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Contextualising A Text: 
A Courtesan on her lived experiences

Anjan Saha

Abstract: One of the celebrities among singing ladies 
who began their lives in the first quarter of the 20th Century, 
Malka Pukhraj (1912-2004) commenced her journey as a 
court singer in the erstwhile princely state of Jammu and 
Kashmir, going on to become an independent performer, 
whose voice and words were once familiar to millions 
in the subcontinent. In her remarkable, witty and candid 
autobiography Song Sung True (Kali for women, 2003), 
she recalls her rich and eventful life – taking us through 
her childhood, absorption in music, and her gradual 
understanding of the courtly intrigues. From childhood 
to adolescence and romance, and finally to married life; 
the author brings the reader closer to her sorrows and 
joys, dilemmas and concerns and ends with a moving and 
poignant account of the acceptance of the old-age. And 
not since Umrao Jan Ada, Mirza Rusva’s 19th Century 
Urdu Novel, has any book so brought to life the world of 
elite tawaifs, the courtesans and singers who adorned the 
Durbars of Maharajas. This essay delves into the nuanced 
world of a courtesan’s lived experience, as revealed 
through her personal memoirs. By contextualising her 
story within the societal, cultural and historical framework 
in which she lived, we gain a deeper understanding of the 
complex realities that shaped her life. Through a critical 
examination of her text, we will explore the ways in which 
her experiences were influenced by the intersectionality 
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of gender, class and power dynamics; revealing a rich 
tapestry of resilience, agency and survival. By centering 
the courtesan’s voice and perspective, this analysis aims 
to humanize and demystify the often-stigmatized figure 
of the courtesan, offering a more balanced and empathetic 
understanding of her reality.

Keywords: Courtesan/Tawaif, Devadashi, Rekhti, Sadirattam, 
Ganika, Nauch Girl.

Introduction
Malka Pukhraj’s Memoirs, Song Sung True, begin with the 
story of her birth in 1912 in a small village called Hamirpur 
Sidhar, along the banks of the Chenab, at a time when Jammu 
and Kashmir was still a princely state. Malka was employed at 
the court of Hari Singh, the erstwhile Maharaja of Jammu and 
Kashmir when she was only nine years old. After she left his 
court, she moved to Pakistan prior to the Partition, and settled 
in Lahore, gave private concerts and began singing for the radio. 
Like her contemporary Begum Akhtar, Malka made a name for 
herself as a singer of ghazal, thumri and dadra, and she had a 
long and prolific career. She passed away in Lahore in 2004, 
but before that she completed her memoirs, which were edited 
and translated into English by Saleem Kidwai. First published 
in 2003, Song Sung True is a remarkable work of literature that 
never received its due. Though courtesan performers’ voices have 
frequently been erased, in favour of narratives about them with a 
significant amount of wilful misrepresentation; this volume in a 
striking contrast, candidly presents the voice of a courtesan singer 
telling her own story.

In Song Sung True, Malka Pukhraj does more than recount 
the chronology of her life. While her narrative is marked by pride 
in her musical heritage and the elegance of court culture, there are 
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strategic silences that invite deeper critical engagement. These 
narrative choices are not accidental; rather, they reflect what 
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson term “autobiographical acts” — 
attempts to shape the self within specific cultural and ideological 
constraints (Smith & Watson 4).

Malka Pukhraj rarely names or dwells on the stigma 
traditionally associated with the courtesan profession. Yet this 
very avoidance can be read as a subtle response to that stigma. 
She writes not as a fallen woman seeking redemption but as 
an accomplished artist asserting her rightful place in cultural 
memory. This suggests a form of narrative agency that echoes 
Veena Talwar Oldenburg’s argument in Lifestyle as Resistance: 
The Case of the Courtesans of Lucknow (1990). Oldenburg shows 
how courtesans, through their opulent lifestyles and insistence 
on dignity, resisted colonial and nationalist efforts to erase or 
domesticate them. Pukhraj’s memoir similarly resists the impulse 
to apologize for her background – she instead constructs a self-
image rooted in talent, refinement, and selective disclosure. One 
of the most striking aspects of the memoir is its tonality. Far 
from being confessional or burdened with regret, Pukhraj’s voice 
is witty, nostalgic, even irreverent at times. There are moments 
of veiled pain – particularly in her reflections on the shifting 
status of performers in postcolonial India – but these are never 
foregrounded as trauma narratives. This emotional restraint might 
be interpreted through Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s insight on 
the subaltern voice: that it often appears mediated or partial, 
especially when navigating structures of hegemonic power 
(Spivak 5-111). Pukhraj, therefore, does not offer a complete 
deconstruction of social norms around the courtesan; she instead 
articulates a life that existed alongside and often in defiance of 
those norms.

Her self-representation stands in sharp contrast to fictionalized 
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accounts of the courtesan in Indian literature and cinema. In Umrao 
Jaan Ada (1899), the courtesan is caught between aestheticisation 
and moral downfall. Similarly, Hindi cinema – from Pakeezah 
(1972) to Devdas (2002) – repeatedly depicts the tawaif as a tragic, 
sacrificial figure whose redemption lies in death or renunciation. 
These portrayals, as Ruth Vanita argues in Dancing with the 
Nation: Courtesans in Bombay Cinema (2012), serve nationalist 
and patriarchal purposes by moralising the courtesan’s body and 
containing her agency. By contrast, Pukhraj’s memoir unsettles 
such clichés. She neither dies a tragic death nor longs for male 
redemption. Instead, she writes her life from the standpoint of 
success, resilience, and cultural sophistication. Her account resists 
the reduction of her identity to either victimhood or deviance. As 
such, it becomes part of a counter-archive – a self-authored history 
that challenges dominant narratives about women performers in 
twentieth-century India.

In this light, Song Sung True must be read not only as personal 
testimony but also as cultural intervention. It belongs to a slowly 
emerging corpus of autobiographies – such as those of Baby 
Halder (2006) or Hansa Wadkar (2014) – where marginalised 
women use the tools of life writing to reconfigure public memory. 
Pukhraj’s memoir is remarkable for the balance it strikes between 
discretion and disclosure, silence and song, making it a rich 
text for exploring the intersections of gender, performance, and 
historical selfhood.

It had been pointed out, that the very first mention of 
courtesans may be traced to Arthashastra in the 2nd century BC:

Ganikas, dasis, and actresses are to be taught singing, 
playing on instruments like the vina, pipe, and drum; reciting, 
dancing, acting, writing, painting, reading the thoughts of others, 
manufacturing scents and garlands, shampooing, and the art of 
attracting and captivating the mind of others (Burton 39-41). 

Contextualising A Text: A Courtesan on her lived experiences



Journal of the Post-graduate Department of English

44

The text i.e. Arthashastra proposes that the state bear the 
cost of this education and directly employ the recipients; in 
effect, the ganika of the Arthashastra is to turn over her earnings 
to the state and to receive besides the trappings of a glamorous 
lifestyle, a monthly salary from the king’s treasury. Courtesan 
figures are available in abundance in South Asian culture, popular 
and otherwise, making it well nigh impossible to summarise all 
the various texts and contexts they are represented in, from the 
Mughal courtesan tale to cult Bombay films from the 1970s and 
1980s, from cofonial records to rekhti - Urdu poetry written by 
men in women’s voices.1

Yet, most representations of courtesans are not by courtesans 
themselves. Some, such as the Urdu novel Umrao Jaan Ada by 
the poet and writer Mirza Muhammed Hadi Ruswa, cleverly 
disguise themselves as being an insider’s account. But the fact 
remains that there are very few texts that directly amplify the 
voices of courtesans. It becomes necessary then to separate this 
representation or stories featuring courtesans, from courtesan’s 
own voices. One of the problems with these accounts is that 
they can be uni-dimensional in their approach. This is why, for 
instance, as Katherine Butler Schoefield points out, the Mughal-
courtesan tale betrayed a deeply ingrained fear about the supposed 
role of the courtesans in the ‘downfall of noblemen’, should they 
become overly attached to her, and to the performance of music 
and poetry (Schoefield 157-165).

By contrast, Pukhraj’s memoir offers a lived, embodied 
account of a courtesan’s life – one that refuses to conform to the 
binary of victim or vixen. She does not seek redemption because 
she does not position herself as fallen. Her narrative is not one 
of descent but of ascent: from a young girl trained in music to 
a celebrated singer in Lahore and beyond. This reorientation of 
the courtesan’s journey – from fall to rise-marks a radical shift in 
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narrative logic. Furthermore, Pukhraj’s humour and irony stand in 
opposition to the solemn, melancholic tone that characterises most 
fictional courtesans. Her wit becomes a form of self-possession, 
asserting control over her story and complicating the reader’s 
expectations of who a courtesan is and how she speaks.

From the nineteenth century onwards, female professional 
performers started to be demonised, first by British colonial 
authorities and then by elite nationalists. While reformers looked 
at them as oppressed women in need of rescue (Damsel in distress) 
and simultaneously as dangerous women, revivalists appropriated 
their arts repertoires from vocal-music genres such as ghazal and 
thumri, to dance practices such as Sadirattam, which was later 
sanitised and became Bharatanatyam.2 Anna Morcom, in the 
introduction to her book Courtesans, Bar Girls & Dancing Boys: 
The Illicit Worlds of Indian Dance, claims: 

a series of colonial policies and a nationwide purity campaign 
known as anti-nautch (‘anti-dance’) targeted devadasis and 
nautch girls from around the first part of the nineteenth century 
stigmatising them and ultimately excluding them from reformed 
performing arts (Morcom 8). 

The imperatives of social reform and the zealous moral 
climate of British rule in the late nineteenth century in particular, 
focused intently on matters of female purity. There was also a 
growing intolerance to ‘decadent’ feudal practices amongst the 
increasingly prominent and numerous bourgeoisie, such as men 
keeping concubines. The dancing girls’ ambiguous position 
as non-married women, who provided artistic entertainment to 
elite men and were their concubines, became increasingly seen 
as prostitution. This had far-reaching consequences. Colonial 
policies that sought to regulate prostitution such as the Contagious 
Diseases Act (1868) and the Cantonment Regulations (1864) 
were brought to bear on dancing girls, increasingly stigmatizing 
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them and shaping their identity as common prostitutes rather than 
performers.3

In what are known as the Anti-Nautch campaigns, colonial 
administrators and nationalists came together in their distaste for 
what they saw as feudal sexual mores. The discourse of social 
reform was used to stigmatise devadasis and tawaifs, their identity 
as skilled cultural practitioners subsumed by their perceived 
licenciousness. As a result of anti-nautch campaigns and the 
demise of the princely courts (which were finally abolished after 
independence), courtesans and nautch girls suffered both a 
massive loss of livelihood as well as intense stigmatization. 
While films such as ‘Pakeezah’ presents the unhappy courtesan 
as ‘saved’ through marriage, this was the truth for very few of 
them. True, some were able to make independent careers in 
the early film industry, or through publishing their poetry, or 
as recording artists, and a small number even continued in the 
transformed classical traditions of the twentieth century, though 
their backgrounds remained largely a matter of silence. However, 
a majority of hereditary female performers either continued 
as before, but lower down the cultural hierarchy, in what were 
increasingly illicit worlds of dance, invisible at the level of ‘Indian 
culture’; or they went into transactional sex work, unable to gain 
a livelihood from dancing. Thus, these communities of hereditary 
female performers went from dance and music being a more or 
less compulsory livelihood determined by their birth, to being 
unable to dance, or struggling to dance. As for the devadasis, 
following the Madras Devadasis Act (1947) and enactment of 
laws in other states, they were actually legally forbidden to dance.

In a remarkable double move, the marginalisation of these 
women paved the way for upper caste/upper class women to enter 
the “reformed” performing arts (from which the earlier dynamic 
of transgressive sexuality was now carefully erased). If women 
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from tawaif/devadási backgrounds wished to perform in public 
they had to first attain respectability, by abandoning the mujra, 
moving out of the kotha and, ideally, marrying; thus converting 
themselves from ‘Bai’ into ‘Begum’, or ‘Devi’. From the early 
twentieth century the classical dance traditions were transformed 
into a form, suited to modern concert hall performance with 
audiences and performers from the bourgeoisie. Courtesans or 
devadasis, as such, had no place in these reformed traditions, 
despite their historical legacy. From the 1930s, as the traditional 
professional female performers had been marginalized, women 
from upper caste/upper class backgrounds started to pioneer 
dancing as a profession that did not conflict with bourgeois 
‘respectability’.

In 1990, Veena Talwar Oldenburg published “Lifestyle as 
Resistance: The Case of the Courtesans of Lucknow”. Before 
she conducted the interviews with tawaifs, Oldenburg found in 
colonial records, details about courtesans’ wealth and influence 
that surprised her. They appeared, surprisingly, in the civic 
tax ledgers of 1858-77, where they were classed under the 
occupational category of ‘dancing and singing girls’. It was 
even more remarkable that they were in the highest tax bracket. 
The courtesans’ names were also on the lists of property owners 
(houses, orchards, manufacturing and retail establishments 
for food and luxury items) subsequently confiscated by British 
officials for their proven involvement in the siege of Lucknow 
and the rebellion against British rule in 1857 (Oldenburg 259).

Over the course of the interviews, Oldenburg punctured many 
common assumptions made about tawaifs including the idea that 
their ‘recruitment practices are shady and unscrupulous’, that had 
become more entrenched thanks to the popularity of Mirza Hadi 
Ruswa’s famous novel, whose heroine was kidnapped and sold 
into a kotha - as a child. She finds that several had run away from 
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“the misery they endured in either their natal or their conjugal 
homes” (Oldenburg 259). She goes on to describe in detail what 
she characterises as their resistance to the patriarchy, in their 
pursuit of a lifestyle, not in conformity with male authority.

Saba Dewan’s book ‘Tawaifaina’, (Dewan 2019) is a 
chronicle of three generations of a tawaif family that also 
provides a sweeping history of gender and politics in India from 
the late-nineteenth century to the present day. ‘Tawaifnama’ 
trains its lens not on the much-discussed land of Awadh and its 
legendary capital Lucknow, but on an area defined in the popular 
imagination more by lewd songs and crime than by anything else. 
The neglected rural district of Shahabad in Bihar is the locale 
for some of the key characters and elements in Dewan’s book. 
Narrated in the form of the account of Dewan’s unnamed friend, 
the grand tale begins with the travails of Dharmman Bibi, the 
lover of the famed Rajput landlord of Jagdishpur, Kunwar Singh. 
Trained in the musical arts, Dharmman gives birth to twins whom 
she must leave in the shelter of her sisters, so she can join her 
beloved in the battle against the East India Company. 

Along with the cultural context of the era, Dewan’s 
storytelling skilfully portrays the musical traditions of Hindustani 
classical music, of which the tawaifs were traditional custodians. 
Received from the best masters and sarangi players, the rigorous 
training of a courtesan ensured - as the book points out that the 
very first gramophone artists and radio singers of the age belonged 
to tawaif backgrounds. Singers, dear to admirers of ghazal and 
thumri, appear as lifelike yet historical characters throughout 
the journey of the book, Begum Akhtar and Rasoolan Bai being 
just two of the many mentioned. Unlike some other feminist 
scholarship, activism and art around the subject, the book also 
refuses to characterise tawaifs as what Dewan calls ‘postergirls 
for feminism’. Nor does it gloss over the sexual exploitation of 
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women of courtesan lineage, instead providing a complex portrait 
of communities of women who navigated their profession, as well 
as the adverse situations it sometimes placed them in, to the best 
of their ability. It shows not only the persecution and targetting 
of courtesans, but also their collective resilience and the constant 
negotiations they have to make with notions of ‘respectability’ 
and the erasure of their cultural legacy.

There are other scholars and writers who have worked on 
various aspects of courtesan histories, who must be mentioned. 
Ruth Vanita, author of Dancing with the Nation:Courtesans in 
Bombay Cinema has discussed courtesans’ representation in 
film; Davesh Soneji, author of Unfinished Gestures: Devadasis, 
Memory and Modernity in South India has traced their histories 
from the nineteenth century to today. Vanita, through her analysis 
of 235 films illustrates how the representations of courtesans in 
cinema had evolved over time; from romantic heroines to vamps 
and finally to item number entertainers. She also challenges 
the notion that courtesans were exclusively Muslims, instead 
emphasizing the hybrid nature of their culture blending elements 
from Hindu and Islamic traditions (Vanita 13-14). Soneji’s work 
has compellingly shown that communities of disenfranchised 
devadasis in South India value dance and their traditional skills 
and knowledge extremely highly, to the extent that they perform 
amongst themselves, behind closed doors. For them, dance and 
music are not just valued as art, but as a way of remembering 
their former lives as well-regarded performers and the earlier 
prestige of their community. Women of courtesan communities 
also expressed sadness for their lost social and cultural status 
(Soneji 187-188).

In this context, Malka’s memoir is not only rare, but 
groundbreaking. Here is a courtesan performer writing in the 
late 1990s, about herself and a time in South Asian history that 
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sees the breakdown of life in feudal India under princely states 
and the dismantling of colonialism. Making a comparison with 
her contemporary Begum Akhtar, Saleem Kidwai pointed out 
some significant points of commonality: both were known for 
their rendering of the ghazal, both their careers were managed 
by formidable mothers; and both eventually married supposedly 
respectable men, crafting identities for themselves as legendary 
musicians (Kidwai). There is only one other significant example 
of a similar work by a woman performer, having somewhat similar 
background: the 19th century Calcutta stage actress Binodini 
Dasi who got her autobiography Amar Katha published in 1913. 
As a social and political history, it not only tells us how a female 
professional performer of her time might have lived and worked, 
it also bears witness to a significant history of the subcontinent. 
As a courtesan narrative, it accords a special place of privilege to 
the application to learning and the development of artistic skill and 
ability – all of which are extremely important for the upward social 
mobility and career of a courtesan performer. It provides us with 
a new way to look at courtesan lives that goes beyond morality 
tales or narratives of a woman in need of rescue and sympathy; by 
giving us the story of a highly skilled woman who took pride in her 
art, earned her own money, and made a name for herself.

While Song Sung True is first and foremost a memoir, it is 
also an act of historical self-fashioning. In narrating her own story, 
Pukhraj simultaneously curates a memory of an entire cultural 
world – its music, its language, its aesthetics, and its decline. This 
dual register – personal and collective – places her work within a 
broader historiography of performance traditions in South Asia. 
In this context, comparisons with other self-representational 
texts become productive. For instance, the reconstructed history 
of Gauhar Jaan, one of the earliest Indian women to record 
on gramophone, remains mediated through biographers and 
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archives. Malka Pukhraj, by contrast, speaks in her own voice, 
however shaped by editorial and translational frames. Similarly, 
the autobiography of Hansa Wadkar (Sangtye Aika), adapted into 
Shyam Benegal’s film ‘Bhumika’ (released in 1977), presents 
a performer grappling with questions of exploitation, love, and 
agency. Yet Pukhraj’s account differs in its composure; it lacks the 
confessional agony that often characterises narratives by women 
performers. This absence is telling, pointing to the multiplicity of 
ways in which courtesans experienced and narrated their lives.

Malka’s memoir moves forward chronologically, with great 
candour. She shares many personal details openly in this chronicle 
of her life, including the fact that her father was a gambler, that 
she was addicted to smoking hookahs at the age of four and that 
her mother disliked her father intensely; and only reconciled 
with him in order to fund Malka’s education in literature and the 
performing arts, because she wanted Malka to ‘become famous’. 
She recalls her education, first in Urdu and Persian, which she 
was taught by a distant relative; then in music, by Ali Baksh, 
the father of the legendary vocalist Bade Ghulam Ali Khan. The 
pedigree of her teachers is a confirmation of the fact that many 
tawaifs learned from the most established musical exponents 
of their time. But she had also lamented that, there was none of 
her age with whom she could play or have any fun during her 
gruelling dance exercise.

These skills became her gateway, at a very young age to a 
career as a singer at Hari Singh’s court. Malka also provides a 
tender, emotional portrait of Maharaja Hari Singh, a man who 
was paternal and kind towards her. Unlike his predecessor, 
Maharaja Pratap Singh, who would not look at a Muslim until 
he had eaten breakfast; Hari Singh was described as a man who 
was just and fair to prople of all faith. As one of the few women 
in Hari Singh’s durbar, and as a Muslim courtesan singer, Malka 
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not only had to contend with court intrigue, but also false and 
slanderous accusations that she had an unhealthy influence on the 
Maharaja, or even that she was plotting to kill him. Writing against 
the deliberate myth-making about courtesan lives, she makes it 
clear that while performers did sometimes have relationships and 
even marriages, with royalty and noblemen, her own relationship 
with Hari Singh was one of affection. He appears to have been 
protective towards her, being moved by her music and berating 
courtiers if they are harsh with her. The portrait that emerges of 
him seen solely through her eyes is that of a complex, generous 
man; who loved to hunt but forbade the hunting of female animals, 
who loved to cook, who is surrounded by courtiers but has no 
interest in his second wife.

One of the most notable features of the memoir is its almost 
complete absence of any overt discussion of stigma. Despite 
being a woman associated with the world of courtesans – 
historically viewed with suspicion and contempt in both colonial 
and nationalist discourse – Pukhraj refrains from any prolonged 
engagement with the moral disapproval often attached to her 
profession. At first glance, this may seem like an omission. But 
upon closer reading, it becomes evident that this silence is a 
strategy an act of reclaiming narrative control. Rather than defend 
or justify her life, Pukhraj constructs an account rooted in dignity, 
artistry, and humour.

This is where Veena Talwar Oldenburg’s concept of “lifestyle 
as resistance” (Oldenburg) becomes instructive. In her widely cited 
essay on the courtesans of Lucknow, Oldenburg argued that the 
very manner in which these women lived their luxurious homes, 
education, independence, and aesthetic sensibilities – functioned 
as a form of resistance against both colonial and patriarchal 
attempts to domesticate or erase them. Pukhraj’s memoir partakes 
in a similar resistance. By narrating her musical journey, her early 
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acclaim, and the cultural worlds she inhabited, she displaces the 
stigma of “tawaif” with the prestige of “ustani” (Female Version 
of Ustaad or Master Artist). Moreover, the affective tenor 
of the memoir reveals a refusal to dwell in victimhood. There 
is pride in her training, affection for her patrons and audience, 
and even moments of mischief and irreverence. This is a far 
cry from the tragic overtones often associated with courtesan 
figures in literature and cinema. In this sense, her voice emerges 
not only as self-affirming but also as destabilising of normative 
representations.

Her description of her life as a performer in Lahore, after 
leaving Hari Singh’s employ, is equally illuminating. She was 
able to quickly establish herself as a leading performer in the city, 
someone who is highly sought after for mehfils because of her 
skills not only with vocal music, but also dance and expressive 
gestures that accompany the traditional tawaif repertoire of thumri 
and ghazal singing. She spoke with unconcealed pride and a bit of 
arrogance: “When the other singing ladies from Lahore, including 
the best known ones, found out that I was to sing at the same 
function as them, they would plead bad health and withdraw”. 
This idea of competition between leading courtesan performers 
is a common feature of courtesan narratives and finds echoes 
in other such stories, as the rivalry between Siddheshwari Devi 
and Begum Akhtar. In Lahore, Malka began to receive attention 
from a variety of suitors, some of whom amused her, while 
some interested her. Anyone displaying any serious interest was 
severely discouraged by her mother – an attitude that made sense 
not just in the context of parental protectiveness; but the socio-
economic reality of courtesan households, which were matrilineal 
and in which successtul performing women brought in regular 
income. However, as Kidwai points out in his ‘Seminar’ article, 
Malka rebelled against this parental control and sought out male 
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company when she desired. “Her virtue had first been guarded 
by a protective Maharaja and then by a determined mother”. he 
writes, “And it was against this control that she rebelled, first 
in her fantasies and then in real life. By breaking free when she 
was ready, she remade life, both as a woman and as an artiste” 
(Kidwai). It was during these years that she met the man she 
eventually married in 1944: Syed Hussain Shah. Theirs was a 
protracted courtship in which he waited for her for many years. 
Given her status as a performing woman marriage would have 
been a major decision to make, considering the kind of adverse 
impact a husband could potentially have on an otherwise thriving 
career. Ultimately, though Shah was not the man she had imagined 
in her fantasies about passionate love, she grew tired of having 
her life surveilled and controlled by her mother and of the risks of 
having to deal with unpredictable patrons. Her engagement with 
music did not end with her marriage. Shah was also interested in 
music and poetry, and she describes evenings they spend in the 
company of poets such as Faiz Ahmed Faiz and Sufi Tabassum. In 
fact, with this partnership, which lasted 36 years until his death, 
she had the opportunity to explore performance venues that her 
mother was set against, such as Bombay films.

Although Song Sung True avoids overt discussions of shame 
or social exclusion, it is rich in emotional nuance. Pukhraj’s tone 
is often nostalgic, especially when recalling the syncretic cultural 
milieu of pre-Partition Punjab. But nostalgia here does not indicate 
passive longing; rather, it serves to critique the erosion of artistic 
traditions and the marginalisation of performers in the modern 
nation-state. In some moments, the memoir gestures albeit subtly 
towards a sense of loss, not only personal but civilisational. 
The displacement caused by Partition, the decline of princely 
courts, and the rise of bourgeois respectability politics all find 
indirect expression. These emotional registers align with what 
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cultural theorists call the “affective archive” (Cvetkovich 86) – 
memory work that preserves experiences not fully articulated 
but deeply felt. Gayatri Spivak’s insights on subaltern speech 
are also relevant here: the courtesan’s voice, shaped by historical 
silencing, may not speak in the idiom of protest but may instead 
use irony, anecdote, and silence as tools of subversion.

The later part of her memoirs describes a growing family. 
The couple had six children, and her musical career continued to 
thrive. She closes the book with Shah’s death and the unhappy 
betrayal of one of her sons. Her husband’s loss devastates her; 
and it is clear through the little she gives away, about her troubles 
with her son, that his behaviour is deeply painful for her. Despite 
the grief and bitterness of these chapters, Malka closes out her 
story with a complete dedication to art. She describes tending to 
plants and embroidering pictures on canvas, engaging in the latter 
to enough of a professional standard, that she exhibited them in 
Lahore and Islamabad. The grand old singing lady was, to the 
end, a creative tour de force, and her final offering to the world is 
this chronicle of her own passionately lived life, in the constant 
performance of her arts.

Writers and journalists often argue that the era of the 
tawaif and her kotha is ‘lost’ or ‘forgotten’. On the contrary, as 
Tawaifnama and other pathbreaking research by scholars working 
in the field has shown, communities of courtesans continue to 
exist and struggle to reclaim their cultural pasts across India; 
as traces and imprints of professional courtesans continue to be 
used extensively in film and literature. Together, these contrasting 
realities tell a story that is much more potent than just a half-
forgotten or misunderstood relic of India’s deep past. Malka 
Pukhraj told her story, against all the odds. In doing so, she 
gave the world a gift, that needs to be urgently recognised and 
appreciated for what it is.
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In conclusion, Song Sung True is not merely a recollection 
of an individual life; it is a counter-discursive act that unsettles 
entrenched stereotypes about courtesans in early twentieth-
century India. Through narrative poise, strategic silence, 
and aesthetic pride, Malka Pukhraj reclaims the figure of the 
courtesan as an agent of culture rather than a symbol of moral 
decline. Her memoir invites us to reconsider the boundaries 
between respectability and art, between silence and voice, and 
between memory and history. By situating her voice within a rich 
archive of scholarship – including works by Saba Dewan, Anna 
Morcom, Devesh Soneji, and Veena Oldenburg – we are better 
able to appreciate the layered nature of her self-representation. 
And by contrasting her narrative with fictional and cinematic 
renderings, we understand the significance of hearing from the 
courtesan herself not as object, but as subject. As feminist life-
writing scholarship reminds us, voice is never given; it is claimed. 
In Song Sung True, Malka Pukhraj claims hers with grace, wit, 
and an unwavering sense of her place in history.	
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Notes:
1.	 Rekhti is a fascinating genre of Urdu poetry where the menfolk spoke 

in the guise of women, that offers insights into the cultural, social, and 
historical context of women’s lives in pre-colonial and colonial India. 
Rekhti emerged in the 18th century in Lucknow, Awadh, India during the 
reign of the Nawabs. It was a time of cultural and literary flourishing, and 
Rekhti became a popular form of poetry among the male poets. Rekhti 
poetry explores themes of love, desire, romance, and relationships from 
a feminine perspective, and poets often used feminine language, idioms, 
and emotions to create a sense of authenticity. Rekhti poetry often critiques 
societal norms, gender roles, and the status of women in Indian society. 
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The genre’s use of feminine voices and perspectives can be seen as a 
precursor to modern feminist literature and discourse.

15.	 The transformation of Sadirattam to Bharatanatyam involved significant 
changes, including the toning down or elimination of certain erotic and 
sensual elements. For instance Sadirattam’s emphasis on Shringar Rasa 
(erotic sentiment) was reduced, and the dance form was reinterpreted to 
focus more on spiritual and devotional (Bhakti) themes with a greater 
emphasis on Hindu mythology. Some of the lyrics and songs used in 
Sadirattam were considered explicit or suggestive, and these were often 
replaced with more sanitized or devotional content in Bharatanatyam. The 
costumes and adornments used in Bharatanatyam were also modified to 
be more modest and in line with the new emphasis on spirituality and 
tradition. These changes reflect the efforts of pioneers like Rukmini Devi 
Arundale to revive and reinterpret Sadirattam as a respectable and classical 
dance form, suitable for a wider audience.

16.	 The Contagious Diseases Act of 1868 and the Cantonment Regulations 
of 1864 were legislative enactments introduced by the British 
colonial government in India. These measures had a significant 
impact on courtesans and the sex trade. Their objectives may be 
stated as follows: (i) To control the spread of venereal diseases 
among British soldiers in India. (ii) Registration and regular medical 
examination of women suspected of prostitution in designated areas.  
(iii) Detention and treatment of infected women in lock hospitals.

These preventive activities severely restricted the autonomy and 
agency of courtesans, subjecting them to compulsory medical examinations 
and detention, reinforcing negative stereotypes and social exclusion. These 
legislative and administrative activities reflect the colonial government’s 
attempts to exert control over the bodies and lives of courtesans, highlighting 
the complex and often fraught relationships between colonial power, sex work, 
and public health. For details see, Ballhatchet, Kenneth A. 1980. Race, Sex and 
Class under the Raj. London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson.


