The shahnai through the ages

From a melange of tradition and mythology come the stories of the origins of the shahnai...

By Sarwat Ali

Usually the history of history is shrouded in mythological explanations. The great musicians, the creation of raags and the evolution of musical instruments are attributed to either miraculous happenings or to an unlikely incident. All these legends make it clear that, in the combing together or assimilation of various influences in the northern portion of the Indian subcontinent, the local and the Central Asian/Persian traditions retained an individual emphasis.[image: image1.jpg]



Take shahnai, for example -- an instrument that has become popular, especially on the classical circuit, due to the untiring creative skill of Ustad Bismillah Khan. Though the shahnai and narsimha were played in various temples and were supported by the princely states, yet it was the high-pitched pungi that the people played in Delhi. The pungi, with its shrill sound quality, was an earlier crude form of shahnai. It was banned by Aurengzeb and came to be known as napili, a distortion of "napaak" (inauspicious, impure). Even now a section of society calls it nafiri, which may well be a distorted version of napili.

A barber of a professional musical family, who had access to the Aurangzeb's royal residence, worked hard to improve the tonal quality of the instrument. He selected a wood that naturally had a hollow stem and used it as the pipe of the pungi. The size of the instrument now became longer and broader than before. As he carved out seven holes on the body of the instrument, an impressive sonorous quality was obtained, which was far better than the shrill and piercing notes of the pungi. He carried the new instrument to the Emperor's palace and played before[image: image2.jpg]


 royalty. Immensely pleased about the fresh tonal quality, the Shah enquired about its name. The barber, who in Indian language is called nai, quickly took the Benarus version of the name of the instrument, senai. But the Shah was no less prompt in correcting the barber, pointing out that the instrument was born in the royal chamber and should be called shahnai, a combination of shah and the nai -- the emperor and the barber. Thus the instrument acquired a new name, shahnai or shehnai.

According to Bismillah Khan, shahnai has its roots in Iran or the territories under Persian cultural dominance. Hakim Boo Ali Seena of Iran was forced to create the shahnai because a hakim in old Iran, in accordance with a strange custom, had to be a competent singer as well. To obtain a license for practice, a hakim would have to sing before royalty. The license could be given only to a good singer, but Boo Ali had a flat voice incapable of producing musical notes. He failed to get a license for years due to his awkward voice. He was a very good hakim; his voice was the only hurdle, so he thought of an idea. He took a piece of wood, made a canal through it by drilling, pierced seven holes in it, made reeds and blowed on it. The instrument produced beautiful musical notes. He practised on the instrument for sometime and, as the day for obtaining the license came, he entreated the Shah to be allowed to perform from behind a curtain. The Shah gave his permission and Boo Ali played the instrument from behind the curtain. The Shah and the people in the court were astonished to hear the marvellous music of the instrument of Boo Ali. He passed the examination and obtained his certificate to practice hikmat. As everybody got to know of the instrument that Boo Ali Sena had played to get his license, and many learned from him the skill of playing it, it was named sena after him.

Later the instrument traveled to Peshawar with travellers and became tota (a long pipe) The tota travelled to reach Punjab and then to Delhi. In Delhi it was called the nafiri or the zafila. As the instrument reached Benarus it acquired the name of shahnai.

But the way instruments are formed and played, though located in the mythological past, can hardly be traced back a couple of centuries. It appears that some kind of a wind-blowing instrument had a semi-holy status and was played in temples and occasionally in courts. The original shahnai players in the country were zealously guarded and patronised by the Hindu royalties, who employed them invariably in their temples. The shahnai players were later exchanged between the royalties. The Shah of Delhi sent his brilliant shahnai player Chote Khan as a gift to the Shah of Lucknow. Chote Khan, who was of Afghan origin, was one of the most outstanding shahnai players. He improved the instrument and played it with exceptional skill.

Chote Khan played the instrument from one side of the river and the maharaja listened to it from Ramnagar on the other side, where the king had his royal palace. The Hindu shahnai players, who through the centuries had been direct descendents of the shehnai-playing families, and had learnt, taught and spread the art of shahnai throughout the country, imbibed a great deal of technique from Chote Khan. The major disciple of Chote Khan was Tahar Lal. The descendents of his family, the cousins and grandchildren and great grandchildren, got employment all over the country, and wherever the Hindu rajah maintained a temple, for example in Cooch Bihar, Darbhanga and Nepal.

The other contemporary stalwart among the professional shahnai players was Gauri Shanker, whose children and grandchildren, till this day, either play the shahnai or are eminent flute players. Nandlal, who was from a Hindu family, had a chance to get trained by Chote Khan .His main teachers of vocal classical music were from the well-known Hindu family of musician Bade Ramdasi. Nandlal in his own time acquired great fame, but he was totally unambitious and did not like the idea of leaving Benarus.

Nandlal and Gauri Shanker were the contemporaries of the great Muslim shahnai-players Allan and Vilayatu of Benarus.The two well-known Shahnai players trained two of their nephews, Qamaruddin and Shamsuddin. Qamaruddin became famous internationally and is popularly known as Ustad Bismillah Khan.

 

