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In one of their most recent episodes, 
Dhaka Sessions featured three young 
artists from Bengal Parampara 
Sangeetalay to perform in the intimate 
and literary, lush space of Bookworm 
Bangladesh. The ensemble featured 
sisters Ilham Fuljhuri Khan and Isra 
Fuljhuri Khan on sarod, along with 
Nusrat E Jahan Khushbu on tabla, and 
the piece performed was titled “Raga 
Bhimpalasi”—a nearly 17-minute-long 
performance filled to the brim with a 
sort of wonder and whimsy that only 
seasoned musicians in their prime can 
deliver. 

Star Books and Literature sat down 
with the three artists, who have all 
been scholars of Bengal Parampara 
Sangeetalay—an institution under 
Bengal Foundation offering training 
in Indian classical music to students 
from a young age completely free of 
cost. Joining them were Maitri Sarker, 
senior programme coordinator of 
the Sangeetalay, and Chotu Khan, 
the curator cum founder of Dhaka 
Sessions.
You all are still in high school and 
somehow manage both music and 
your studies. How have you found 

the balance, and how long have you 
been a part of Bengal Parampara 
Sangeetalay?
Ilham Fuljhuri Khan: For my sister 
and me, it’s been almost 10 years since 
we’ve been a part of this institution, 
and we’ve made it a significant part 
of our lives. For so long now, we’ve 
spent long hours at Bengal dedicating 
ourselves to our music. While we do 
have our education to worry about, it’s 
very much like a side hobby for us. Our 
music takes up most of our time and 
we wouldn’t want it to be any different 
than the way it is now.
Isra Fuljhuri Khan: This has mainly 
been possible thanks to the support 
we receive from our family. Being a 
part of a family that has a history of 
professional musicians has been a 
blessing, and as the sixth generation 
of musicians in the family, we are 

honoured to follow through with the 
legacy. Our first ever exposure to music 
was thanks to our parents. So without 
them, we really wouldn’t be here.
Nusrat E Jahan Khushbu: My 
journey has been very different. I’ve 
been playing the tablas for around 11 
years now, and along with my sister, 
I am a first-generation musician in 
my family.  My parents have always 
been very supportive of our effort to 
learn and play music, which is really 
how I’ve managed to balance both my 
education and my music.
Maitri Sarker: Bengal Parampara 
Sangeetalay recruits gurujis to mentor 
our students. We make sure to put 
a lot of care into the growth of our 
musicians and are ready to provide 
everything free of cost to make sure 
they can dedicate themselves fully to 
their music. 
How did you come into contact 
with Chotu bhai? What was the 
arrangement like?
Chotu Khan: It was actually I 
who contacted Bengal Parampara 
Sangeetalay. When I first approached 
them, we had a conversation about 
how many songs we wanted the artists 
to play. I insisted that it should be 
five, as is usual of all Dhaka Sessions 
episodes. But Maitri disagreed. I’m not 
much into classical music, so it never 
occurred to me that the song they 
would be performing would be nearly 
17 minutes long.
Maitri: The Ragas, which literally 
mean mood, are selected very carefully. 
There are certain Ragas that are to be 

played for specific moods, and specific 
to the time of the day. Ragas can be 
very long and elaborate. 
What sets Indian classical music 
apart from western classical music? 
Ilham: A lot of western classical 
music is dependent on memorising 
compositions. How we perform, 
on the other hand, depends a lot 
on improvisation and on-the-spot 
communication with your fellow 
performers. 
Isra: Another thing to note here is that 
while this style of music is often called 
Indian classical music, it is very much 
a part of Bangali culture. We have 
been performing this style of music for 
generations now. Ragas function more 
like guidelines to establish within 
which the performer is free to express 
themselves as they wish.
Chotu: They are closer to jazz in 
many ways where improvisation is the 
primary mode.
What was the experience like playing 
in Bookworm? Did the atmosphere 
of being surrounded by books create 
an impact on you?
Khushbu: Both Ilham and I have 
always been massive readers. Gorging 
on books whenever I get some free time 
is another passion of mine besides 
music, and having the opportunity to 
perform at Bookworm has become a 
core memory for me. Both Ilham and 
I would look at each other and then at 
the books, thinking about when we’d 
get to finish up with our performance 
and get to browse the books.
Ilham: Some of my favourite authors 

include Saratchandra Chattopadhyay 
and Kafka; I’m constantly awed by 
literature and its ability to create 
new worlds. I read with the same 
passion that I study music with. I 
think Bookworm is an amazing place 
for musicians to gather and perform. 
Music and storytelling, after all, go 
hand in hand.
This brings me to the idea of 
community. How important do you 
think community has been to your 
growth as an artist? 
Isra: I think community is how we’re 
able to pursue any form of art at all. 
Without the community present here 
at Bengal, we wouldn’t be the musicians 
we are today. And furthermore, 
without the sense of community we 
find within the audience who enjoy 
our classical music, as well as our 
parents, we really wouldn’t be able 
to be here. There were times when I 
performed even with injuries simply 
because of how empowered I felt by my 
community. 
Khushbu: When I think about 
community, I think about my sister and 
my father. The tablas are traditionally 
perceived to be very masculine, 
which is why my sister and I chose to 
challenge that notion. To support us, 
my father picked up the tablas himself, 
just to play along with his daughters.
Ilham: On the topic of community, 
one thing I would like to add is that 
classical music has seen a decline 
in interest among people nowadays. 
Practicing the arts, in general, is always 
treated like an extracurricular activity 

in most families. Communities have a 
responsibility to make practicing art 
be perceived less as a niche activity 
and more as something that is meant 
for everyone. Our music is a part of 
our culture and we don’t want that 
to be erased. There is a lot to be said 
about how our country does not 
appreciate its artists—and frankly, I 
think that’s due to the fact that we lack 
a community that treats art with the 
love it deserves. Our culture, our art, 
rarely gets the spotlight it deserves.
Chotu: I think Bookworm here 
deserves a lot of credit for the space 
they’ve provided. When I wanted 
to start Dhaka Sessions, they 
immediately agreed to provide me 
with the space. The way a bookshop 
allowed the convergence of musicians 
from Bengal Parampara Sangeetalay, 
Dhaka Sessions, and themselves is 
something I’m very grateful for. I think 
they allow it because they understand 
how important this is—art, books, 
culture—we are all intertwined.
What do you think of the importance 
of communal spaces where different 
forms of art can converge?
Ilham: Dhaka Sessions, I will say, 
serves as a platform for different forms 
of art to come together. With so many 
different genres of music being played 
at a bookstore, I can’t help but think of 
the many ways this helps an audience 
to a wider range of art. 

Chotu: All of us have this tendency 
of separating our art from each other. 
Some say they’re a musician while 
others say they’re a writer. But the 
truth is, we are all artists. And we need 
to connect with each other to evolve as 
artists. 
On that note, Chotu Bhai, what 
are your plans for Dhaka Sessions 
moving forward?
Chotu: Our primary aim with Dhaka 
Sessions is to archive our culture via 
performances that are present mainly 
on YouTube and Facebook. It’s a 
platform for musicians of all kinds. 
From what I’ve experienced, fans of 
music in Bangladesh are dedicated 
to one particular genre or style, for 
instance, band music lovers typically 
don’t cross over into classical music; 
folk music lovers don’t necessarily 
listen to pop music much, so on and 
so forth. With Dhaka Sessions, I want 
to create a community of people who 
are ready to appreciate art of all kinds. 
Somewhere down the line, we hope to 
have a festival where all these artists of 
varying genres can come together and 
perform. The ultimate goal with art is 
to connect with people through it.
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“What do you want to be when you grow 
up?”

I remember the first time someone asked 
me that question

Moments after I had walked down the 
steep, red stairs into the garage where they 
kept grandma’s body, with balls of cotton 
in her nostrils and her face more welcoming 
than I had ever seen when her skin was still 
flush with the flow of blood 

and I didn’t have it in me to hide the flash 
of anger sweeping across me when I turned 
to the lady digging into my shoulders with 
her red nails

But the anger wasn’t at her or her nails but 
at the child that I had been who wanted to 
watch the monarch butterfly on my parents’ 
big-screen television instead of answering 
their grandma’s calls from the other room to 
speed up the fan

And it was at my father for slashing me 
open with a knife in front of his mother 

turning me into the helpless little girl he 
had wanted his mother to be,

One that she could never love.  

In that dusty library surrounded by books 

on the Russian Revolution and post-colonial 

fascism in the midst of discussing the Katyas 

and Darias of his dreams,

he had slipped in the question, an 

expectation gleaming in his eyes, almost 

bordering on hunger

And I knew what I should say but the child 

in me who had not been appeased for so long 
leapt out of their bones and settled into his 
lap, hands clasped tight with excitement

But the lap froze into a block of ice 
because I couldn’t be the Katya he wanted or 
even the Daria he detested and 

his hunger dissolved into nothingness 
before fading to indifference

And I was scared 
of the love that I never got the chance to 

receive.
Now, I cannot tell you that I want to be 

intoxicated, inebriated, and stashed away for 
the rest of eternity while holding your hand 
at the mediocre fair in the middle of the 
crowd of ill-mannered school-children who 
grew up too soon and listless adults who 
never got the chance to grow up

I cannot tell you that I just want to exist 
in the ridges on the tips of your fingers or 
curl up and fall asleep in the dips of your 
collarbones till you forget I am there, a part 
of your body that you will take for granted 
until it is gone 

And I cannot tell you that all I crave is 
normalcy in the form of peeling tangerines 
at the kitchen counter while you stir the 

chicken curry that is too spicy for you and 
too bland for me

Because that is not something you can 
ever give me, and

my heart is not muscles and tendons the 
way yours is;

it’s made from a metal wire that has been 
stretched and stretched for far too long for it 
to maintain its elasticity anymore.

That child in me wants to tell you that I 
want to grow up to be a person that people 
can just love

Or that I don’t want to grow up at all
But
I am too tired
To speak in metaphors
or wrap my emotions up in gauze and 

imagery
So you can take pride in being with 

someone intellectual
and feel better about yourself. 
So, 
I just kiss your chest and say goodbye.  

Adrita Zaima Islam is a half-fledged person 
trying to be a full-fledged yapper. Send them 
your condolences at zaima2004adrita@
gmail.com.
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