
Trip report 

Location visited: Dhrupad Sansthan , Bhopal
Dates visited : Jan 9-20, 2017
Trip report provided by :
C.S. Balasubramanian, an amateur musician , who plays Hindustani classical music on the sarod. 
Trained under Ustad Aashish Khan and Ustad Ali Akbar Khan.  Play light music on the mandolin. 
Currently learning Dhrupad vocal from the Gundecha brothers and also applying these learnings to 
play Dhrupad on the sarod. 

Introduction

I visited the Dhrupad Sansthan (Gurukul) , the Dhrupad learning school run by the Gundecha 
brothers,  for about 10 days in January 2017. I have been a student of this school since March 2014 
and have made several visits there usually for a period of two weeks. 
The Gurukul is a residential facility set up exclusively for learning Dhrupad music from the 
Gundecha brothers,  who are arguably the leading exponents of this art form today. Vocal, 
instrumental and percussion is taught in the Dhrupad style.

Infrastructure and facilities

The Gurukul is located in Surajnagar, on the outskirts of Bhopal,  on a 3 acre campus. There are 
three buildings on this campus. The main building is where the classes are held. This is a two 
storied structure which has a huge open hall,  on the ground floor, which is usually used for group 
classes or performances. Upstairs there are five rooms which are used for individual classes or for 
practices. This building also has a toilet on each floor.
There are two hostel buildings on the campus.
The older one is a 3 storied structure and has 16 rooms. Most of these rooms are used by the 
students who stay there and typically these are shared by 2 students. The rooms have two beds , a 
study table,  chest of drawers etc. There is also an attached bathroom in each room.  One of the 
larger rooms is used as the classroom for pakhawaj. This building also has the common kitchen and 
dining facilties. There is a resident cook who prepares breakfast, lunch and dinner. The menu is 
strictly vegetarian and is typical North Indian fare.
The new hostel building has just been commissioned. It is a four storied structure with 5 rooms on 
each floor. These rooms can accomodate 2 people and have a small kitchenette with a counter top 
and sink. There is also an attached bathroom.
Both the residential buildings have solar water heaters to provide hot water for showers.
Between the two hostel buildings it is possible to comfortably accommodate over 60 students on a 
double occupancy basis.
The campus is close the village of Surajnagar which is the nearest place to buy small grocery items, 
vegetables etc. From Surajnagar there are shared taxis which can be taken to New Market, which is 
is one of the largest shopping areas in Bhopal. Bhopal is also serviced by Uber and Ola and these 
services can also be used for transport to and from the Gurukul. 



Typical schedule

All students are encouraged to get up by 5 in the morning and do at least an hour of practice. This 
can be done in their own rooms or the practice rooms. 
Breakfast is typically served from 8am to 9:30 AM.
Vocal group practices are held from 9:30 to 10:30 AM. These practices are usually led by a senior 
student and involves basic exercises up and down the scale of a particular raga.
The Gundecha brothers usually arrive at the campus by 10:30 AM. Ramakant and Umakant 
Gundecha teach individual vocal lessons from 10:30 onwards and depending on the number of 
students signed up, these lessons can go on till 3pm or so. There is a sign up sheet for these classes 
and the session is typically 15-20  minutes per student. All students are welcome to sit through the 
individual classes of everybody. On some days, instead of individual classes, a group class is held. 
During this class there is a detailed teaching of a particular raga, followed by a composition in that 
raga. These group classes are usually held when one of the vocal teachers is absent.
In parallel, Akhilesh Gundecha conducts the pakhawaj classes usually in a group format, in the old 
hostel building.
Lunch is usually served from 1pm onwards.
After the classes, students typically take some rest and spend the rest of the day  practicing.
Dinner is served from 7 pm onwards.
Students are expected to go to bed by 10 pm.

Teaching methods

The Gundecha brothers have fashioned a fairly unique method of teaching Dhrupad  music. Since 
this art form places a very high importance to the purity of maintaining the “sur”, the teaching is 
also tailored to meet this requirement. Students at the Gurukul range from rank beginners to 
experienced singers. 
For a beginner, the teacher usually works on their voice culture and gives them exercises to open up
their voice and ultimately achieve their “natural” voice. This process could take a few months. In 
parallel the beginners are given exercises, in a particular raga, which help them achieve fluency in 
singing all the notes in a stable manner. Since Dhrupad vocal uses syllables  like “Ra”, Na” etc., the
students have to also learn to sing using these syllables. In addition the beginners are also expected 
to do “Merukhand” exercises, which are a traditional way of providing a student with mastery over 
the various combinations of notes that are possible in a raga. Ramakant and Umakant Gundecha 
have a complementary  style of teaching and typically students split their individual lessons 
between the two teachers.
As the students become more advanced, the focus of the individual classes is more on how to 
develop the movement in a raga in the three sections of the alap.
Some of the advanced students also have individual  sessions with a pakhawaj accompaniment and 
focus on learning the fixed composition and improvisations with rhythm.
The beginner students also have session with the advanced students who help them with their 
exercises in the early stages.

For the students learning pakhawaj, the classes , taught by Akhilesh Gundecha, are usually held in a
group format. Here again the senior students help out the beginners with the initial introduction to 
the instrument and basic exercises.



General observations.

Having been a student at the Gurukul for 3 years, I have been amazed at the opportunity to learn 
from the best in the business in a near perfect  environment.
The Gundecha brothers are selfless and extremely generous in sharing their knowledge. They have 
a strong belief that any person who is really serious and passionate, can learn Dhrupad, if they put 
in the hard work. The Gundechas have a relentless schedule, but make sure they conduct classes 
every day of the week when they are in Bhopal. 
The students at the Gurukul come from a variety of backgrounds and range in age from 8 to 70! 
There is a significant percentage of the students who come from other countries like Spain, USA, 
Australia, Canada etc.  
There is generally a high level of satisfaction among the students in terms of the learnings that they 
are receiving and generally I tend to see a sense of disbelief that we are able to learn directly from 
the masters, who are so down to earth and giving. The Gundechas have a remarkable ability to 
come down or up to the level of the student they are teaching and provide the necessary feedback.

The general fees for studying at the Gurukul is fairly nominal. Foreigners are typically charged 
around $100 a week (for a single room)  which is extremely reasonable considering that this 
includes the lessons and full board. The fee is less for a shared room.
Most of the Indian students have a scholarship to support their stay while others are paying their 
way through. Typically a fulltime student is expected to spend four years at the Gurukul in order to 
be ready to start performing.  Periodic visitors like me make a donation for each visit that we make 
to the Gurukul.
With the construction of the new hostel building there is some relief in the ability to house more 
students. However with the increasing popularity of the Gurukul the number of students is 
increasing every year , I can see a need for more rooms in the next couple of years. Ideally students 
should have single rooms, so that they also practice in their rooms and not have to fight for   time in
the limited practice rooms.
The old hostel building needs some maintainence and care , especially the electrical wiring, which 
needs to be made more professional.

Conclusion.
After this visit to the Gurukul, I was very happy to see the increase in the number of students and 
also the improvement in the infrastructure. The Gundechas are doing tremendous service to the 
cause of reviving and promoting Dhrupad both in India and abroad. Their Gurukul is probably the 
only one of it's kind in the world and needs all the encouragement and support that can be provided.
In order to support the administration aspects of handling the increasing number of students, the 
Gurukul needs help in relieving the Gundechas of spending their time in administrative duties so 
that they can provide more facetime to the students.



Some pictures taken during my visit

Group class on a cold winter morning. Ramakant Gundecha teaching Rag Desi.

Picture of the rear portion of the Gurukul campus. The Gundechas are building their house at the 
back. 



Picture of the main Gurukul building on the right and new Saraswati temple that is being built on 
the left .


