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New Generation

Nepali musicians are bringing sarangi, madal, Newa
percussion, regional songs and other folk traditions into
contemporary stages, studios and streaming—while raising

questions of attribution, craft and continuity.
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A bowed sarangi enters over an electric guitar. A madal rhythm
moves beneath a bass line. A song learned in a village returns
through headphones in Kathmandu, Melbourne or New York.
Across Nepali music, artists are finding new ways to place

inherited sounds inside contemporary life.

This is often described as “fusion,” but the word can hide as much
as it reveals. Nepal's folk music is not one fixed genre waiting to
be modernised. It is a large, living collection of languages,
instruments, ritual practices, work songs, seasonal melodies and

regional memories. The most compelling musicians are not simply
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adding a traditional instrument to a pop arrangement. They are
asking what a melody carries, who has the right to reshape it, and

how it can reach listeners who may no longer hear it in daily life.

Nepali musicians framework showing instruments, recordings, artistic choice

Guide illustration: Nepal Digest.
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A country with many musical maps

Nepal’'s geography has helped produce extraordinary musical
variety. The sounds associated with a Newa festival in the
Kathmandu Valley differ from the songs of the eastern hills, the
call-and-response traditions of the western mountains or the music
of the Tarai. Instruments also carry social histories. The sarangi is
closely associated with Gandharva musicians; the madal travels
across numerous popular and folk forms; instruments such as

tungna, dhime, damphu and bansuri evoke particular
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communities, places and performance settings.

An important historical recording held by Smithsonian Folkways
documents songs and dances recorded in west-central Nepal in
1958, including performances connected with Bote, Sherpa,
Thakali and Newa communities. Listening today is a reminder that

the country’s musical inheritance has always been plural.

For a closer look at one festival setting, see our explanation of the

Kumari tradition and Indra Jatra.

From preservation to performance

Instrumental ensemble Kutumba helped make traditional
instruments visible to urban audiences through concerts,
collaborations and school outreach. The group’s message has
consistently linked performance with awareness among younger
listeners. That matters because an instrument survives only when
someone learns how to make it, tune it, play it and place it within

a community of musicians.

Other artists have taken different routes. The band Night built
arrangements around folk instruments and research into regional
songs. Kanta Dab Dab has drawn on Newa memory and local
folklore while combining Nepali and Western elements. Musicians
connected with Project Sarangi have focused on learning and

access, helping turn curiosity about the sarangi into actual
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https://folkways.si.edu/songs-and-dances-of-nepal/world/music/album/smithsonian
https://nepaldigest.com/the-living-kumari-understanding-nepals-child-goddess-tradition/

instruction. These approaches differ, but each treats tradition as

active work rather than museum display.

The song can travel farther than the
performer

Digital platforms have changed the scale of that work. A song once
circulated by radio, cassette or performance can now move
through YouTube, short-form video, streaming services and
diaspora networks in hours. This gives artists access to audiences
beyond Nepal, including young Nepali speakers who grew up
abroad and may encounter a folk timbre before they understand

its regional history.

Singer-songwriter Bipul Chettri offers a clear example of how
music rooted in the eastern Himalayan cultural world can travel.
His official biography describes a blend of Nepali folk and
contemporary Western elements, and his songs have reached
listeners across South Asia and the diaspora. The appeal lies
partly in recognisable places, seasons and emotions, but also in
arrangements that feel at home beside indie, acoustic and folk-
rock playlists. The music becomes a bridge: modern enough to
enter a new listening habit, familiar enough to awaken an older

memory.
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Language is part of the sound

The revival is not limited to Nepali-language music. Artists
working in Nepal Bhasa and other languages are using
contemporary recording and performance to reach audiences who
may speak the language imperfectly or not at all. This is culturally
significant. When a language loses everyday space, songs can
preserve pronunciation, metaphor, humour and place names that

are difficult to carry through translation.

Yet preservation should not turn languages into decoration. A
chorus borrowed for its texture but separated from meaning can
flatten the community that created it. Responsible collaboration
begins with attribution, conversation and payment. It asks
whether source musicians are visible, whether lyrics are
understood, and whether a commercial arrangement shares value

with the tradition it draws from.

Young audiences are learning to listen
differently

The change is visible at concerts. Traditional instruments no
longer appear only during formal cultural programmes. They
share stages with rock bands, jazz players, electronic producers
and singer-songwriters. A recent Kathmandu Post profile of
guitarist Hari Maharjan, for example, described his effort to

connect jazz practice with Newa roots. Himalayan Highway has
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explored the meeting point between Nepali folk and American
bluegrass. These experiments invite listeners to hear rhythm and

timbre as flexible vocabularies.

They also create an entry point for questions. What is the
instrument called? Who traditionally plays it? Is this melody
connected with a harvest, a procession, courtship or worship? A
successful performance can send a listener from a polished studio
track toward an elder’s recording, a local festival or a music

lesson.

The tension between innovation and
extraction

Every revival carries a risk. Urban producers may receive
attention for sounds maintained by rural or marginalised
communities. A “folk” label can erase the name of a tradition.
Standard tuning and stage amplification can change an
instrument’s character. Algorithms may reward the most easily

packaged fragment rather than the full musical form.

The answer is not to freeze music. Folk traditions have always
changed as people migrated, traded, married, celebrated and
adopted new technologies. The stronger answer is to make the
process more honest. Credit source communities. Record senior
performers. Pay collaborators fairly. Support instrument makers.

Translate context for audiences. Preserve full-length
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documentation alongside shorter adaptations.

What institutions can do

Schools can invite practising musicians to teach the history and
technique of local instruments. Municipalities can document
festival music without taking control away from the communities
that perform it. Broadcasters can commission live sessions beyond
the few genres that dominate commercial schedules. Venues can
programme folk and experimental acts as regular music, not as an

annual cultural obligation.

Archives also matter. High-quality audio, video, notation and oral
history can protect knowledge when master musicians die or
communities disperse. But an archive should serve living
performers. Copies, rights and access need to remain available to

the people whose knowledge created the collection.

Instrument makers are part of the music
economy

A folk instrument survives through more than performers.
Someone has to choose wood, skin, strings, metal or bamboo,
shape the instrument correctly and understand how local
materials affect tone. When younger musicians become interested
in sarangi, madal, tungna or other instruments, that demand can

support craftspeople whose knowledge is as specialised as the
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players’.

This makes revival partly an economic question. If an instrument
becomes visually fashionable but cheap factory copies replace
local makers, the sound may gain visibility while the craft behind
it weakens. Musicians and venues can support continuity by
naming makers, commissioning quality instruments and treating
repair skills as part of the tradition rather than an invisible

service.

The sarangi carries a social history

The sarangi is one of Nepal’s most recognisable traditional
instruments, and its history is closely connected with Gandharva
musicians who travelled between communities carrying songs,
stories and news. That association gives the instrument cultural
meaning beyond its sound. A contemporary player using sarangi in
pop or film music is entering a history shaped by people whose

labour was not always valued equally.

Responsible revival therefore includes recognition. Crediting
Gandharva traditions, learning from experienced players and
supporting contemporary musicians from those communities helps
prevent the instrument from becoming a detached “Nepali” sound

with no social context attached.
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Percussion changes how audiences feel
the tradition

Melody often receives the most attention, but percussion is one of
the strongest carriers of regional identity. Madal rhythms are
widely recognised, while dhime and other drums are tied more
specifically to Newa festival and ritual contexts. The pattern itself

can signal place and occasion before a lyric begins.

Contemporary producers who sample or recreate these rhythms
gain enormous sonic material. They also inherit the obligation to
understand what they are borrowing. A festival rhythm connected
with ritual meaning should not automatically be treated as a
generic beat simply because it sounds exciting inside electronic

production.

Recording technology changes the
instrument

Traditional instruments developed for acoustic spaces: courtyards,
processions, homes, fields and gatherings where musicians
balanced naturally with one another. Studio microphones and
stage amplification change that relationship. A quiet instrument
can suddenly become dominant, while deep percussion can

overwhelm a mix if engineers treat it like standard pop drums.
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Good recording therefore requires experimentation. Engineers
need to learn where microphones capture the instrument’s
character, how much room sound matters and when processing
begins erasing the texture that made the instrument worth

recording in the first place.

Producers are becoming cultural
translators

The producer sits between tradition and contemporary listening
habits. They decide whether an old melody is presented almost
intact, rebuilt harmonically, sampled briefly or placed inside
electronic textures. Those choices shape what a young listener

believes the tradition sounds like.

The strongest producers make their intervention legible rather

than pretending the modern arrangement is an untouched

original. Liner notes, video descriptions and interviews can explain

where the melody came from, who performed the source material

and what was changed.

Copyright and folk material remain
complicated

Traditional songs may not fit neatly into modern ideas of single
authorship. A melody can belong to a community through

generations of use while one contemporary recording of it has
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identifiable performers and producers. Musicians need to
distinguish between the traditional composition and the rights

attached to a specific modern recording or arrangement.

This is especially important when commercial releases travel
internationally. A producer should not assume “folk” means free of
every obligation. Attribution, consent and fair payment can still
matter even when the underlying melody is part of shared cultural

heritage.

Archives need better metadata

Old recordings are valuable only when future listeners know what
they are hearing. The name of the singer, language, village,
occasion, instrument and date can be as important as the audio
itself. Without that context, an archive may preserve sound while

losing meaning.

Nepal’s musical institutions, universities and community
organisations could strengthen archives by documenting metadata
carefully and returning copies to source communities. Digitisation
should increase access rather than move cultural memory into

another institution people cannot reach.

Oral history belongs beside audio

A song’s meaning may live partly in the explanation surrounding

it: when it is sung, who may perform it, what one verse refers to
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and how the melody changed across generations. Recording only

the performance can therefore preserve less than expected.

Interviews with elder musicians, dancers, instrument makers and
community organisers create a fuller archive. These accounts also
preserve disagreements, which are valuable because traditions

rarely have one universally accepted version.

Schools can turn passive pride into active
skill

Students are often taught that Nepal has rich cultural diversity
without being given opportunities to play local instruments or
learn songs from practising musicians. Cultural pride remains
abstract when children encounter tradition only through textbook

photographs.

Schools can invite musicians for workshops, support ensembles
and allow students to learn technique seriously rather than as a
one-day cultural programme. Even students who do not continue
professionally become more informed audiences capable of

recognising what they hear later.

Music education should include regional
languages

Learning a song can become an entry point into a language a

student does not speak fluently. Pronunciation, metaphor and local
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history become easier to remember when attached to melody.

This is particularly useful for diaspora children and urban families
whose connection to ancestral languages has weakened. Music
cannot replace full language learning, but it can keep emotional

connection alive long enough for curiosity to grow.

The diaspora is both audience and
producer

Nepali musicians abroad no longer participate only as consumers
of music made at home. They record, organise concerts,
collaborate across genres and sometimes reinterpret folk material
through the musical environments of London, New York, Sydney

or other cities.

This can create new hybrids that do not belong neatly to one
country. A diaspora musician may hear a village melody beside
jazz, bluegrass or electronic music daily, making cross-genre
experimentation part of lived experience rather than deliberate

“fusion” branding.

Touring gives folk-rooted music another
economic base

Streaming can spread songs globally while generating limited
income for many artists. Live performance remains one of the

strongest ways Nepali musicians earn, especially when diaspora
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audiences are willing to buy tickets for culturally specific work.

This makes touring infrastructure important: promoters, venues,
visas, sound engineers and travel planning all affect whether folk-

rooted music becomes financially sustainable. Cultural continuity

becomes easier when artists can make a living without abandoning

the form that distinguishes them.

Festivals can broaden the audience

Music festivals create one of the best settings for cross-
generational listening because audiences arrive prepared to hear
several styles in one place. A traditional ensemble can perform
alongside rock, electronic or jazz acts without being confined to a

separate “heritage” event.

Programming choices matter. Folk artists gain greater cultural
equality when they appear as serious headline performers rather

than as ceremonial opening acts included only to signal diversity.

Venues shape what music gets made

Small clubs and cultural spaces allow musicians to test
arrangements before large audiences or studio releases. A song
can change after the band learns where listeners respond, which
instrument disappears in the room and how long an improvisation

can hold attention.
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Nepal’s live-music ecosystem therefore influences creativity
directly. When venues close or become too expensive,

experimental music loses one of its most important laboratories.

Young listeners often enter through one
familiar element

A teenager may first recognise a folk-rooted track because the
bass, guitar or production sounds contemporary. Only later do
they become curious about the sarangi phrase or regional lyric

inside it. This is not necessarily dilution; it can be a pathway.

The key is whether the pathway leads somewhere. Artists and
platforms can make source information easy to find so curiosity
moves from one polished track toward the older tradition rather

than stopping at the remix.

Short-form video can revive fragments and
flatten them

TikTok, Reels and Shorts can send a ten-second folk phrase
through millions of feeds. That exposure may introduce an
instrument or melody to listeners who would never search for it

independently.

The same format can detach the fragment from language,

performer and history. Creators who use traditional sounds
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responsibly can add names, credits and links even when the video

itself is brief. Context does not need to be long to exist.

Remixes need stronger attribution culture

Digital music encourages reuse because files circulate easily and
audiences enjoy recognisable samples. Problems arise when the
modern producer becomes famous while the older performer or

community source disappears from the credits.

A better remix culture treats attribution as part of creative quality.
Listeners should be able to move backward from the new version
toward the source and discover the people whose work made the

adaptation possible.

Al creates a new challenge for musical
heritage

Generative tools can imitate timbres, create synthetic voices and
produce melodies resembling familiar traditions. This could help
musicians sketch ideas and can also make it easier to manufacture
“folk-like” sound without any relationship to the community it

appears to represent.

The more synthetic production grows, the more valuable clear
provenance becomes. Audiences should be able to know whether

they are hearing a living performer, an archival sample, a newly
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recorded instrument or generated audio designed to sound

traditional.

Regional inequality affects who gets
recorded

Music from Kathmandu and artists with stronger digital access are
more likely to reach national audiences. Traditions in remote
districts may remain under-recorded even when they are vibrant

locally.

Travel grants, regional recording projects and partnerships with
local organisations can reduce this imbalance. Documentation
should follow musical diversity rather than only the places where

professional studios already exist.

Women musicians need space beyond
symbolic inclusion

Women participate in many folk traditions and may receive less
public recognition once music enters professional stages, festival
line-ups or commercial recording. Visibility at community level
does not automatically translate into control over contracts, travel

or performance opportunities.

A healthier revival includes women as instrumentalists,

researchers, producers and band leaders, not only as singers
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invited to represent tradition visually.

Children of musicians need a viable choice

Traditions weaken when younger family members see that deep
musical knowledge produces little income or social status.
Expecting children to continue a heritage out of duty alone is

unrealistic.

Fair payment, teaching work, recording opportunities and
professional recognition make inheritance a genuine option rather
than an obligation. Cultural continuity becomes stronger when the

next generation chooses it freely.

A living tradition should be allowed to
surprise us

Listeners sometimes demand that folk-rooted music sound
“authentic” in one fixed way. That expectation can become
another form of control, especially when outsiders decide which

version feels sufficiently traditional.

Musicians living inside a tradition should have room to
experiment, fail and produce work elders may dislike. Continuity
is not sameness. A living musical culture remains alive because

people keep making decisions within it.
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A listening path for the curious

Begin with Kutumba’s instrumental work and notice how melody
moves between flute, sarangi and percussion. Listen to Night for
arrangements built around folk research and storytelling. Explore
Bipul Chettri’s hill-rooted songwriting, Kanta Dab Dab’s
engagement with Newa memory, and recordings of Gandharva
sarangi players. Then seek the source traditions: festival
ensembles, regional singers and community performances whose

names may not appear on a major playlist.

The future of Nepali folk music will not be secured by nostalgia
alone. It will survive when young musicians can build a livelihood
around deep learning, when communities retain authority over
their traditions, and when listeners value the people behind the
sound. The new generation is not merely bringing old instruments
onto a modern stage. At its best, it is widening the stage so that

Nepal’s many musical histories can continue to speak.

The healthiest revival will therefore be measured less by how
often a sarangi appears in a viral track than by whether musicians,
teachers, instrument makers and source communities can
continue working with dignity. Popularity can start the
conversation. Continuity depends on the people who keep the
sound alive after the trend moves on, year after year, across

generations, communities and places.
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Further listening and reading

e Songs and Dances of Nepal, Smithsonian Folkways.
e Mingling of traditional and modern, The Kathmandu Post.
e Jazzing up Newa roots, The Kathmandu Post.

e Bipul Chettri: About, official artist site.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/how-nepali-musicians-are-bringing-folk-sounds-to-a-

new-generation/
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https://www.bipulchettri.com/about

