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Changing Contours of Courtesans in 20th Century: A Historical Analysis

SHABI AHMAD


For centuries, history of the common people remained unrepresented and invisible due to the emphasis given by the chroniclers and the Court historians either to the Kings or their family members, their nobles or their achievements. Consequently, a major part of the world history consists of either the story of conquests or the defeats of the kings and their Clans or merely an account of the rise and fall of the empires. Undoubtedly, in recent times, some serious efforts have been made to study the life and conditions of the marginalised sections of society also so that they may be brought to the forefront of history. However, these efforts are partly successful. One such section which remained largely unrepresented and marginalized are the ‘Courtesans’; a class of women who were known by different names at different stages of civilization; particularly in Indian perspective they were called as Devadasi, Women performers, dancers, nauch girls, tawaifs, Kothewalis, Ganewalis, courtesans, Randis, Peshewar, Khangis or Deredars, etc. 


Though identified together due to many similarities, yet each of the above social groups had specific features and were given different names. But an attitude of denigration towards them was perhaps a common factor of identify.

Though they had enjoyed the importance given by the elite males in person, the courtesans in common perception were looked down upon and considered to be low, loud and even vulgar in the process of social formations. In the eyes of the law and in the common perception they were considered as a necessary evil, morally degraded and sexually promiscuous and merely a source of entertainment.

Accordingly, their reputation in the society was also varied. What makes them common was only their courage to come out from the yoke of social rigid norms. Undoubtedly, all of them had threatened at one or the other time, the prevailing customs and the well established rules framed by the males of the society. They therefore had become a subject of common dislike. It was generally found that when in person, the men appreciated their talents and services, liked their beauty and behavior and sometimes even accepted them as the part of their life, (although such examples were rare), but generally they remained a subject of common dislike. Perhaps what classified them together was their exclusion from the mainstream of the society. As mentioned above they were generally ignored and were easily forgotten . Consequently, there are very few authentic accounts about their life and conditions.


(i) ‘Umrao Jaan Ada’, a novel (published in Urdu in 1905), written by Mirza Hadi Ruswa(1857-1931), is perhaps the only meaningful exception which throws a full light on all aspects of social milieu in which they grew, survived, flourished and were perished silently. (ii) The Nauch Girl, (translated by Quratul Ain Haider into English, Delhi,1992), a novel written by Hasan Shah in 1790, on the life and conditions of roaming dancers/courtesans who used to move according to the movement of their patrons,  was perhaps the first authentic novel written on this subject. He wrote this novel in  Persian and its original is not available anywhere. However, its Urdu version, namely ‘Nashtar’ was brought out one century later. Mrs Quratul Ain Haider in her translation acclaimed it as first authentic, known modern Indian novel based upon the life of Khanam Jaan, a Courtesan with whom the author Hasan Shah had fallen in love. He later married her but due to the adverse circumstances remained separate till her death. Like any other tawaif, Khanam Jaan was also a victim of her birth. Hasan Shah who was a clerk attached with a British officer had seen the life of these courtesans from very close angles and rather he had become a part of them by marrying one of them. It is said that the novel was based upon his own life story and was not merely a literary piece of work. 

(iii) Abdul Haleem Sharar in his famous book, Lucknow; Mashriqui Tamaddun ka Akhri Namoona,  (translated and edited into English by E.S. Harcourt & Fakhir Hussain in 1975, London) is another authentic account which throws sufficient light on Lucknow and its cultural heritage. It is generally believed that the author had seen and observed the downfall of the Oudh Nawabs and society of Lucknow.  He is reported to have lived in Matia Burj (Calcutta), the place where in Nawab Wajid Ali Shah lived after moving out of Lucknow in 1856. The book was the collection of his articles published earlier in the newspaper; ‘Dilgudaz’, edited by him. It was perhaps the first serious attempt to record the glory and downfall of this splendid culture by someone who had himself seen it from very close angles. He has beautifully compiled and recorded the ups and downs of the social milieu of which the courtesans were also an integral part. 

(iv) A more intrinsic account was later on written by Mirza Jafar Hussain in his famous book Lucknow ki Akkhri Bahar. He has beautifully presented the inside details of the erstwhile Lucknow of which he himself was the part and parcel. He had a close proximity to the courtesan families including a renowned ‘Gharana’of Lucknow who were also the Chaudhrayans (Head) of the Deredar Tawaifs. He himself belonged to an erstwhile ‘Nawab’ family of Lucknow, and had the advantage of recording the details and the inside description of this institution perhaps more accurately. The conditions of the courtesans, their economic ups and downs, he has narrated beautifully as he had seen the whole picture from very close angles. Its latest edition on which I have relied, was published in 1981 by Bureau for promotion of Urdu, New Delhi.


The present paper is broadly based upon the above sources as well as a survey, conducted by me last year having the unstructured interviews of the renowned courtesans, living in Chaturbhujsthan, Muzzaffarpur, Bihar. An attempt will be made here to analyse the rise and fall of the institution of courtesans in India in an historical perspective.

Women performers have always been the part of Indian social life in one or the other form. During the ancient period, this institution was largely attached with temple system as the ritual of dancing was a part of the religious services in the temple and there has always been a strong tradition although it was developed more intrinsically in the early medieval period of Indian history. The countries and the old civilizations other than India also had strong traditions of women dancers attached with the temples. For example, in Egypt, temple of ‘Osiris and Iris’ had a tradition of enlisting dancing girls. Similarly, in Greece, thousands of women performers were attached with the temples, the same custom was prevalent in other great countries like Babylonia, Cyprus, etc
. It will not be out of context to say that the life of these women performers, particularly in India & other oriental societies were tied up with the age old customs, particularly pertaining to their marriage, adoption and inheritance etc.

During early medieval period of Indian history, and even prior to that, the institution of courtesans was well established and they were generally known as ‘Devadasi’; the servant of God. The development of the ‘devadasi’ system or ‘pratha’ as they called it can well be understood by closely looking into the background of the early medieval social and economic formations in Indian society. The practice was attached with and was completely based upon the temple hierarchy and was administered alongwith the each temple management, separately. Without going into the details of the Origin and rise of temple building in India, there is some truth in the view taken by Dr. A.K. Prasad in his book, Devadasi system in Ancient India, that in the peninsular region and particularly in South India, the Devadasi system flourished in the later part of the ancient India and reached its climax in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, almost a period when Muslim/Turkish rulers were entering into and establishing their rule in the northern India.

One may not forget the fact that the temples, particularly in Ancient and medieval India, had vast landed property and had a considerable number of religious functionaries, as dependent upon the income of the temple2. Under the religious functionaries category, there were Mahants (Priests), Devadasi (dancing girls), dancing masters, drummers, singers, musicians & others and the non religious functionaries mainly consisted of masons, potters, tailors, washermen, Malis (gardners) etc. Out of them, the number of devadasis (dancing girls) was said to be approximately hundreds in every renowned temple. 

The origin of ‘devadasi pratha’ goes to the well established practice of ritual of dancing; a part of the ritual worship of gods and goddesses in the primitive religions like Hinduism. For an analytical study, if we look back to the history of ancient India, we may consider the coming of 5th-6th century A.D. as the end of the ancient and the beginning of early medieval phase of Indian history3. The land grants donated to the temples by the Kings was the major source of the temple’s economy. In addition to that a large number of pilgrims, visiting the famous temples, were another source of income. We have been informed about the heavy amounts of income, the major temples of India were used to generate through devadasis during those days, particularly at the Sun Temple at Bhubneshwar and the ‘Somnath’ in Gujarat. It is well known fact that the famous temple of Somnath (Gujrat) had five hundred devadasis who provided music before the deity throughout the day and night. A few historians of medieval period, belonging to outside India have also mentioned about the large amounts of money and the number of devadasis such temples had. One Arab traveller, Abu Zaid Al Hasan, who came to India in 867A.D. had recorded that the devedasis earnings (from prostitution) generally went into the hands of the priests and were utilised for the expenses of the temple. Undoubtedly, the institutition of devadasi was a great monetary help to the temples and partly to the state also.  

Similarly, ‘Alberuni’ (circa 1035) also had stated that in 11th century, the income generated from prostitution in temples used to be taken by the Kings towards meeting the army expenses for protection4. It seems that it was partly true only in some cases and was not the common practice. The devadasi, though had ample money, but to say that the Kings were dependent upon them, was certainly a misnomer.

After the advent of Islam in India, the situation was remarkably changed. Unlike Hinduism, dance, music and other performing arts had no religious approval behind under the Islamic code (Shariat)5. Under its orthodox interpretation, the Music, Painting (except calligraphy), dance or other fine arts in any form were forbidden. In this context one may recollect the restrictions imposed upon Qawwali & mehfil-e-sama (Qawwali session when the participants enter into a state of ecstasy) and the related controversy which led to a serious argument between Hazrat Nizamuddin Aulia(1243-1325 A.D.) and the Qazi Mohiuddin Kashani during the reign of Ghayasuddin Tughlaq. 
But that doesn’t mean that the Indian society became completely devoid of such performances after the establishment of Turkish Rule or later during the Mughal rule in India. As a matter of fact, the strong cultural roots under Hinduism got a new flavour and resulted in the form of a beautiful cultural synthesis, under which the art and architecture in all its forms reached new heights and consequently some of the finest pieces of arts emerged which are neither Hindu nor Muslim but a finest manifestation of common Indo-Muslim Cultural heritage. The institution of Courtesans which was earlier confined to mainly the temples in Ancient and early medieval India, widely spread its horizons to the courts and markets (Bazaars) in medieval India, and very soon became an integral part of the newly developed town culture. These towns were also later on developed as strong cultural centres. All the big Indian towns had strong muslim presence and were mainly governed by either the muslim rulers or their viceroys (subedars). Another common feature of all these ‘towns’ was their having a close proximity with the cantonement areas. The simultaneous growth of classical music Gharanas (Music traditions) at these places alongwith the institution of courtesans is another important feature of this phenomenon.  

The evolution of this cultural synthesis had a tremendous impact on the fields of Music, language and literature, almost in the entire northern region. Urdu language was one of the offshoot of this fusion of cultures. Amir Khusrau,(1253-1325),one of the founders and greatest exponent of indo-muslim culture and values, had openly acclaimed the superiority of Indian music and culture over any other one, in his famous book ‘Nuh Sapahar’(1318 A.D.)6. He was also the first who made use of Urdu or Hindavi, as he had called it, as a medium of expression in some of his poems.

Ziauddin Barani, a renowned historians of medieval India, has recorded in his famous book, Tarikh-i-Firozeshahi, that ‘how in the court of Jalaluddin Khalji (1290-1296) ‘Faqais’ daughter and Nusrat Khatoon sang and how women dancers like Nusrats’ daughter and Mihir Afroz captivated the audience, with their beauty and their gestures and glances7. Although it is not certain if these artists and the women performers in medieval India had followed the Iranian or Indian traditions of song and dance but there are strong  possibilities that they were at ease with Indian traditions and had adapted the same. According to Professor Irfan Habib, Ziauddin Barani has informed us that young girls were trained by Indian Courtesans in Persian and Indian music for the Delhi court in late 13th century8. Later coming to the 19th-20th century, the Urdu became the main language and was used by the Courtesans in their performances. A few of them also composed poetry in Urdu, very little of which is available today. The Ghazal, a finest form of Urdu poetry, which literally means to talk to your beloved, had become extremely popular with them. Here we have to focus our attention only on the changing conditions of the Courtesans of northern India during the 20th century, and therefore we are taking into account only the main trends of the period. Undoubtedly, a greatest centre of the institution of Courtesans in the 19th & 20th centuries in northern India was Lucknow. Mirza Jafar Hussain, in his famous book, (Lucknow Ki Aakhri Bahar, 1981), has named this institution as Tawaif-Bazi, & divided this institution into the following three forms based upon the status, performance & reputation of the Courtesans in the society9.

(i) Zanan Khangi, (ii) Zanan Bazari & (iii) Deredar Tawaifs. According to him the word ‘Tawaif Bazi’. Was not prevailent in early days of Lucknow and it came much later. For their extra marital or outside the home sexual relations, the people of Lucknow had used the word, ‘Tamashi Beeni’ or Ayyashi (act of pleasure). While ‘Ayyashi’ was used in a slightly derogatory manner, the other word Tamash Beeni was used by the elites sections and was considered better. The first Category as named above was Zanan Khangi, literally means, ‘domestic women’, used to be existed only in Lucknow and its nearby areas. It is generally believed that due to the devastation seen by the Lucknow and its residents at the hands of the Company forces after the seize of Lucknow in 1856 and followed by the destruction during the Revolt of 1857, many Lucknow families were totally perished and their Urban middle and the lower middle class families had lost almost everything, including their source of earning and lively hood. They could save nothing except their small houses. In order to face the calamities, their women folk perhaps had no other option but to enter into the profession of selling themselves under a silent agreement. Since they used to carry this trade from their homes, they were called ‘Khangiz’. Very few people around, were to know about their real identity but it seems that their men folk were aware about this ‘business’ but a stoic silence and an enlightened indifference was maintained by them but a few residents of the locality were to become aware about this activity. It was ofcourse a practice of prostitution but under a totally different manner. It was also known as Kasb – Bazari but totally different from those women who had decided to leave their homes and went to the Bazar (market place) and had established their Kothas, where in the Mujras (music session) were held regularly and the sex trade was also allowed silently. This was called Zanan Bazari or perhaps in more Bazari language as Randi Bazi. In course of time, the identity and professional secrecy of the ‘Zanan Khangi’ couldn’t remain intact and those women who were involved became ill- famed. In local Lucknow society. They were called Khangis. Even women of the same house were to observe strict purdah (seclusion) from the customers. Only the concerned woman (Khangi) was allowed to meet the customer and that too far not more than 10-15 minutes. Khangi used to fix the fee either directly or through her agent (Dalal) in this meeting. Had a customer tried to prolong the conversation, there was negative reprimanding from inside the house which meant ‘to leave’. The customer had to pay the fee in advance under the pre fixed arrangement to come back at night or in some cases decided to stay back for that night. The norms for fee settlement were based upon the age and beauty of the Khangis. It was a strict norm that the settlements were made only with one customer on a day/night basis. To maintain the secrecy about their personal details, Khangis were not allowed to go out with customers (Tamashbeen’ as they were known) at any cost. It was a unique but slightly civilized way of prostitution. The elites were not the usual customers to these Khangis. The ‘houses’ were also located generally in the lanes and by-lanes and not on main roads. Contrary to this, the Kothas of Mujrewali or Zanan Bazari women were on the main roads, to attract the customers. It was a basic difference between Khangis and the Tawaifs. Another difference was the art of dance & singing. 
The Khangis, had no training of dance or music & even it was not allowed to them while the training of dance & music was almost compulsory for tawaifs or Zanan Bazari. According to Mirza Jafar Hussain, under this category the tawaifs were distinctly divided into two. The first were those who allowed prostitution also on their Kothas’ alongwith ‘mujra’ while the other one were those who kept themselves aloof from this loud business and kept themselves confined to the dance and music sessions only10. The later one were generally called ‘Deredar Tawaifs’. The deredar Tawaifs (Camping Courtesans) were a class unto themselves & were famous for their etiquettes, manners, talents and knowledge of poetry, music and literature. Those who had the excellence in these virtues were called the tawaifs while the other one who had no education and manners were called ‘Kasbis, Takabis or dominis’ as identified by ‘Sharar’ in his book. A true representation of the life and culture of courtesans was presented beautifully in two very famous films, namely Pakeezah and Umrao Jaan, by two renowned and talented film makers, the late Kamal Amrohi and Muzaffar Ali, It seems that both the films were based upon two famous novels in urdu i.e. Nashtar (Hasan Shah) and Umrao Jaan (Mirza Hadi Ruswa, respectively. Both the stories were identical and were perhaps based upon the same central theme of showing inside miseries as felt by the courtesans.

Coming to the life style of these Tawaifs, one may say that it was aristocratic. Deredars never used to sit on the terrace of their houses at the evening time. Each one of them had sitting (Baithak) room for visitors and new comers, who used to come to attend only the Mujras (Dance & Music session combined). It is not necessary that each one of the visitor who was coming to the Kotha regularly had a lust for sex as myself when a student was known to a few old persons who used to go to the Kotha almost daily but having no sexual desire or relationship. Such type of persons had developed a kind of routine friendship with Tawaif or baiji, as they used to call her and maintained this relationship till the last day of their active life. The elites had a habit of visiting such ‘tawaifs’ irrespective of their age. The system was properly maintained and it was a well established norm that the younger will not visit the same Kotha (of tawaif), if she was familiar or friendly with his elders. Some times great social tragedies took place which became the subject of novels and stories and were beautifully shown in the films like mere huzoor’ and ‘Bahu Begam’ etc.

Those tawaifs who were allowing sex at their Kotha’s, also had some well established norms. Only those persons were allowed to stay back who were ready to pay the handsome amount and the rest were asked politely to go back after Mujra sessions. Of course they were also to pay some nazranas, which was not more than 2 or 3 Rs. In those days which was meant for PanDan (a betel box which was the integral part of a Courtesan’s house), the fee for a night session was Rs.10 minimum in those days, (early decades of 20th century)11.

These Tawaifs were also highly cultured. Generally they used to confine themselves to their Kothas but a few of them, who had become famous for their excellence in dance & poetry or due to their beauty, were also invited to the nawab’s residences for mujra sessions & they were paid a hefty amount and jewellery. It was generally believed that the high elites or nawabs, who used to call these tawaifs at their havelis’ rarely had physical relations with them, except with whom they had become friendly with and those who were the frequent visitors. Some of those who had become very closed were offered to marry also. Contrary to what Mirza Jafar Hussain portrays, such exceptions were many. There was a system of maintaining keeps also and such tawaifs were on monthly pay rolls. The amount of pay used to depend upon the status of the tawaifs. It is true that the fixed amount was nominal but the perks and nazrana’s (gifts) were quite heavy and in some cases even disproportionate to the financial resources of the Rais (Patron). In many cases, this practice was the main cause of the destruction & downfall of the many families of Lucknow.

To some other critics like Oldenburg, there was a distinct difference between the ‘tawaifs’ and the other two type of courtesans. Although both were the part of the same establishment, they were lower than the ‘tawaifs’ in rank & accomplishment. Perhaps what Oldenburg meant by Tawaif was the ‘Dereder Tawaifs’. For others, she has used the word ‘Thakahi’ & Randis, who used to live in the same bazaars (Markets)12.  

Before we discuss the term ‘Deredar Tawaifs’ and their charecteristics, it would be more appropriate to mention the analysis given by another famous commentator on Lucknow Culture and civilization in 20th century, who was also the part of the same civilization and had seen this institution with his own eyes, namely, Abdul Halim Sharar. He has also divided the courtesans into three categories but in a totally different manner. To him, the courtesans of Lucknow were of three types; 

(i)
Kanchanis, (ii) Chunawalis & (iii) the Nagrants.

‘Sharar’ had recorded in his book that the ‘Kanchanis’ belonged to the Kanchan tribe, who were actually harlots and whose regular profession was to sell their virtue; and they had originally came from Punjab and Delhi at the time of the first nawab of Lucknow: Shujaud-Daula.

The second category was called Chunawalis whose original profession was to sell lime but in course of time they entered into this profession and many courtesans of this tribe became highly renowned courtesans, including Chunewali Haidar. She became the leader or Chaudhrayan of a large group of courtesans, mainly belonging to her own caste & tribe.

The third category of Tawaifs, as described by Sharar was ‘Nagrant’ who had come to Lucknow from the areas of Gujrat. According to him, the other courtesans who were not from either of the three categories, had also joined any one of these groups. Sharar had given no more information about the last category.

Coming back to the ‘Deredar Tawaifs’ we see that they were the most impressive category. The classification of Mirza Jafar Hussain places them in the top hierarchy and perhaps rightly so. It has been said earlier that a group of courtesans had first come to Lucknow during the days of Nawab Shujaud Daula. In fact, he was a great patron of this institution. This tradition was continued by his successors also in a mild manner, but the last ruler of Oudh, Nawab Wajid Ali Shah, had proved himself to be the greatest patron of this institution. He personified the cultural life of Lucknow & became its greatest exponent. He himself was an excellent performing artist and a poet, and had established institutions for training of dance & music. It is said that he has established a special house for courtesans & named it ‘parikhana’ (fairy house). He had married one of the inhabitants of this house who later on became famous as ‘Hazrat Mahal’ Whose son (Birgees Qadar) was declared as the heir of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah when the later migrated to Calcutta after the seize of Lucknow in 1856. Since Birgees Qadr, was too young, Begum Hazrat Mahal herself became his guardian & started to look after the affairs of the State. She played an active part in the Revolt of 1857 in the Oudh areas and fought against the army of East India Company. 

She assumed the role of commander in chief of the rebel soldiers of Oudh and fought a fierce battle against the British forces. Her fight and action on the battle field are the most glorious chapters of Indian freedom struggle. Another identical character who belonged to the family of courtesans, was Azizan of Cawnpore. She was also a performing artist and a most charming lady who fought shoulder to shoulder along with the rebels army led by Nana Saheb in 185814 against the East India Company. 

Another fellow of the same clan without whose mention the article would remain incomplete was Begam Samru who was also a Courtesan and was survived in the pages of history due to her unparallel bravery, statesmanship & intelligence. She was given a title and a Jagir near Meruth by Shah Alam, the Mughal Emperor in Delhi. The stories of these distinguished ladies were merely to highlight the role this marginal section had played in the society & the politics of the country at a given time.

The heroin of Mirza Hadi Ruswa’s famous novel, ‘Umrao Jaan Ada’, was also a victim of 1857, though not directly involved in any rebel activity yet she had to suffer a lot and had to leave Lucknow when her establishment was totally destroyed. Her narration of the events after reaching Cawnpore and establishing her house, would be quite interesting to have an idea about the circumstances prevalent courtesans in those days and their mind set.

“It got about that a courtesan of Lucknow has arrived in the city and men began to drop in. There were music and singing sessions in my house from early evening hours to well midnight. People also come to know about my poetical skills. Almost everyday I am invited to parties and dance sessions (Mujra) & had accumulated a lot of money. I dislike the manners & speech of the people of Kanpur, and badly miss the Lucknow. However, I enjoy to feel free to be my own mistress. In Lucknow, I would again be one of Khanum’s girls which I don’t like15”.

The above discussion revolves around either those prominent figures; who themselves were the exponents of tawaif culture or a few of those observers who had seen and felt the heat and were the part of that culture.

As far as the background of ‘Deredar Tawaif’ is concerned, there are two different theories about this term. It is widely believed that their ancestors when first came to Lucknow, had brought tents with them & installed at a exclusive location in Lucknow. Their women folk were involved in the profession of dance and music and some of them later on got indulged in ‘prostitution’ business also. These women were called ‘Deredar tawaifs’. There is another theory also according to which, these performing artists when used to visit any place for performance(singing & dancing session) at some particular public occasions like Muharram and Chahlum (respectively the Day of martyrdom  and 40th day of martyrdom of Imam Hussain) etc, or other public festivals like Holi, Marriages, Durgapooja etc, They used to erect their tents at a separate place. Later when, Zamindar’s and the rich men of the area, when used to reach these places they also followed the practice and had their small tents (chholdaris) installed along with such tawaifs. Due to the prominence gained & a distinct status enjoyed by them, people had started calling them as ‘Deredar Tawaifs’16. Mirza Jafar Hussain was more inclined to believe in second theory and rejected the first one. He had himself seen these tents even upto the second decade of the 20th century as he informed in his book. Moreover, the presence of the best possible manners, their finest etiquette and the extant of their social behaviour, create doubts about the validity of the first view. In his opinion such kind of dignity and manners wouldn’t be possible with those who would indulge in the undesirable activities/or prostitution. 
“The ‘Deredar tawaifs’ had enjoyed a high status in society due to their talents, aptitude and high values. Many of them had no parallel in dance and music. Each ‘Deredar tawaif’ was the main attraction of the Mehfil (session) whenever she used to visit. They usually had exemplary manners, finest etiquette, behaviour and unquestioned loyalty to their Patron (Rais). They had close relations to and proximity with the high elites and nobles and many of them had the permission and the access to meet the lady of the house. They had inculcated high cultural values and they were never found indulging in cheap marketing tactics or habit of sitting at the terrace of their houses unlike ordinary Courtesans or Zanan bazaris. It was also possible according to Mirza Jafar that they might have friendly relations with a few at the same time but physical relations with none. In support of his contention he cites the example of Nawab Ali Bahadar Khan, a famous old Zamindar of Lucknow, who was also known to Mirza Jafar. The former was reported to have a friendship with Haidar Jan, a renowned courtesan, for more than 40 years but had no physical involvement. ‘This was an open secret and was known to every Lucknow walahs of those days’ according to the above author17.

It is a wrong presumption that all the ‘deredar tawaifs’ used to live only in the Chowk of Aminabad. As a matter of fact except those who had their own houses, the rest had built their houses in other parts of the city. All the famous ‘deredar tawaifs’ except perhaps Jassojan, (in early decades of 20th century), who used to live in Chowk, the others had their homes in different localities. The two famous sisters, Nanhwa & Bachwa, who were the Chaudhrayan (the head) of this group had their Haveli in Aminabad. It was customary on the part of others to obey the Chaudhrayans. This kind of discipline and authority faded away in course of time mainly due to the downfall of the system.
Apart from Rais (the rich men) & nobles, these ‘deredar tawaifs’ were also very closed to the newly emerging power set up in society including the officers and the neo-rich and the emerging wealthy sections. The ‘tawaifs’ when ever used to visit the house of any ‘Rais’ (Patron), or officers, they had apparently observed all sorts of etiquettes. They had their entire body fully covered and always visited only during the day time. Mujras were held at the late evening or early night hours which were the great source of income for this group of performing artists. It is a common knowledge that due to their (Tawaifs) advance knowledge, education, manifestation of highest values and perfect etiquette, many elite and noble families used to send their own children to the residences of tawaifs to learn the high values & etiquettes in life.

The social setup of each tawaif, her life style and the maintenance of their houses, was of best possible quality but usually on uniform pattern. Only the price and the quality of the articles were different in accordance with the financial resources & prosperity of a Courtesan.

The deredar tawaifs, without any exception were great musicians. Besides, Bachwa and Nanhwa, the two sister Chaudhrayans, the other famous artists of 20th century in Lucknow, were Azeeman, Nazir Jan, Bittan, Babban, Nurjahan, Zohra Bai, Mushtari, Kallan, & Jaddan etc.

Each one of them had a life story of her own and can become plots of many novels. Their downfall is in fact the history of downfall of Luknow and its civilization. To know about the influence they had on the society, an incident would be worth mentioning here. Roughly in 1924-25, there were some attempts by the British Government to impose restrictions on the institution of Courtesans in U.P. mainly due to the influence of missionaries and for bringing government controls to improve hygienic conditions. The approach of the British Government towards them (Tawaifs) was different than that of Indian Chiefs. While Oudh Nawab’s treated them as assets, the British Government looked down upon them as necessary evil. Moreover, some conservatives in the Muslim community were also in favour of imposing such restrictions. Chaudhrayan’s and the other Courtesans on this juncture played an active role and protested against the government move. A meeting was called under their leadership (of Chaudhrayans) at their house on the instance of Chaudhary Mohammad Ali, a prominent taluqdar of Rudauli. It was also attended by a few other local Rais & high ups. The government was reported to have taken cognizance of their protest18. The mention of this event was made only to show the kind of high status and the reputation, the tawaifs used to enjoy in the than society as rightly pointed out by Mirza Jafar Hussain in his book. Very soon due to the economic predicament of the taluqdars and feudal lords, the condition of this famous institution of Lucknow went down and a time had come when many of them were forced to leave Lucknow due to the increasing amount of debt upon them. The history of the downfall of the Lucknow civilization can well be understood by going into the roots of the downfall of the institution of the Courtesans. 
Due to the general predicament & economic down fall of Lucknow, a large scale immigration took place towards the other cities, like Calcutta & Bombay and a lesser known place; Muzzafarpur in Bihar, particularly after the debacle of 1857. Muzzafarpur,(Bihar) in course of time had become a strong centre of the performing artists. So many families of courtesans, particularly ‘deredar tawaifs’, migrated to ‘Chaturbhujsthan’, a small locality which has now fully become identified with tawaifs and as a strong centre of art, music and culture. Myself had personally visited this place last year and undertaken a series of unstructured interviews with a set of tawaifs and renowned musicians. The notable among them were Badi Rani (Rani Bano), Daya Kumari, Ragini, Suman Devi, Zeenat Jahan, Seema Rani (Chhoti Rani), Sushma (Noorjahan) etc, and the musicians like Wajjan Khan, Badar Khan and Mammu Khan etc.

The series of interviews with them and with their family members, gives us an idea of main features of the whole system and the reasons for their rise and fall. It was gathered that mainly they were from and had their origin in U.P. (Faizabad, Lucknow, Banaras, Agra, Jaunpur and Moradabad districts). They had left their respective places (‘Abai Ghar’, ancestral towns, as they say), in search of better economic prospects and got settled at Chaturbhujsthan, as it had provided them better prospects and had become a  refuge for all such artists. Particularly after the passage of Immoral traffic Act in 1950, and its strict implemention in U.P. this place had become a safe heaven. The irony of fate is that even this place is now becoming hard for the artists. A lot of young members of their families, both singers & dancers, are gradually leaving this place for other destinations like Bombay, Delhi or Calcutta. The films and T.V. have changed the entire fabric and the contours of the society and have become the greatest attraction for artists and to get success in life; it is believed, that for success to have the contacts in T.V. & the film world is a must. 
The adverse economic prospects of the traditional rich families of Bihar, the Bhumihars and the Thakurs etc, had its effects on the economic prospects of the artist’s. They are now left with no choice but either to come out of this profession, as done by Rani Bano, or to switch over to attend filmi style Qawwali programmes as adapted by Zeenat Jahan and her husband. Some have searched out good space in film industry in Mumbai, while Rani Bano has entered into the local politics. The rise & development of neo-rich, big traders, contractors and industrialists, have adversely affected the old cultural traditions as new generation hardly has any taste in traditional mode of entertainments. Hence, the artists have to face unemployment. The institution therefore is dying a slow death or perhaps entering into a new phase, of life as one thing I have found common with almost all the persons, I had interviewed, and that was their prime concern for modern education and knowledge of computer irrespective of their caste or community affiliation.
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