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Abstract:   The magnificence of Rabindranath has been universally
celebrated and so is of his music. Tagore brought into play the
dialectics of his understanding of traditional, classical, contemporary
music together with his own music consciousness and modernistic
experiments. This resulted into a completely new signature genre-
Rabindrasangeet. 

Rabindranath was immensely inspired by the Bishnupur Sangeet
Gharana. His music carried the marks of this strong influence. The poet
himself has acknowledged his gratitude towards the classical singers
and teachers of Bishnupur Gharana. He followed the unique tradition
of Bishnupur and composed numerous songs under the shadow of
Bishnupuri classical music. The eminent singers of this Gharana too
associated with Tagore and became an integral part of Tagore’s music
milieu. This paper would explore the historical facts and significance of
the relation between Rabindranath Tagore’s music and Bishnupur
Sangeet Gharana. 

Key words: Rabindrasangeet, Bishnupur Sangeet Gharana, classical
music, Radhika Prasad Goswami, raag-raagini. 

Rabindranath Tagore grew up at the family house of Jorasanko
where an atmosphere of keen indulgence in and sincere cultivation of
Hindustani classical music prevailed.  Jorasanko Thakur Bari witnessed
the expertise of numerous eminent classical singers from different parts
of India. Stalwarts from the Bishnupur Sangeet Gharana (a distinguished
genre of classical music originated and practiced in Bishnupur, a
historical town in West Bengal) were very prominent of them. Bishnu
Chakraborty, Sri Kantha Singh, Jadubhatta were the maestros of Raag
Sangeet (classical music) and played a major role in building up
Tagore’s music consciousness, right from his childhood. 

Rabindrasangeet and Bishnupur Sangeet
Gharana: A Saga of Sodality

Dr. Achintya Mandal

GNOSIS: Special Issue-4 (Tagore) May, 2019
ISSN 2394-0131; pp. 75-82



76 GNOSIS  [Special Issue-4 (Tagore) May, 2019]

From the time of Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Brahmo Samaj, along with
the religious activities, developed a strong interest in music. Raja Ram
Mohan Roy composed several songs under the influence of Hindustani
classical music. Subsequently, Devendranath Tagore had kept this
tradition in perspective. Dwijendranath, Satyendranath and
Ganendranath had shown great interest in composing Brahmasangeet
which were inspired by Hindustani classical music.  Eminent musicians
like Jadubhatta lived in JorasankoThakurbari. This resulted in the
development of a purely musical environment. Tagore’s songs were
deeply influenced by this childhood association with classical music. 

His autobiographical sketches reveal although he himself did not
learn classical music formally, the family atmosphere of cultivating this
form of music enabled him to compose many of his songs in the
Hindustani classical style. He mentions in Sangeet Chinta (18) that in
spite of having so many eminent practitioners of Hindustani classical
music around him, he neither tied the colored thread round his wrist,
as was customary for the disciples of classical music, nor allowed his
music to get restricted by the strict rules of classical music. Rabindranath
imbibed the symphony, the magnificence, the spirit of classical music
by simply being a minute listener and later on used it with mastery
without abiding by its strictures. The influence of the classical style
is manifested in the tunes, words and articulation of his songs. The
raags and raaginis heard in his childhood managed to cast long
shadows on his songs. But Rabindranath’s scepticism about the
inflexibility of Hindustani classical music kept him at a distance with
it. On the contrary, it is interesting to note that, in the realm of
Rabindrasangeet, we find a strong influence of and long standing
association with Bishnupur Sangeet Gharana. This paper would further
discuss the historical evidences and significance of the sodality
between Tagore’s music and Bishnupur Gharana.

Though he had not followed a very strict method of learning the
classical music, he was the disciple of Sri Jadubhatta (1840- 1883), the
famous Pundit of Bishnupur Gharana (Datta1).Jadubhatta was one of
the most famous singers of Bishnupur. In fact he was one of the most
endowed classical singers of contemporary India. Rabindranath mentions
him in Sangeet Chinta and writes that he used to sing from the deepest
core of his heart and not to show his expertise in dry lifeless grammar
bound expressions. Jadubhatta was also the music teacher of
Radhikababu. Rabindranath was particularly attracted to Jadubatta’s
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songs which introduced him to the mesmerizing world of the classical
music of Bishnupur Gharana, which eventually emerged as one of the
deepest influences on Tagore’s music.

After this, one of the famous artists of Bishnupur Gharana,
Radhika Prasad Goswami came in contact with Thakur Bari [1861(1863
in different opinion)-1925]. Radhika Prasad was a member of Adi
Brahmo Samaj, teacher of the Bharatiya Sangeet Samaj established by
Jyotirindra Nath Tagore, as well as the music teacher of
JorasankoThakurbari. It is known from GitsannasiDilipkumar Ray’s
commentary that Radhika Babu was famous in the whole of Bengal as
‘Gosnaiji’(Dey 450). 20th century did not witness a wider renown of any
other Dhrupad singer. He had a great collection of Musalmani Dhrupad,
Khandarbani Dhrupad, Gourharbani dhrupad, Bishnupuri dhrupad and
what not. Pandit Bhatkhande was fascinated by the singing of
Radhikaprasad as well as his huge collection of music. Radhika Prasad
came in contact with Rabindranath in 1888 or 1889. The number of
songs written by the bard was about five hundred by then. Radhika
Prasad was fascinated by the poet’s outstanding talent. On the other
hand, the musical proficiency of Radhika Prasad attracted the poet
towards classical music. Mutual respect was at a crescendo and gave
way to a rich cultural collaboration. Radhika Prasad soon became a
much respected figure in Thakurbari. Not only that Radhikaprasad was
well versed in Hindustani classical music but also had a rare quality of
emancipating music from its restricted renditions (Ghosh 30). This
highly complemented Tagore’s philosophy of modern music. He wrote
in Sangeet Chinta, that he was ruthlessly modern about music; he
didn’t care much about the sanctity of convention. Though he believed
that an artist can never disown his tradition, he was never up for blind
following or mindless repetition. Tagore found enough hope in Radhika
Prasad’s music to revive the lost dynamics of Indian music. 

As a result of Rabindranath’s sincere efforts, Khamkheyali Sabha
was established in 1897. Atul Prasad mentions how Radhika Prasad
used to entertain them with his mesmerizing performances in
Khamkheyali Sabha. Rabindranath’s music cognizance was so profound
that he used to craft songs in the tunes of Radhika Prasad’s
BishnupuriClasical music. Radhika Prasad himself used to perform
those new songs in the Khamkheyali Sabha. One that Atul Prasad
particularly remembered was ‘Maharajoekisajeelehridayo puro Majhe’
(Sanyal 51).
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Every year Jorasanko observed ‘Maghotsov’ which was the biggest
festival of the year for them. The main attraction of the festival was
music. Preparation of the songs used to start from at least one month
ago. Rabindranath used to compose songs on this occasion. Hindi
Bhajhans were also composed. Radhika Goswami was the chief singer
of the festival, especially for the songs composed under the influence
of classical music. A list of songs performed during the Maghotsav of
1898 to 1901 (Bengali 1305 to 1308) was found. There were plenty of
Hindi Tappa, Dhrupad, Dhamar based Bengali songs composed by
Tagore and evidently those source Hindi songs were collected from
Radhika Prasad. This collaboration continued till 1904. Among many
such gems produced in joint efforts, mention may be made of the songs
such as ‘Bimoloanondejago re’, ‘Pipashahayenahimitilo’, ‘Din furalo
hey sansari’, ‘Madhurorupeybirajo’, ‘Chiro sakhachhero na morey’.
Radhika Prasad recorded ‘Bimoloanondejago re’ in His Master’s Voice.
Apart from this ‘Swapon Jodi bhangile’ and ‘Morey bare barefirale’,
these two songs too were also recorded (Sanyal 51-52). 

Rabindranath writes in Pitrismritihow Amala didi, sister of
Chittaranjan Das, inspired his father to compose new songs. When his
father recognised the excellent singing abilities of Amala Devi he sent
her to Radhika Goswami. The songs which were specifically crafted for
Amala Devi were ‘Chiro sakhachheronamorey’, ‘E porobase robe ke’,
‘Ke bosileajhridoyasonebhuboneswarprobhu’. Most probably the tunes
of all these songs were taken from Radhika Prasad only (Sanyal 52).

Radhika Prasad had performed almost all the Brahmasangeets
composed by Tagore in the Samaj-mandir. He was associated with
Brahma Samaj for more than one and a half decade. The credit of
providing the sources of numerous Brahmasangeet to the poet can be
undoubtedly attributed to him. He was also a great teacher who taught
the students with utmost care.  

In spite of being a deviant, Rabindranath had deep reverence for
Indian classical music.  He often reminisced how they used to listen to
Dhrupad since childhood. He considered Dhrupad to have maintained
a very rich tradition over a deep and wide spectrum. He further
elaborated that we find two things in dhrupad- one is its vast expansion
and depth and at the other hand a sense of complete submission and
compactness and what makes it so appealing is the balance between
the two (Sanyal 72). Dhrupad of the Bishnupur genre had maintained
its cadence of simplicity without tampering the meaning, mood or spirit
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of the songs. This was exactly the point of attraction for the poet. He
was so touched by this distinctive feature of this genre that he
continued with crafting songs based on the classical songs of
Bishnupur Gharana. In this context, many songs can be mentioned:
Kaun rupey bane ho (Madhurorupeybirajo), Joyo
probolbegboti(joyotobobichitro ), Phoolibonoghono mor(Aji momo mono
chahe), Aju bohotsugondhopobonmadhurbasanto (Aji
bohichhebosontopobon), Agyantomonikoregarhomayipotite
(Songshoyotimiromajhe), NachotoTrivongo e (Bipulo Taranga re), Jane
Na Dnehu( Rakhorakho re), E Sakhi Aab Kaise ( He Sakha momo),
Prabala dalameghajhuta (Timiromoyonibironisha) etc. This is how Tagore
used these classical compositions as the source songs and trans-
created his own versions of timeless pieces.

Bishnupur Gharana had some distinctive features in regard to the
Raag- Raagini and Taal which were quite different from the North
Indian classical music Gharanas.  For example, in the whole of northern
India, Suddho Rishav is used in the Ashavari raag, whereas the Komol
Rishav is used in the Bishnupur Gharana. Although the use of Komol
Dhaibat is applied in Purabi raag all over India, in Bishnupur Gharana
it is always SuddhoDhoibot.  In Brindabani Sarang, in other Gharanas,
Suddho Nishad in Aarohan and Komol Nishad in Aborohan is the
common practice, but in Bishnupur Gharana only Suddho Nishad is
used.   In  Megh  raag  only  Komol  Nishad  is  used  and  Gandhar  and
Dhoibots are excluded in North India whereas in Bishunupur Gharana
Suddho Nishad in Aarohan and Suddho Gandhar in Aborohan was
used.   Though  the  lesser  use  of  Gandhar  often makes  it  used  as  the
Bibadi Swar. Rabindranath Tagore maintained the exact expressions of
Megh raag following Bishnupur Gharana in his songs. The Ramkeli
raag is devoid of TibroModhyom in Bishnupur Gharana. All over India
Pancham and Komol Dhoibot is used in Basanta raag, but in Bishnupur
Gharana Pancham is excluded and SuddhoDhoibot is used. In other
traditions, Rishav, Komol Dhoibot and TibroModhyom are used in
Bibhash raag but in Bishnupur Gharana all the SuddhoSwars and both
the Modhyoms are used. In the other Gharanas, Komol Gandhar and
Komol Nishad are used, but in Bishnupur Gharana both the Gandhars
and both the Nishads are used. Exclusion of Komol Nishad in Chhayanot
and Kori Modhyom in Kamod too are exclusive of this Gharana (Singha
Thakur 11). 
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Tagore accepted these deviations in the best possible way. Tagore’s
use of Komol Rishav in Ashabori in ‘Monomohano,
gohonojaminisheshe’, exclusion of TibroModhyom in Ramkeli in
‘Nikotedekhibotomarekorechibasonamone’, and ‘Dao he hridayvoredao’,
use of Komol Nishad in both ‘Tomaro asimepran mono loye’ and ‘
Birohomodhuroaaji’, inclusion of SuddhoDhoibot in Purabi in ‘Aaji e
anondosondhya’, use of Suddho Dhoibot in Bibhash in
‘Aajipronomitomarecholibonath’ and ‘Ghor dukkhejaginu’, use of both
Suddho and Komol Nishad in Bhimpoloshri in ‘Bipulotorongo re’,
exclusion of Komol Nishad in Brindabani Sarang in ‘Joyo
tobobichitroanondo’, exclusion of TibroModhyom in Kamod in
‘Jotobaralojwalate chai’ and ‘Amritersagoreamijabo re’ and many such
instances exemplify how much was he inspired by  the style of
Bishnupur Gharana and how eloquently he embraced the altered
version of Indian classical music ( Sanyal 73). He always prioritised the
Bishunupur Gharana and followed its unique cadence of raag- raagini
and taal. 

After the death of Radhika Prasad Goswami, Rabindranath felt a
dire need of a music teacher of equal merit. Tagore searched for a
suitable classical music teacher for Shantiniketan. He also asked his
friends and associates to look for a classical music maestro who could
probably grace Shantiniketan with his expertise. He also assigned Dilip
Kumar for this task and it was then discovered that in Bengal there is
no classical singer greater than Sri GopeswarBandhopadhyay.
Rabindranath showed interest in having him as a music teacher but as
he was too occupied with his assignments in Kolkata to join
Shantiniketan, that wish of Tagore was not fulfilled. Tagore was well
aware thatGopeswarBandhopadhyay was the best classical singer of
his time. Dilip Kumar too failed to locate anybody better than him.
(Singha Thakur 8). Such observations of Tagore delineate what high
esteem he had for GopeswarBandhopadhyay. 

It is interesting to note that most of the notations of the classical
music based Rabindrasangeets were done by the two bright stars of
Bishnupur Gharana- Surendranath Bandopadhyay and Ramesh Chandra
Bandyopadhyay. Surendranath prepared the entire notations of six
volumes of Tagore’sGeetiipi. Between 1910 and 1918, six volumes of
the said book were published. Apart from this, Surendranath had done
the notation for most of the songs of the play Prayoschitto and more
than 250-300 songs by Tagore. It is to be noted that he did the



81

notations for most of the lyrics of Gitanjali and theyhad been published
in various volumes of Geetlipi. Surendranath recorded 201
Rabindrasangeets through the Visva Bharati Sangeet Bhavan (Sanyal
82).

Tagore’s association with Bishnupur Gharana continued till his
death. The next person to strengthen the bond between Bishnupuri
classical music and Tagore was Ashesh Chandra Bandhopadhyay, the
Sangeetacharya of Bishnupur. On 1936, 5 years before his death,
Tagore appointed the seventeen years old Ashesh Chandra as the
Acharya or principal of Viswabharati Sangeet Bhavan. To be appointed
as principal at the age of seventeen in such a prestigious university
was indeed a rare incident in the history of music. Tagore associated
with Gopeswar Bandhopadhyay through Indira Devi which resulted
into Ramprosonno Bandhopadhyay’s youngest son Ashesh Chandra’s
arrival at Shantiniketan as a music teacher. Tagore was overwhelmed to
get him at Shantiniketan and was all praises for him. He once wrote to
Amita Sen how fascinating it was to him to get Gopeswar
Bandhopadhyay’s nephew. He certified him to be a marvellous music
teacher; according to him though his age was tender his expertise was
ripened. Tagore invited Amita Sen to come to Shantinikentan once only
to listen to the wonderful singer and also warned her that his singing
was so tempting that he might not find any interest in going back to
the city to sit for his examinations (Singha Thakur 9). 

It is particularly remembered that in the nineteenth century, when
the Bengali lyrical music was in the first stage of promotion, especially
in the context of Rabindrasangeet, various musicians opposed it. At
that time, many singers from Bishnupur Gharana were mocked at for
associating with Rabindrasangeet. Stalwarts of Bishnupur Gharana,
such as Radhika Prasad Goswami, Acharya Gopeswar Bandyopadhyay,
Acharya Surendranath Bandyopadhyay, Ramesh Chandra
Bandyopadhyay and others also performed Rabindrasangeets and
presented them in various great music concerts (Singha Thakur 9).This
contribution of music composers of Bishnupur will be remembered with
reverence in the history of music in India. 
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