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Birju Maharaj, doyen of “Lucknow Kathak”
Bnnacer, Guru, Choreographer, Singer (Lucknow)
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IRJU MAHARAJ, the brilliant torch-bearer of the

LUCKNOW KATHAK-traditions of the KALKA-

BINDA (Maharaj Kalka Prasad, and Maharaj Bindadin,
the grandfather and grand-uncle respectively of Birju) gharana is
perhaps the most versatile, creative, and world-renowned Kathak
dancer-cum-guru that this gharaana has so far produced. He is
truly “‘a complete musician’’ because he is not only an outstanding
dancer, a conscientious guru, a constantly creative choreographer,
and a melodious vocalist with a rich repertoire of Bindadin’s com-
positions, but also a fine percussionist with mastery over a number
of instruments like Tabla, Naal, Dholak, Pakhawaj, and so on: He
has won accolades all over the world as a superb solo dancer, and
also as a director and choreographer of a number of highly rated
Kathak Ballets which have now become the rich repertory of the
Kathak Kendra, Delhi which he has headed since the last many
decades. He has groomed a whole galaxy of young Kathak danc-
ers from all over India and from various foreign countries such as
U.S.A, ltaly, France, Germany, Bangla Desh, Japan etc. Among
those who have partnered him in his duets on stage have been
Kumudini Lakhia (a choreographer par excellence, and a famous
dancer), Bharati Gupta, and Saswati Sen, the most accomplished
and best disciple of his.

Born on Basant Panchami day, in 1937 in his ancestral home
in Lucknow, he was aptly named BRIJ MOHAN MISRA and
brought up in an atmosphere filled with music and dance through-
out the day and night. Numerous great singers, instrumentalists,
and dancers used to visit the famous home of Maharaj Bindadin
and his brother in order to learn at the feet of “Binda” or to watch
his dance and pay their respects. Thus Briju was soaked in music
and dance right from his early childhood. When his father became
a court-dancer of Rampur, Briju stayed with him and received in-
tensive training during the first 9 years of his life, but then tragedy
struck and Achchan Maharaj suddenly passed away. Just as
Achchan Maharaj had trained up his younger brothers Shambhu



Maharaj and Lachchu Maharaj after their father’'s death, similarly
young Birju received training from his uncles who have enriched
Kathak with their contributions. Birju has not only preserved his
family traditions as a sacred heritage entrusted to him, but also
enriched Lucknow Kathak with his manifold contributions, and
given it a new dimension through his numerous fascinating group-
compositions and Kathak ballets. The pioneering choreographic
work of Madam Menaka, the eloquent abhinaya of “Abhinaya
Samrat” Shambhu Maharaj, the elements of “Lasya’ and grace in
the dance of Lachchu Maharaj, and the various “'chaals”, “'gats”,
and remarkable footwork of his own father have all inspired Birju
to create fresh items all the time, and thus bring Kathak from the
feudal to the modern age. Today Kathak has vast audiences every-
where, in India and abroad. His mother also was a great inspira-
tion for Birju and she taught him a number of Binda’'s Thumris
which were all stored in her memory. Recently he has published
many of them with notations in a beautifully illustrated and artistic
book entitled-""Ras Gunjan.

In Birju’s dancing one can notice the confluence of the best
elements of the Kalka-Binda traditions, and also the products of
his constantly searching and creative artistic mind. His mastery
over rhythms being extraordinary, his footwork is always impres-
sive, and his abhinaya becomes doubly effective when he sings
each line with feeling in his melodious voice and interprets each
phrase with hand gestures and eye-expressions.

Birju was just in his twenties when he received the prestigious
Central Sangeet Natak Akademy Award. Since then he has won a
number of other coveted Awards and titles such as “Padmasri”,
“Padma Bhushan " and “‘Padmavibhushan”. He is currently the
Chairman of the Uttar Pradesh Sangeet Natak Akademy.

Pic. : Rakesh Sinha Susheela Misra
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