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LessonandExplanation

EMPERORAurangzebbannedtheplayingofamusicalinstrumentcalled
pungiintheroyalresidenceforithadashrillunpleasantsound.
banned:prohibited
shrill:verysharp
unpleasant: somethingthatyoudislike
 

Pungiwasamusicalinstrument,thepredecessoroftheshehnai.Whenthe
MughalsruledIndia,beforetheBritisherscame,therewasaveryfamous
MughalrulernamedAurangzeb.Hedidnotallowthepungibeplayedinhis
royalresidencebecausehefeltthatithadashrill,unpleasantsound.
 

 

Pungibecamethegenericnameforreedednoisemakers.
 

genericname:anamegiventoaclassorgroupasawhole
Genericnamemeansthescientificnameorabroadclassificationof
something
reeded:windinstrumentswhichhavereedsliketheflute,theclarinet,etc.
 

So,anymusicalinstrumentwhichismadewithreedslikewehaveflutes,



clarinets,theyallareclassifiedas‘pungi’.Sopungiisabroadtermforany
typeofinstrumentwhichuseswindtoproducesound.
 

Fewhadthoughtthatitwouldonedayberevived.
 

revived:broughtbacktolive.
 

AsAurangzebhasbannedallthesereedednoisemakers,hehadbanned
pungiin his royalresidence,no one thoughtthatone day such
noisemakers,suchinstrumentwhichmadeunpleasantsoundwouldbe
playedandtheirsoundwouldbelikedbytheaudience.
 

Abarberofafamilyofprofessionalmusicians,whohadaccesstotheroyal
palace,decidedtoimprovethetonalqualityofthepungi.
 

tonalquality:sound
 

Asthepungihadanunpleasantsound,therewasabarberwhobelonged
toafamilyofprofessionalmusiciansandhewantedtoplaythepungibut
heknewthatthesoundproducedbypungiwasunpleasantandso,he
decidedtoimprovethesound.
 

Hechoseapipewithanaturalhollowstemthatwaslongerandbroader
thanthepungi,andmadesevenholesonthebodyofthepipe.
hollow:emptyfrominside.
 



Thisbarbertookapipe,apipewhichwasahollowstem.Itwaslongerand
broaderthanthepungi.Hemadesevenholesonthebodyofthepipe.(If
youhaveseenafluteitissomethinglikethis.Itisapipewhichishollow
frominsideandhasholesonit.)
 

 

Whenheplayedonit,closingandopeningsomeoftheseholes,softand
melodioussoundswereproduced.
 

Thenheblewairintothepipeandclosedandopeneddifferentholes.He
foundthatsoftandmelodioussoundswereproducedwhenhedidlikethis.
 
 

Heplayedtheinstrumentbeforeroyaltyandeveryonewasimpressed.
Whenthebarberplayedthisinstrumentintheroyalcourt,everyoneliked
thesoundproducedbyit.
 
Theinstrumentsodifferentfromthepungihadtobegivenanewname.
Theroyalcourtthoughtthatthisinstrumentwasdifferentfromthepungi
andso,itshouldhaveadifferentnamealso.
 



 

Asthestorygoes,sinceitwasfirstplayedintheShah’schambersandwas
playedbyanai(barber),theinstrumentwasnamedthe‘shehnai
 

Now thereisastorybehindthenamegiventothisinstrument-this
instrumentwasplayedforthefirsttimeintheroyalresidenceoftheShah,
Shahwasanamegiventoking.(MughalscalledthekingsasShah.)Asthe
‘nai’,thatistheIndiantermusedforabarberhadplayeditforthefirsttime,
theycalledit‘shehnai’.So,thefirstpartis‘sheh’whichstandsfor‘shah’
andthesecondpart‘nai’thatisabarber.So,thisinstrumentwasnamedas
shehnai.
 

Thesoundoftheshehnaibegantobeconsideredauspicious.
 

auspicious:promisingtobringgoodfortune
 
 

 

Thesoundwhichwasproducedbyshehnaiwasconsideredtobeagood
omen.Andso,itwasplayedongoodoccasions.
 

Andforthisreasonitisstillplayedintemplesandisanindispensable
componentofanyNorthIndianwedding.
 

indispensable:withoutwhichapieceofworkcannotbedone,something
whichisnecessary



 

Youcanhearshehnaibeingplayedatmanytemplesandatweddingsalso.
 

Inthepast,theshehnaiwaspartofthenaubatortraditionalensembleof
nineinstrumentsfoundatroyalcourts.
 

Ensembles(pronounced‘onsomble’):things(here,instruments)considered
asagroup
 

Theshehnaiwasapartofthenaubat.(Naubatisanurduwordandit
meanstraditionalensemblethatmeansatraditionalgroupofninemusical
instruments.)Theseninemusicalinstrumentswereplayedattheroyal
courtandshehnaiwasalsoapartofnaubat.
 

Tillrecentlyitwasusedonlyintemplesandweddings.Thecreditfor
bringingthisinstrumentontotheclassicalstagegoestoUstaadBismillah
Khan.
 

Theshehnaiwasplayedattheking’scourt,intemplesandatweddings.It
wasusedonstageinperformancesandthecreditforthatgoestoUtsad
BismillahKhanwhowasalegendaryshehnaiplayerandpeoplewantedto
hearhimplaytheshehnai.
 



Asafive-yearold,BismillahKhanplayedgillidandanearapondinthe
ancientestateofDumraoninBihar.
WhenBismillahKhanwasfiveyearsold,helivedinanoldestatenamed
DumraoninpresentdayBiharestate.Heusedtoplaygillidanda,anold
sportquitesimilartocricket.
 

HewouldregularlygotothenearbyBiharijitempletosingtheBhojpuri
‘Chaita’,attheendofwhichhewouldearnabigladduweighing1.25kg,a
prizegivenbythelocalMaharaja.
Laddu or laddoo are sphere-shaped sweets originated in the Indian
subcontinent. 
Also,hewouldgotothenearbyBiharijitemple.AlthoughBismillahKhan
wasamuslim,hewouldgotothetempleandhewouldsingthissong–
‘Chaita’inBhojpurilanguage.(Bhojpurilanguageisspokeninanareaof
Bihar.)Whenhewouldfinishrecitingthesong,hewouldgetabigladduas
rewardandtheweightofthatladduwas1.25kg.Thiswasaprizegivento
BismillahKhanbyLocalmaharajaforsingingthechaita.
 

Thishappened80yearsago,andthelittleboyhastravelledfartoearnthe
highestcivilianawardinIndia—theBharatRatna.
 

ThewritersaysthatthisincidentoccurredwhenBismillahwasfiveyears
old,thathewouldgetthisLadduasareward.AndafterEightyears,
BismillahKhanearnedthehighestcivilianawardinIndia-theBharatRatna.
So,thisisthedistancethathehastravelledinhislife.Atfiveyearsofage,



hewouldgeta1.25kgladduasarewardandateighty,heachievedthe
highestcivilianawardinIndiathatistheBharatRatna.
 

Bornon21March1916,Bismillahbelongstoawell-knownfamilyof
musiciansfromBihar.
BismillahKhanwasbornon21March1916inafamilyofMusiciansin
Bihar.
 

Hisgrandfather,RasoolBuxKhan,wasthe shehnai-nawaz oftheBhojpur
king’scourt.Hisfather,PaigambarBux,andotherpaternalancestorswere
alsogreatshehnaiplayers.
 

paternalancestors:ancestorsofthefather
 

Thelineageonhisfather’ssidewasfullofgreatshehnaiplayers.Wecan
saythatBismillahKhanjiacquiredtheskillofplayingtheshehnaifromhis
ancestors.Hisgrandfatherwasagreatshehnaiplayer.Heplayedthe
shehnaiinthecourtoftheBhojpurking.Hisfatherandallpaternal
ancestorswerealsogreatshehnaiplayers.
 

Theyoungboytooktomusicearlyinlife.
 

BismillahKhanjialsostartedlearningmusicatanearlyage.
 

Attheageofthreewhenhismothertookhimtohismaternaluncle’shouse
inBenaras(nowVaranasi),Bismillahwasfascinatedwatchinghisuncles
practicetheshehnai.
 

WhenBismillahKhanjiwasjust3years’old,hismothertookhimtoher
parents’house–tohismaternaluncles.(Maternalunclesmeanthelineage
onone’smother’sside.)TheylivedinBenaras(Benarasistodaycalled
Varanasi.)AndwhenBismillahKhansawhismaternalunclesplaythe
shehnai,hewasattractedtowardsitandhealsowantedtolearnplayingit.
 

SoonBismillahstartedaccompanyinghisuncle,AliBux,totheVishnu
templeofBenaraswhereBuxwasemployedtoplaytheshehnai.
 

BismillahKhanstartedgoingwithhisuncle,AliBuxtotheVishnutemplein
Benaras. AliBuxwasonadutytoplaytheshehnaiattheVishnutempleof
Benaras.
 



AliBuxwouldplaytheshehnaiandBismillahwouldsitcaptivatedforhours
onend.
Captivated:attracted
onend:foraverylongtimewithoutstopping,continuously
WhenBismillahKhansawhisuncle,AliBuxplaytheshehnai,hewouldget
attractedtowardsitthathewouldsitthereforhours,listeningtohimplay
theshehnai.
Slowly,hestartedgettinglessonsinplayingtheinstrumentandwouldsit
practicingthroughouttheday.
GraduallyBismillahKhanalsostartedlearningplayingtheshehnaiandhe
wouldpracticethroughouttheday.Henevergottired,hewassocaptivated
bytheshehnai.
 

ForyearstocomethetempleofBalajiandMangalaMaiyaandthebanks
oftheGangabecametheyoungapprentice’sfavouritehauntswherehe
couldpracticeinsolitude.
apprentice:trainee
haunt:placeyoulikecome,whereyouliketovisitmanytimesaday
solitude:beingalone,single
 

Formanyyears,UtsadBismillahKhanremainedinBenaras.Hewouldvisit
thetempleofBalaji,templeofManagalaMaiyaandwouldremainonthe
bankofriverGanga,wherehewouldpracticeplayingtheshehnaiallby
himself.
 

 



TheflowingwatersoftheGangainspiredhimtoimproviseandinventragas
thatwereearlierconsideredtobebeyondtherangeoftheshehnai.
 

HerewecometoknowaboutthetalentofUstaadBismillahKhan. Hewas
soinspiredandmotivatedbytheriverGanga,itprovokedhimtoimprove
hisperformanceandhealsoinventedmanyragasthatwereconsidered
impossibletobeproducedbyashehnai.UstaadBismillahKhanworked
hard,andinventeddifferentsoundswiththeshehnai.
 

Attheageof14,BismillahaccompaniedhisuncletotheAllahabadMusic
Conference.
 

WhenBismillahKhanwas14yearsofage,heaccompaniedhismaternal
uncle,AliBuxtotheAllahabadMusicConference.
 

 Attheendofhisrecital,UstaadFaiyazKhanpattedtheyoungboy’sback
andsaid,“Workhardandyoushallmakeit.”
recital:performance
 

UstaadFaiyazKhan(hewasarenownedclassicalvocalist)wasimpressed
byhisperformanceandsaidthatifhewouldworkhardlikethat,hewould
makeanameinthefieldofmusic.
 

WiththeopeningoftheAllIndiaRadioinLucknow in1938came
Bismillah’sbigbreak.Hesoonbecameanoften-heardshehnaiplayeron
radio.
 

WhentheAllIndiaRadiostartedit’saRadiostationatLucknow,Ustaad
Bismillah Khan started performing from there.Often,his shehnai
performancewouldbeonair.
 

WhenIndiagainedindependenceon15August1947,BismillahKhan
becamethefirstIndiantogreetthenationwithhisshehnai.
UstaadBismillahKhanwasthefirstIndiantogreettheentirenation
throughhisshehnai.Heplayedtheshehnaifrom theRedFortonthis
memorableoccasion.
 



            

 

HepouredhisheartoutintoRaagKafifromtheRedForttoanaudience
whichincludedPanditJawaharlalNehru,wholatergavehisfamous‘Tryst
withDestiny’speech.
 

TheRaagthatwasplayedbyUstaadBismillahKhanontheoccasionofthe
IndependenceofIndiawasRaagKafi.HeplayeditfromtheRedFort.After
hisperformance,thefirstPrimeMinisterofIndia,PanditJawaharlalNehru
gavehisfamousspeech-‘TrystwithDestiny’.
 

BismillahKhanhasgivenmanymemorableperformancesbothinIndiaand
abroad.HisfirsttripabroadwastoAfghanistanwhereKingZahirShahwas
sotakeninbythemaestrothathegiftedhimpricelessPersiancarpetsand
othersouvenirs.
 

takeninby:attractedorcharmedby
 

souvenirs:thingsgiveninmemoryofaplace,personorevent
BismillahKhangavemanyperformancesinIndiaandabroad.Someof
themarememorableliketheoneatAfghanistan.TheKingofAfghanistan,
KingZahirShahreallylikedBismillahKhan’sperformanceandhegifted
himmanythingswhichweremadeinAfghanistanlikePersiancarpets,etc.
sothatUstaadBismillahKhanwouldrememberhisfirstvisitabroadthat



wastoAfghanistan.
 

TheKingofAfghanistanwasnottheonlyonetobefascinatedwith
Bismillah’smusic.FilmdirectorVijayBhattwassoimpressedafterhearing
Bismillahplayatafestivalthathenamedafilmaftertheinstrumentcalled
GunjUthiShehnai.
 

Thereweremanyotherpeoplealsowhowereattractedtohisshehnai’s
music.‘GunjUthiShehnai’wasanameofaHindimovie.Itwasmadeby
VijayBhatt.Hewasafilm directorandhereallylikedthesoundofthe
shehnaiplayedbyBismillahKhanandthatiswhyhenamedhismovieas
GunjUthiShehnai.
 

Thefilm wasahit,andoneofBismillahKhan’scompositions,“Dilka
khilonahaitootgaya...,”turnedouttobeanationwidechartbuster!
 

chartbuster:recordbreaker
 

TherewasasonginmovieGunjUthiShehnainamed“Dilkakhilonahai
tootgaya….”.ItwascomposedbyUstaadBismillahKhanandbecamea
chartbuster,itbrookallrecord.
 

 

Despitethishugesuccessinthecelluloidworld,BismillahKhan’sventures
infilmmusicwerelimitedtotwo:VijayBhatt’sGunjUthiShehnaiand
VikramSrinivas’sKannadaventure,SanadhiApanna.

 

celluloid:oldfashionedwayofreferringtofilms
venture:projectthatofteninvolvesrisk,somethingwhichhasalotofrisk
 

Althoughthissongwasachartbuster,BismillahKhangotalotofsuccess
inthisfilm,buthecomposedmusicforonlytwofilms.Thenamesofthe
movieswere-GunjUthiShehnaimadebyVijayBhattandaKannada
MoviemadebyVikramSrinivascalled‘SanadhiApanna’.
 

“Ijustcan’tcometotermswiththeartificialityandglamourofthefilmworld,”
hesayswithemphasis
Emphasis:tolaystressonsomething



 

UstaadBismillahkhanwouldsaythathedidnotliketheartificialworldof
filmsandtheglamourthatwasthereinthefilmworld.Thatwaswhyhedid
notcomposemusicformanymovies.
 

Awardsandrecognitioncamethickandfast.
thickandfast:hegotalotofawardsandwasrecognizedatmanyplaces
BismillahKhangotalotofrecognitionandwashonouredwithawards.
 

BismillahKhanbecamethefirstIndiantobeinvitedtoperform atthe
prestigiousLincolnCentreHallintheUnitedStatesofAmerica.Healso
tookpartintheWorldExpositioninMontreal,intheCannesArtFestival
andintheOsakaTradeFair.
BismillahKhanjiperformedallovertheworld.HeperformedinUnited
StatesofAmericaattheLincolnCentreHall,heperformedinMontreal,
AustraliaintheWorldExposition,heperformedattheCannesArtFestival
andhealsoperformedinJapanattheOsakaTradeFair.
 

SowellknowndidhebecomeinternationallythatanauditoriuminTeheran
wasnamedafterhim—TaharMosiqueeUstaadBismillahKhan.
 

TeheranislocatedinIran.BismillahKhanwassofamousallovertheworld
thatinTeheran,anauditoriumhasbeennamedafterhim.
 

NationalawardslikethePadmashri,thePadmaBhushanandthePadma
Vibhushanwereconferredonhim.
 

conferred:given,usuallyanawardoradegree
UstaadBismillahKhanhasbeenawardedwiththesenationalawards.
 

 

In2001,UstaadBismillahKhanwasawardedIndia’shighestcivilianaward,
theBharatRatna.
Withthecovetedawardrestingonhischestandhiseyesglintingwithrare
happinesshesaid,“AllIwouldliketosayis:Teachyourchildrenmusic,
thisisHindustan’srichesttradition;eventheWestisnowcomingtolearn
ourmusic.’’
 

coveted:muchdesired



 

WhenUstaadBismillahKhanreceivedIndia’shighestcivilianaward-
BharatRatnaintheyear2001,hiseyeswereshining.Hewasveryhappy
becausehishardworkhadbeenrecognizedandhegaveanimportant
messagetothecountry.HetoldalltheIndianstoteachmusictotheir
childrenbecausemusicistherichesttraditionofIndia.Hesaidthateven
thewesterncountrieswantedtolearnIndia’smusic.
 

Inspiteofhavingtravelledallovertheworld— Khansaabasheisfondly
called— isexceedinglyfondofBanarasandDumraonandtheyremainfor
himthemostwonderfultownsoftheworld.
 

AlthoughUstaadBismillahKhanjihadtravelledallovertheworld,hewas
givensomuchrespectandrecognition,heremainedrooted.Benaras,
wherehelearnedmusicandDumraon,wherehewasbornandbroughtup
werethetwomostwonderfultownsoftheworldforhim.Hewassodownto
earththatalthoughhehadtravelledallovertheworld,stillhewasattached
tohisbirthplace.
 

 AstudentofhisoncewantedhimtoheadashehnaischoolintheU.S.A.,
andthestudentpromisedtorecreatetheatmosphereofBanarasby
replicatingthetemplesthere.ButKhansaabaskedhimifhewouldbeable
totransportRiverGangaaswell.
 

replicating:makingacopyofsomething
 

TherewasastudentofUstaadBismillahKhanandhewantedthatUstaad
BismillahKhanshouldsetupashehnaischoolinUSA.Hepromisedthat
hewouldrecreatethetempleofBenarasinAmericaforUstaadjiashe
wouldmissit.NowUstaadBismillahKhanwasattachedtoRiverGanga
also.So,heaskedhisstudentthatwouldhetransporttheRiverGanga
alsotoAmerica.So,hewantedtosaythathecouldnotleaveIndia–He
wasattachednotonlytothetemplesofBenarasbutalsototheholyriver
Ganga.
 

 Laterheisrememberedtohavesaid,“ThatiswhywheneverIamina
foreigncountry,IkeepyearningtoseeHindustan.WhileinMumbai,Ithink
ofonlyBanarasandtheholyGanga.AndwhileinBanaras,Imissthe
uniquematthaofDumraon.”
 



yearning–longing,havingadesireforsomething
 

UstaadBismillahKhansaidthatwheneverhevisitedanyforeigncountry,
helongedtoseeIndia.HewantedtoreturntoIndia.Andthenhesaysthat
whenhewasinIndia,inMumbai,heyearnedtovisitBenarasandthe
GangaRiver.AndwhenhewasinBenaras,hemissedhisbirthplace
DumraonandtheMatthawherehesangchaitaandwasrewardedwiththe
ladduof1.25kgweightbytheMaharaja.
 

UstaadBismillahKhan’slifeisaperfectexampleoftherich,cultural
heritageofIndia,onethateffortlesslyacceptsthatadevoutMuslimlikehim
canverynaturallyplaytheshehnaieverymorningattheKashiVishwanath
temple.
 

devout:believingstronglyinareligionandobeyingitslawsandfollowingits
practices
 

HerethewritersaysthatUstaadBismillahKhanwasaperfectexampleof
therichculturalheritageofIndia.Hisworkwasbeyondthereligionbarriers.
AlthoughhewasastrictMuslim,hefollowedtheMuslimlawsbutevery
morninghewouldplaytheshehnaiattheKashiVishwanathTemple,which
wasaHindutemple.Thisshowsthathedidnothavethebarriersofreligion
inhismind.HewasatrueIndian.HeconsideredmusictobeIndia’srichest
culturalheritage.
 

UstaadBismillahKhanpassedawayon21August2006attheageof
ninetyafteraprolongedillness.Hewasgivenastatefuneralandthe
GovernmentofIndiadeclaredonedayofnationalmourning.
UstaadBismillahKhanhadbeenillforalongtimeandhediedon21
August2006attheageofninety.Theentirecountrymournedthedeathof
thelegendarymusician.Therewasaholidayforonedayandhewasgiven
astatefuneral.
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