that it contained. Aziz Mian was probably the first popular concert qawwal and he supplemented the devotional cum ecstatic message with that of populism, which in other words meant the abundance of poetry that held instant appeal.

The musical forms of our system are very insular and retain their purity. It is not easy to penetrate and subject them to change. The change, if any, is slow and depends on gradual assimilation. All classical forms in any system of music do not lend themselves easily to change. They are resistant to tampering and tinkering, the change is always slow and imperceptible. Only hindsight provides the true measure of that change.

The change is much easily brought about in the forms of music which are not that well-wrought, stylised or particular in retaining their individuality. It is more crucial to respond to the changing environment and climate of music than in retaining the purity of a form. In our music the folk forms were much easier to influence than the higher classical forms.

Similarly in the folk forms the change was also apparent and it responded to the introduction of new instruments and the rhythmic patterns and then ghazal gaiki creatively responded to these changes. The last to be affected was the qawwali and it was again facilitated by the fact that it is a hybrid form of music.

But the question whether it can be appreciated and held in high esteem without the supervised presence of an order or a person still holds because spiralling out on its own from the precincts of the dargah places it on a totally different pedestal.

 

