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Nineteenth century Lucknow occupies a particularly poignant place in the musical imagination of North India. The cultural accomplishments of this time and place have resonated well beyond its borders and today its memories are still capable of evoking a potent sense of nostalgia. That such memories should so passionately endure, is testimony to the special place that the arts occupied in the life of that city when it was the capital of the province of Awadh.
 Memories of Lucknow’s pre-rebellion heritage are nowadays often recalled through its tawa’if bazi or courtesan culture. 

This heritage has been carried into the present through a bevy of films, stories, anecdotes, social customs, linguistic idioms, images and of course musical repertoire. A number of studies have also brought to life the culturally complex and socially hierarchical world of these courtesans and their significant contributions to the cultural heritage of North India.
 Their contribution to the development of Hindustani music in particular is gaining interest and long overdue recognition and some stories are starting to be told through documentaries and some recently published personal accounts.
 Yet outside of these sources any desire to investigate this area is also tempered by a deafening lack of documentation. The historically marginal position of courtesans in the development of Hindustani music is not surprising given the general absence of information on women’s participation in popular culture in the nineteenth century.

Nevertheless, this paper seeks to explore a couple of important aspects of Lucknow’s tawa’if bazi that are not really addressed in either musical or historical discussions. These aspects are broadly connected with two political events. The first of these being the disenfranchisement of the regional military labour market in, and around Awadh, in the late eighteenth century. The second being the active promotion of Shi’a ideology by Awadh’s political elite. These two events are considered in the context of Awadh’s general historical background and in light of the expansion of Lucknow’s courtesan culture in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

Awadh 


The beginnings of the post-Mughal state of Awadh can be traced to the early 1700's when Sa`adat Khan, his family and retainers arrived in Delhi from Nishapur (Neishabour) in Khorasan, an eastern province of Persia. Sa`adat Khan is historically cast as an aristocratic fortune seeker, attracted to India by the opportunities that the Mughals extended to Muslim notables and their retainers for services rendered. By 1722 he had been appointed as the subadar (governor) of Awadh by the Mughal administration.


As Delhi waned during the middle decades of the eighteenth century, Awadh benefited substantially, doubling its geographic area. The extension of Awadh's boundaries meant that the revenue collected by the administration also increased considerably. The extra financial resources were initially directed towards the growth of the local power base, manifested in the expansion of its military forces and administrative bureaucracy.


At the time of Sa`adat Khan’s death in 1739, instead of his position being relinquished, in accordance with Mughal ordinances, control of the area was passed on to his son-in-law, Safdar Jang (1739-54). By this time the Mughal regime had weakened to the point that no effective retaliation against this significant act of defiance was really possible. Although various attempts were made to undermine Sa`adat Khan's political successors (Fisher 1987:27), the latter retained control of the province until its annexation by the British in 1856. When Asafu'd-Dawlah became the fourth nawab of Awadh in 1775, he assumed control of the largest state in North India. It was also at this time that he relocated the capital of the province from Faizabad to Lucknow. This relocation marked the maturing of Lucknow Nawabi’s political aspirations and it was from this time that efforts to establish a distinct regional identity for their rule can be discerned. 

Sa`adat Ali Khan 1720-39

Mansur Ali Khan 1739-56

Shuja'-ud-Dawlah 1756-75

Asafu'd-Dawlah 1775-97

Wazir Ali 1797-98

Sa'adat Ali 1798-1814

Ghaziyu'd-Din Haidar 1814-27

Nasiru'd-Din Haidar 1827-37

Muhammad Ali Shah 1832-47

Amjad Ali Shah 1842-47

Wajid Ali Shah 1847-56


                           Table 1 The Nawabs of Awadh

Lucknow’s Tawa’if Bazi


Significant growth in Lucknow’s tawa’if bazi began to take place in the late eighteenth century. While the question of why this may have taken place at this time is addressed in later discussion, it is firstly necessary to consider the significant degree of ethnic, caste and artistic diversity that existed within the tawa’if community. As was the case with many occupational specialists in pre-modern India, the conditions and status of a courtesan was often closely linked to the fortune of their patrons. Those courtesans engaged through royal patronage, and resident in the harem or in the Pari Khana of Wajid Ali Shah, were necessarily well provided for. However, outside of this privileged environment, the majority of tawa’if were engaged by the households of the wealthy or were employed in kothas (bordellos, salons, brothels) in the bazaar. The quality of these kothas and the type of patronage that they attracted varied considerably, depending on the means and physical location of the establishment. Those kothas on the fringes of the city tended to cater for a lower socio-economic group than those located closer to the centre. The more salubrious establishments serviced the wealthier sections of society and their courtesans were known for their sophisticated and refined manners, conversation and performance. Some courtesans within this environment gained sufficient social status and respect that the wealthy of the city sent their sons to them in order for them to learn manners, grooming and etiquette. It was not uncommon for the house of the chief courtesan, or chaudhrayan, of the more sophisticated kotha to be the chief meeting place for the most important musicians in the city and those visiting from elsewhere (Sharar 1975:139). Respectable outside women khangi, also used these establishments for their own liaisons (Oldenberg 1998:140).


Cole is of the opinion that most of Lucknow’s courtesans were low caste Hindus who often came from the ranks of widows. They converted to Shi’ism once in Lucknow and in this way surprisingly, up to eighty five percent of tawa’if in Lucknow were Shi’a by birth or conversion (1988:87). Sharar describes three groups drawn from the lower castes as the "queens of the bazaar” which he identifies as Kanchani, Chuna Wali and Nagarnt. The Kanchan were from Delhi and Panjab and mostly worked as prostitutes, the Nagarnt were from Gujarat while the Chuna Walis are not associated with any one region (Sharar 1975:146). It appears that these three groups were equally renowned for prostitution as for musical or dance expertise but that each could also accommodate  women from other backgrounds within their fold. The tawa’if of these groups were also sometimes referred to as thakahi and randi. An understanding of the castes of courtesans necessarily remains incomplete because of the absence of detailed documentation. However if such information was forthcoming , it would probably reveal that courtesans in Lucknow were drawn from a much wider and diverse background of castes and regions than is portrayed here.


Outside of caste and religious distinctions, a further occupational division existed between courtesans identified as tawa’if and those as domni. Difference between the two was not merely limited to the former being a Persian term and the latter an Indian one. Qureshi differentiates the two on the grounds of performance practice; where tawa’if were known to sing and dance in front of both men and women, while domni only performed for women (1981:46). Sharar also supports this performance practice of domnis, which

. . . became the most important feature of all wedding celebrations and so fascinated the ladies of wealthy families that there was no household that did not employ a troupe of domnis. ... the domnis themselves were averse to dancing and singing before a male audience (1975:145).

There are a couple of points worth noting here. Firstly, while an occupational demarcation between tawa’if and domni may have existed in Lucknow, it does not always appear to have always been consistently observed at different times in other parts of the country. Similar degrees of variation in professional activities can be noted across place and time in North India within widespread hereditary occupational communities, such as exists amongst the music specialist community of mirasis. Secondly, the domnis mentioned above belong to a community of occupational music specialists, quite distinct from the untouchable caste of dom whose traditional occupation is concerned with cremation. Pre-modern categories of musicians, indicated by the terms dom, mirasi, kalawant and so on, often carry with them an ensemble of meanings and referents dependent on the place and time in which they are used. The colonial ethnographer Crooke describes doms amongst the Rajputs in the nineteenth century as, 

hereditary bards to the lower tribes … seemingly close to the Dhadhi. … The men are musicians, story tellers and genealogists; the women dance and sing,  but they are said to perform only in the presence of women and are reputedly chaste (1974: vol3:496).  

Another ethnographer colonial Ibbetson recorded that the dom around Baluchistan in the nineteenth century were also called Langa and that these musicians 

… also keep the Baloch pedigrees and in former times used to accompany their masters in was as minstrels … Then again the Mirs or Dum of Dera Ghazi Khan used to keep horse stallions for breeding and he still does in the Bozdar Hills (1970:, vol.2:107).

In the context of 19th century Lucknow however, the term dom appears as an umbrella occupational term used to denote both Hindu and Muslim musicians from a range of regional and ethnic backgrounds who were, or had somehow been, associated with regional military forces. One such musician, Ghulam Ali who played the sarod and apparently achieved some renown in Lucknow, is labelled as a Dom (Imam 1959:24). The domni courtesans mentioned in Lucknow are most likely linked to these musician communities.


Beyond this incomplete sketch, the one thing that remains clear is that courtesans in Lucknow represented a diverse group in ethnic and caste background, social and musical status, artistic ability, professional activities and clientele. Given this situation it can be said that at an artistic level there were courtesans at one end of the social spectrum who were more akin to prostitutes and who used simple regional forms of music and dance to attract clients. While at the other end there were courtesans who were highly trained, sophisticated artists who could choose the terms by which they would engage with their wealthy clients. A small number of these artists were so respected and influential that they were conferred with positions of authority within the ruling administration. For example ‘Hazrat Mahal, sometimes maligned as a nautch girl made queen maintained the dignity of her status after entering the harem’ (Santha 1980:317). Some tawa’if  in rural areas were often so valued by their zamindar patrons that they were assigned their own lands (Cole 1988:88). Given this apparent diversity, our current knowledge of courtesans most likely covers only a small amount of the variation that existed within the wider community. Consequently, a more comprehensive account awaits further research. 

Performance Practice

Performance was integral to the professional life of the courtesan. Proficiency in music, dance and poetry was an essential skill for the successful courtesan. Performance skill and training varied widely, with courtesans in the smaller urban fringe kothas more likely to be limited to performing the simplest dhuns (folk melodies) and nautch dances as an adjunct to solicitation, while courtesans patronised by the court were often celebrated artists and performers of the most sophisticated musical thumris and classical kathak dance choreography. Apart from these skills, many other musical genres were part of the courtesan repertoire, such as the seasonal kajri, sawan and hori, along with dadra and ghazal. In a sense, the status and sophistication of a courtesan could be audibly discerned by the type of music they sang and the skill they displayed in rendering it. Neuman articulates the connection between musical training and the reputation of a courtesan. 

If a tawaif has learned from a reputable Ustad … then she can establish her own identity as being primarily a vocalist by profession. If she cannot claim to be a disciple, then her reputation will be that of an entertainer, which is subordinate to her primary identity as a courtesan, if not a common prostitute (1980:101).

Imam collectively groups the musical genres performed by courtesans in Lucknow under three headings:  eq \O()thumri eq \O(), ragini eq \O() and dhun (1959:23). Dhun, which literally means melody, is a stylised regional tune. Ragini is a collective term which in this context denotes "light" genres kajri, sawan, hori and so on, set to popular ragas such as bhairavi, khamaj, kafi, sohni etc.. Thumri however requires a bit more explanation.


Shukla (1983) has shown that various forms of thumri have existed since at least the thirteenth century. But like many cultural and social conventions a distinctly Lucknow version of the form evolved during the nineteenth century, and this form is still popular today. The influence of Lucknow on the development of this musical genre is such that some believe that “Lucknow is the mother and Benaras is the sweetheart of the thumri style” (Mishra 1981:42). 

Two distinct styles of thumri performance were practiced in Lucknow namely, bolbanao ki thumri and bolbant ki thumri also known as bandish ki thumri.
 Generally speaking, thumri was performed by courtesans highly proficient in music dance and poetry, and this proficiency implied good patronage, access to quality training and a degree of status. The artistic training of the best courtesans was serious and rigorous exercise and usually started around the age of five and continued for ten years or more. This training was generally imparted by males, who either were family members or from the same community as the courtesans and sometimes from well known Ustads employed by the courts.

One of the most effective elements of thumri is its capacity to depict themes of love, whether it be the romance of union, or the pangs of separation from, a lover. Its song texts are generally emotionally and spiritually evocative and intended to work allegorically on at least two levels. On the surface they often describe, from a female perspective, various scenarios that lovers might find themselves in. At the same time they draw on Sufi themes of separation and union with the divine, along with similar themes commonly portrayed in Krishna-Lila dance dramas. Their moods mostly commonly evoke either the romantic/erotic sringar rasa or the pathos of karuna rasa.

Performances of both bolbanao ki thumri and bandish ki thumri were accompanied by an ensemble of three to four male accompanists made up of at least one melodic instrument (sarangi, sitar, rabab, harmonium or sarod) and a percussion instrument, the tabla  or dholak. It was common place for accompanists to belong to the same immediate male family or community as the courtesan and it was from these males that courtesan would often receive their musical and dance training. This practice can still be found in a number of places such as amongst the mirasi community of Old Delhi (Neuman 1980:101) and the Shi’a Kanjar community in Hiramundi, Lahore, Pakistan.

Shukla explains that because courtesans often danced while they sang bandish ki thumri, rhythmic variations appropriate for dance, known as layakari eq \O(), were emphasised. He also states that the style of this  eq \O()thumri eq \O() grew out of regional genres such as hori eq \O(), rasiya eq \O(), sawan, malhar and led, which were sung in a mixture of languages from what is now western Uttar Pradesh, Bundelkhand and Brij (1983:277-278). Apart from its strong association with courtesans, the development of this particular type of  eq \O()thumri eq \O() also drew upon the expertise of what Shukla calls "traditional musicians, gharanedars (hereditary occupational specialists of classical music), qawwal sit eq \O()ar players and kathak dancers (1983:278). 


Much of this information is known in one form or another, via the oral histories
 of Hindustani music, in 78 rpm recordings from the early twentieth century and in the song texts from the period. However, there is much that isn’t known or is only partially known. For example important questions arise as to how many courtesans were in Lucknow in the first half of the nineteenth century and where they came from. The classic Urdu novel Umrao Jan Ada tells a romantic tale of the life of a girl kidnapped from a village near Faizabad, sold off to a kotha to be initiated in the ways of the profession in the midst of the wealthy.
 Contrary to this scenario Oldenberg believes that most tawa’if were in fact not kidnapped but came to Lucknow due to financial hardship (1998:142). This seems to be a reasonable claim and no doubt there were many factors and reasons causing financial hardship for women at that time. It is not hard to imagine the devastating effects on women of the extreme poverty of rural areas, the deaths of partners in wars, and their susceptibility to social transgression and alienation. There were probably as many reasons for women becoming courtesans as their were courtesans themselves. Perhaps a partial answer to these questions can be found in the connection between courtesans and their musical accompanists.

Tawa’if and Mirasis


In pre-modern North India hereditary occupational specialist musicians were often grouped under the collective umbrella term mirasi.
 In Farsi, miras means inheritance and one of the traditional functions a mirasi performed was to sing panegyrics of their patrons and to keep their genealogies. They also were known to accompany their patrons into battle, sing war ballads and epics of past heroes and events. Within their own communities these musicians were more commonly known as dhadhi, dholi, charan, langha, kalawant, qawwal, naqqarchi and so on.


Contingents from mirasi communities across the subcontinent were employed as soldiers and musicians in the Mughal army, under the administrative title of dhari. Neuman has written about communities of sarangi playing military musicians employed by the Mughals residing in mohullas close to Delhi, in towns such as Kirana, Moradabad and Bareilly (1980:125,161). Oral histories of contemporary sarodiyas describe how their ancestors (described as the mirasis of the Pathans)
 came to India from Afghanistan as mercenaries in the early eighteenth century and were soldiers, singers and instrumentalists of military music in the Mughal army (Umar Khan 1976:n.p). Communities of these musicians resided in mohullas across Rohilkhand, around the towns of Shahjahanpur, Rampur, Bulandshahr, Najibabad and Muzzafarnagar and would periodically or permanently visit Lucknow for work as musicians. The numbers of Pathan military musicians who lived in this region has been estimated in the hundreds, if not thousands.
 Besides these, significant numbers of similar musicians from other communities were also part of the networks and structures of patronage provided by pre-modern regional military administrations. As later discussion shows, large numbers of musicians from these communities migrated to Lucknow around the beginning of the nineteenth century. 


This ethnically and artistically diverse group of musicians who sang, played instruments such as sarangi, sarod and tabla were socially and culturally bunched together in Lucknow mostly under the single category dhari, the same occupational label previously used to categorise military musicians in the Mughal administration. As noted earlier, the term dom was also used on occasion to identify some of these musicians. There is an opinion amongst some musicians that doms were the accompanists of domnis and dharis accompanied tawa’if, although this has not been convincingly established. This aside, a number of reasons point to the musical and social connection between dharis/mirasis and tawa’if during this time. Firstly, such a link is acknowledged  in the oral histories of some musician families. In this regard Manuel for example has noted, 

Until very recently, many prominent khyal singers were reared in the kotha environment. … Amir Khan, Abdul Karim Khan, Abdul Wahid Khan and Bade Ghulam Ali Khan were all from mirasis families whose traditional occupation is said to have been teaching tawa’ifs and accompanying them on sarangi (1985:140).

Secondly, the expansion of courtesan culture in Lucknow took place around the same time that the regional military labour marked was disenfranchised by the British, as discussed below. Thirdly, oral histories of families of sarod players describe how many of these musicians permanently or periodically migrated to Lucknow to look for work after regional militias were disbanded. Fourthly, the kotha has been shown to have been the most likely place of employment for these displaced musicians (Shukla 1983:138)(Neuman 1977:607, 1980:133). Lastly, passing references to this connection have been mentioned in the chronicles of the time, as discussed below. 

The Disenfranchisement of the Regional Military Labour Market


Major changes in the military labour market in the region occurred when the British and Awadh administrations defeated the rapidly expanding neighbouring Pathan state of Rohilkhand in 1775 and disbanded its militia forces. This put an end to the livelihoods of large numbers of people involved with regional military forces as soldiers or service providers. This situation became more intense when the Awadh administration out-sourced their military services to the British in 1801, who used the situation to their own advantage in order to raise revenue and to serve as a platform from which they could influence regional politics. Barnett succinctly sums up these effects.

The British had indeed altered Awadh's internal power structure by replacing its military aristocracy, guaranteeing the security of its borders, and trying to siphon off 53% of its net assessed revenue by treaty (1980:250).

The assumption of the military control of Awadh by the British meant that the formidable state army as well as other local mercenary forces in the region were now without disenfranchised (Marshall 1975:467). Apart from causing thousands of personnel to lose their livelihoods, the ascendancy of British power in the region also resulted in the demilitarisation of regional politics (Kolff 1990:187).


The military labour market of Awadh, as was also the case during the period of Mughal rule, was composed of a multitude of ethnic groups. These troops were drawn from the communities of Bundelas, Baksariyas, Bhojpuris, Baghchotis, Pathans and Ujjainis, amongst others, in, and around, the province. All of these communities would have had their own musicians to accompany their forces. Taking into consideration the military labour market as a whole, it is difficult to ascertain in total exactly how many people may have been effected by the withdrawal of traditional sources of military patronage. Nonetheless, two indirect observations may be cited which provide some indication of the extent of personnel involved. Kolff writes that before the demilitarisation of Awadh, the forces of the Unnao and Rae Bareilly districts of that province together numbered around fifty thousand troops (1990:187-188). Bayly suggests there were more than one hundred thousand mercenaries and militia personal residing in the neighbouring state of Rohillkhand alone, the numbers involved could have conceivably been anything up to half a million (1983:219). The "closed shop" approach followed by the East India Company to the recruitment of personnel for its own forces precluded most of these disenfranchised mercenaries from enlisting in what had grown into the remaining military force of any significance in that part of North India. Accordingly, in the 1830's a common maxim for these personnel in North India was, "Company ke amal main, kuchh rozgar nahin hai, i.e. there is no employment in the Company's dominion" (Kolff 1990:187).


The rapid cultural and economic expansion of Lucknow which made it a boom town in the early nineteenth century, also made it the most likely destination for these displaced soldiers and their ancillaries. Their migration to Lucknow would have in no small way contributed to the rather sudden increase in that city's population during the first half of the nineteenth century, which in 1799 was estimated at half a million, and in 1858 at a million (Habib 1985:365). Llewellyn Jones (1985:12-13) has estimated that the population increased by about fifty thousand to three hundred thousand  during the last quarter of the 18th century alone, and that most of this increase took place between 1775 and 1785. 

Dharis


In Lucknow, the label dhari was not necessarily indicative of geography, religion or caste. Rather, it identified occupational music specialists who had been involved in regional military forces but had largely become musical accompanists to courtesans. Prior to this, dhadhis are, and have been for many centuries, hereditary occupational music specialists in Rajput and Sikh communities. They are known to have performed a diverse range of functions, both military and non-military, depending on their circumstances and the requirements of their particular patron groups. By the sixteenth century, the term had been appropriated by the Farsi speaking Mughal administration as an occupational label for military musicians in general and the pronunciation of the term was changed to dhari. At the same time, dhadhi as an ethnic and cultural label for specific communities of musicians also remained in currency (A summary of the various historical applications of this term appears in table two).


Like other pre-modern labels for musicians, its use has varied over the course of history, depending on the historical or cultural context in which it occurs. This openendness can be problematic when dealing with historical source material because dhari  has collected  both a range of spellings and an ensemble of meanings over the centuries, a situation further compounded by all of these remaining in currency and concurrently used in different ways right through to the present.
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Table 2 Genealogy of the term dhari


The number of musicians who were ancillaries to the various regional military forces, and who were also part of the social upheaval caused by the British demilitarisation of the region, is unlikely to be known, although it is presumed that it was substantial. On arrival in Lucknow, the potential avenues of employment for musicians of this social and musical background would have been limited with the most likely and accessible avenue, as noted earlier, being the accompaniment of courtesans. 


Dharis in Lucknow were known to perform on the sarangi, the sarod, and tabla. A few sarangiyas with the title of "Dhari" were listed by Imam as musicians in Lucknow, besides whom he says, there are "thousands of others" (1856/1959:24). Imam also states that the best tabla players also come from the community of dharis (1856/1959:25). Given the disenfranchisement of dharis around the turn of the century, it is therefore not surprising that the during the early 1800's, the sarangi and the tabla became the most common instruments for the accompaniment of courtesans (Shukla 1983:138, Manuel 1985:378). 


The musical connection between military musicians and some courtesans mentioned earlier is also further confirmed by Imam who stated that "most of the dharis earn their living by accompanying dancing girls" (1959:18). Later in the nineteenth century, Crooke recorded a "common proverb" which identifies the social relationship between dharis and the lower class of courtesans, randi.

Randi ki kamai, ya khae dharhi [dhari], ya khae gari (The prostitutes earnings go to the pimp [dhari] or cabman) (1897/1974: Vol II, 276-77).


In their role as accompanists and sometime music teachers to courtesans, dharis also performed in kothas, the court and the homes of the wealthy. Those of musical proficiency performed solo in the courts. Dahajudaulah Dhari was one such musician mentioned by Imam (1959:24). The social status of these musicians as accompanists would have been tied to the social status of the performer that they accompanied and also drawn from the patron of the event. Like courtesans dharis were by no means an homogenous community with respect to ethnicity or status.


At one point this commentary provides a description of the musical skills of some dharis, which he concludes with the statement that "the rest of the dharis in Lucknow are crazy idiots fit only to teach dancing to tawaif" (1959:19). Later in his text he then states that due to the extent of patronage available in Lucknow "even dharis were raised to the position of nobles" (1959:25). 


It should also be noted that while dharis were by far the largest group of musicians who accompanied courtesans in Lucknow, they were not the only one. Apart from the doms already discussed, at least one other community of musicians also took up this musical role. 


There are many musicians that call themselves Kalawants but their claims are baseless. It is interesting to note that they do what is taboo in a Kalawant family i.e., they openly accompany the dancing girls, thus putting even the devil to shame (1959:14).

As a community, kalawants are sometimes ranked both musically and socially higher than dharis in descriptions of musicians in pre-modern times and they are not normally associated with tawa’if.
 Their involvement with courtesans in Lucknow however, seems to suggest two inter-related issues. Firstly, that traditional sources of patronage for such musicians were becoming less, and secondly that a significant amount of work was available as accompanists in Lucknow. 


The disenfranchisement of the regional labour market and the collapse of Rohilkhand imposed dramatic social and economic consequences on settlements and towns in and around Awadh. Faced with the necessity of making a livelihood, evidence suggests that significant numbers of musicians permanently or seasonally migrated to Lucknow from regional areas. Dharis were by far the largest group of these musicians and many ended up as musical accompanists to tawa’if. It is also suggested here that because of the connection between dharis and tawa’if previously noted, it is likely that many women also probably belonged to these same communities, were part of the large scale migration, and became tawa’if in Lucknow out of the financial hardship faced by many communities in regional locations. 


There may have been another interesting musical outcome of this migration. Regional tunes, dhuns, became very popular in Lucknow, and influenced different musical forms (Sharar 1975:148). Along with the influx of musicians from the countryside, it is not unreasonable to expect that this would have been a conduit for a host of regional tunes to find their way to Lucknow from Brij, Bundelkhand, Rohilkhand, Ujjain, Rewa and many other areas. The musical environment of Lucknow would have certainly been inspired and enriched by such materials and perhaps this at least partially contributed to the fertile development of many light classical genres such as dadra, kajri and sawan, for which Lucknow became famous. As the following discussion shows the popularity of dhuns was such that they even found their way into the devotional music of the Shi’a population.  

Shi’a Ideology in Lucknow


The participation of some tawa’if in the propagation of Shi’a religious culture in Awadh is an unexpected, yet interesting dimension of the professional activities of Lucknow’s courtesans. In some ways this connection is perhaps not that surprising when it is considered, as noted earlier, that up to eighty five percent of tawa’if in Lucknow were Shi’a. The incentive for such a high incidence of conversion amongst those courtesans engaged in prostitution could possibly be attributed to the greater protection provided for Shi’a tawa’if under Awadhi law due to the recognition of the rights of “temporary marriage”, muta, between a courtesan and their client. However, links between courtesans and the promotion of Shi’a ideology become clearer when considered in the context of the overall endeavour to establish Lucknow as the Shi’a capital of India.


Drawing upon their Safavi Persian heritage, the Nishapuri elite under nawab Asafu'd-Dawlah set about encouraging the spread of Shi’a religion. The most important stage in this endeavour was evident in the instigation of the Friday congregational prayer in 1789. During the reign of Aurangzeb, all Shi’a ritual activity had been banned in the Mughal empire (Cole 1988:143). Its reinstatement and active encouragement by the Awadhi ruling elite in Lucknow became a point of differentiation between their rule and that of the Sunni orthodox doctrine of the latter Mughals and as an expression of their semi-autonomy (Cole 1988:173). The Mughals had at least nominally professed their commitment to the Shi’a faith before the reign of Akbar. Under Aurangzeb, however, the Mughals adopted the Sunni faith, which they retained until the last Mughal emperor in the nineteenth century, who for political reasons, became Shi’a again in an attempt to gain Persian assistance to thwart the British. Sharar has given the following explanation as to why the Awadhi elite, on a personal level at least, would want to differentiate themselves on religious grounds from the Mughals. 

In Delhi, because the religion of the kings was Sunni, the Persians concealed many of their customs and so were unable to reveal themselves completely. The court of Avadh had emanated from Khusaran and adhered to the Shi’a faith. Hence the Persians here [in Lucknow] showed themselves in their true light. The more brilliantly they revealed themselves, the more their co-religionists at this court began to adopt their mannerisms and deportment. Thus Persian culture, which had been nurtured in the stately and majestic laps of the Sassanide and Abbaside dynasties, permeated the society of Lucknow (1975:83-84).

In asserting their political independence the Awadhi nawabs relied on the Shi’a `ulama to contribute a divine sanction, and hence moral legitimacy, to their authority.

The Nishapuris had little charisma of their own and the Ul `ulama, not themselves the holders of political power developed enough charisma of their own among Shi’as to bestow a legitimacy on the Awadh ruler (1988:189).

Further moves were made by the Shi’a `ulama under nawab Amjad Ali Shah (1842-47) to establish control over judicial functions within the province (Cole 1998:197-98). This development was also influential in establishing the dominance of Shi’a doctrine amongst the ruling elite. Cole writes that at the same time as,

. . . the authority of the Shi’a `ulama began to be accepted by commoners, they sought to present their authority as supernatural, as well as rational-juridical (Cole 1988:173).

The pervasiveness of Shi’a influence was taken up by other political and social elites in the state. Even some Sunnis outside the ruling circle adopted Shi’ism, or at least "... expressed greater love of `Ali and his family within a Sunni framework, in order to bond themselves with the ruling house" (Cole 1988:66). 


At the same time large scale support for the display of Shi’a emblems in the province also became noticeably visible. Sharar mentions that with the rise of Shi’a ideology the number four, symbolising the four caliphs of the Sunni sect, fell out of favour and the number five, representing the Panjtan, the five members of the prophet's family and the core of the Shi’a faith, became the dominant religious symbolism in Lucknow (1975:172). This significant change in religious symbolism was also expressed in such diverse areas as headgear, where the four cornered headpieces of the Mughals was replaced with a five cornered headpiece, and architecturally, in the construction of palaces such as the Panj Mahal (lit. "five palace").
 These efforts substantially contributed to the realisation of the ruling elite’s desire to establish Lucknow as the Shi’a capital of India (Fisher 1985:246-47). 


However, the most imposing and immediate physical manifestation of Shi’a orientation in Lucknow was the imambara. The most outstanding of these constructions was the bara imambara, commissioned by Asafu'd-Dawlah and completed in 1791. With its impressive design and monumental proportions, this building was designed to house the Friday congregational prayers of the Shi’a faithful. During its construction, the nawab was reported to have insisted that the architecture should be original in conception and not a copy of any Mughal building.
 Those aligning themselves to the ruling elite also demonstrated their dedication to the dominant religious and political convictions of the time by personally financing the construction of many other imambaras. Cole notes that,

Asafu'd-Dawlah's courtiers emulated his construction program in their own areas, so that in every neighbourhood they put up new mansions, imambaras and mosques . . . Most of Lucknow's Shi’a grandees . . . built imambaras in this period as did many Sunnis and Hindus. In the early 1800's some 2,000 large imambaras and 6,000 smaller [ones] embellished Lucknow (Cole 1988:96).


Central activities in these congregational buildings were the dirges and elegies recited or sung during religious assemblies, known as majlis. There are five principal musical forms in the majlis, namely: soz, salam, marsiya, nauha, and matam, all of which are referred to as "chants". These forms are unified by their context and basic religious theme (Qureshi 1981:41).
 In addition to these "chants", elegies could also be presented in as a straightforward reading in the manner of taht al-lafz khwani, similar to that practised by poets in secular poetry readings (Cole 1988:107) (Sharar 1975:82-87). 


These forms existed in India prior to this period, the innovations and stylistic developments which graced them in Lucknow have since characterised them as being distinctly Awadhi. One such innovation was the setting of the texts of marsiya to regional tunes (dhuns) (Sharar 1975:148), and soz to light ragas such as bhairavi. Both of these innovations were significant departures from orthodox practice, but no doubt they also were important factors contributing to the greater accessibility of the majlis to a wider audience and the greater popularity of Shi’ism. The choice of dhuns for the rendition of marsiya also confirms Sharar’s observation about the popularity of these tunes and further supports the tentative connection noted earlier between regional migration and regional musical materials. Considering the number of imambaras that existed in Lucknow during this time, it is not surprising that the popularity of the majlis permeated many levels of society.

The Majlises have had a very marked influence on Lucknow society and because of them culture and etiquette became a part of life for a large number of people. The taste for marsiyas and soz gave new life to poetry and music and the love for these two arts spread not only among men but reached as far as the noble ladies in purdah (Sharar 1975:217).

Tawa’if and Shi’a Ideology

It is not generally acknowledged that the thousands of imambaras that adorned Lucknow were also important spaces for the patronage of courtesans. Qureshi has written that apart from male gawaye ("classical" singers), the professional performers employed to “chant” majlis at congregational gatherings were tawa’if and domni (1981:46). Sharar also describes how,

... at Muharram, thousands of enthusiasts came to Lucknow from other places and sat hopefully in Haidar's Imambara waiting for the courtesan Lady Haidar to commence her song of lament [soz] (1975:139).

This connection between female singers and imambaras appears to be quite unique to Lucknow and stands at odds with the practices in other parts of the Shi’a world. As it is not known exactly how many courtesans were in Lucknow at any given time or, for that matter, how many imambaras engaged courtesans, but given that there were eight thousand located within the city at one time, the numbers involved could have been substantial.

Those tawa’if who performed marsiya and soz in imambaras played a important roles in the religious and cultural orientation of Lucknow and in the process they became important agents for the promotion of Shi’a ideology. The moral legitimacy and divine authority that Shi’a doctrine bestowed on the Awadhi administration and its Nawabs would also have benefited those courtesans who, through the majlis, became very public propagators of Shi’a activities. This connection created the potential for some courtesans to attain social status and political influence, and at the same time it could also been a contributing factor to a greater social acceptance of courtesan culture by the elite and others, than may have otherwise been the case. The Shi’a milieu of Lucknow provided the necessary patronage and encouragement to them to innovate and elaborate (Naim, Petievich 1998:167).


The popularity and social status of courtesans such as Lady Haidar mentioned above, would also have been aided by the wider contribution of women to the shaping of elite culture and politics. This took place in many ways as Misra has described in the context of the total feminisation of culture in Lucknow during Ghaziuddin Haider’s rule (1998:86) followed by the aristocratisation of the feminine occurred. Cole writes that the “embededness of the feminine in the aristocratic ritual inventiveness of the 1820’s and 1830’s attests, not only to the religious genius of Badshah Begum as an individual, but to that of Shi’ite women in general” (1998: 89).


Mobility


While it is possible to construct a reasonable idea of the various dimensions to Lucknow’s tawa’if bazi, including where they resided in the city, their clients, performance practice, artistic training, background and so on, in reality, however it is difficult to think that the lives of individual courtesans could have been so rigidly bound by such classifications. That the court could and did request any courtesan within the city to join the harem suggests that the potential existed for a certain amount of mobility and exchange, whether this was imposed or voluntarily agreed to is another matter in itself. The story of Mahboob Jan indicates how courtesans who achieved popularity were sometimes forcibly re-located to the court. In this case, Nawab Wajid Ali Shah (1847-56) is quoted as stating,

The Darogha of Department of Entertainers whose name was Mahdi and who was posted as such during the reign of Jannat Makan (Amjad Ali Shah [1842-1847]), persuaded a courtesan, Mahboob Jan, who was famed far and wide for playing sarod and dancing  to come to me under a pretext. . .  When he had found that I had passed a general order to fetch singing girls and admit them in my harem, he thought it was in his interest and conducive to his promotion to bring someone forcibly or under a false plea to me (Hasan 1983:114).

Nevertheless exchange and interaction between the court, the kotha, the homes of the wealthy and the imambaras took place with songs, styles, dances and fashion circulating between them, along with people, ideas and practices. These locations were closely connected with each other through shared musical and/or dance performance and courtesans mostly likely played an important role in the circulation of materials between them.

PRIVATE 
Conclusion 


This paper has attempted to establish connections between a range of concurrent events and to argue that taken together these significantly contributed to the expansion, development and character of the Lucknow’s tawa’if bazi. These events were namely: the disenfranchisement of the regional labour market and the subsequent migration from regional areas which doubled the population of Lucknow in a short span of time, the propagation of Shi’a ideology by the ruling elite; the imambara construction program and the incorporation of regional music into the majlis. Discussion has specifically linked Lucknow’s Shi’a aspirations with its courtesan culture and also has argued that the military disenfranchisement of the regional labour market by the East India Company most likely also contributed to the migration of women from affected mirasi and dhari communities to the boom town Lucknow in search of a livelihood. 


It is perhaps a cruel irony that the British administration cast Lucknow’s courtesan culture as decadent and used this as one of the reasons cited to justify their annexation of the entire province of Awadh in 1856. As a by line to this it is interesting to note that courtesans were also implicated in the 1857 rebellion for assisting the ‘rebels’, a motivation perhaps due to their kinship association and sympathies with disenfranchised militias involved in the rebellion. With the end of its Nawabi, and gradual dissolution of the networks and structures of patronage that had sustained and encouraged this unique culture Lucknow’s tawa’if bazi slowly descended into prostitution and disrepute in the eyes of the newly emerging patron groups in the colonial metropolises. 


As a postscript it seems fitting to note that at the time of his exile to Matiyaburj, near Kolkata, the last Nawab of Awadh, Wajid Ali Shah, under his pen name of Akhtar Pia, composed the well known thumri ‘Babul, Mora Naihar Chhoto Jay’. Set to the pathos filled, quintessential thumri rag, bhairavi, it still remains as one of the most famous and widely known laments in Hindustani music. It compares the profound grief of the Nawab as he sets off from Lucknow for a life of exile with that felt by a new bride on their departure from her family’s home to that of the groom’s. It is fitting that the most famous patron of tawa’if in Lucknow used the thumri form to express this sentiment and to invoke a female persona in doing so. 

Babul Mora Naihar Chhoto Jay

Dear Father of mine

My home and homeland I leave

In one aching farewell.

Four strong bearers

Bedeck my palanquin

And bear me away 

To another abode

In another land, far, far away.

I leave behind all I've known, all I've loved, 

Even the strangers here so dear to me, 

Dear Father, 

Were a part of my homeland, 

That I now in tears leave behind.

This used to be my scented ground, 

Where I roamed at will, 

This used to be my home, 

That's become as inaccessible 

As a mountain now to me,

And the doors that are elsewhere open for me

Are so deeply steeped in distance.

But there's fondness in my heart

For He who tied the sacred knots; 

Love Him I shall, 

And hope to love all that's His; 

I leave your home optimistic, 

Dear Father, 

Into the arms of His native land.

I bequeath to you, 

My Father and Friend, 

All my memories, a parting gift.
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� The political formation and religious orientation of post-Mughal Awadh has been well documented. For example, see Barnett (1980), Bayly (1975 & 1983), Cole (1988), , Fisher (1985 &1987) Graff (1997), and Oldenberg (1984). For discussion of its cultural life see, Tandan (2001), Das (1991) Husain (1998) Sharar (1975), and Imam (1959) amongst others.


� For example see Hussain (1977), Bor (1987) and Oldenberg (1998) amongst others. 


� For example, see Muhury (1986) and Pukhraj (2003).


� These instances alert us to the care that should be exercised in dealing with descriptions of pre-modern hereditary occupational categories and the need to approach such terms in relation to the time and place in which they occur, no matter how confusing this might at first seem.


� The history, structure and performance practice of these three forms have been well documented by Hussain (1977), Shukla (1983), Manuel (1985), and Banerjee (1986) amongst others.


� Dancing Girls of Lahore, United Kingdom, 1991.  Documentary produced by Ahmad Jamal. 





� This is more precisely a rich and diverse collection of undocumented histories, based on the stories of generations of musical khandans (lineages), personal accounts, anecdotes, legends and experiences of a multitude of individuals over many centuries that are woven into the narrative of Hindustani music and which circulate amongst its initiates and participants.


� Bor provides other valuable examples of the performance practice and social status of courtesans from around this period (1986:81-89). 


�  Although acknowledging the wide ranging speculation of the meaning of this term, mirasi is used here in its most general sense as an occupational category for hereditary bards, For further discussion of the various uses of the tem mirasi in pre-modern North India see Crooke (1974) McNeil (2004) and Neuman (1980) amongst others. From the late nineteenth century however, the term mirasi became widely used by the upper classes in cities like Mumbai and Kolkata to derogatorily refer to a class of musicians who in this milieu were regarded as morally suspect.


� See McNeil (2004:21).


� For a full account see McNeil (2004:48ff).


� Different groups of musicians from across the subcontinent have been described as kalawants and this is  a term that contains an ensemble of connections and significations. One particular account describes kalawants as an endogamous community of Rajput hereditary musicians who in pre-modern times were often ranked amongst the most proficient musicians, “The Kalawant is more skilled than the mirasi (i.e. dum)” (Ibbetson 1970, vol.2:119). However, their function and status within their traditional patronage network and structures clearly differed from descriptions of their professional activities in Lucknow. 


� The theologians and other Islamic scholars of this group followed the Ul doctrine, considered by some to be the most orthodox of Shi’a sects, in comparison to the Akhbari and Sufi codes (Cole 1988:143).  


� Brass has provided a useful framework for the study of politically induced cultural change in ‘Elite Groups, Symbol Manipulation and Ethnic Identity Among the Muslims of South Asia’, in Taylor and Yapp (1979).


� Quoted in Sharar (1975) chapter 4, note 130. See Cole (1988 95-96) for a detailed description of the costs involved in the construction of the building and the remarkably elaborate decorations that furnished it. 


� Qureshi has written extensively on Islamic religious music in India. In one article the author defines majlis chant,


...  not as music but as recitation or chant in which musical features are subordinated to a religious text and function. Along with other vernacular chanting traditions, majlis chant falls into the category of nash`id (hymns based on vernacular poetry) as against tahlin (cantillation of the Qur'an in Arabic) (1981:41). 


� English translation by Viswanath Gurram, http://www.sulekha.com/expressions/column.asp?cid=99625 
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