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Overview
Bangla Qawwali
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Oli means someone close to God and Qwal means words dedicated to God. Qawwal is a person who sings Qawwali. Suf[
practitioners seek to be one with the divine through Qawwali songs.

The spiritualism in Qawwali songs took birth in the 800 BC at Persia (present day Iran and Afghanistan). In 1100 BC the ’
practitioners of this spiritualism travelled to Asia, Turkey and Uzbekistan. For ages people in their search for peace or to- j'
and minstrels. In doing this they have travelled from one place to another. In this journey of the subaltern communities their *
songs too have travelled along with them expanding their geographical spread. This has added new elements to history. The
downtrodden people living a deprived life eulogize the saints and sages as messiahs, singing paeans on their names. This
changes the names, the contexts and the singing styles. However, the basic structure of the tune and rhythm remain same.
Originating in Greater Persia-Iran, Khorasan and Baghdad, these songs are sung all over the Khankas, Dargahs and
Mazars of South Asia. These spiritual songs reached India in the 9th century through Herat, Nishapur, Kabul, Baluchistan,
Kandahar, Samarkand, Bukhara, and Tajikistan. Much before the globalization Sufi songs were truly an international ;
phenomenon. |
First among the saints was Jalaluddin Tabria. Jalaluddin came during the reign of Lakshman Sen who ruled few years beforé
the conquest of Bengal by the Turks. Though the Sufis of Chisti Order are much ahead in influence and numbers in Bengai,"
the first to set foot here were those of the Suhrawardi Order. Sufi saints who came to Bengal in the later period includes:
Moinuddin Chisti, Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kati, Fariduddin Gajan-I- Sakar, Nizamuddin Auliya, Sarafuddin Ali Shah Kalandar, —**
Badiduddin Shah Madar, et al. After the Chistia Order, came the Kalandar and Madaria Orders. '
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The influence of Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti and Nijamuddin Aulia is irrefutable in the propagation and popularity of Sufi
songsinIndia. The world famous pilgrimage at Ajmer Sarif was founded by Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti. Nijamuddin Aulia
was dedicated in his efforts to continue the practice of Sufism against the staunch opposition of the orthodox Islamists. The
Nijamuddin Darga named after him is a prime seat of Qawwali practice in India. Thousands of people visit the Darga ever
year to pay tribute to the great saint. Initially the songs of the Dargas of Nijamuddin and Ajmer Sarif had resemblance to
Hindu Kirtan, Vedanta thoughts, and other historic and mythological anecdotes. The singing and dancing tradition of the
Vaishnabs found its parallel in the dervish dance of the Sufi. The Vedic philosophy on the other hand highly influenced the
Sufi thinkers.

In Bengal the Sufi practitioners bridged the gap between the Muslim and the Hindu rulers. They also liberated the poor
farmers from the shackles of superstition and orthodox ways of life. This spontaneous acceptance of Sufi thought and
philosophy influenced Sufi songs with an essence of the regional culture in Bengal. Folk cultural traditions, influence of
Buddhism and Vaishnab religions of Bengal have paved the way for Sufism in Bengal. The songs introduced by the Sufi
saints in Bengal flourished in the richness of the region’s rich musical traditions.

The Baul tradition of Bengal developed in close association with the Islamic Sufism and Vaishnab Sahajiya tradition. The
best example of it can be the songs practiced at the Majhbhandari Sarif of Chattagram and its adjoining Ashrams. Hazrat
Kebla Kaba was a true sage and spent his life in pursuit of the divine. He was extremely learned but dedicated his life to
religious studies. He founded the Maijbhandar Sarif which became famous in his life time and people from far and wide
visited the place to seek his blessings. The songs that are traditionally practiced at these areas are called Maijhbhandarir
Gaan, which is very close to the Qawwali tradition but are not exactly Islamic Qawwali. The songs are heavily influenced
by Bengal’s cultural essence. These songs eventually spread across Bengal through various Mazar and Dargahs.
Chattagram, Pandua, Bardhaman, Kalna, Mongolkot, Rongpur, Srihatta, Bikrampur, Rajsahi, Pabna, Mymensingh, Bogura,
Dhaka, Faridpur, Sonargaon, Bakharganj, were the seats of Sufi philosophy in undivided Bengal. Sama songs of Sufis were
regularly practiced in the Dargas and Khankas of these places. The Sama songs got mixed with Vaishnab Kirtan, Sahajiya
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Doha and Baul Sufi songs to produce a new genre of Qawwali. The Qawwali songs in Bengal have imbibed local elements*
into them and have gained their individual identities in different regions of East and West Bengal.

Sufism had its advent in this belief of reaching the God through faith, belief, giving and sharing. Sufi is an Arabian word.
Swafa in Arabic means ‘purity’. ‘Suf’ on the other hand means silk, connoting to saints wearing silk clad robes. In the early +,
years of Islam these saints were seen at the adjoining areas of the mosque of Medina. They were called Alam-e-Sufi. The
Sufis were always very tolerant and for them Jihad means fighting against ill thoughts and desires. The Sufi saints follow a
path of sheer dedication and spiritualism which is often expressed through frenzied and overwhelming raptures. Sufi philosophyf
is pluralistic and believes in a personal affinity with God. Sufism espouses a well-founded and thorough going mterpretatlon
of Islam, which focuses on love, tolerance, worship of God, community development, and personal development through
self-discipline and responsibility.

The role of Murshid is very significant in Sufism who plays the role of leading one to the divine power and they consider the
deep rooted feelings to be the dwelling of the Almighty. This philosophy is reflected in the lines of many Bangla Qawwali. A -
number of mystics in the early generations had concentrated their efforts upon tawakkul, absolute trust in God, which &
became a central concept of Sufism. Once the belief in God is attained then comes losing oneself in God. If one is able td
do it, one has attained a power which is beyond human comprehension. The process of attaining is called Fana by the Sufis.
Fana results in what may be called a resurrection in God. And the idea of resurrection explains the next stage, which is;
Baga, meaning, "Thou Art', and this means rising towards All-might. ¢
Dance plays an important role in the quest of a Sufi practitioner. Here we can find a parallel with the Kirtaniyas of Bengal
who also have dance as an integral part of their religious practice. The order of the whirling dervishes is one branch of theE
vast Sufi tradition of Islam. Sufism has many similarities with Vaishnab, Sakta and Shaiva School of beliefs. Sufism has-
ecstasy as a state of connection with Allah. Sufis practice rituals (Dhikr, Sama) using body movement and music to achieve;
the state of trance. In the trance-like state the normal consciousness is lost in ecstatic contemplation of the Divine Being.-
These experiences authenticate the developing discovery of the ultimate light and truth. Trance also finds mention in Vaishnab.
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religious practice. The practice of Sufi religious order involves three stages starting with uttering the prayer, and moves on
to be calm and at peace by dissolving all inner turmoil, and in the final stage the devotee and the divine becomes one.
Material love does not find any place in Sufi belief. It speaks of ‘Agape’ rather than ‘Eros’.

It is interesting to note that the dictum of Omar Khayyam which emphasises on the philosophy to keep the inner thoughts
and quest hidden from the outer world, finds mention in the songs of Bauls of Bengal. Sadi Siraji the famous Sufi mystic
spoke of universal love and invited all to join in the celebration of universal brotherhood. Rumi was born to native Persian-
speaking parents originally from the Balkh city of Khorasan, in present-day Afghanistan. The group of dancing dervishes
which was developed by Rumi was known as ‘Chelabi’. In his famous book named, Mansabi-e-Manabi, Rumi has said
that he does not belong to his body or to his transient life; coming from the divine source he has no religion, no death or
rebirth. He also says that he did not originate from any human body, neither has he come from the Garden of Eden or from
the filth of the Earth. His home is everywhere and this entire earth is his dwelling.

Amir Khusru the celebrated Sufi poet and lyricist wrote poems and songs in Hindi, Farsi and Braja language. From human
emotions like love and spirituality to seasons and festivals, Khusru penned poems on varied subjects. Jalaluddin Rumi was
another 13th century Persian poet, jurist, Islamic scholar, theologian, and Sufi mystic and his influence transcends national
borders and ethnic divisions. Qawwali programmes in India and Pakistan are called Mehfil- e- Sama. Qawwalis are mostly
written in Urdu and Punjabi. Besides they are also written in many vernacular languages. Bangla Qawwali is one such
tradition.

The main tone of Qawwali is always spiritual. However the lyrics put emphasis on secularism and mysticism and Hamd,
Nat, Mankuabat, Marcia, Gazal, Kafi and Monajaat are some of the classifications of Qawwali. Earlier, Qawwali was
performed at a special room reserved for it, at Dargahs, where Qawwals performed all night. Today a particular place is
designated for Qawwali performance. Initially there used to be three musical instruments- sitar, harmonium and tabla. The
team was usually of 6-7 members. One main singer was accompanied by two or three side singers. Today the teams are of
8-9 members including the main and side singers, percussionists and a group of chorus. The chorus repeats the leitmotif.
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Team members sit in rows and two teams perform in a Qawwali programme. Before harmonium came in vogue, sarangii_
was played. Presently, banjo and keyboard accompany Bangla Qawwali. {

A Qawwali song is usually of 15-30 minutes. The songs begin in a sombre and slow manner and gradually raise their temp_o.':
Towards the climax the combined experience of singing, hand clapping and the musical accompaniment takes the audience
to a state of trance. The songs depend on the emotion and enthusiasm of the singers. The singers focus on the ascending and
descending tone of their voice. Often they incorporate personal improvisation to showcase their mastery over the genre.:
The songs are sung in a high note. The songs often end suddenly without preparing the audience for a possible denouement.
Other than the Madaria Sufi all other Sufi followers consider Qawwali songs as their way of worship, a collection of which
has been published by Bangla Academy of Dhaka.

Most exploration in Qawwali has been done by the Sufis of Chisti order. The Indian and Bengali influences into the genre=-
also happened under the guidance of Sufi practitioners belonging to Chisti order. The opponents of Chisti order have |
attacked the followers of Chisti order by launching assault on Qawwali. The Sufi saints of Chisti orders though close to the: !
rulers have never taken any favor from them. In Bengal too there was no exception to this. Sufis believe that their saints are,
beyond any time and space and are present at different layers of our Mother Nature. The tribute to Moinuddin Chistiis
followed by paying tributes to other saints. ‘Rong’ and ‘Badhoa’ are two different traditions of singing Qawwali songs. -
Any mention of Qawwali would be incomplete without referring to Nawab Wajid Ali Shah. As a prisoner, he was deported .
to Metiaburuz in Kolkata, but it could not suppress his love for music and dance. His Kolkata Durbar was visited by the - «
luminaries of the music world like, Aghornath Chakraborty, Shyamal Goswami, Raichand Boral to name a few. Famous
Qawwals also performed at his court. Qawwali thus co-existed with Bengal's very own Kavi—Gaan, Jhumur, Tarja, Akhrai
and Half —Akhrai. '
Bangla Qawwali lost its glory over time. Qawwali as a genre lacked institutional patronage. Orthodox Muslim rulers were
mostly skeptic about the Sufi tradition. This happened in Bengal too. Belonging to the uneducated and marginalised -
communities the singers of Bangla Qawwali did not get much recognition. The increasing popularity of the Mazars and- |
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Dargahs where the marginalised people thronged for getting solace enraged the Islamic fundamentalists who were historically
close to the rulers. To stop this they attacked the Sufi practitioners who indulged more in dancing and singing rather than
following the rites. They banned music to control this increasing popularity of Sufism. Many of the Sufi saints were forced

to partially follow the dictums imposed by Islamic fundamentalists. The Fakirs of Bengal differed in their philosophy from
both the orthodox Sufis and the followers of Islam which has resulted in opposition from both quarters. The lack of
appreciation of the path followed by the Sufis of Bengal from the Islamic orthodox followers and also the Sufis affected the
popularity of the genre of Bangla Qawwali.

However in recent years the Fakirs of West Bengal have taken initiatives to revive Bangla Qawwali. Qawwali singers are
present at Nadia, Murshidabad, Bardhaman, and South 24 Parganas. The Fakirs of Gorbhanga village in Nadia district of
West Bengal have led the safeguarding process. Arman Fakir learnt Bangla Qawwali from Kustia’s Gani Pagol and brought
the music to Gorbhanga. This music has similarities as well as differences with the Qawwali performed in Dargas across the
country. The village has become a land of Sufiana where people are singing at the resource centre or at the Akhra (a space
for group practice). Chhote Golam from Jalangi in Murshidabad district of West Bengal is another prominent singer.
Bangla Qawwali has carved out a niche in Kolkata. Pagla Baba’s Mazar, Isha Ali Jalani’'s Mazar have Qawwali sessions on
Thursdays and during Urs held at the Mazars. Many of the Qawwals from Kolkata are ‘Paschima Mussalman’ meaning
Muslims from the west. The forefathers of Kachi and Khokan Qawwals were from Iran and Multan respectively, both of
which were the epicentres of Sufi ideology. The Qawwals like Kachi, Khokan, Salim, Kader Pervez, Chote Babu Qawwal
and Mehtab, have demanding schedules during December to April when they travel with their troupes to the Mazars of
various districts.
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