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Music and the Emerging City:  
A Study of Centres of Musical Patronage in North Calcutta (1800-1950) 

(Urban Studies; City Histories; Music/Classical Music) 
 

The history of music in Calcutta is till date, inadequately documented. Among the volumes 
which do exist, little attention has been devoted to the study of the contribution of patrons 
who sponsored travelling musicians. Benefaction meted out was not merely financial but 
often included the extension of land grants to facilitate the development of other institutions 
of scholarship thereby encouraging the growth of musical excellence within the boundaries of 
the city. 

 
I 

 
The nineteenth century encountered the birth of a distinct musical culture in Calcutta 
spearheaded by a group of aristocratic households located in the city’s northern localities. 
These households within their palatial lodgings were primarily responsible for envisioning 
and encouraging the growth of a ‘public’ audience for the appreciation of the nuances of 
Hindustani classical, light and folk music. 
 
The early growth and development of music in Calcutta is inextricably linked to the political 
evolution and transformation of the region over an extended period of time. Unlike other 
provinces, Bengal for centuries had been separated, almost isolated from the mainstream 
politics of north India. This had led the region to generate a unique sense of autonomy and 
aided in the fashioning of an exclusive cultural climate and social ethos. From 1338-1576, 
Bengal was rotationally ruled by several independent kings, mostly Pathans. Emperor Akbar 
later annexed the region in 1576 and brought it directly under the over-lordship of the 
Mughal Empire. While the capital was usually at Gaur until 1608, it was later moved to 
Dhaka. Again in 1704, it was removed to Murshidabad by Murshid Kuli Khan.  
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This map of Bengal published in 1776 is based on James Rennel’s (1742-1830) survey (Actual Survey) of 
the Provinces of Bengal, Bahar & c, first published by Andrew Dury and later by Laurie and Whittle. 

(From Geographicus Antique Map Gallery)  
 
Rajeshwar Mitra writes that “right through the period of Muslim rule, Bengal retained the 
remnants of Hindu traditions fostered by the Pala and Sena dynasties. Hence, while western 
and northern India were being initiated into various new types of melodies and musical 
patterns – which came to constitute the noble tradition of North Indian classical or raga 
music – these were practised in Bengal only within a limited circle. The generality of people 
enjoyed various forms of indigenous and folk music which were not classical or raga-based.”  
 
Among the early forms of music practised in the region, one might think of the Prabandha 
songs in their Bengali varieties as popularised by Jaidev, the famous Sanskrit poet who 
around the early thirteenth century composed the epic poem, Gita Govinda. Padavali songs 
popularised by Vidyapati of Mithila in around the end of the fourteenth century also caught 
the attention of the region as Vaishnav lyricists continued Vidyapati’s tradition. The cultural 
upsurge during the reign of Akbar (1556-1605) led to two distinct developments – firstly, 
north Indian classical music entered the mainstream of the region and secondly; the idea of 
court patronage was born. While a ruler patronising his court musician was not unheard of, it 
was uncommon as few opportunities involving similar circumstances presented themselves to 
the prospective musician. The myths and deeds of Akbar and his court musician, Mian 
Tansen captured the imagination of musicians and patrons alike. Gradually classical forms 
like Dhrupad, Dhammar and the newly emerging Khayal infiltrated into the mind-set of 
practising musicians. Accordingly centres of court patronage grew up in Murshidabad, 
Burdhwan and Dhaka. 
 
With the Mughal emperor, Shah Alam II granting the diwani of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, 
their land rights and revenues to the British East India Company in 1765, Calcutta became the 
most prominent settlement in the colony. It is here that we witness the birth of a new type of 
city – one imagined by settlers as a flourishing port and administrative centre while also 
being imagined by native inhabitants as a space of cultural and musical encounter. The city 
emerged as a newly discovered space for economic transactions and political opportunity 
consequently leading to the birth of a new class of citizens. These individuals by means of 
their economic transactions with the colonists established themselves as their confidantes and 
eventually came to constitute the majority of the Calcutta nobility. The nouveau rich settled 
in the northern expanse of the city and established their dwellings. Their cultural leanings and 
aesthetic inclination encouraged the patronage and propagation of theatre, craft, art and most 
importantly, music.  
 
Among these families, the contributions of The Debs of Shovabazar and Shimulia, the 
Mallicks of Sindurpatti and the Nandis of Kasimbazar Raj Palace deserve mention. However, 
in the lanes of North Calcutta, possibly the two most significant and influential centres of 
patronage arose – The Tagore and Ghosh families of Pathuriyaghta. The contributions of 
individual patrons of these two families in the sponsorship, propagation and dissemination of 
music to a wider audience within the city and without, forms the crux of this essay. 
 
After Charnock’s arrival in 1690 followed by the insurrection of Raja Sobha Singh in 1696, 
the settlement founded by the British in Kalikata was barricaded, forming a category of 
restricted ‘white’ space. Since then, a distinct psychological barrier was fashioned to 
construct a divide between the native ‘Black’ and colonial ‘White’ towns. The Black Town 
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was located to the north of the English encampment in the villages of Sutanuti and 
Gobindapur. The administrative centre remained within the boundaries of the ‘White Town’. 
 

 
Calcutta 1893, Published in 1908, in volume 9 of the Imperial Gazetteer of India. The central district 

shaded ‘light green’ was the administrative quarters. Important buildings like the High Court, Cricket 
Ground, Eden Gardens, Ochterlony Monument, Imperial Museum, St. Paul’s Cathedral, and Presidency 

Jail are located within this space. 



P a g e 	  |	  4	  
	  

 
With the expansion of the city and in turn, the empire, several traders, merchants and officers 
departed from their original habitations in search of other property. Their old property was 
often sold off to the newly emerging trader class. One must remember that Bengal was a vast 
constituency and essentially not limited to the present boundaries of ‘West Bengal’. It 
included parts of Orissa, Bihar and almost the entirety of modern day Bangladesh.  
 
On account of their newly acquired property and wealth from businesses and collaborations 
with the British, the emerging ‘princes’ (Rajas and Maharajas) called for revisiting the 
traditional arts and intended on patronising musicians, artists, painters and craftsmen. 
Musicians from the provinces saw in this an opportunity to visit and seek continual patronage 
under the emerging philanthropists who possessed a taste for music with a desire to examine 
its intellectual implications. It is important to note that music was essentially a domestic 
practice and restricted to the realm of the private. Many private soirees were slowly being 
organised with bands of Kirtanias, singers of Kajris, Baijis and so on, entertaining aristocratic 
households. 
 

II 
 

One of the most influential political events which led to a flowering of culture in Bengal was 
the deportation of the erstwhile Nawab of Awadh, Wajid Ali Shah (1822-1887) from 
Lucknow to Calcutta in 1857. The Nawab’s court was at Garden Reach in Metiaburz, then a 
suburb of Calcutta. He was a poet, playwright, dancer and a great patron of the arts.  
 
The Nawab has today, been credited with the revival of interest in Kathak as a major Indian 
classical dance form. From an early age, Wajid Ali Shah was initiated into vocal training 
under great ‘ustads’ (masters) like Basit Khan, Pyar Khan and Jaffar Khan. With his 
knowledge of Urdu, Persian and Hindi, Wajid Ali, under his pseudonym ‘Akhtarpiya’, wrote 
over forty works including poems, a generous amount of prose and a massive collection of 
Thumris (a light classical composition). Works like the ‘Diwan-i-Akhtar’ and ‘Husn-i-
Akhtar’ contain his Ghazals. Rare ragas like ‘Jogi’, ‘Juhi’ and ‘Shah-Pasand’ are said to have 
been composed by him.  
 
As a dancer, he trained under Thakur Prasad, a Kathak exponent of the Jaipur Gharana. Wajid 
Ali’s most famous thumri, Babul Mora Naihar Chhooto Jay, has and still is being sung by 
many prominent singers. In Metiabruz, he tried to keep the memories of his time in Lucknow 
alive by recreating the musical environment of his Kaisarbagh Baradari. After his exile, the 
British had offered him many houses with vast grounds stretching along the banks of the river 
Hoogly. As his house had an Earthen Dome (raised platform), people called it ‘Matia Burj’.    
 
The presence of Wajid Ali Shah in the city fostered an explosion in literary and artistic 
interest. Local musicians flocked to his court to experience North Indian Raga music as 
presented by the ustads who accompanied the Nawab as a part of his entourage, such as the 
likes of Taz Khan and Ali Bux. Consequently, a wider awareness in classical music was 
engendered and musicians gathered to learn from the masters at the Metiaburz court. It was 
conceivable for them to cultivate their music in a wider perspective than was previously 
possible.  
 
Singers like Aghornath Chakrabarti (1852-1915), Pramathanath Banerjee (1868-1956), 
Bamacharan Banerjee and Kaliprasanna Banerjee (1842-1900) received the Nawab’s 
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patronage. Jadunath Bhattacharya, popularly known as ‘Jadu Bhatta’ (1840-83), a disciple of 
the renowned Dhrupad exponent, Ganganarayan Chatterjee (1806-74) regularly performed in 
the court of the Nawab. It was at this crucial moment that local singers began associating 
themselves with different schools or gharanas of music in accordance with the training they 
had received from their respective ustads.  
 

 
Nawab Wajid Ali Shah 

 
III 

 
The Pathuriyaghata neighbourhood in North Calcutta is one of the oldest urban residential 
centres in the city. The area in the erstwhile Sutanuti, a centre of a flourishing textile trade; is 
replete with colonnaded mansions which only recently have begun to lose their charm and 
value with the development of trade centres and bazaars around the area. The site contains 
one of the oldest markets in the city, ‘Natun Bazar’ (literally translated as New Market) 
where one can still purchase a few of the traditional requirements of a Bengali household, 
like ‘khoa khir’ (milk solids), wooden utensils, sesame ropes and traditional foodstuff. 
 
Two adjacent houses in ‘Pathuriyaghta Street’, No. 46 and No. 47 are renowned for their 
contribution to the cultural heritage and musical legacy of old Calcutta. The former is widely 
recognised as the residence of Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh (1886-1941) and the latter of 
Khelat Chandra Ghosh (1827-1878), both renowned patrons of generations of classical 
musicians ranging from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries. Currently the 
houses are not devoid of their musical ancestry as music soirees are frequently held in both. 
This allows a contemporary audience to observe and bask in their architectural grandeur and 
appreciate music as it was experienced in the past. 
 
No. 46 stands separated, almost minimal in comparison to its more vibrant neighbour in terms 
of architectural wisdom. Nevertheless, the former is the original residence of the Ghosh 
family who inhabit its premises. The family trace their ancestry to Ram Lochone Ghosh, a 
clerk who later worked as a banian (agent) under Warren Hastings at the end of the 
eighteenth century. Ram Lochone and his eldest brother, Ram Prasad, later served Hastings 
as a ‘Dewan’, a position of great trust and honour. After being appointed ‘Dewan’, Ram 
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Lochone became influential in the eyes of the Board of Directors and was subsequently 
appointed as the custodian of the Seal of the East India Company.  He also figured 
prominently in the Decennial Settlement.   

 
A diagram (not to scale) representing the localities and the houses discussed in this essay. 

 
Jayantanath Ghosh, a resident of No.46 and a descendant of Ram Lochone, recalls the 
specific terms of the transfer of the property to Ram Lochone from an English trader working 
in the East India Company. Jayantanath has painstakingly protected the original house 
documents (‘dalils’) through lamination. In their present condition, they are worthy of being 
studied independently in order to ascertain the nature of 18th century property transfers or 
domestic/commercial land transfers in the old city. The earliest preserved document suggests 
that Ram Lochone acquired the house on or around 18th October, 1782.  
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From the entrance of Pathuriyaghata Street – The first house painted yellow on the right is No. 46 while 
the one adjacent to it seen at a distance in light pink is No. 47 

After moving to Pathuriyaghata, Ram Lochone had three sons – Sheeb Narayan, Dev 
Narayan and Ananda Narayan. All of them became influential zemindars (‘Zami’ or ‘Jami’, 
means land so the ‘zamindar’ roughly corresponds to the concept of ‘landed gentry’). While 
Sheeb Narayan had three sons – Kali Prasanna, Durga Prasanna and Guru Prasanna; Dev 
Narayan had one son, Khelat Chandra. It was Khelat Chandra who left his ancestral home 
and built No. 47. He was an Honorary Magistrate and Justice for Peace in the town of 
Calcutta. Ramanath Ghosh was his adopted son. Ram Lochone’s brother, Ram Prasad had 
two sons – Ram Narayan and Jay Narayan. Jay Narayan’s descendants, Kailash Chandra and 
Harimohun were musically inclined and were skilful practitioners themselves.  
 
Music was taught to almost all family members and was regarded as an essential element of a 
child’s upbringing. This was necessarily the case with most Bengali households where 
children from an early age are initiated into either vocal or instrumental training. Dance on 
the other hand was neglected as it was seen to possess connotations of obscenity. Only 
recently has classical dance captured the imagination of orthodox families in the city.  
 
By the time of Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh (1886-1941), a more serious outlook was 
introduced towards the propagation of classical music among the public. With the help of his 
neighbours, Bhupendra Krishna maintained close relations with many famous musicians who 
formed the backbone of the emerging music fraternity. His father, Trailakhyanath used to 
play the Pakhawaj.  
 
The first group of classical musicians who arrived in the city were mostly Dhrupad singers. 
These included the likes of Haren Sil, Mahijuddin Khan, Radhika Prasad Goswami (uncle of 
Gjanendra Prasad Goswami), Gopal Banerjee and Lalit Mukherjee. They often lodged at the 
Ghosh residence, but performed at different venues as well including the residence of the 
Maharaja of Burdhwan. The noted philanthropist, Manindra Chandra Nandy visited often. 
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Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh (From the Family album) 

 
Important social festivals like the ‘Durga Puja’ served as a setting of colonial encounter. 
Many French, British and Portuguese administrators visited the Ghosh mansion during the 
festivities. They attended some of the music recitals in the house specifically organised for 
these occasions. Singers like Aghornath Chakroborty and Ram Kissen Mishra were regulars 
during this time. Mohin Mukherjee, another famous Dhrupad singer entertained Prasanna 
Kumar Tagore (1801-1886) and Bhupendra Krishna.  

 
Girija Shankar Chakroborty, who was the teacher of luminaries like Jamini Gangoli and Pt. 
A. T. Kanan was also a guest at the Ghosh residence. 
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The staircase at No. 46 

 
Ustad Allauddin Khan who once learnt from Nulo Gopal, a musician at the Prasad under 
Jotindra Mohun Tagore, performed at No. 46. A famous photograph of Allauddin performing 
with Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar on both sides at the Ghosh residence is now lost. The 
performance had taken place on the first floor of the house. 
 
Most of the artistes by the time of Manmata Nath Ghosh (1908-1983), son of Bhupendra 
Krishna continued their visits to the residence, which had almost become a tradition when the 
visited from North India. Manmata Nath like his father was musically inclined and learnt 
briefly from many of these masters who were often resident musicians.  
 
Jayantanath Ghosh recalls how V.D. Paluskar had arrived with a retinue of 40 students and 
stayed at the Ghosh residence for six months, performing and teaching interested followers. 
During this period, he taught the children of the house. Smt. Smriti Mitter learnt from 
Paluskar for a few days. Manmata Nath briefly learnt the Sitar from Ustad Muhammad Ali 
Khan and Kokhub Khan (died 1927). The renowned Pakhawaj player, Durlabh Chandra 
Bhattacharya visited Manmata Nath often. 
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Baba Allauddin Khansaheb at No. 47, performing with his students. This is a rare photograph in the 

sense that the Ustad has rarely been seen playing the Tabla. (From the family album. Also reprinted in 
the All Bengal Music Conference Souvenir, 2010)  

 
 

 
The Thakurdalan at No. 46 

 
One may notice Bhupendra Krishna’s and later Manmata Nath’s collection of portraits of 
every musician who performed there hanging in the walls of the house. The galleries include 
two large halls on the first floor overlooking the place of worship- the Thakurdalan. Though 
many of the portraits have disintegrated, about a hundred have survived – 35 in one room 
with a billiard table and 56 in another. The rest have been reframed.   
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The First room on the left, entering No.46, overlooking the Thakurdalan  

List of photographs in the First Room: Enayet Khan, Badal Khan, Tansen, Ustad Imdad Khan, Shambhu 
Maharaj, Kalka Din Maharaj, Ustad Moijuddin Khan, Ustad Bande Ali Khan, Kanthey Maharaj, Rajab 
Ali Khan, Keramatullah Khan, Bhairo Maharaj, Akbar Hossain Khan, Ustad Moula Box, Ustad Ali Bux, 

Sur Das, Tulsi Das, Kabir, Anokhelal Missir, Muhammad Ali, Zakiruddin Khan, Bade Ghulam Ali, 
Rahamat Khan, Hafiz Ali Khan, Ahmad Jan (Tharakua), Luxmi Prasad Misra, Baiju Baora, Ustad 
Muzaffar Khan, Niyamatullah Khan, Tyagraj, Khalifa Abid Hossein, Kakuv Khan, Nathu Khan, 

Radhika Mohan Maitra, Nana Saheb Pasey, Ratan Jhankar, Abdul Karim Khan, Faiyaz Khan, Alladiya 
Khan, Bhaskar Rao Bua, Ustad Nathu Khan, Khalifa Abed Hossain, Bhatkhande, Mauluve Ram 

 
Most of these portraits are actually photographs hand-tinted to resemble paintings. They are 
remarkable not only because they are the only likenesses available of these musicians, many 
of them forgotten, but they are also very fine examples of early 20th century hand-painted 
photographs. These portraits were first created by Durganath Bhattacharya and subsequently 
by Kesto Bhattacharya and others. Soumitra Das notes that verisimilitude was ensured by 
checking with the small original prints. For instance, the portrait of Tansen was copied from 
the Jaipur museum version. The first attempt was rejected while the second met with the 
Maharaja’s approval. Omkarnath Thakur sports a moustache. He first came to No. 46 in 
1938, and filmmaker Pramathesh Barua wanted to cast him as Sant Kabir. The film was later 
abandoned, but Omkarnath became clean-shaven. A large group photograph of 24 court 
musicians was brought from the Nepal durbar. Most musicians are dressed in bejewelled 
headgear, heavily embroidered shawls and rows of medals displayed on their chest. The 
ladies – Gangubai, Hirabai and Gauhar Jan – are shorn of ornaments. All the portraits bear 
nameplates. These pictures had been exhibited in Park Circus in 1950-51. The Nepal durbar 
photograph taken in around 1905 was painted over in the early 1930s. 
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V.D Paluskar with members of the Ghosh family at No. 46 (This photograph is a wall hanging at No. 47) 

 
 

 
List of photographs in the Billiards room: Bama Charan Banerjee, Jnanendra Prasad Goswami, his uncle 
Radhika Prasad Goswami, Girija Shankar Chakravorty, Gauhar Jan, Kesarbai, young Gangubai, now in 

her 90s, Hirabai, Jnada P. Mukherjee (he was a hunter and wears a pagdi in his picture), Mohim 
Mukherjee, his son Lalit Mohan Mukherjee, patron and singer Raja Sir Sourendra Mohan Tagore, 

Gopeswar Banerjee, Gouripur raja Jitendra Kumar Acharya Choudhury, Kumar Gandharv, Haren 
Seal, Kanai Dhendi (pakhawaj), Dhiren Bhose (sarod), Nasiruddin Khan Dagar, Bhimsen Joshi, a 

moustachioed Omkarnath Thakur, D.V. Paluskar, Narayan Rao Vyas, Patwardhan, Ram Sevak Misra, 
Pasupati Misra, Ram Krishna Misra, 

 
 
 
 



P a g e 	  |	  13	  
	  

 
Manmata Nath Ghosh (From the family album) 

 

 
The Nepal Durbar: Sitting (L-R): Golam Hussain Khan (Dhrupad); Sadiq Ali Khan (Ustad of Taj Khan); 

Enayat Hussain Khan of Rampur (Kheyal); Taj Khan (Dhrupad); Nazir Khan of Jodhpur (Kheyal); 
Alaiya Khan (Alladiya Khan); Rahamat Khan of Gwalior (Kheyal) 

Standing (L-R): Ahmad Khan; Murad Ali Khan; Nasir Khan (Pakhawaj); Amir Seni of Jaipur (Sitar and 
Dhrupad); Haider Khan (Khayal); Feida Hussain Khan (Sarod); Wahid Hussain Khan; Muhammad 

Hussain Khan (Beenkar); Ramsevak Missir; Zakir Hussain Khan; Jagadwip Missir Nasoia; Kalandar 
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Bux Nasoia; Bunkor Bhatt (Pakhawaj); Pathakji (Jaltarang); Abed Ali Khan (Khayal); Mehedi Hussain 
Khan (Kheyal); Sado Khan (Jaltarang) 

(This photograph is a wall hanging in the Billiards Room in No. 46) 
 

IV 
 
One of the fundamental issues in Indian classical music at the close of the eighteenth century 
was the uncertain relationship between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’. With the emergence of the 
new cultural space within the city, there was a greater demand even among humble 
households to imbibe the practices of raga-based music and understand the nature of Indian 
aesthetics embedded within such training. It was unfortunate that musicians had to travel a 
great distance in order to move from one province to another and such trips were often 
precarious. This was particularly the case in travelling from North India to the East. 
Nevertheless, as they arrived, musicians carried with them the practical skills which they 
would in turn impart to a new class of enthusiastic students and urban residents.  
 
However, the scientific pedagogy of music, its historical origins and its methodological basis 
was not seriously reflected upon by these travelling musicians. The issue became more acute 
as a theory of Western classical music was increasingly being used as a yardstick to 
inadequately compare the relative inferiority or primitivism of the music of other cultures. 
This idea of misinforming the local population based on a colonial desire to ideologically 
project European Classical music as superior, or at least musically developed in comparison 
to others, irked scholars. The revision of scholarship of Indian classical music was necessary 
and by far, the contribution of the Tagores of Pathuriyaghata was crucial in this regard.  
 
Almost all the members of the Pathuriyaghata branch of the Tagore family were renowned 
Sanskrit and Persian scholars with a taste for literature, music, drama and other fine arts. 
Through their influence and patronage, Pathuriyaghata became the leading centre of cultural 
exchange by the middle of the nineteenth century.  
 
After Jayram Tagore settled in Pathuriyaghata at the middle of the eighteenth century, his two 
sons, Darpanarayan and Nilmani parted ways. Nilmani eventually moved out of his ancestral 
residence at 2 Raghunandan Lane and constructed Jorasanko where he passed the rest of his 
days. Darpanarayan’s children after their father’s demise left their ancestral house to make 
their own fortune. Gopi Mohun Tagore, one of Darpanarayan’s seven sons, purchased four 
plots of land in Pathuriyaghata and erected his residence which comprised of four houses – 
Nos. 65 and 66 Pathuriyaghata Street and Nos. 9 and 10 Prasanna Kumar Tagore Street.  
 
Gopi Mohun Tagore was an influential man of his time and is regarded as one of the first 
Bengali men of letters. He was educated in Sanskrit, French, Portuguese, English, Persian and 
Urdu; and was strongly involved in educational movements in the city. He played a leading 
part in the foundation of the Hindu College (1817) and was subsequently inducted as one of 
the hereditary governors of the institution. More importantly, Gopi Mohun was a great patron 
of poetry and music the training of which he thoroughly imparted to his children.    
 
Hara Kumar Tagore, who was Gopi Mohun’s fifth son, was renowned for the depth of his 
Sanskrit scholarship. He was deeply involved in the dissemination of Sanskrit learning and 
encouraged many scholars working with the language and its associated texts. Gopi Mohun 
later placed him in charge of Sanskrit College. Apart from amassing a large collection of rare 
Sanskrit manuscripts in his library, Hara Kumar patronised musicians of note and was 
himself an accomplished singer. He also received training in the Sitar and Surbahar. His two 
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sons, Jatindra Mohun and Sourindro Mohun became the leading members of the family and 
of Bengali society. Their contribution to the cultural development of Calcutta in general and 
Sourindro Mohun’s contribution to the theory of classical music in particular was essential 
for the recovery of faith in Indian music. 
 

 
Hara Kumar Tagore (From Glimpses of Bengal) 

 
Jatindra Mohun Tagore (1831-1908) was one of the most renowned personalities of his time 
and like his predecessors, was a Sanskrit, Persian and Bengali scholar. He was educated in 
Hindu College and privately under the likes of Captain D.L. Richardson (a famous poet and 
scholar), Rev. Dr. Nash, Herman Geffroy (barrister) and other European educationalists. 
From an early age, Jatindra Mohun was interested in literary composition and was the author 
of several Bengali dramas and farces. He wrote extensively and contributed verses to the 
Pravakar which was then edited by the famous poet, Iswar Chandra Gupta and also 
contributed to the Literary Gazette. 
 
In 1884 Jatindra Mohun built the Prasad (trans. ‘Palace’), a grand residence beside No. 9 and 
10 Prasanna Kumar Tagore Street and shifted there. Subsequently he built the Tagore Castle, 
a massive building modelled on Windsor Castle in 1896. The plan of the building was 
prepared by Macintosh Burn and Company from England. Dramatic entertainment was 
common in both houses and Tagore Castle specifically had an auditorium on the second floor 
meant for the staging of plays and hosting music recitals. He subsequently founded the 
Pathuriyaghata Bangiya Natyalaya at 66 Pathuriyaghata Street. The first play among many 
which was presented there was Kalidasa’s Malavikagnimitram in July 1859.  
 
While Jatindra Mohun’s primary contribution was towards the propagation of theatre, his 
involvement in the propagation of music was no less significant. His court musicians 
included Kshetramohan Goswami from Bishnupur, Lakshmiprasad Mishra from Varanasi and 
Gopeshwar Banerjee. The use of an orchestra based on European lines was first envisioned in 
Jatindra Mohun’s court. The idea was novel and involved an orchestra of Indian instruments 
playing fixed compositions. Jatindra Mohun with the help of his brother, Sourindra Mohun, 
used this idea in theatrical productions. He patronised musicians of note, including the late 
Ustad Allauddin Khan, the renowned Sarode exponent and the teacher of musicians like Pt. 
Ravi Shankar and Ust. Ali Akbar Khan among others. Allauddin Khan after shifting from 
Bangladesh, spent a considerable part of his childhood at the Prasad.   
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Maharaja Bahadur Sir Jotindra Mohun Tagore (From the family album) 

  
Jatindra Mohun composed many dramas of repute including “Bidya Sundara Natak”, which 
occupied a foremost place and was recognized as one of the classical compositions of its 
time. As a man of literature, he inspired Michael Madhushudhan Dutta to compose 
Tilottamasambhav Kabya and another poem, Rizia and subsequently sponsored their 
publication. The original manuscripts of these works remain in his residence at the ‘Prasad’ 
till this day.  
 
Sourindro Mohun Tagore (1840-1914), Jotindra Mohun’s younger brother was another 
renowned personality and particularly famous in the music circle. From an early age he 
exhibited exceptional literary talent by penning a book outlining the history and geography of 
Europe titled Bhugol o Itihashghatita Brittanto and an original drama, Muktavali Natak in 
Bengali. Like Hara Kumar and Jatindra Mohun, he was a leading Sanskrit scholar and 
extensively translated Kalidasa’s dramas into Bengali, including Malavikagnimitram. From 
the age of seventeen, he began his Sitar training under influential musicians like 
Lakshmiprasad Mishra and Kshetramohun Goswami who were resident musicians at Jatindra 
Mohun’s court and European Music from a German professor. With a view to collect all 
available information on the science and art of music, he procured rare works from England, 
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and old Sanskrit manuscripts from Benaras, Kashmir, Nepal and other regions thereby 
establishing a musical library which was one of the first in the city.  
 

 
The Prasad (13B, Prasanna Kumar Tagore Street), photographed in 1902 (From the family album) 

 
In 1871 he founded the Bengal Music School and in 1881, the Bengal Academy of Music. A. 
Claude Campbell writes that “by means of these two institutions, and the composition, 
publication and free distribution of a large number of musical works, he succeeded in 
reducing Hindu Music to a system, and reviving its cultivation among the higher classes of 
the Indian people, by whom it had been neglected for centuries.”  
 
Many distinguished guests were entertained at his home including Viceroys of India, 
Lieutenant-Governors of Bengal, Commanders-in-Chief of India, and Governors of Madras. 
On January 6th, 1887, a few days following the proclamation at Delhi of the assumption of 
the title of ‘Empress’ by Queen Victoria, he organised a drawing room entertainment and 
composed the music in which characters representing the empress’ subjects in different parts 
of the world were introduced in their national costumes, an interlocutor singing the 
descriptive songs in Bengali to the music of their respective countries. 
 
Sourindro Mohun was interested in mapping an anthropology or ethnography of music and in 
a sense was the first proper modern ethnomusicologist in India. While his primary interest 
was the music of his nation, works like Universal History of Music (1897) seem to suggest 
that his awareness encompassed a great deal more and involved variety of musical cultures, 
including the west, like the origins of Greek and Roman music. He is most remembered for 
creating a language of music, a vocabulary understood by European audiences when 
associating with the unfamiliar nature of Indian music. This was partly made possible when 
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Sourindro Mohun succeeded in instituting a notation system, a code of musical representation 
which was previously absent in Indian Classical Music and which subsequently came to be 
widely followed. Through his writings, it was possible to compare and contrast the standards 
and practice of western classical music and its Indian counterpart. 
 
The majority of musicians in Bengal were either untrained in the art of writing and in more 
significant cases, illiterate (in that they lacked the necessary linguistic capability to read 
classical works in Sanskrit, Urdu or Persian); and many who could, kept the scientific 
vocabulary of music as a family secret. Sourindro Mohun understood these limitations and 
was instrumental in collecting rare Sanskrit works like Sangeet Ratnakar and Brihhdesi and 
later having them translated into Bengali, English and Hindi so that they could be accessed by 
an Indian and European audience.  He was in a sense, the first to globalise Indian classical 
music. Everyone read and referred to his scholarship and the vocabulary of music he 
commenced.  
 

 
Raja Sir Sourindro Mohun Tagore 

 
Sourindra Mohun amassed a massive collection of musical instruments of his time. This 
collection was a rare example where many antique instruments which were not in practice, 
were placed alongside those which were modern and experimental.  
 
In 1875, when the Prince of Wales (Edward VII) visited Calcutta, a Bengali Band was 
formed using instruments which were a part of Sourindra Mohun’s collection. The same 
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instruments were donated to the Indian Museum the very next year. These included a wide 
variety like the Mahakachhapi Veena, Ranjani Veena, Sruti Veena, Bipanchi Veena, 
Nadeshara Veena, Mayuri Veena, Huruk, Joraghayi-drum, Dhak, Damaru, Turi, Ranasinga 
and Conch Shells. The instrument collections were often sent along with musicians to 
represent the music of India at gatherings of societies in Philadelphia, Melbourne, London 
and Paris. 
 
Apart from his dissertations which earned him diplomas from nearly all the civilized 
countries of his time, Sourindro Mohun authored many books which were published during 
his lifetime, including  Six Principal Ragas (1877), English Verses set to Hindu Music 
(1875), The Ten Principal Avatars of the Hindus (1880), The Dramatic Sentiments of the 
Aryas (1881), Hindoo Music (1875), Roma Poema,Twenty Two Musical Shrutis (1876), Six 
Ragas and Thirty Two Raginis (1877) and many others. A complete catalogue of his works 
has recently been published by the Indian Museum.  
 

 
The Library at Tagore Castle (From the Family album) 

 
The London Committee of the “National Anthem for India” approached Sourindra Mohun to 
set the words of the English National Anthem into Indian melodies after Queen Victoria’s 
ascension. The work was accomplished with twelve different varieties of melody being set to 
ragas like Todi, Sahana, Mishra Devgiri and so on. An interesting article by Charles Capwell 
called Sourindra Mohun and the National Anthem Project deals with this event and was 
published by the Society of Ethnomusicology (Ethnomusicology: Vol. 31, No. 3, pp. 407-
430, University of Illinois Press, 1987). 
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Sourindra Mohun was also the first in India to receive the degree of Doctor of Music which 
was first conferred upon him by the University of Philadelphia in April, 1875. Subsequently, 
the University of Oxford conferred the degree of Doctor of Music upon him in November, 
1896, in absentia, a rare honour. He was the Justice of Peace in Calcutta and the second most 
decorated man of his time, after Bismarck.  
 

 
Sourindra Mohun’s Diploma Gallery at 65 Pathuriyaghata Street (From Glimpses of Bengal) 

 
V 

 
Prodyot Kumar Tagore (1873-1942), Jatindra Mohun’s eldest son, like his predecessors, was 
a man of great learning, an art collector and interested in photography. Gopi Mohun (Prodyot 
Kumar’s great grandfather) had begun the family’s art collection with the assistance of the 
artist George Chinnery, who visited Calcutta in 1803. Prodyot Kumar greatly expanded the 
collection, and at his death, it was the largest private collection of European art in India. His 
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collection included works by Van Dyke, Rubens, Constable, Veronese, and Murillo as well as 
British painters who were active in Calcutta in the eighteenth and nineteenth century such as 
Jacomb-Hood, Chinnery and Thomas Daniell. In later life donated extensive collections of 
Company paintings to the Victoria Memorial Hall. When the Tagore collection was finally 
dispersed in the 1950s, a number of pictures and drawings were acquired by the institution for 
its permanent collection. Prodyot Kumar was an artist himself and was interestingly the first 
Indian to be elected a fellow to the British Photographic Society. He was the founder and 
First President of the Academy of Fine Arts in Calcutta, a trustee and chairman of the Indian 
Museum and a fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society. 
 
Apart from his artistic inclinations, Prodyot Kumar was an avid follower of music and was a 
trained musician himself. He patronised a number of musicians who came to perform at the 
Prasad in the early twentieth century.  
 
Personalities like Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Girish Ghosh, 
Sisir Ghosh, Rajendra Lal Mishra, Mahendra Lal Sarkar, Ramesh Dutta, Nabin Sen, 
Haraprasad Shastri, Amritalal Basu, Dwijendralal Roy, Ashutosh Mukhopadhyay and of 
course family members like Gaganendranath, Samarendranath and Abanindranath Tagore 
were frequented the Prasad. 
 

 
Maharaja Bahadur Sir Prodyot Kumar Tagore (From the family album) 

 
Ustad Allauddin Khan, Timir Baran, Mushtaq Ali Khan, Pankaj Mullick, Pannalal Ghosh, 
Hemanta Mukhopadhyay and Suchitra Mitra visited during the time of Prodyot Kumar. 
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Satyakinkar Bandopadhyay (father of the famous tappa exponent, Amiya Ranjan 
Bandopadhyay) was a musician at Prabirendra Mohun Tagore’s (grandson of Jatindra 
Mohun) court. Ravi Shankar and Ali Akbar Khan spent almost a decade at the residence 
when they used to visit Calcutta during the early 1950s and performed their first public duet 
at the Tagore Castle. The noted sitar exponent Smt. Jaya Biswas recalls how her ganda 
bandhan ritual with Pt. Ravi Shankar was performed at the Tagore residence. Most of the 
recitals took place in or in the corridor outside the first floor Durbar Hall. Scholars like 
Jadunath Sarkar, Dr. Kalidas Nag, Sunity Kumar Chattopadhyay and Binay Ghosh came to 
visit and work in the library. Balaram Pathak, the renowned sitar maestro later taught other 
family members. 
 

 
The Durbar Hall at the Prasad (From the family album) 
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A recital underway at the Prasad 
Prodyot Kumar had an active public life where he was a Commissioner of the Corporation of 
Calcutta, a Governor of Mayo Hospital and a member of the Bengal Legislative Council. He 
also served as the Secretary of the British Indian Association from 1899-1911. In 1902, he 
represented the city of Calcutta at the coronation of Edward VII. When George V visited 
India in 1905, he was the Secretary of the Imperial Reception Committee. Knighted in 1906, 
Prodyot Kumar was made Companion of the Star of India in 1936. 
 
As he became a renowned public figure, Prodyot was at the centre of important debates of his 
time, including the increasingly heated debate on the development of Indian music and the 
possibility of its improvement on Western lines. Some of these discussions are pertinent even 
today. For instance, the Statesman, a renowned daily in Calcutta, during the 1920s, regularly 
published a column dedicated to current issues. As such, space was reserved for a discussion 
of music, its origins, cultural impact and technical development. A group of individuals 
including Prodyot Kumar Tagore, A.W. Douglas, Pramathanath Banerjee and many others, 
debated on the use of harmonics, counterpoint and chordal variations in Western classical 
music and the possibility of incorporating them into Indian music. The main question was 
whether Indian music (which relies heavily on melodic variation) even needed to be 
‘improved’ at all. Prodyot Kumar denied this possibility and referred to his enormous 
scholarship to suggest the uniqueness of the Indian music system.      
 
Prodyot Kumar frequented the Ghosh residence in Pathuriyaghata and the relationship 
between the families is cordial till today. As family members visited one another, they were 
engrossed in discussions about culture, life and literature often concluding on projects which 
they would collaborate on. 
 

VI 
 

During the early 1900s, plans for a national music conference were already being taken into 
account. The idea was to create a conference for the public and not restrict music among the 
elite. In the early 1930s, the vice chancellor of Allahabad University, Dr. Dakshinaranjan 
Bhattacharya specially invited Hirendra Kumar Gangoli (Hiru Babu), Raja Prafulla Nath 
Tagore and Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh at a session of the ‘Allahabad Sangeet Sammelan’ 
organized by the Prayag Sangeet Association. It is here that Prafulla Nath Tagore, the first 
mayor of Calcutta imagined a similar conference which could be organized in Calcutta 
concerning the city’s interest with and patronage of music. He relayed his idea to his 
musically inclined nephew, Dinendranath Tagore (Dinu Thakur) and Bhupendra Krishna 
Ghosh. In this regard, Dakshinaranjan Bhattacharya had already extended a helping hand. 
 
On 28th October, 1934 at 6 Lansdowne Road at “Natore Bhawan” a number of eminent 
individuals assembled to create a music conference in Bengal, the first of its kind. Luminaries 
like Dinendranath Tagore, Pranabesh Chandra Singh, Bikram Singh Nahar, Birendra Kishore 
Roychaudhuri were present at the meeting. In attendance were Maharaja Prince Akram 
Hussain (Murshidabad), Maharaja Sir Prodyot Kumar Tagore, Raja Prafulla Nath Tagore, 
Maharaja Jogindranath Roy of Natore, Maharaja Srish Chandra Nandy of Kashimbazar and 
Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh.  
 
It was decided that the name of this new conference would be the ‘All Bengal Music 
Conference’ (Nikhil Banga Sangeet Sammelan).  The registered office of the Conference 
committee was at 7 Old Ballygaunge Road. The first session of the All Bengal Music 
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Conference was held in 1934 at the Senate House (Hall) and was subsequently held in venues 
like the University Institute, Alfred/Grace Cinema, Shree Cinema, Roxy Cinema, Star 
Theatre, E.B.R Mansion, Purabi Cinema, Minerva Theatre and Rangmahal Theatre. The 
conference went on as an annual event till 1953.  
 

 
Rabindranath Tagore opening the first session of the All Bengal Music Conference in 1934 with 

Bhupendra Krishna Ghosh 
 
Musicians from all over the country witnessed the conference and performed in it. Many who 
performed were guests at Bhupendra Krishna’s residence and performed for him privately. 
The renowned Sitarist, Enayet Khan (father of Vilayat Khan) of Gobindopur stayed at No. 46 
and performed there.  
 
Today, No. 47 Pathuriyaghata Street is more renowned for reconceiving and organising the 
All Bengal Music Conference (2005 onwards) on the lines of the 1934 programme. No. 46 
also, although not regularly has organized concerts of classical music attended by many 
Calcutta citizens.   
 
A new class of musicians, the second generation to have experienced the birth of the 
recording era came to perform at the conference. The list is endless and includes the likes of 
musicians like Amir Khan, Nikhil Banerjee, Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, Bhimsen Joshi, Kishan 
Maharaj, Fayaz Khan, Nasiruddin Khan, Ram Kumar Chattopadhyay, Laxminarayan Ghosh, 
Birendra Kishore Raychaudhuri, Amiya Ranjan Bandopadhyay and others.  
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Ravi Shankar performing at Marble Palace with Dr. Harendra Kumar Mukherjee (ex-Governor of 

Bengal), Manmatanath Ghosh, Smt. Surity Tagore, Smt. Tripta Halder and Smt. Subha Ghosh seated at 
the front row directly in front of the performer. 

 
………………………………………….. 
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