
Sufi Kathak Foundation 
 

Presents 

 

Understanding Qawwali 

A symposium on the traditional art form of Qawwali  
2

nd
 March, 2013 | India International Centre, New Delhi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Project Report 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Supported by 

 

India International Centre 

 

‘Sir Ratan Tata Trust’ and ‘Navajbai Ratan Tata Trust’ 

Under Arts, Crafts and Culture Programme 

 

Indian Council of Cultural Relations 

 

Ministry of Culture, Government of India 



  



Understanding Qawwali 
 
About the Symposium 

Conceptualized by Manjari Chaturvedi, Sufi Kathak 

Foundation organized a symposium on the traditional art of 

Qawwali featuring students, scholars, film makers and 

traditional performers associated with the music form of 

Qawwali. ‘Understanding Qawwali’ is an academic initiative 

by Sufi Kathak Foundation to create awareness, preserve and 

promote Qawwali, an oral and an intangible  living heritage 

of the Indian-subcontinent. The symposium provided ways 

of scholarly discussion about this form of music in present 

times and also gave the people a chance to experience the 

music in its purest form. This seminar focused on the current 

life of its practitioners, who in their efforts keep this tradition 

alive and yet have to struggle each day for their survival. The 

seminar raised issues about the authentic form of Qawwali 

and other perceived forms of this age old tradition.  

 

Introduction to Manjari Chaturvedi: 

MANJARI CHATURVEDI, Founder and President of Sufi Kathak Foundation, is a leading exponent 

of the Indian classical dance and is acclaimed for being the creator and ONLY performing artist of 

Sufi Kathak. She has combined the mysticism of Sufi traditions with classical Indian dance to 

create a stunning new school of performance called Sufi Kathak. She has been working in the field 

of Sufism and Qawwali for the last 15 years and has performed in more than 300 concerts all over the 

world in more than 20 countries including Europe (France, Germany, Portugal, Italy, Austria, 

Switzerland, U.K. & Ireland), the Middle East (Dubai, Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, Qatar, Kuwait), South East 

Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Sri Lanka) and Central Asia (Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, 

Tajikistan) along with Australia and America. 

 

Sufi Kathak Foundation: 

The Sufi  Kathak  Foundation  (SKF) is a non-profit registered society  (Regd. 61883), founded by  

Manjari  Chaturvedi,  to  create awareness  about India’s  intangible  heritage  in  music,  dance and 

preserve the gradually fading 700 year Sufi traditions  in  music. SKF aims to create a world of 



cultural unity, by spreading the secular message of the Sufis and initiate children and orienting the 

youth to become self-employed through arts, dance and music. Research and documentation form the 

core strength of SKF’s activities that drives the foundation to work on the endangered culture of 

Qawwali and other related art forms by digitizing and restoring records and creating a database of 

high quality and high fidelity recordings and biographical data of musicians to be available for 

research and listening purpose to students, scholars, researchers, musicians and interested public.  

 

SKF also seeks to create centers, organize training classes, workshops and musical concerts to 

promote Sufi music, Qawwali, Sufi Kathak, and folk & classical dance across the world. 

 

Support Schemes by Sufi Kathak Foundation: 

All donations and aid to SKF’ is exempt from tax, under section 80(g) and section 12 A of the Income 

Tax Act. The Foundation works towards providing the assistance, pension and medical support to 

needy artists, in order to enable them to pursue their art, and give scholarships to students pursuing 

classical music, Sufi music and dance through various schemes such as 

 

1. Deva Sharif Pension/Medical Aid Scheme 

2. Saraswati Pension/Medical Aid Scheme for women in performing arts 

3. Amir Khusrau Scholarship Scheme for Music 

4. Manjari Chaturvedi Scholarship Scheme for Dance 

5. Mevlana Rumi Project Grants 

 

 

 

 



Understanding Qawwali 
 

Lighting of the Lamp 

 Dr. Suresh K. Goel with Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi 

 

Introductory Note 

Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi, President, Sufi Kathak Foundation 

 

Inaugral Lecture 

Dr. Suresh K Goel, Director General, ICCR 

 

Speakers 

Dr. Madan Gopal Singh, Musician and Scholar  

Shri Dhruv Sangari, Sufi Vocalist 

Padamshri Ustad F. Wasifuddin Dagar, Dhrupad Exponent 

Prof. Najma Perveen Ahmad, University of Delhi  

 

Documentary Films 

“Sufi Sama” by Shri Yousuf Saeed  

“The Qawwals” by Mr. Amit Mehra 

 

Session Featuring Qawwali Musicians 

Shri Yousuf Khan Nizami, representing the Qawwal Bachhe Gharana 

Shri Muazzam, Nephew of Legendary Qawwali Performer Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan 

Shri Dhruv Sangari, Sufi Vocalist 

 

Student Presentations 

Shadab Alam, CCMG, Jamia Millia Islamia 

Aditi Krishna, South Asian University 

Anushi Agrawal, CCMG, Jamia Millia Islamia 

 

  



Chief Guest of the evening session 

Shri Motilal Vora, Honorable Member of the Parliament 

 

Launch of “The Qawwali Heritage Museum” 

Shri Motilal Vora with Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi, President, Sufi Kathak Foundation 

 

Live Qawwali Performances 

Qawwal Janaab Wajahat Hussain Badayuni from Uttar Pradesh, India 

Qawwal Janaab Rizwan- Muazzam from Pakistan 

 

Venue and Time Duration 

Lectures, films and presentations – Multipurpose Hall, India International Centre 

10:00 AM to 5:00 PM  

Performances- Rose Garden, India International Centre  

6:30 PM to 9:30 PM 

 

Attendance 

Over 1000 guests 



The  Symposium  ‘Understanding  Qawwali’  seeks  to  discuss, debate  and  understand  Qawwali  as  

a traditional  Sufi  art-form belonging to the Indian-subcontinent origin and intends to understand the 

present situation of traditional Qawwals with the purpose of outlining a clear framework to bring 

forth  the  original  form of Qawwali.  It is interesting to note that in the while Qawwali continues to 

be an integral component of Hindi film  music  and  industry,  the  intrinsic nature of this traditional 

art form has faded away ,  replacing  the  spirituality and the devotion in the art form with  shallow 

references.  It therefore becomes crucial in today’s times to understand Qawwali, an oral tradition and 

unravel the thought behind Qawwali: the philosophy, the people and the musical structure in its 

purest available form.  

 

The symposium was a one of a kind academic initiative 

that transcended Qawwali, a traditional performing art 

to the domain of serious academic discourse, bringing 

together artists, students, film makers and academicians 

on the same platform.  The symposium also featured 

and offered a space to traditional Qawwali musicians to 

voice what they felt about the centuries’ old music form.  

 

Dr. Suresh K Goel, together with Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi and the esteemed panelists of the 

symposium, Dr. Madan Gopal Singh, Shri Youssuf Saeed, Ustad F. Wasifuddin Dagar, Shri Dhruv 

Sangari, Prof Najma Perveen Ahmad and Mr. Amit Mehra lit the lamp as a symbol of tribute and 

prosperity. This was followed by the welcome address by Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi, the Founder and 

President of Sufi Kathak Foundation, who highlighted the need for such an academic initiative for 

Qawwali. Dr. Suresh K. Goel, the presiding chair, of the seminar discussed the prevalence of Qawwali 

across South Asia.   

“Qawwali as it was performed and the purpose for which it was performed was,  

as a mystical spiritual music form seems to be heading for a dead end.  A more disturbing entertainment version of it 

is taking shape which is devoid of the soul of Qawwali and in my opinion is an alarming situation  

wherein a spiritual form suddenly becomes an entertainment form without the inherent soul!”  

– Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi, President Sufi Kathak Foundation 

 

“I would like to begin by first complementing Sufi Kathak Foundation for having taken this initiative, 

 to do an examination of the Qawwali traditions after all we have all grown up with Qawwalis,  

seen them as means of entertainment, we have listened to Qawwalis ……………” 

- Dr. Suresh K. Goel, Director General, ICCR 

 



The symposium began with a detailed lecture by Dr. 

Madan Gopal Singh, where he explained his background as 

a Sikh and the experiences as a child in his family which 

was not only inclusive but celebrative and introduced him 

to Sufism and Qawwali at a very early age. Dr. Singh spoke 

about the Holy book, that contained the poetry of Baba 

Farid, one of the early Sufi Saints of the Indian Sub-

continent and his introduction to the poetry of Bulleh Shah, other Sufi Saints and Qawwali at a very 

early age, through Qawwali sessions at the Nizamuddin Dargah and through ‘Radio Pakistan’ 

broadcasted in Amritsar. His lecture also discussed the impact of certain imagery and metaphors 

inherent in Sufi and Qawwali poetry on the popular culture and the development of Hindi film music 

and the poetry used in early Hindi films.  

 

Following Dr. Singh, Shri Dhruv Sangari, a practitioner of 

Sufi Music, discussed Qawwali as an expression of Sufi 

Sama, which travelled across countries to become a part of 

the Indian sub-continent and eventually came to be known 

as Qawwali. He explored the roots of Sama that travelled 

from Persia and Central Asia to India, along with the spread 

of Islam, and the cultural traditions of the region that were 

brought and blended together with cultural traditions of India. One of these syncretic traditions was 

Qawwali which were performed at the Khanqahs or centres of Sufi saints across India. He also 

elaborated on the format of Qawwali and its current musical structure as performed by musicians.  

 

Ustad F. Wasifuddin Dagar, Dhrupad Exponent was the 

third speaker of the day and spoke on commonalities across 

the various genres of music. Ustad Dagar spoke the 

importance of emotion that is aroused in music, rather than 

the words used in it. With respect to this, he also elaborated 

on the dialectics of the word entertainment, that is it is 

comprised of two part, enter and attainment. Thus in order 

for entertainment to occur, the emotion through music first needs to enter the mind and body of the 

listener or performer and attained to transcend the person into a spiritual domain. Using this as his 



reference point, Ustad Dagar explained the genre of Qawwali and its transition from a spiritual art 

form to the domain of entertainment.  

 

Moving on, the lecture by Prof Najma Perveen Ahmad, explored 

her research spread over a period of 35-40 years on the discipline 

of Sufism and Qawwali. Professor Perveen Ahmad began her 

lecture by stating the need for such academic initiative for this 

particular art form, which not only represents the culture and age 

old heritage of the sub-continent, but also faces a threat of possible decline in the near future. Prof. 

Perveen Ahmad explored the historical origin and formation of Qawwali and placed this origin 

together with the chronology of Historical events occurring across the Indian sub-continent that 

appeared simultaneously with the advent of Persian and Central Asian immigrants.  

 

The afternoon sessions of the symposium featured the 

filmmakers, Shri Yousuf Saeed and Mr. Amit Mehra showcasing 

their work that explored the past, present and the future of the art 

form. Mr. Saeed’s film, ‘Sufi Sama’ which provided an 

introduction to Qawwali and Sama and also drew similarities 

between Indian Classical music and Qawwali, which is mostly relegated to the domain of light, folk 

music tradition, despite drawing heavily upon Hindustani Classical structure. Since the film was 

short several years ago, Mr. Saeed claimed the film to be a historical documentation as it featured 

many musicians and scholars, who were no longer alive.  

 

Focusing on the present reality and the situation of 

Qawwali and the musicians associated with it, Mr. Amit 

explained his film, “The Qawwals,” which explored the 

present situation of the marginal musicians associated 

with Qawwali, located across various small towns and 

villages in India. These musicians are currently battling 

poverty and striving hard to preserve their traditional 

composition within their familial heritage. However, due to lack of opportunities and space to 

perform, many cater to popular demands, which compel them to perform this spiritual art form in 

pubs and clubs across metropolitan cities and often relegate them to perform filmi compositions, 

which lack the spiritual essence inherent in Sufism and Qawwali.  



Following the above, a detailed session was held which addressed the questions of the audience. 

Intrigued students, scholars and connoisseurs of Qawwali music, present at the previous sessions 

questioned the speakers on various issues regarding Qawwali. Many among the attendees also 

commented on the work of the foundation, and the present situation of traditional musicians such as 

Qawwals located across the country.  

 

The third session featured budding students and 

researchers, who explored their work on this art form. 

To involve more young students and scholars to further 

understand and study this art form, Sufi Kathak 

Foundation (SKF) invited research papers of the theme 

of Qawwali. SKF received papers from students across 

various universities located in Delhi, such as University 

of Delhi (DU), Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), Jamia Millia Islamia (JMI) and South Asian 

University (SAU).  Among these, three students were shortlisted to present their paper at the 

symposium. Students belonging to Jamia Millia Islamia and South Asian University presented their 

research through interactive PowerPoint presentations that not only discussed the history and the 

origin of the art form, but expounded upon the metaphors and the symbolism used in Qawwali 

poetry. The students also related these metaphors in present context, where the use of such poetries is 

a common instance in Hindi films that utilize these metaphors without keeping to their original 

meaning.   



The final session featured traditional Qawwals from the 

Sub-continent together with Sufi performer, Shri Dhruv 

Sangari. The traditional Qawwals included Janaab Youssef 

Khan Nizami, representing the Qawwal Bachhe Gharana 

of Qawwali in Delhi and Janaab Muazzam, the nephew of 

Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, from Pakistan. The fourth 

session offered a voice to the traditional performers, to speak what they felt about Qawwali as a genre 

and a musical form and their present situation as performers. It was further clarified that while many 

of the traditional performers perform songs and musical styles that resemble the Qawwali structure 

in films and other platform, it would be erroneous to call them Qawwalis, as these compositions lack 

the spiritual intent, which is an intrinsic component of the art form.  

 

The final performances in the evening also, saw the launch of “The Qawwali Heritage Museum.” The 

museum is a one of a kind digital initiative that is responsible for maintaining a digital archive of high 

quality audio recordings, video recordings, books, instruments and other items that truly represent 

this tradition. Currently the museum is a digital interface that is accessible across the world through 

the medium of the internet. This web interface is developed in order to provide a brief demonstration 

of the actual museum with samples of collections which will be housed in the physical space of the 

museum to be developed in the future.  Shri Motilal Vora, the chief guest for the evening, graced the 

occasion by his presence and launched the museum, which was showcased on the wide screen to the 

present audience. Ms. Manjari Chaturvedi, President, SKF, further expounded on the breakdown of 

each composition and the method in which it is archived by SKF.  

 

In continuation to the efforts of the previous lectures and film showcases, the daylong symposium 

culminated in the evening by featuring performances by traditional Qawwals. Qawwal Janaab 

Wajahat Hussain Badayuni, together with his group took the stage at first where he performed some 



of the traditional Qawwalis such as those based of Raag Basant to celebrate the arrival of the spring 

and Chaap Tilak, one of the known Qawwalis written and composed by Hazrat Amir Khusrau.  

 

Following them, Qawwal Janaab Rizwan-Muazzam, the nephews of Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, 

from Pakistan performed popular Qawwalis, which were familiar to Indian listeners. Their repertoire 

comprised of compositions such as Allah Hoo, Ali Maula Ali, Tere Ishq Nachaya, Dum Mast 

Qalandar, which encapsulated the audience in a spiritual trance. More than a 1000 listeners were 

present until the end of the performances, who then greeted the performers with a standing ovation. 

For most listeners it was a memorable experience, as Qawwali performers such as Janaab Wajahat 

Hussain and Janaaz Rizwan-Muazzam, rarely perform on the same platform in India. 
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Dear Manjari Ji, 

My husband and I were fortunate and 

blessed enough to be present for the 

Rizwan and Mauzzam rendition last night 

at IIC. Towards the end, as some people 

peeled off, we got closer to the stage and I 

was stunned at their intensity and 

emotion.  

 

I have attended three of your Kathak 

performances in the past. Even though I do 

not know enough, the Qawaali Museum 

and Symposium idea is phenomenal. It 

must take great courage and conviction to 

do what you are doing....the only Sufi 

Kathak dancer who is carrying related 

arts forward. Bravo! 

 

Wish you more Sufism, greater strength to 

keep up and God speed ahead. Thank you 

for bringing so much beauty to us Delhi 

junta. 

Cheers to you and your team of three!  

 

Neerja 

 

In the past 20 years, I've listened to 
hundreds of hours of qawwali. 

Tonight was the BEST qawwali I've 
ever heard: Rizwan and Muazzam, 
Nusrat's nephews, brought to Delhi 

by Manjari Chaturvedi and Amit 
Mehra - a life-changing experience! If 

you ever get to hear them sing live, 
make sure to GO. 

 
- Ananya Vajpeyi 

 
Dear team Sufi Kathak, 

 
To begin with please accept my 

heartiest congratulations on your 
initiative to bring the tradition of 
Qawwali back into main stream 

performing arts.I would be interested 
in participating a part of the 

symposium. I am an art historian and 
write on Art,Culture,Heritage and 

museums for national and 
international journals. 

- Seema Bhalla 

 
 

That was really good, enjoyed it 

immensely! I do admire your whole 

venture. Keep it up. Thank you very 

much 

 

Warm Regards 

- Deepa and Prashant Bhushan 

Hi Manjari, 

My heartiest congratulations 

to you for taking up this very 

important cause, of preserving 

our intangible heritage. The 

few lectures that I heard were 

truly eye openers and a 

revelation…… 

-Urvashi Srivastava 



The Press 

The Indian Express, 5
th

 March, 2013 
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th
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th
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The Contributors 

The symposium has possible with the kind contribution and support of our funders and partners. 

Our contibutors are the backbone of any event organized by the Sufi Kathak Foundation. By 

contributing to Sufi Kathak Foundation, their support is directed towards the preservation of 

centuries old traditional arts and culture that we at Sufi Kathak Foundation, strive to preserve in their 

original form and ensure its continuity for the future generations of this country and the world.  
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