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Pannalal Ghosh (1911-1960) is credited with the popularization of the bamboo flute (bansuri) in

modern Hindustani classical music.  While the transverse flute had a long history in the music of

India and had been revived in South Indian classical music in the late nineteenth century, there

does not seem to have been any extant tradition of Hindustani classical bansuri playing in the

1930s and „40s when Ghosh was adapting the instrument for the North Indian classical stage. 

While he ultimately came to be affiliated with the Maihar gharana (an important school of

Hindustani classical musicians) through the teaching of its founder, Allauddin Khan, Ghosh drew

from a variety of sources to create a style suitable for bansuri.  Commonalities between Ghosh‟s 

style and preexisting vocal and instrumental styles are revealed through analysis at the levels of

form of an entire raga performance; form and structure of sections of a performance, including

compositions, ālāp , jor, jhala, and tan development; and at the level of melodic lines,

embellishment, articulation, and rhythm. 

At the broadest formal level, most of Ghosh‟s full-length classical performances suggest

a clear affiliation with the Kirana gharana.  This style of Hindustani classical vocal performance

generally consists of a bara khyāl section featuring extensive and systematic melodic

development over a very slow tal (time cycle), followed by a chhota khyāl consisting of a fast

composition followed by improvised melodic passages known as tans.  Virtually every full-

length classical performance by Ghosh follows this style of sectional division, though his thumri

and folk music performances, as well as some of his shorter classical items, follow different

patterns. Wade refers to Prakash Wadhera's generalization that Kirana musicians predominantly

used the slow tals Jhumra and Tilwada (Wade 1984, 199).  Ektal is also quite common, however. 
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These tals are fourteen, sixteen, and twelve beats respectively.  Of the fourteen bara khyāl 

recordings of Ghosh that are available to me, eight are in Jhumra tal,  four are in Ektal, and two 

are in Tilwada tal.  Bonnie Wade writes that “the Kirana style is expected to display slow, 

expressive singing - the slowest of all the gharanas, according to V.H. Deshpande” (Wade 1984, 

198.  Ghosh clearly adheres to this aspect of khyāl, as each tal cycle in his bara khyāl 

performances typically lasts up to a minute or more.  And in live performance, Ghosh would 

often perform the ati vilambit portion of his performances for at least a half hour, with slow and 

systematic development. 

 Ghosh consistently followed his bara khyāl performances with a chota khyāl section 

featuring a composition in the sixteen-beat tala Tintal.  Most often this would be at a fast tempo, 

or drut laya, though in a few instances the tempo is closer to madhya laya, or medium tempo.  

As is typical such drut Tintal performances in many styles and gharanas, Ghosh would typically 

use the first portion of the composition as a point of return between such flights of improvisation 

as bistar and tans.  Some of the intricacies of Ghosh‟s improvisations will be discussed later, but 

an understanding of this basic structure will suffice to indicate the parallel between his full-

length classical performances and those typical of Kirana gharana at the broadest level of form. 

The form and structure at the level of the composition begins to show more 

diversification of his sources.  The bara khyāl portion of his performances made use of 

compositions that are very much in the character of Kirana gharana.  Even in his original ati 

vilambit compositions, he closely emulated traditional vocal models.  His composition in 

Deepavali, a rag of his own design, in ati vilambit Ektal, an extremely slow twelve-beat cycle, 

exhibits a lyrical flow and a structure somewhat like an ālāp  in miniature.  Example 1a shows 

this composition stripped of its embellishments to more clearly reveal the structure.  The pick-up 
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notes plus the first note of measure 2 constitute the mukhra, the phrase to which the performer 

periodically returns at the end of each portion of the development of ālāp  (rubato raga 

development).  The remainder of measure 2 is essentially a descending line dipping below the 

tonic, Sa (S), and resolving to Sa on the second note of measure 3.  The remainder of the 

composition consists of an ascent to the upper tonic followed by a descent back to the first note 

of the mukhra.   

Example 1a 

 

 

 

Example 1b shows how Ghosh actually played the melody, including embellishments and 

elaborations typical of vocal performance.  His approach here contrasts markedly with such 

typical stringed-instrumental styles as the Masitkhani gat, which relies heavily on repeated notes 
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and plucking patterns known as bols (dira da- dira da- da- ra- ra- da- dira da- dira da- ra- da- da- 

ra- ). 

 

Example 1b 

  

  

 

Unlike the vocal-derived compositions he used in his bara khyāl, Ghosh‟s fast 

compositions for the chhota khyāl portion of his performances are often highly evocative of 

plucked-stringed instrument styles.  These compositions set the tone for flights of improvisation 

that capitalized both on the lyrical quality of the flute and the virtuosic technical possibilities of 

his instrument.  As will be seen in the following analysis of his drut composition in rag Yaman, 
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there are certain features that tend to define Ghosh‟s compositional approach, and that capitalize 

on the bansuri‟s own particular strengths.  These features may be roughly divided into vocal 

traits, plucked-string instrumental traits, and traits suited more particularly for the bansuri.  It is 

of course impossible to rigidly separate these characteristics, as there is a fair amount of stylistic 

continuity between vocal and instrumental styles.  Nonetheless, certain features dominate in each 

of the different branches.  Vocal elements of Ghosh‟s style include the use of sustain, which 

enables slow, extended portamento, or mīnd, and long legato phrases; and the avoidance of 

repeated notes and the rhythmic plucking patterns of sitar and sarod known as bols.  Features in 

common with plucked-stringed instruments include the frequent use of rhythmic play and 

melodic leaps.  Stylistic traits oriented more specifically to Ghosh‟s bansuri are rapid runs of 

notes; phrases that freely cross registers over a range from the lower register sharp 4
th

 scale 

degree up to the upper register 5
th

 scale degree; and mīnd placed to avoid the break of the flute.  

The following composition in Rag Yaman is typical of his compositional style.  One of 

the most striking features of this composition is the use of rhythmic groupings that are phrased in 

a pattern of three-beat units against the four-beat substructure of the tal, as seen at the very 

beginning of the composition.  That is to say, the phrasing is 3 + 3 + 3 + 3 + 4, while the tal 

structure is 4 + 4 + 4 + 4.  By Ghosh‟s time, the use of this rhythmic grouping seems to have 

been fairly common among sarod players, and George Ruckert cites the following compositions 

by Abdulla Khan and Ali Akbar Khan that feature this pattern (Ruckert 1994, 45-46).   
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 Example 2 

 

 

 

Example 3 is a composition performed by sarod player Radhika Mohan Moitra attributed 

to Abdulla Khan.   
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 Example 3 

  

 

 Example 4 shows the use of this rhythmic feature in one of Ali Akbar Khan‟s compositions: 
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 Example 4 

 

 

These examples both seem to derive from the Firozkhani style of plucked-string 

instrument composition, and Ruckert suggests that Ghosh‟s teacher, and Ali Akbar Khan‟s 

father, Allauddin Khan may have encountered this style in his earlier years while studying sarod 

with Fida Hussain (Ruckert 1994, 41).  But while such compositions may have provided a model 

for Ghosh‟s use of a 3 + 3 + 3 + 3 + 4 rhythmic pattern in his drut tintal composition in rag 

Yaman, he also adapts the pattern in terms of its melodic structure to make it better suited to the 

bansuri.  His phrases differ from the Abdulla Khan and Ali Akbar Khan compositions in that 

they are more melodically active, avoid bols and repeated notes, and employ vocal-style mīnd 

between the two notes of each unit of the pattern.  While mīnd are easily executed on plucked-

stringed instruments, their lack of sustain tends to favor the use of bols.  Generally speaking, 

Ghosh does not make use of bol patterns in his compositions, although they could have been 
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imitated through tonguing.  His compositions also tend to avoid repeated notes and often make 

use of long melismatic phrases.  In these ways, despite the apparent sarod derivation of some of 

his phrasing, his compositions are distinct from plucked-string instrument gats and more aligned 

with typical vocal articulation.  Beyond the vocal and sarod derivations of Ghosh‟s 

compositional devices, though, Ghosh‟s initial melodic pattern in the rag Yaman composition 

caters specifically to the bansuri in its use of mīnds that do not cross the break on the instrument.  

The opening section of Ghosh‟s composition in rag Yaman also employs leaps of a 4th 

and a 5
th

 between segments of the rhythmic pattern.  While these are logical outcomes of the 

structure of the melodic pattern he is using, they suggest a further affiliation with sarod style.  

Allyn Miner notes that the Firozkhani gat commonly featured long intervallic jumps that were 

idiomatic for the early sarod (Miner: 205).  The Abdulla Khan composition features many large 

intervallic leaps, with intervals of a 4
th

 in the first line, an interval of an octave in the second line, 

and intervals of a minor and major 9
th

 in the third line.  Ali Akbar Khan‟s composition similarly 

employs large intervals, such as the minor 7
th 

and minor 9
ths

 in the second line. Ghosh‟s use of 

leaps is usually less drastic and sudden than those employed by Abdulla Khan and Ali Akbar 

Khan, but they nonetheless suggest a compositional affiliation with sarod style.   

Ghosh‟s composition in rag Yaman essentially follows a traditional asthai-antara 

structure.  The second part of the asthai covers just over two octaves and extends more into the 

upper register than might be considered typical. This use of register is well suited to Ghosh‟s 

seven-hole bansuri, taking advantage of the normal register of the instrument.  Such rapid 

register changes are quite comfortable on the bansuri, and the clear projection of the upper 

register brings the instrument strongly into the foreground.  The rapid descending scalular run at 

the end of the asthai accentuates the ease on the bansuri of rapid note execution across registers, 
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and is perhaps more idiomatic for bansuri than for either vocal or stringed instrument 

compositions.  

Elements of Ghosh‟s improvisatory style also show parallels with the various models 

from which he drew to create his own style.  As is typical with Kirana gharana vocalists, Ghosh 

normally devoted the greatest percentage of his full-length classical performances to ālāp .  

Strictly speaking, ālāp  refers to the slow, unpulsed and unmetered introductory portion of a 

Hindustani classical performance, in which the character of the raga is made manifest either in a 

brief, or auchar ālāp , or a fully developed dhrupad style ālāp .  Ghosh, like the Kirana singers, 

typically began his bara khyāl performances with a short, or auchar, ālāp .  In Ghosh‟s case, 

these auchar ālāps average just under two minutes.  However, also in keeping with the Kirana 

model, Ghosh presented a much more developed and extended ālāp  over the ati vilambit tal 

immediately following the composition.  Whether or not one chooses to use the term ālāp  for 

this form of raga presentation, the effect, structure, and purpose is virtually identical to that of a 

true ālāp  presented without accompaniment.  Kirana stylists are known for presenting a well-

structured rāg development in this portion of the performance in a manner quite similar to a 

dhrupad-style ālāp .  That is to say, there is at best a very loose sense of time in the greater part 

of this raga development, and the rāg is presented in a systematic manner.  

As Richard Widdess notes, ālāp  is common to many Indian musical styles (Widdess 

2004, 141).  Ālāp  is developed to its greatest extent, however, in the genre known as dhrupad, 

which predates, and is considered more traditional, than khyāl.  Even with dhrupad, though, 

there are varying modes of ālāp  presentation ranging from a meticulous note-by-note 

development to a presentation of typical phrases of the rag with a gradually increasing range.  

Widdess observes that the Dagar gharana of dhrupad normally presents ālāp  using a note-by-
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note method of melodic expansion more clearly and consistently than some of the other 

gharanas.  He suggests that this practice may derive in part from the fact that members of the 

Dagar gharana were well-versed in Sanskrit and musical theory, as the thirteenth-century 

musical text Sangitaratnakara outlines a similar approach to ālāp (Widdess 1994, 147).   

Widdess also points out that the dhrupad style of ālāp  development was passed on to 

some gharanas of khyāl, who then maintained many of these ālāp  characteristics while playing 

loosely over the tabla accompaniment.  Bahram Khan of the Dagar gharana was purportedly the 

source of rag knowledge for the Patiala gharana of khyāl, while the Dagar-affiliated bin player 

Bande Ali Khan is said to have passed his knowledge on to the Kirana and Gwalior gharanas 

(Widdess 1994, 104-106).  Since Ghosh is known to have particularly favored the Kirana 

gharana, his practice of playing ālāp  over ati vilambit time cycles is most likely derived from 

this source.  But while the Kirana gharana is considered to have had close, if somewhat indirect, 

ties to dhrupad, its singers were not always universally considered to have consistently employed 

a clear sense of structure.  K.O. Dixit defended the Kirana gharanas approach to musical 

structure, arguing that “„form‟ is an elastic, accommodative arrangement and not a fixed 

principle of scientific rigidity” (Wade, 198).    

Whether or not the Kirana singers always adhered to the kind of note-by-note 

development favored by the Dagar gharana, Ghosh seems to have favored such an approach 

when he had sufficient time for a full ālāp  development.  According to Nityanand Haldipur, 

Pannalal Ghosh was said to have had different methodologies of ālāp development depending on 

the time available for the ālāp  presentation.  Thus, on an LP recording, time limitations often 

required him to truncate his ālāp  development, while in live performances and some extended 

radio broadcasts he had more freedom to present a fully developed ālāp .  Regardless of the time 
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available to him, though, Ghosh almost always adhered the practice of first developing the low 

register, or mandra saptak; then the middle register, or madhya saptak; and finally the upper 

register, or tara saptak followed by a descent back to the tonic (Sa). 

In the recordings of performances in which Ghosh had time for full ālāp  development, it 

can be observed that he typically establish a note-by-note structure akin to that used by the Dagar 

gharana of Dhrupad.  To illustrate this, I have prepared three successive reductions of his 

performance of Puriya Kalyan.  Example 5a is a reduction of Ghosh's performance, showing the 

notes of emphasis in this ālāp .  Each double bar indicates the start of a new tal cycle, with the 

timing on the recording indicated above.  Whole notes are used to indicate the note of primary 

emphasis within a given time cycle; half notes are used when multiple notes of emphasis occur 

within a cycle; and quarter notes are used to indicate notes of secondary importance that hold an 

important relationship to the note of primary emphasis.  The notation of the presence or absence 

of a mukhra provides an indication as to the duration of time over which a single segment of the 

ālāp  was presented.  Here, the  mukhra is the final portion of the composition, which occurs in 

roughly the last one and a half beats of the cycle.  Its presence indicates the completion of an 

ālāp  segment, and the presence of the antara mukhra indicates that the cycle ended on the upper 

register tonic rather than the initial tonic an octave lower.  The second reduction, Example 5b,  

presents only the notes of emphasis, while retaining a general indication of the timings and tala 

cycles.  The final reduction, Example 5c,  dispenses with all indications of duration to show the 

succession of notes of emphasis in a single line. 
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 Example 5a 
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 Example 5b 
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 Example 5c 

 

 

This last reduction clearly shows that Ghosh first systematically introduced each 

important note of the rāg successively downward until reaching the third, Ga, just below the 

sharp 4, Ma, that defines the upper tetrachord of the raga in the mandra saptak.  Once the 

mandra saptak has been has been sufficiently developed, Ghosh skips up to Ga an octave higher, 

which is the first note of the rāg above Sa that should receive strong emphasis.  After this, the 

notes reveal a clear systematic ascent through the madhya saptak up to high Sa, and then further 

upward into the tara saptak to the fifth, Pa, just above the sharp Ma that serves as the boundary 

of the lower tetrachord in the upper register.  The final Sa indicated is reached by a relatively 

rapid descent of a tenth within a single rhythmic cycle. 

After this initial rubato presentation of note-by-note ālāp  development, Ghosh continues 

to follow a typically dhrupad mode of ālāp  development in his presentation of jor, which 

features a rhythmic presentation of the rāg.  While Ghosh still follows an ascending pattern of 

development in his jor, he does so in much broader registral areas and ascends much faster.  This 

is typical of jor, as repetition of a systematic note-by-note development is unnecessary. While 

melodic development continues to be important, much of the development that takes place in jor 

is through an increase in rhythmic density.  Ghosh draws from a common practice of rhythmic 

play, or layakari, used in dhrupad, in which the initial pulse is doubled, tripled, quadrupled, or is 
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subject to some other multiplicative transformation.  In Ghosh‟s jor in rag Puriya Kalyan, he 

employs three successive rhythmic levels.  In the first cycle of the tal, the emphasis is on four 

pulses per beat.  During the second tal cycle, the emphasis doubles to 8 pulses per beat.  From 

the fourth through twelfth cycles the initial pulse is quadrupled so that there are 16 pulses per 

beat.  In cycles thirteen through eighteen, Ghosh changes to a triplet feel with 12 pulses per beat.  

While the change from 16 to 12 pulses per beat is a decrease in rhythmic density, it is still an 

increase in intensity due to the breaking from an even division of the beat.  Ghosh returns to one 

cycle of 16 pulses per beat before shifting to 32 pulses per beat in cycles 20 through 22.  After 

the twenty-second cycle, Ghosh goes straight into the chota khyāl composition without pause. 

Ghosh's tendency toward systematic, dhrupad-style ālāp  development is likely derived 

from a number of different sources.  He grew up in Bengal and lived in Calcutta from the early 

1930s until he moved to Bombay in 1940.  Bengal is known for its rich tradition of dhrupad, and 

the Vishnupur gharana was an inspiration to many great Bengalis, including Rabindranath 

Tagore.  One of Ghosh's primary goals was to elevate the status of the bansuri to that of a 

respected Hindustani classical music.  The movement in the early twentieth-century to 

“legitimize” Hindustani classical music placed a high value on music that adhered to some 

degree to the authority of the Sanskrit texts.  As mentioned above, the use of systematic note-by-

note development in dhrupad ālāp  suggests a link to the Sangitaratnakara, and Ghosh would 

likely have been attracted to this authoritatively traditional approach.   

Whatever his motivation, Ghosh is known to have had significant exposure to dhrupad 

performance, both directly and indirectly.  During his year in Calcutta, he studied with Girija 

Shankar Chakrabarty, who had learned dhrupad from the great Vishnupur singer Radhika Prosad 

Goswami.  Ghosh's wife Parul Ghosh wrote that her husband was very attracted to the playing of 
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Ustad Dabir Khan, grandson of Wazir Khan, and that he learned aspects of the style and 

repertoire of this celebrated bin  player by listening to him on the radio (Ghosh, Parul, 13).  

Ghosh later had the opportunity to learn directly in the lineage of Wazir Khan when he became a 

disciple of Wazir Khan's student, Allauddin Khan.      

While Ghosh learned dhrupad-style ālāp from both a vocalist and an instrumentalist, his 

ālāp retains a predominantly vocal character.  Ghosh seems to have chosen this approach due to 

the vocal qualities of the flute, as the instrument has a sustain limited only by one‟s lung 

capacity, and a fluency of portamento, or mīnd, nearly equal to that of the voice.  When re-

attacking a note multiple times in his ālāp, Ghosh almost always uses a vocal-style gamak, 

usually employing a quick grace note from an upper neighbor note.  Plucked-stringed 

instrumentalists would more commonly employ bol patterns involving multiple attacks on a 

single note using the plectrum to achieve the desired rhythmic density on a single note.  Ghosh 

could easily have imitated such bol patterns through tonguing, but he clearly made the decision 

here to emulate a vocal mode. 

It should also be mentioned that Ghosh was not trying to maintain a pristine dhrupad 

character in his ālāp.   Stephen Slawek discusses an exclusion principle relating to Ravi 

Shankar's description of the “fine line between dhrupad and khayāl,” noting that “certain 

embellishments characteristic of khayāl singing are to be avoided in the traditional bīnkār ālāp.”  

This idea can also be extended to vocal dhrupad ālāp , which also avoids  much of the 

embellishment characteristic of khyāl.  Ghosh is clearly playing in a khyāl style while 

incorporating some very traditional aspects of dhrupad. 

One further level of development in ālāp , known as jhala in instrumental music and 

simply drut ālāp  in vocal dhrupad, commonly follows jor.  Ghosh did  not generally progress to 
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this level after jor, but sometimes include a jhala-like section later in the development of his 

improvisations in the chota khyāl section.  As Martin Clayton notes, “in instrumental jhala, 

melody notes are typically interspersed with strokes on the high drone or punctuating strings 

(cikari), and in drut ālāp  in dhrupad, melody notes are usually repeated several times each.”  

Ghosh seems to draw from both models in his own jhala.  While he often simply uses repeated 

notes in his phrases, he sometimes re-attacks only a fixed note as a point of return while 

interspersing this with more fluid moving lines.  Such a pattern is much like the stringed-

instrument model in structure, with the repeated notes functioning like the high drone strings.   

Example 6 shows Ghosh‟s use of a compound line with a descending lower voice alternating 

with a fixed pitch upper voice, and a rhythmic grouping of 3 + 3 + 2.   This rhythmic grouping is 

suggestive of the bol patterns of sitar and sarod, but can also be heard in a dhrupad vocal 

performance.  The use of melodic leaps, however, is more characteristic of an instrumental style, 

and can be seen in Example 7, an excerpt from Z.M. Dagar's jhala in raga Marwa (Dagar, Z. M. 

2001. Marwa . Bageshree. RAGA 222).  In a Dagar brothers vocal performance of rāg Miyan 

Malhar (Dagar Brothers. 2000. Golden Raaga Collection III. TCICL 025P) the melodic motion 

in their jhala is almost entirely stepwise according to the rag.  Example 8 shows Ghosh‟s use of 

re-attacked fixed notes alternating with more fluid moving lines.  This seems to be primarily 

derived from an instrumental model, though it is hard to draw a clear line between the 

instrumental and vocal approaches.  Having studied both the vocal and bin styles of dhrupad, 

Ghosh presumably sought to fully capitalize on the potential of the bansuri by incorporating the 

best of both worlds.   
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 Example 8 
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From this relatively small sample of Ghosh‟s work, one can begin to comprehend the 

process of his creation of an original style for the bansuri that nonetheless situated his playing 

within some of the most highly respected music of his time.  He drew from instrumental and 

vocal models of both dhrupad and khyāl to develop an innovative stylistic synthesis that 

emphasized the strengths of the bansuri.  Among his many contributions to Hindustani classical 

bansuri playing, Ghosh re-designed the bansuri to better execute the requirements of Hindustani 

classical music, trained himself through intensive practice to have complete facility on the 

instrument, spent his lifetime seeking deeper knowledge of music, and contemplated for many 

years what would be the best musical structure in which to present the instrument in a manner 

suited to his temperament.  His performance style was an important component in the great 

innovation required to bring the bansuri to the foreground in North India‟s classical music. 
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