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THUMAK:
THE LEGACY OF THUMRI SINGING

Thumri is a celebrated semi-classical vocal music genre that originated in the North India
subcontinent.Though it emerged from 18th century court tradition or courtesans,the exact origin is
still debated.The word ‘Thumri’ is believed, came from the Hindi word ‘Thumak’ meaning a graceful
rhythmic movement especially by a dancer wearing ankle bells or ghungrus.The genre flourished
through three primary regional styles,the devotional Purab Ang of Benaras,the Kathak-influenced
Lucknow style, and the vibrant Punjabi ang with the vitality of Tappa.Thumri’s exact beginnings remain
unclear, it most likely evolved from a blend of ancient dance songs, folk traditions, and royal patronage.
About the origin of Thumri, Musicologist Thakur Jaidev Singh and Thumri Exponent Dr. RitaGangopadhyay
mention that the ‘Harivansh Purana’ (written around 200 AD) describes something similar to thumri as
‘Chalitam Nrityasahitam’ (a dance-song style).Over centuries, it evolved into the beautiful semi- classical
form. The thumri we know today bears little resemblance to its original form,having undergone significant
ransformation over time.The Nawab of Oudh Wajid Ali Shah (19th century) helped popularize it by giving it a new
elegance and making it a courtly art form.

Originally, Thumri served as musical accompaniment for Kathak dance. Every Thumri
composed before the 17th century was designed specifically for dance performances. Its
melodic structure and lyrical content were deeply intertwined with Kathak’s expressive
movements. However, by the late 18th century, Thumri emerged as an independent
vocal genre, gaining equal stature with Kathak.

Thumri primarily used the Brajbhasha or Maithili dialect, which incorporated

various regional pronunciations of Hindi, including Bhojpuri, Awadhi, Mirzapuri, and

Dingal — alongside Khadi Boli and Urdu.To enhance its lyrical beauty, folk-inspired

poetic embellishments were employed,such as transforming ‘Pani’ (water) into‘Paniya’

and ‘Piya’ (beloved) into ‘Piharwa’ Regional expressions like Jaihaan, Gaihaan, Jaibe, ~ - i bt
Khaibe etc. further enriched its vocabulary.In short in a Thumri the poetic lyrics hold central importance blending
different regional dialects showcasing remarkable linguistic artistry.

As Thumri traditionally prioritized expressive flexibility over institutionalized schools or Gharanas,Thumri’s
regional variations are known as different Ang or Singing styles. Over time, three major Angs have emerged as the
most influential: Banaras Ang, Lucknow Ang and Punjab or patiala Ang. Beyond these, smaller traditions exist in
Gaya,Mirzapur, etc. each with unique stylistic flavors.These angs or styles represents not just a fixed tradition but
a living, evolving practice, where musicians innovate through personal artistry.

The Benaras tradition epitomizes the Purab Ang, where Thumri becomes a medium for devotional yearning.
Rooted in Varanasi’s spiritual ethos, this style weaves the Radha-Krishna lore into its poetic core. Unlike other
styles, it adheres closely to the raga’s framework, The melodic expansion or behelwas unfolds through subtle
gamaks or exaggerated vibratos and meends or glides. Performances culminate in the signature Benarsi laggi-
ladi—a traditional rhythmic flourish on the tabla as a finale. Legendary artists Siddheshwari Devi, Rasoolan
Bai, Girija Devi, Chhannulal Mishra etc. are the leading exponents.

The style of ‘Thumri’ which developed in Lucknow area was called ‘Lucknowii thumri. The influence of dialects
like Awadhi, Braj and Urdu language, used in Lucknow and nearby areas were found in lyrics of these songs.There
was an impact of Nawab-Era, in this form of Thumris reflecting the grandeur of Kathak tradition designed to
enchant royal audiences, it prioritizes attractive rhythmicity and melodic embellishments. The Bandish-ki-Thumri
dominates here, with compositions structured like miniature dramas. The style’s hallmark is its duality: sensuous
yet restrained, technically precise yet emotionally fluid. Begum Akhtar, Bindadin Maharaj,Pandit Birju Maharaj
etc. are some legendary artists of this legacy.
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The Punjabi Ang thumri which originated with Qasur - Patiala style, infused

with Tappa’s fiery energy, redefines Thumri as a virtuosic art. Here, ragas bend

freely—often borrowing some other ragas,and sparkle—mirroring Punjab’s syncretic

culture. The bols (words) tumble in rapid taans, while gamak oscillations evoke the rugged

charm of Heer -Ranjha ballads. Unlike Banaras’ meditative depth, Patiala thrills with zig-zag

phrasing use of chromatic notes and rhythm plays. Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan and his brother

Ustad Barkat Ali Khan pioneered this style of Thumri singing. The lyrics of Bade Khan’s thumri also
feature remarkable deviation from the erotic, coquettish and sensual approach of the Purab thumri
which originated, flourished and evolved with the courtesans or Baijis mostly containing a ‘chher- chhar,
love dalliance of Lord Krishna Radha in a mildly erotic way.Bade Khan Sahab’s thumri was more a
sensuous love song, a longing more ethereal,with no eroticism and sensuality.He elevated this art form to a
new pedestal,”Yaad piya ki aaye, yea dukh Saha na jaye hai Ram” or “Rowata rowata, Kala naahi aaye,
nisadin mohe biraha sataye, yaad awata unaki batiya, aaye na balam”.

The Evolution and development of Thumri was deeply intertwined with the shifting
| sociopolitical landscape of 19th-century North India, flourishing under Nawab Wajid
| Ali Shah’s patronage when Lucknow stood as a dazzling cultural capital.But his exile
5. to Calcutta in 1857 triggered a cultural migration that saw Banaras emerge as the new
3 artistic epicenter. In this transitional period came the innovative new Thumri style
“ | called as Bol-Banao-Ki Thumri through the pioneering work of musicians like Bhaiya
- Saheb Ganpat Rao,Mouzuddin Khan etc. who adapted the form to its new
environment by emphasizing lyrical improvisation (Bol Banao) over the dance-oriented
Bandish-Ki-Thumri of Lucknow. The genre’s evolution from Wajid Ali Shah’s courtly
compositions to Banaras’ more verbally intricate style mirrors the broader transition
of Indian classical arts from aristocratic sponsorship to broader public engagement
following the decline of princely states. From the late 19th to early 20th century, Bol-
Banao Thumri emerged as the dominant style, overshadowing other forms with its
emphasis on lyrical improvisation and emotional expression.By about 1920 the
popularity of the bandish ki thumri had been eclipsed by that of the emerging bol
banao thumri, and the traditional Lucknow style became truly extinct by 1944”. The
“ 20th century witnessed Thumri&#39;s remarkable transformation from a courtly
tradition to a mainstream musical art form, propelled by the advent of recording technology and public
performances. The Gramophone Company played a pivotal role in this transition, bringing Thumri to mass
audiences through records, with legendary artists like Gauhar Jan becoming the voice of this revolution. From the
1920s onward, Thumri transitioned from intimate Baithaks to the concert stages, shedding its earlier associations
with courtesans to emerge as a respected classical genre. This period also saw male musicians, previously confined
to Khayal, embracing Thumri, with maestros like Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, Abdul Karim Khan, and Barkat Ali
Khan elevating its musical sophistication while retaining its emotional depth. The stylistic evolution of Thumri
during this era was significant—artists expanded its scope by blending raga, rhythm, and intonation with dramatic
abhinaya (expression), while also incorporating folk elementslike Dadra, Chaiti, Jhula, Hori, Kajri, Baramasya,
Mabhiya etc.into their repertoire. Singers such as Siddheshwari Devi, Rasoolan Bai, Girija Devi, Begum Akhtar,
Sipra Basu refined the form, emphasizing both poetic nuance and melodic intricacy.

Thumri gradually lost its earlier sensuous connotations, transforming into an abstract,aesthetically refined art
form. This shift not only broadened its appeal but also secured its place, ensuring its survival and continued
innovation in modern times.Today, a new generation of musicians is rejuvenating Thumri, blending traditional
nuances with contemporary sensibilities to ensure its relevance in a globalized musical landscape. Yet, at its core,
Thumri remains what it has always been—a heartfelt conversation of love and longing. :

Sudokshina Manna Chatterjee
Lecturer of Hindustani Classical vocal Music,
Vivekananda College For Women Borisha, Kolkata
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