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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 

	
  

 

This dissertation attempts to trace the development of the rhythmic organisation of 

nibaddha (metrically governed) Indian music from the Nātyaśāstra to present practice, 

covering the important rhythmical concepts, song form, metre and (where possible) 

improvisational techniques. Based on Rowell’s characterisation of the development of 

music in India as “a state of prolonged stasis, underscored by persistent tensions and 

interrupted only infrequently by major stylistic upheavals” (Rowell 1992a:341), the 

material is divided into four sections, each dealing with what may loosely be termed a 

paradigm: the ancient deśī and mārgā systems, and the modern classical Hindustānī 

(North Indian) and Karṇāṭak (South Indian) traditions. 

 Throughout the history of the Indian traditions it will be seen that there are 

certain processes and concepts which, in one form or another, are responsible for the 

characteristic rhythmic organisation of Indian classical music. These are dealt with 

throughout in three broad areas: fundamental organising concepts; performance and 

compositional form; and in the modern traditions, rhythmic development. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite the fact that Indian music is unrivalled in the complexity and diversity of its 

rhythmical organisation, the theory of rhythm is a topic that receives relatively little 

attention. Although there are a number of Indian treatises which deal with rhythm, 

they tend to concentrate on prescriptive elements such as song and tāla structures to 

the exclusion of performance practice, hence covering only “structural rhythms, not 

the surface rhythms of melody or drumming. While it is reasonable to infer that the 

rhythms of structure may often have been replicated in the patterns of performed, 

surface rhythm, we still have no evidence that would allow us to reconstruct the 

musical flesh and skin that covered these bones” (Rowell 1992a:196). 

In the English literature, Subhadra Chaudhary’s encyclopædic Time Measure 

and Compositional Types in Indian Music covers every element of the ancient 

systems from chanda (poetic metre) to song forms, but contains only a short section 

covering modern (i.e. post-mediæval) systems which omits much description of 

current practice. Martin Clayton’s excellent Time in Indian Music covers just about 

every issue concerning the modern North Indian system, but there is no similar book-

length work that deals with the contemporary South Indian tradition. 

The present work is an attempt to provide a conspectus of rhythmical 

organisation in Indian classical music, and hence its emphasis is on completeness 
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rather than detail. Although an attempt is made to cover both the theory and (where 

applicable) practice of rhythm, there is little treatment of the evolution and historical 

context of the four systems presented. A discussion of the related fields of nāṭya 

(dance) and chanda (metrics), as well as more material on the various traditions of 

percussion playing in India, would also have served to clarify and contextualise the 

material but could not be included for reasons of space. 

It should also be emphasised that the musical traditions under discussion were 

and are constantly evolving and changing, and so the relatively ahistorical method of 

presentation, although following the footsteps of traditional Indian scholarship, is in 

this sense somewhat misleading. However, in a way this only serves to underline the 

striking continuity of the rhythmical principles and processes that form the foundation 

of Indian classical music.  
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RHYTHM IN THE MĀRGA SYSTEM 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

The mārga or Gandhārva system of music is the earliest post-vedic system extant. The 

oldest exposition of it is in Bharata’s Nātyaśāstra, or ‘treatise on theatre’, which is 

estimated to date from the first half of the first millennium AD. It is further discussed 

in a number of documents, the most important of which is Śārṅgadeva’s 

Saṅgītaratnākara, where it is discussed independently of ancient theatre as a subject 

in its own right. Gandhārva music was performed in a ritual context, and hence its 

main purpose was adṛṣṭa phala (‘unseen fruit’), the benefit which was accrued by the 

performers or their patron through propitiation of the gods. As a result of this, in the 

Vedic tradition it was governed by rules that set out allowed compositional forms as 

well as some aspects of performance practice. The songs were through-composed and 

performed by an ensemble1, facts which go some way towards explaining the 

incredible complexity of the system. There were multiple layers of temporal structure, 

and a number of formal organising strategies for assembling whole songs out of the 

prescribed rhythmical, melodic and textual sections. 

It is easiest to understand the tāla system of the mārga tradition through its 

most representative musical style: gītaka. The songs that constitute this style “present 
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the most ancient form of music designated ‘Gandhārva’ which, though originating 

from sāmagāna, was distinct from it and which was used in nāṭya for religious 

purposes…. The tālas and tāla system expounded by Bharata are embodied in these 

gītakas” (Chaudhary 1997:151). The fourteen song-types that comprise the gītakas are 

commonly known in the Saṅgītaratnākara as “prakaraṇa gīta” (idem). These songs 

were divided into sections (aṅgas), each of which had its internal structure and length 

prescribed in terms of the number of measures (known as kalās [fractions]) within it. 

There were three basic units used in describing the structure of tālas and 

gītakas: (i) the laghu (written |); (ii) the guru (written S), which was twice as long as a 

laghu; and (iii) the pluta (written Š), which was three times as long as a laghu. The 

laghu and guru were units used in metrics, and the pluta was taken from the 

Sāmaveda (Chaudhary 1997:9). However in music, unlike metrics, there was often 

more than one syllable per laghu2. Nevertheless the basic structure of each song-type 

was prescribed in terms of these units: for example, the first vastu (part) of the 

simplest version of Madraka was written out as follows: 

S S S S S S S S | | | | | | | | 

In other words this part of the song consisted of eight gurus followed by eight 

laghus. Most song-types also give hand gestures (kriyās) corresponding to each 

laghvādi, and it is to these that I will now turn. 

  

                                                                                                                                            

1 There is some evidence of performance practice from stone carvings which depict musicians. 
2 It was also said that a laghu lasted five nimeṣa, unlike metrics where it lasted one nimeṣa, a fact from 
which little of significance appears to derive.  
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Cheironomy 
 

Time in the ancient Gandhārva tradition was marked out by a series of hand gestures. 

These “are obviously practical signals to other members of the ensemble and help to 

insure a synchronized performance, but they are at the same time mnemonic aids, 

external manifestations of the internal structure and energies of the music, markers of 

the passage of time, and symbolic vestiges of their original ritual function” (Rowell 

1992a:193). In most gītakas each section is assigned a sequence of krīyas. 

 There were eight possible kriyās, and they fell into two groups of four: 

niḥśabda [soundless] and saśabda [sounded]. These are listed below (taken from 

Rowell 1992a:195). 

Niḥśabda (kalā) āvāpa (sowing): palm up with fingers folded (ā) 

   niṣkrāma (exit): palm down with fingers extended (ni) 

   vikṣepa (scattering): open hand waves to the right (vi) 

   praveśa (entrance): fingers closed with palm down (pra) 

Saśabda (pāta) dhruva (fixed): a finger snap preceding a beat 

   śamyā (peg): right hand slaps down on left hand/right knee (śa) 

   tāla: left hand slaps down on right hand/left knee (tā) 

   sannipāta (struck together): hands clap together (saṁ) 

The different gestures do not indicate “an accent or pulsation in the music” 

(Rowell 1992a:194)–they are often too far apart to serve such a purpose. Most are 

neutral, although some have a particular meaning: sannipāta normally comes at the 

end or sometimes at the beginning of a sequence3, and dhruva is usually employed to 

                                                 

3 And can thus be seen as the ancestor of sam in current Hindustani practice (Rowell idem) 
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mark “the passage of time during certain sections where the regular sequence of 

meaningful gestures was suspended” (Rowell 1992a:194). 

Furthermore, “it is evident that formal meaning is determined not by gesture 

but by pattern of gesture, and that the role of any individual gesture (with the 

exception of sannipāta) will often be ambiguous … a gesture may represent any or all 

of the following: the basic structural pulse of the music, one of the standard tāla 

patterns superimposed upon that pulse, an inflated form of one of those patterns, a 

certain stage in the process of a large formal component, or the beginning or end of a 

pattern on any level of the rhythmic hierarchy.” (Rowell 1992a:195). 

 

Mārga Tālas 

 
All regular rhythmic patterns were described as possessing either ‘threeness’ tryaśra 

or ‘fourness’ caturaśra. Sections of gītakas were considered tryaśra if they 

“comprised three, six, twelve or twenty-four kalās” (Widdess 1981:497) or caturaśra 

if they “comprised four, eight, sixteen or thirty-two kalās” (Widdess idem). However, 

this concept applied to smaller units as well, as is best illustrated by looking at the five 

mārga tālas, rhythmic patterns that cropped up regularly in the tāla structure of 

gītakas. 
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Name of tāla  Metrical structure of name Temporal structure length 

Caccatpuṭa  − − ∪ −   S S I Š   4 kalās4 

Cācapuṭa  − ∪ ∪ −   S I I S   3 kalās 

Saṭpitāputraka − ∪ − − ∪ −   Š I S S I Š  6 kalās 

Sampakveṣṭāka − − − − −   Š S S S Š  6 kalās 

Udghaṭṭa  − − −    S S S   3 kalās 

 Of these, caccatpuṭa is caturaśra, while the rest are tryaśra. Caturaśra “has 

been considered fundamental, suitable for superior characters, supreme. In gītakas, 

jāti prastāras and ākṣiptikās of grāmarāgas, caccatpuṭa is used often, cācapuṭa and 

ṣaṭpitāputraka are rarely used. In the small limbs of gītakas, tryaśra tālas, especially 

ṣaṭpitāputraka, are often used” (Chaudhary 1997:43). The distinction is important 

enough that it has an effect on melodic structure: “differences in the use of 

vocalisation, cadence-patterns and melodic repetition suggest a broad correlation 

between certain types of rhythmic organisation (caturaśra or tryaśra) and certain 

melodic features” (Widdess 1981:499). 

Other types of tāla, known as saṅkīrṇa and miśra were also described by 

Bharata: “by mixing caturaśra and tryaśra five kinds of saṅkīrṇa tālas are formed in 

which there are 5, 7, 9, 10 and 11 kalās” (Chaudhary 1997:36). However these “are 

not employed in gītakas like āsārita or in dhruvās, but they are seen in certain 

gītāṅgas (melodic sections) of the gītakas” (Chaudhary 1997:36). 

This complexity of structure is explained by the fact that “the early tāla 

patterns were designed, not as simple sequences that could be repeated many times 

and maintained automatically as a foundation for a composed or improvised melody, 
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but as deliberately asymmetrical patterns whose components and proportions could be 

detected in the midst of a complex musical texture” (Rowell 1992a:198). 

 

Temporal Structure 
 

There were two ways in which the structure of a song could be varied: by changing 

the mārga, which dictated the number of mātrās [beats] per laghu, and by a more 

complex process of expansion. The first process leaves the song as written out in 

terms of actions and kalās unchanged, whereas the second leads to a successive 

doubling of the  number of kalās along with an alteration of their value, and a 

consequent expansion in the number of kriyās. 

The number of mātrās per laghu is defined by the choice of mārga, of which in 

the Nātyaśāstra Bharata mentions three: citra, vārtika and dakṣiṇa, with one kalā 

[measure] being “two mātrās for citra mārga, of four mātrās for vārtika and of eight 

mātrās for dakṣiṇa” (Chaudhary 1997:19). Śārṅgadeva also mentions “a fourth–

dhruva mārgā… in which kalā is of one mātrā duration” (Chaudhary 1997:19). 

Furthermore, “Mataṅga has also mentioned a śūnyamārga in which kalā is druta 

which is equal to half a mātrā. According to him dhruva and śūnya mārgas are not 

used independently in mārga tālas but occur while changing over (in laya) from one 

mārga to another or in the māgadhī gīti” (Chaudhary 1997:19). 

A change in mārga was equivalent to a laya [speed]: citra mārga was 

associated with druta laya, vārtika mārga with madhyā laya and dakṣiṇa mārga with 

vilambita laya (Chaudhary 1997:29-30). 

                                                                                                                                            

4 Here one kalā is equal to one guru–guru was considered to be “the basic unit in tāla, in fact Bharata 
has considered it to be the ‘prakṛti’ (cause) of tāla (Chaudhary 1997:38). 
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Every tāla sequence could also be in one of three states, which Chaudhary 

(1997:21) describes as its “three degrees of extension–yathākṣara [also known as 

ekakala], dvikala and catuṣkala”. In its basic state, ekakala, the tāla is assigned only 

saśabda krīyas. The dvikala state is obtained through doubling the length of the tāla, 

rewriting it in terms of gurus, and inserting niḥśabda krīyas in the extra resulting 

gurus, except in the cases of Sampakveṣṭāka and Udghaṭṭa, where the dvikala states 

are stipulated as being the same as those of Saṭpitāputraka and Cācapuṭa 

respectively5. The catuṣkala state is generated through a further doubling of the 

number of gurus and insertion of niḥśabda krīyas. For example in caccatpuṭa the kalā-

vidhi (table of kalās, or actions) looks like this6 (sounded syllables have been 

underlined for clarity): 

Yathākṣara  S  S  | Š 

krīyas   saṁ  śa  tā śa 

Dvikala  S S S S S S S S 

krīyas   ni śa ni tā śa pra ni saṁ 

Catuṣkala  S    S S    S S    S S    S S    S S    S S    S S    S 

krīyas   ā     ni vi    śa ā     ni vi    tā ā    śa vi   pra ā    ni vi   saṁ 

 It can be seen from the above, taken from Chaudhary (1997:47), that in the 

expanded states the ratios of times (anupāta) between saśabda krīyas remains 

constant. Unlike changes in mārga, changes of state have no effect on laya. 

 

                                                 

5 The reason why this particular rule was used to generate dvikala states, the special cases of 
Sampakveṣṭāka and Udghaṭṭa, and the movement of saṁ to the end of the sequence in the dvikala and 
catuṣkala states remain mysterious (Chaudhary 1997:47-48). 
6 There were in fact three alternative vidhis both for caccatpuṭa and cācapuṭa. 
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The Gītaka Form 

 
The gītakas were originally mainly “performed in a particular way in the pūrvaraṅga 

(worship of the deity of the stage)” (Chaudhary 1997:155), which was a “ritual 

prelude to nāṭya” (Chaudhary 1997:513), divided into two parts: “antaryavanikāgata 

(to be performed behind the curtain) and bahiryavanikāgata (to be performed after the 

opening of the curtain); the gītakas were performed in the second part” (Chaudhary 

1997:155). However by the time of Dattila they were considered to be “part of Saṅgīta 

independent of nāṭya” (Chaudhary 1997:155). 

 There were seven major and seven minor gītakas. The major ones were 

aparāntaka, madraka, oveṇaka, prakarī, rovindaka, ullopyaka and uttara; the minor 

were chandaka, āsārita, vardhamāna, pāṇikā, ṛk, gāthā, and sāma; “kapāla (skull, a 

probable reference to Śiva), and brahmagīti (the song of Brahmā) are sometimes 

included” (Rowell 1992a:265). Of these, āsārita, vardhamāna, madraka, oveṇaka and 

aparāntaka are the most important and complex, while at the other end of the 

spectrum little is mentioned of ṛk, gāthā and sāma, probably because “unlike the other 

songs, they did not have tāla based structures. It is also possible that they did not have 

an established form like madraka, etc.” (Chaudhary 1997:153-4). 

 In principle, every gītaka could be structured in three possible ways by altering 

the degree of extension. Indeed, “the ekakala and other forms, dakṣiṇa and other 

mārgas are all used for describing the structure of gītakas” (Chaudhary 1997:154). 

However only madraka, ullopyaka and aparāntraka came in ekakala, dvikala and 

catuṣkala varieties, with the others being mainly in catuṣkala. There were other ways 

in which the structure of gītakas could be varied. For example, oveṇaka was of two 

types which differed in virtue of the number of their aṅgas–saptāṅga oveṇaka has 7 



RHYTHM IN THE MĀRGA SYSTEM 

14 

and dvādaśāṅga oveṇaka, which was considered superior, has 12 (Chaudhary 

1997:189). 

 Most gītakas are split up into sections, known as aṅgas. There were three types 

of aṅga corresponding to the three ingredients of song: tālāṅga [rhythmic 

components], of which there were twenty kinds7; padāṅga [text components]; and 

gītāṅga [melodic components]. In addition, madraka, aparāntaka and prakarī are 

described in terms of a few large sections known varnas, which are occasionally 

interpolated with tālāṅgas. Each section, whether tālāṅga or vastu, was had its 

structure listed explicitly in a table known as a prastāra. For example the prastāra of 

pāṇikā (which has four aṅgas: mukha, pratimukha, śarīra and śīrṣaka) is as follows 

(taken from Chaudhary 1997:207 and Widdess 1981:4988): 

Mukha S S S S S S S S 

  (ā ni vi pra ā ni vi tā) upohana9 

  S S S S S S S S 

  ā ni vi pra ā ni vi śā 

Pratimukha S S S S S S S S 

  ā ni vi śa ā ni vi tā 

  S S S S S S S S 

  ā ni vi pra ā ni vi saṁ 

Śarīra  Š | S S | Š  (i.e. Ṣaṭpitāputraka) 

  saṁ tā śa tā śa tā  

                                                 

7 These are described in Chaudhary 1997:168-173. She notes that some of these aṅgas vary between 
gītakas in terms of their form and kriyās. 
8 Chaudhary erroneously gives the pratimukha as being the same as the mukha. 
9 Upohana was a padāṅga in which “instead of meaningful words there are śuṣkākṣaras (meaningless 
syllables). With them śuddha nṛtta (pure dance) without abhinaya (mime) or mere movement of limbs 
takes place” (Chaudhary 1997:158). 
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  (repeated a further three times) 

Śīrṣaka S S S S S S 

  ni śa śa śa tā tā  

 S S S S S S 

  tā śa tā śa tā saṁ  

It is interesting to see how this structure relates to an actual pāṇikā song. A 

complete such song in notation (“Karaṇā pāṇikā”) exists in a treatise by Nānyadeva, 

which has been analysed by Widdess (1981), including song-text, melody and rhythm.  

There are two important conclusions he draws with respect to rhythmic 

organisation: first, in this song, which is in dakṣiṇa mārga, each bar represents one 

kāla (= one guru). As a result, it can be seen that “the wide spacing of claps … shows 

that in these contexts the clap-patterns cannot have functioned as [surface] rhythmic 

patterns” (Widdess 1981:498). Second, the melodic structures are often independent 

of and indeed not congruent with the tāla patterns. From this he concludes, dismissing 

the possibility that the notations are incorrect, that “the primary function of 

cheironomy was not to indicate musical subdivision of the aṅga, but merely to count 

the requisite number of measures in the aṅga, in a manner that was (a) unambiguous, 

(b) easily memorable, and (c) visible and audible to the instrumental, vocal and dance 

performers” (Widdess 1981:206). 

Interestingly Chaudhary claims that “melodic sections are formed in 

conformity with tāla based parts and hence their form too is determined by tāla” 

(Chaudhary 1997:174), and proceeds to adduce a passage from the Nātyaśāstra (NS 

32,17) which asserts that “with the end of the tāla section the gītāṅga should also 

end”. However, it is clear from the passage that all Bharata is saying is that the 
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tālāṅga and gītāṅga should end simultaneously at the end of the aṅga, not that the 

melodic sections within aṅgas should be determined by the tāla sections. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In Nātya, “tāla, of all the musical dimensions, has been assigned the major 

responsibility for coordinating, integrating, and maintaining control over all aspects of 

the performance” (Rowell 1992a:188), as can be seen from the examples above. 

However, although some of Gandhārva tāla’s formal structures and processes 

were to survive and shape later musical traditions in India, the astonishing 

multilayered complexity of the temporal structures embodied in the gītakas were 

abandoned. This can be attributed to two factors: (a) the rise of saṅgīta as an art form 

in its own right distinct from  nātya, which meant much smaller groups of performers 

who did not have such a need for coordination; and (b) the waning of importance of 

ritual music and its requirement that compositions conformed to rules which ensured 

the ripening of the adṛṣṭa phala. 

These changes had important effects, the most important of which were “the 

rise of improvisation, the advent of the drone, the turn to cyclical rhythm” (Rowell 

1992a:198). 
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RHYTHM IN THE DEŚĪ SYSTEM 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

The term deśī, literally ‘provincial’, is in one sense negative, denoting music that was 

not part of the mārga or gandhārva system. It thus in principle covers all secular, 

regional and folk music of India, although in practice its scope is more limited than 

this. The first extant text which attempts to describe them is Mataṅga’s Bṛhaddeśī, 

which “reached its final form toward the end of the first millennium” (Rowell 

1992b:107). However much of this text is lost, including the canto on tāla. 

Rowell and some other musicologists seem to assume, based on the relatively 

late appearance of texts discussing the deśī system, that the mārga system must have 

predated it. However, all we can assert is that extant texts discussing mārga music 

predate those discussing deśī music. Even putting aside the idea that earlier texts on 

deśī music have been lost, this can be explained by the supposition that in ancient 

India, as to a lesser extent in modern India, the people who played and listened to 

provincial or folk music were by and large illiterate. In any case, writing was for a 

long time the privilege of Brahmins, who concentrated almost exclusively on topics of 

a broadly religious nature. It seems more reasonable to talk of a rise in the popularity 

of textual discussion of the deśī musical tradition rather than its rise per se, or perhaps 

we should conclude that the deśī system rose in popularity among Brahmins from the 
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time of the Bṛhaddeśī10. This hypothesis explains the otherwise mysterious fact that 

“nothing remains of any of the intermediate stages [between the mārga and deśī tāla 

systems]” (Rowell 1992b:109), a statement which is premised on a naïve evolutionary 

relationship having existed between the two. This is not of course to deny the clear 

evidence that the two systems have influenced each other significantly. 

 The Bṛhaddeśī and subsequent texts attempted to classify and describe the deśī 

system of gīta [song], which was known as gāna [non-sacred]. Gāna was either 

nibaddham [structured or composed], or anibaddham [improvised], with nibaddham 

gāna being exemplified in the prabandhas: “the name prabandha (pra+bandha lit. 

well-knit) emphasises the fact of the composition being well-knit, strongly built with 

secure structure; and in this sense prabandha is analogous to the bandiś of modern 

Hindustani music” (SR II:212). 

Rowell says of the Deśī tālas “that they came from many different 

geographical regions of the subcontinent, that they were more closely associated with 

song and poetic traditions than with the theater, that many were popular in origin, that 

in many cases they demonstrate a splintering of the rhythmic flow into an array of 

short and irregular patterns, that they were allied with the developing practice of 

improvisation, and that no overarching theoretical framework existed for their 

classification” (Rowell 1992a:208). 

  

                                                 

10 The influence of the śāstras themselves should also not be ignored: these tend to imply that the 
mārga system was in some sense prior or superior to the deśī system, but the agenda of the authors 
must clearly have played a part in this. 
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Rhythmic Context of the Deśī Tālas 
 

The three major differences between the foundations of the deśī rhythmic system and 

its mārga counterpart were in the basic units; the use of a simplified system of 

cheironomy; and the use of a simpler cyclical system as opposed to what Rowell calls 

the “set of complex modular formal structures” (Rowell 1992a:192) of the mārga 

system. 

 In the deśī tālas “the standard unit guru (also known as kalā) was replaced by 

laghu (one mātrā)” (Sharma 1992:150), which was of variable length, but “although 

in deśī tāla the duration of laghu was variable since it remained within the limit of 4 

to 6 akṣaras, laya was more or less fixed. Although it was not as rigidly fixed as in 

mārga-tāla, it was not as flexible as it is today” (Chaudhary 1997:75). Several shorter 

units were also used: druta O, ½ a mātrā; anudruta ∪, ¼ a mātrā11; and virāma, 

which analogously to the western augmentation dot was used to extend laghu and 

druta by one half. 

 In sharp contrast to its central place in the mārga system, the complex series of 

hand-gestures is more or less absent in the deśī system: “only śamyā was employed in 

deśī tālas… to mark every unit, a beat was made either with the hands or with the 

bronze cymbals… there is no definite prescription of kriyās in deśī tālas” (Chaudhary 

1997:77). Nevertheless, the distinction between niḥśabda and saśabda kriyās is 

retained: “the larger units laghu, guru and pluta were extended with a wave or 

downward movement (touching the ground) of the hand” (Sharma 1992:151). The use 

of bronze cymbals is authorised by the fact that “these tālas are aimed at delighting 

the listener” (Chaudhary 1997:74). Furthermore, the tālas in deśī music were at the 
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same level in the rhythmic hierarchy as surface structure, in contradistinction to their 

metastructural position in the mārga system. This latter change and the use of a 

simplified system of kriyās are preserved in all subsequent traditions. 

 Rowell makes much of the cyclicity of the deśī tāla system as compared to the 

mārga system, and he attempts to link this observation to changes in Indian culture 

and philosophy, citing “a mutual feedback and a development of what we might call 

‘resonances’ between a musical tradition and its controlling ideology” (Rowell 

1988:300). Aside from his questionable evolutionary assumptions, the evidence he 

adduces to support this claim, namely the movement of saṁ from the end of the cycle 

in the mārga system to the beginning in the deśī system12, and a change in emphasis 

from structural to cyclical concepts in the traditional formal analysis of music (Rowell 

1992a:192) is I think debatable, and indeed appears to receive little attention from 

contemporary Indian musicologists. 

 Nevertheless it is clearly the case that there is less structural and super 

structural rhythmic complexity in the deśī system than in the mārga, which can be 

explained by the fact that deśī music was based on “an integrated system designed to 

facilitate improvisation over a repeated rhythmic cycle” (Rowell 1992a:192). The 

undeniable consequence of this was that particular tālas were the most important 

rhythmic element of the deśī system, and descriptions of them flourished both in 

number and complexity. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            

11 This unit, although not mentioned in SSR, “is found in all later texts” (Sharma 1992:150). 
12 despite the fact that in some alternative gītaka prastāras saṁ comes at the beginning of certain 
sections. 
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The Deśī Tālas 
 

Compared to the five mārga tālas there is a veritable profusion of deśī tālas, whose 

numbers and structure remained in flux: “in the four works of the mārga tradition–

Mānasollāsa, Saṅgītacūḍamaṇi, Saṅgītaratnākara and Saṅgītarāja, respectively, 30, 

96, 120 and 138 tālas are given” (Chaudhary 1997:82). Furthermore, “although the 

enormous array of patterns resisted all attempts to organize and classify them, the 

intent seems to have been to authorize all possible permutations of the given 

possibilities–a leitmotif in Indian musical thought” (Rowell 1992a:208). The tālas 

listed in the Saṅgītaratnākara vary in complexity from Āditāla, structure |, to 

Siṁhanandana, structure S S | Š | S O O S S | Š | Š S | | × × × ×13. In addition, some 

tālas came in several different varieties, and (as mentioned above) sources 

occasionally disagree as to the structure of some of them. Some of these tālas are still 

extant today, at least in name, and the seven present-day sūḷādi tālas of Karṇāṭak 

music appear to have evolved in some way from the seven sālaga-sūḍa-prabandhas 

(Sharma 1992:166). 

The number of permutations possible from a given set of basic tālas was 

correspondingly vast: “just as several svara combinations are possible out of a fixed 

number of svaras, several prastāras (combinations) can be constructed out of a fixed 

number of tāla units” (Chaudhary 1997:83). The prastāras of a given unit consist of 

the set of combinations of equal and smaller units which add up to it. For example the 

prastāras of S are S, | |, O O |, | O O, O | O, O O O O. Similarly, pluta has 19 

prastāras, druta has one prastāra and laghu has two prastāras (Chaudhary 1997:83-4). 

                                                 

13 × is the notation for a laghu length rest. 
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Interestingly, in the post-Saṅgītaratnākara tradition drum syllables, first 

mentioned in Abhinavagupta’s commentary on the Nātyaśāstra, came to be associated 

with particular tālas. Indeed, by the time of Maharaj Sawai Pratap Singh’s 

Rādhāgovindasaṅgītasāra, each unit of the tālas has a specific drum-syllable allocated 

to it (Sharma 1992:163). This association of drum syllables with tālas is clearly very 

similar to the ṭhekā of Hindustānī music. 

The Prabandhas 
 

Although much has been written concerning the formal structure of prabandhas, it “is 

not clear in the literature whether [they] … represent the entire repertoire of 

formalized art songs from all of India’s regions, a specific genre of song types with 

common features, or a set of individual compositions–with somewhat elastic 

requirements–maintained by the oral tradition” (Rowell 1992a:275). As usual the 

analytical and categorisational tendencies of śāstras do not help here. However 

Rowell notes three key characteristics of prabandhas: “they were ornate, both in their 

reliance upon elaborate poetic diction and in the abundance of vocal ornaments 

prescribed. They were varied, in that many of the songs featured a mixture of different 

languages, rāgas, tālas, and frequent alternation between meaningful text and 

meaningless syllables. And they were sectional, in that the prabandhas were divided 

into distinct formal components with many changes of pace” (Rowell: 1992a:275-6). 

 The key structural feature of prabandhas was their division into up to four 

dhātus [sections]: “udgrāha [introduction], melāpaka [interlude], dhruva [main 

section] and ābhoga [conclusion]. Besides these there is another dhātu called antarā 

between dhruva and ābhoga which is found only in sālagasūḍas and not in other 

prabandhas” (Chaudhary 1997:219). Prabandhas came in “three varieties depending 



RHYTHM IN THE DEŚĪ SYSTEM 

23 

upon the number of dhātus–if there are two dhātus it is ‘dvidhātu’, if there are only 

three ‘tridhātu’ and if there are all the four ‘caturdhātu’. In dvidhātu only melāpaka 

and ābhoga are left out. A prabandha should consist of at least two dhātus.” 

(Chaudhary 1997:220). However, this division into dhātus does not appear in the 

Bṛhaddeśī, and Rowell argues that “the sequence of dhātus must have been 

superimposed on the prabandha repertoire at a later stage in its development, perhaps 

around A.D. 1000” (Rowell 1992a:277). 

 Prabandhas were also classified in several other ways: there is a threefold 

classification into niryukta, “in which there is the rule to apply a particular metre, tāla, 

etc.” (Chaudhary 1997:226), aniryukta where there was no such rule, and 

ubhayātmaka “in which there are sometimes rules regarding aṅgas and sometimes 

those regarding chanda” (Chaudhary 1997:227). Prabandhas were also classified 

according to whether Sanskrit, a regional language, or both were used, and depending 

on whether deśī or mārga tālas were employed. 

 The six aṅgas also deserve a mention. These were the components out of 

which prabandhas were constructed, and various combinations of them could be 

employed and were sometimes prescribed in sections of prabandhas. They were: 

 pada (word), a passage of meaningful text (a word, phrase, line or stanza); 

 svara, a passage of [sargam] syllables; 

 biruda, a passage of text extolling the subject of the song and including the 

singer’s signature; 

 tena, a vocalise on the word tena with many repetitions; 

 pāṭa, a passage of recited syllables onomatopoeic of drum strokes; 

 tāla, a section regulated by one of the cyclical deśī tālas (Rowell 1992a:278). 
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 There were three classes of prabandha: sūḍa, āli and viprakīrṇa, of which sūḍa 

was the most important and received the most attention. Although “in comparison 

with the sūḍas, āli and viprakīrṇa are short prabandhas, because of the employment of 

svara, tāla, tena, pada, viruda and pāta there is greater variety and charm in them. In 

keeping with the employment of regional languages importance is given to local 

elements and popular taste. They are simpler and because of the employment of 

several ragas and tālas they appeal to the common people. Since sūḍas are more rule 

bound, very long, with prescribed rasa, rīti, vṛtti, gīti, etc. and fixed gaṇas, they could 

have appealed to the taste of connoisseurs alone (Chaudhary 1997:236). 

There were “two varieties of sūḍa–śuddha sūḍa and sālaga sūḍa. The eight songs 

elā, karaṇa, etc. are śuddha sūḍa and dhruva, maṇṭha, pratimaṇṭha, niḥsāru, aḍḍa, rasa 

and ekatālī–these seven are called sālaga sūḍas” (Chaudhary 1997:234). Chaudhary 

(1997:235-6) lists the properties of the sūḍas as follows: 

1. The composition of the dhātus udgrāha, etc. the manner of singing them, repetition, 

‘prayoga’ … have been spoken of in the case of the śuddha sūḍas i.e. the composition as 

well as execution of the sung aspect is given in detail, e.g. the number of sections in 

udgrāha, etc. their sub-sections, in which section the melody should be similar and in 

which different, which dhātu should be rendered after which, with which dhātu the end 

should come, where the melody should be in the lower register and where in the higher, in 

which dhātu the name of the composer and the subject should appear, the primary or the 

secondary status or the total absence of ālāpa, have all been specified. 

2. There are prescriptions regarding the use of definite tālas in every sūḍa, e.g. in both the 

sūḍas, śuddha exatālī and sālaga ekatāli, the ekatālī tāla is to be employed. 

3. In both the kinds of sūḍas there is the prescription of specific rasa, rīti and vṛrti. 

4. In both, the verbal text has an important place. 

5. In many of the prebandhas belonging to both varieties there is the prescription of gaṇas. 

6. Both are longer than ālis and viprakīrṇas. 
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7. In both different layas have been prescribed. 

8. In both there are no rules regarding chanda. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Despite the attempt of śāstras to systematise them, the prabandhas were clearly a 

highly heterogeneous and rapidly evolving genre. However its rhythmic foundations 

were to provide the basis of the modern Karṇāṭak and Hindustani traditions: the use of 

a repeated cyclic surface structure with a limited set of kriyās, the six aṅgas,  the 

dhruva prabandha form, the use of prastāra and the shorter units of time are all 

fundamental concepts in the modern traditions. Even so, prabandhas have survived in 

some form to the present day: “Even today dhruvapada singers call songs which are 

sung in several tālas one after another ‘prabandha’” (Chaudhary 1997:217). 
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Introduction 
 

Some time after 1300 A.D., classical music began to separate into two traditions: that 

of South India, which is now known as the Karṇāṭak system, and that of North India, 

which is known as the Hindustānī system. Although there are many similarities 

between these systems, especially in the context and structure of performances, there 

are a number of differences. The most important of these are in instrumentation, style 

of music, and the use of different systems for classifying rāgas and tālas, most of 

which in turn differ between the systems. 

The Karṇāṭak system of tāla distinguishes between the traditional system of 

sūḷādi tālas and those in common use today. Some of the measures of the ancient 

system have been kept and kriyās, although simpler, are still an important feature of 

performance. With the virtual abandonment of the use of kriyās and ghana vādya 

(solid instruments)14, “the ‘measuring’ as well as ‘embellishment’ of gīta and vādya 

have fallen to the lot of the avanaddha vādyas” (Chaudhary 1997:131), i.e. the tablā, 

mṛdaṅgam or pakhāvaj players. However, much of the responsibility of keeping 

rhythm has also shifted to the soloist. 
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The units guru and pluta are not found in Karṇāṭak music, which is composed 

from the units (called aṅga) drutam, anudrutam, and laghu. Like the deśī system, 

anudrutam is half the length of drutam, but depending on the jāti of the tāla laghu can 

be 3 (in tisra), 4 (in caturaśra), 5 (in khaṇda), 7 (in miśra) or 9 (in saṅkīrṇa) times as 

long as anudrutam. It can be seen that “in Karṇāṭaka music the jātis such as caturaśra 

have become merely indicators of the duration of laghu” (Chaudhary 1997:139). The 

basic unit of time in the Karṇāṭak system is akṣara [syllable], which is structurally 

equivalent to the kalā of the ancient system and the mātrā of the modern Northern 

system, and is the time taken to execute a single kriyā. 

 In the Southern system, there is one saśabda kriyā, ghātam, and two niḥśabda: 

visarjitam and finger counting. Ghātam, in which “the right palm hits the palm of the 

left hand from above; or–if the right hand is engaged in playing a drone (tambūrā)–

the left palm gently hits one’s left thigh” (Pesch 1999:128), marks the first beat of 

laghu, druta or anudruta. Visarjitam, a wave, marks the second beat of a drutam. 

Finger counting is used to mark the beats of a laghu using each finger successively 

from the little finger, which marks the second beat, to the thumb, which marks the 

sixth. If the laghu is longer than this, counting begins again with the little finger. 

 

Tāla in Theory 
 

There are two systems of tāla in Karṇāṭak music: the more ancient formal system, and 

the modern informal system. The formal system consists of seven tālas known as 

sūḷādī tālas, or more commonly just the sapta tālas (seven tālas). They are as follows: 

                                                                                                                                            

14 Although cymbals are still used in bhajan and kīrtan in North India and can accompany the 
nāgasvaran in the South Indian system (Chaudhary 1997:131). 
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Dhruva  | O | | 

Maṭhya | O | 

Rūpaka O | 

Jhampa | ∪ O 

Tripuṭa  | O O 

Āṭa  | | O O 

Eka  | 

Each of these tālas has five variations depending on the length of laghu, of 

which one is the “principal variant” (Sadie 2001:197): caturaśra for dhruva, maṭhya, 

rūpaka, tripuṭa (caturaśra tripuṭa being known commonly as Ādi tāla) and eka; tisra 

for tripuṭa; khaṇda for āṭa and miśra for jhampa. 

The informal system “comprises selected tālas of the ‘formal’ system plus two 

fast tālas called Cāpu” (Sadie 2001:197), which Nelson states were probably absorbed 

“from folk music or other nonclassical traditions” (Nelson 2000:144): 

  Slow    Fast 

binary  Ādi |4 O O   Ādi, Madhyādi, Deśādi 

4 + 2 + 2   4 + 2 + 2 

ternary  Rūpaka O |4    Rūpaka 2 + 4 

2 + 4    tisra [laghu] 1 + 2 

quintuple Jhampā |7 ∪ O   khaṇḍa Cāpu (ara Jhampā) 

7 + 1 + 2 = 2 + 3 + 2 + 3 2 + 1 + 2 

septuple Tripuṭa |3 O O   Tripuṭa, miśra Cāpu, miśra laghu 

3 + 2 + 2   3 + 2 + 2 



RHYTHM IN THE KARṆĀṬAK TRADITION 

29 

Cāpu is not “analysed in terms of laghu, druta and anudruta units as are the 

sūḷādi tālas, but they are clapped as follows: khaṇḍa Cāpu 2 + 1 + 2, miśra Cāpu (3) 

+ 2 + 2 with a wave rather than a clap on the first beat” (Sadie 2001:197-8). 

The ancient system of jātis also makes its presence felt in the system of 

subdivisions of kriyās known as gati. Depending on the gati, each akṣara is further 

subdivided into 3, 4, 5, 7 or 9 mātrās. Combining the possibilities offered by the 

seven tālas, the five jātis and the five gatis, we have 175 possible tālas. 

However, this does not exhaust the possibilities, since the gatis form the basis 

for a system of prastāra in which “the basic gati patterns (e.g. of four and three sub-

units or mātrā) are temporarily rearranged and varied in order to obtain a colourful 

percussive mosaic, as it were” (Pesch 1999:140). To add to this bewildering array of 

rhythmic patterns, another set of possible configurations is provided through “the 

progressive doubling of the duration of a tāla by rendering it in ekakala, dvikala 

forms…. However in this case the dvikala and catuṣkala forms do not bring in new 

kriyās. Instead the same kriyās are duplicated” (Chaudhary 1997:138). 

As in all Indian musical systems, Karṇāṭak music can be performed in three 

tempi: fast (druta kālam), medium (madhyama kālam) and slow (cauka kālam), with 

the latter two chosen for the majority of compositions. In contrast to North Indian 

music, the tempo, “once chosen, is not changed between the beginning of a piece and 

its conclusion. On the contrary, it is essential that an even flow of musical time is 

strictly adhered to” (Pesch 1999:134) except “sometimes after singing the pallavi and 

anupallavi, in the caraṇam, the laya is increased not doubly but a little according to 

the wish of the singer” (Chaudhary 1997:135). However, rubato is allowed in certain 

circumstances, so if a musician “wants to convey tranquillity (śānta rasa) or a 

romantic sentiment (śrṅgāra rasa) in accordance with the lyrics (sāhitya), minute 
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adjustments have to be made. This means advancing or delaying of particular notes 

without actually altering the tempo by way of acceleration or slowing down” (Pesch 

1999:133). This may be what Chaudhary refers to as “two other operations… in 

Karṇāṭaka music which correspond to yati–anuloma and pratiloma…. In anuloma, 

keeping the laya of the tāla constant, only the laya of the song is varied” (Chaudhary 

1997:142) and vice-versa. 

 As in all systems of Indian music, the first beat of the cycle, saṁ, is of 

overriding importance. However, the text or theme does not always begin here, and 

indeed “shifting the eḍuppu (starting point, Skt. graha) … lends variety and liveliness 

to the rhythmic structure and is a common feature in Karnatic music” (Pesch 

1999:134).  There are three possibilities: “If the gīta and tāla begin together it is 

samagraha, if the gīta starts before and the tāla after it is atīta and if the tāla starts first 

followed by gīta it is anāgata…. The stroke of the tāla in relation to which anāgata 

and atīta  are understood need not be on the first mātrā of the tāla” (Chaudhary 

1997:145). 

 

Compositional Forms 
 

 The two most important forms in the contemporary South Indian repertoire are 

kṛti and rāgam tānam pallavi. The kṛti, which developed from earlier forms such as 

“Ballads, folksongs, … short songs like gītas and padas…. [and] kīrtanas” (Jackson 

1992:20-21) was perfected by Tyāgarāja, and shared with the dhruva-prabandha “a 

complex of four features that are common to major Hindustani and Karnatak vocal 

forms today: the arrangement of four melodic sections in the pattern ABCB’; 

repetition of part of section A as a refrain; a higher register in B and B’ than in A and 
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C; and inclusion of the name of the dedicatee (and/or of the composer) in the text of 

the final section (B’)” (Sadie 2000:203). In Karṇāṭak music, A is pallavi; B is 

anupallavi (although this section is sometimes omitted); C and B’ together are known 

as caraṇam, of which there may be several. 

 Although Karṇāṭak music is by and large syllabic, in keeping with the ancient 

systems, “Tyāgarāja composed more melismatic lyrics, offering greater freedom from 

the rigid distribution of one note of music per one syllable of word…. He also used 

variants in tāḷas. For example he composed many kṛitis in adi tāḷa starting one and 

one-half beats off, and this syncopation adds an unexpected charm” (Jackson 

1992:30). 

Structurally the pallavi is the most important section of the song, and is used 

as a refrain between the other sections and as a conclusion. However, other phrases 

may also be repeated, and such “repetition of individual phrases is an important 

feature of Karnatak music, where the majority of concert kriti compositions … are 

learnt with fixed and memorized variations called saṅgati” (Sadie 2000:204). Some 

improvisation is allowed in kṛti, usually niraval or svara-kalpana, but “the variety of 

improvisation techniques used and the extent of elaboration applied is limited … by 

the perception that the music is at root devotional, and the expression of the words 

should be enhanced, not overshadowed, by purely musical development” (Sadie 

2000:209). 

 The tāla of course specifies only the structural rhythms of the cycle, and the 

surface rhythms are not prescribed. Indeed in many South Indian performances 

(especially during improvisation) the surface rhythms can be so contrametric that the 

uninitiated listener is hard pressed to keep his or her place in the tāla, although a more 

recent trend is for the drum “to reinforce and embellish the melodic line in close 
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rapport” (Brown 1965:284).  However, certain patterns have become associated with 

particular tālas over the years, and provide a basic set of rhythms which percussionists 

can work (see Sadie 2000:198 for some of these). Different patterns can be used to 

emphasise different parts of the cycle, or to provide a more or less neutral rhythmic 

backdrop for the soloist. Brown describes the process of accompaniment as follows: 

In those places where he is expected to furnish a particular type of pattern, such as a mōrā15 to 

link two large sections of a song form, his actions must be rather specific. Even so, he has a 

latitude of choice. During most of his performance he is quite free to play any sort of pattern 

that seems stylistically appropriate. He listens to the rhythmic movement of the composition, 

or the rhythmic trend of the improvisation, and if he is well-trained, appropriate patterns flow 

unconsciously from brain through fingers. They are patterns from among the hundreds and 

thousands he has learned, or they are creations of the moment that originate within the stylistic 

traditions determined by his training and experience (Brown 1965:296-7). 

 

Developmental Processes 
   

Rāgam tānam pallavi is a form similar to that which underlies most North 

Indian classical music. It begins with anibaddha alāpanam, followed by tānam, which 

is pulsed but unmetred. After this 

the pallavi melody is then introduced, and the percussion accompanist(s) (playing the barrel-

drum mṛdaṅgam and optional instruments such as the pot drum ghaṭam) participate from this 

point on. Extended and elaborate niraval and svara-kalpana improvisations, by the soloist and 

the violin accompanist alternately, may also include the augmentation-diminution procedures 

known as anuloma and pratiloma16, where the tāla is kept constant, and the composition is 

sung at faster or slower speeds … or the composition is sung at a constant tempo and the tāla 

                                                 

15 A “threefold cadential rhythmic sequence” (Sadie 2001:206) similar to the tihai of North Indian 
music. 
16 Which is, as Chaudhary points out, “equivalent to the ancient yati” (Chaudhary 1997:143). 
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clapped at different speeds against it. A sequence of three or more progressive augmentations 

or diminutions may be termed trikāla… Other variation procedures include a korrapu, 

dialogue between the soloist and accompanists, in which the latter imitate immediately each 

phrase improvised by the former17; and korvai, a pre-composed episode of complex rhythm 

played by all performers in unison. The performance ends with a final reprise of the pallavi, 

but this is normally preceded by tāni āvartanam, an extended percussion solo (or dialogue if 

there is more than one percussionist) in a number of episodes leading to a climax (Sadie 

2000:210). 

The improvisation techniques listed above are those that are most common in 

South Indian music. The two most important forms of rhythmic development, which 

are also used in kṛti, are niraval and svara kalpana. In niraval, a line of text from the 

song is taken and developed at first “slowly, so that the text is clearly understandable. 

As the performance gathers in intensity, its focus shifts away from the words and 

more toward the melodic line; each text syllable may take on florid ornaments. This 

ornamentation progresses until the actual syllables are all but unintelligible. The 

increased density of notes, as in all forms of Karnatak improvisation, takes place 

without an increase in the speed of the tala” (Nelsen 2000:148). 

 At the climax of the niraval, the soloist switches to improvisation around 

sargam phrases known as svara kalpana, in which “the melody instrument improvises 

increasingly long and rhythmically complex sequences, each terminating on the same 

strong accent of a refrain passage. In kalpana svara the melody instrument usually 

‘challenges’ the mṛdaṅgam player to repeat immediately the complex rhythmic 

sequence just played. During such ‘contests’, the mṛdaṅgam player may occasionally 

replicate a melodic sequence by skilful left-hand strokes” (Sadie 2001:214). During 

svara kalpana “Musicians adopt two broad rhythmic strategies. Some, preferring not 

                                                 

17 A process which has been adopted by Hindustānī performers in the form of savāl-javāb (question-
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to think much about complicated rhythms, let their notes flow with the pulse of the 

tala. This approach is called time flow (sarvalaghu). More rhythmically energetic 

musicians work out patterns and designs that generate great tension with the tala. This 

approach is called calculation (kaṇakku)” (Nelson 2000:148). 

 The drum solo, or tāni āvartanam, has the following structure:  

 

A long solo is arranged in the same sectional form as the final mōrās… but the development 

within each section is on a larger scale. The performer may play in different kālas, increasing 

the movement within the tāla framework. He is almost certain to play in more than one gati, 

changing from an underlying pulse of  four, say, to one of three or five, while keeping the 

movement of the tāla akṣara constant. He may make use of mōrās between sections, and will 

surely end with an elaborate kōrvai. His filler and “time-passing” patterns may be quite free, 

perhaps just a single repeated stroke while he is calculating a mōrā or deciding what sort of 

rhythmical problem to introduce next, but the principles and procedures he follows are those 

he has been following throughout the entire course of his training (Brown 1965:296). 

The two most important cadential techniques are mōrās and kōrvai. Mōrās are 

used to join sections of compositions, but also form an essential part of the training of 

percussionists, and hence are the foundation of solo technique. “By far the most 

common type is the mōrā with three phrases of the same length. Other types 

encountered have phrases that get shorter (gopuccha yati), that increase in length 

(srotovahā yati), that get smaller, then larger (ḍamaru yati), in which each of the three 

is in turn made of three phrases (nine-fold), in which the final syllable of the phrase 

ends just past samam, moves back toward it the second time, and hits it on the third 

(overshooting cakradhār); and in which it ends just short of samam, moves forward 

                                                                                                                                            

answer). 
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toward it the second time, and hits it the third time (undershooting cakradhār)” 

(Brown 1965:225). 

The Kōrvai “consists of a stringing of rather widely spaced sounds in the tāla 

in an interesting cross-rhythmical arrangement. It is the most cross-rhythmical of any 

of the specific formal types of pattern found in drumming, longer and more intricate 

than the usual mōrā. Like the latter, it is ordinarily arranged in some kind of repetitive 

triple pattern. Each of its three sections is again most often subdivided into a triple 

arrangement of phrases” (Brown 1965:264). 
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Introduction 
 

The modern Hindustānī tradition is perhaps the most heterogeneous of the four 

systems expounded here. The concept of measures in the definition of tālas has 

entirely disappeared, and the concept of kriyā, although still central to the exposition 

of tāla, is somewhat changed from its previous avatārs. The length of North Indian 

tālas is defined in terms of the number of beats (mātrās) which comprise it and their 

division into sections (vibhāg), and tālas have come to be expressed primarily in 

terms of their ṭhekā, an associated series of drum syllables, rather than their kriyās. 

All classical Hindustānī performances have a similar structure. They start with 

an ālāp, which in dhrupad and instrumental forms is further subdivided into three. 

This is immediately followed by a fixed composition, variously called a bandiś (in 

dhrupad), a cīz (in kḥayāl and ṭhumrī) or a gat (in instrumental performances), which 

is in turn followed by improvised development, of which several varieties are 

possible. The length and structure of these three elements differ, sometimes radically, 

between styles and even gharānās, but they are always present. 

Traditionally Indian music has distinguished between nibaddha and anibaddha 

forms, but in the Hindustani system, particularly over the course of the last two 

centuries, this distinction has become blurred. Baḍa kḥayāl, baḍa ṭhumrī and 
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associated instrumental forms which have developed over the last 150 years or so 

have become so slow that it is difficult to perceive the mātrās of the tāla, which may 

be separated by a number of seconds18. Conversely, introductory ālāp has almost 

disappeared, and may consist of simply of an exposition of the āroha and avaroha of 

the rāga to be developed. The melody is expressed almost entirely melismatically, 

although the sam is marked by a coming together of the vocal and rhythmic parts, 

usually in the form of the mukhṛā. It is almost as if the baḍa kḥayāl, at least in its 

opening stages, has developed into a replacement for the ālāp, with the pulse which 

some argue is implicit in ālāp19 made manifest. 

 

Tāla in Theory 
 

As in the South Indian system, the number of kriyās is reduced compared to the 

ancient systems, and there are two saśabda kriyās, sam and tālī, and one niḥśabda, 

kḥālī. However, the traditional distinction between saśabda and niḥśabda kriyās is no 

longer valid, and indeed “the kḥālī in all these tālas does not mark a ‘weak beat’, as is 

sometimes claimed, but the second of two balancing components, of which the first 

(marked by sam) is the stronger” (Sadie 2000:199). Tālas where the section from 

kḥālī to sam is equal in length to that from sam to kḥālī are especially common in 

kḥayāl and ṭhumrī, and are known as balanced tālas. 

However the greatest innovation in the North Indian system is the ṭhekā. 

However although it is generally accepted that “among the available works it is in 

‘Sarmae-Aśrat’ of Sādiḵ Alī Kḥāṅ written in 1857 that for the first time we come 

                                                 

18 It is as if tāla has returned to its place in the mārga system as a superstructural organising principle. 
19 In particular see Widdess (1994). 
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across the term ‘ṭhekā’, and the ṭhekās for different tālas” (Chaudhary 1997:149), the 

same idea has been noted by Sharma as far back as mediæval times20. Chaudhary 

speculates that the ṭhekā came about as a consequence of the shifting of responsibility 

for keeping the tāl to the avanaddha player, although it seems suspicious that ṭhekās 

turn up at around the same time as the tablā, and perhaps it has more to do with the 

evolution of the more Muslim-influenced forms such as kḥayāl and ṭhumrī which use 

the tablā. This inference is supported by the observation that “in dhrupad, the tāla 

gestures are executed by the singer himself… as in Karnatak concert-music. The 

pakhāvaj accompanist is thus freed from the necessity of playing a simple ṭhekā and 

may improvise an elaborate and rhythmically dense accompaniment. The dhrupad 

singer’s approach to rhythm is essentially ‘syllabic’” (Sadie 2000:199). 

In any case, it seems possible to draw a distinction between dhrupad, a syllabic 

form based on generally asymmetric tālas21 from which the pakhāvaj player’s surface 

rhythms are decoupled, and kḥayāl, ṭhumrī and associated forms in which a generally 

symmetric tāla22 whose expression in terms of a ṭhekā almost completely governs the 

tabliyā’s performance, and which in turn provides a basis for melismatic melodic 

development by the soloist. In practice things are not really as clear as this, and the 

various gharānās have adopted styles which borrow elements from both of these 

paradigms. 

 The main dhrupad / pakhāvaj (P) and non-dhrupad / tablā (T) tālas are given 

below (adapted from Sadie 2001:200-201): 

                                                 

20 See p21.  
21 With the notable exception of jhaptāl. 
22 With the notable exception of rūpak tāla. 
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Metre Name  Clap pattern mātrās per vibhāg 

Binary Tīntāl and related T X 2 0 3 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 

Ternary Dādrā T X 0 3 + 3 

 Cautāl P X 0 2 0 3 4 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 

 Ektāl T [same as cautāl] 

Quintuple Jhaptāl P/T X 2 0 3 2 + 3 + 2 + 3 

 Sūltāl P X 0 2 3 0 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 

Septuple Rūpak T 0 2 3 3 + 2 + 2 

 Tīvra P X 2 3 3 + 2 + 3 

 Dīpcandī / jhūmrā T X 2 0 3 3 + 4 + 3 + 4 

 Āḍā-cautāl T/P X 0 2 0 3 0 4 5  2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 +2 

 

Compositional Forms 
 

The composition in North Indian music is similar in structure to those of Karṇāṭak 

music, and is composed of between two and four sections depending on the style. The 

cīz in a kḥayāl performance consists of a sthāyī followed by an antarā, while in a 

dhrupad bandiś there are often two additional sections, called sañcārī and ābhog. 

Ṭhumrī and instrumental gat may have a section called madhyā interpolated between 

the sthāyī and antarā. 

 However as in the Karṇāṭak system the first section is the most important, and 

is returned to between each subsequent verse, and during later improvisation: “in 

virtually all North Indian music, all or part of the fixed composition is used as a 

refrain between passages of improvised development. In some genres, especially 

instrumental gats, these refrains accompany percussion solos. Thus the statement of 
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the bandiś is followed by an episode of improvised development, then a refrain 

comprising part of the bandiś, then more development, the refrain again and so on” 

(Clayton 2000:108). 

The part of the sthāyī used as the refrain, known as the mukhṛā, is “normally 

the first phrase of the sthāyī” (Sadie 2001:205). “The mukhṛā performs various tasks, 

helping the performer to generate a sense of upbeat resolving on the sam, as well as 

providing the option of a shorter refrain than the full line…. a particularly common 

species of mukhṛā provides a kind of ‘double anacrusis’, in the form of a short 

fragment which prepares the way for a longer portion which eventually leads to sam” 

(Clayton 2000:131). 

The form and structure of the composition is also partly determined by the 

style: “genres which favour more syllabic, rhythm-oriented styles tend to use bandiśes 

which take up a greater part of the performance, and which have a clearly defined 

rhythmic structure and relatively even text distribution. More melismatic styles, on the 

other hand, favour bandiśes of fewer lines and sections, whose text is relatively 

concentrated in the mukhṛā” (Clayton 2000:119). 

Chaudhary has stated that in the North Indian tradition the “relationship 

between the layas has been fully lost. The relationship of being double is not observed 

in the short, medium and longer rests. The laya is changed in degree” (Chaudhary 

1997:135). This does not really tell the whole story, and indeed Clayton’s 

measurements of laya throughout North Indian performances demonstrate “a 

tremendous diversity of performance practice embracing constancy of tempo, gradual 

and stepwise acceleration, deceleration (very occasionally), and combinations of the 

above…. Some features are characteristics of genre, some of gharānā style, others 

show a high degree of individuality” (Clayton 2000:87). Whether this is in fact true of 
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South Indian and other forms of performance remains to be tested, although in 

principle gradual changes in laya are forbidden. 

In most forms, with the notable exception of dhrupad, the percussion 

accompaniment consists of repetition of the ṭhekā. However in dhrupad-dhamār, and 

to an extent in other forms, two other forms are possible: Sāth saṅgat in which the 

accompanist “imitates the rhythm of the soloist with a minimal time delay, 

occasionally even anticipating him” (Clayton 2000:111) and drum solo in which “the 

drummer plays virtuosic pieces, either drawn from the solo repertoire (e.g. the 

pakhāvaj’s ‘parans’) or improvised” (Clayton idem.). Solos are sometimes also 

“interpolated between episodes of melodic improvisation” (Clayton idem.) in 

instrumental forms. 

 

Developmental Processes 
 

Ravi Shankar once said of improvisation “you know, there is nothing fixed… Though 

there are certain things fixed” (Brown 1965:298). In fact, “many musicians in North 

India claim their performances contain little improvisation. This is true of most solo 

tablā playing. Performers have great autonomy in the choice of repertoire. They may 

well decide on the spur of the moment to improvise on some material in a way not 

previously thought of, but most of what is played will have been preconceived and 

thoroughly practiced” (Kippen 2001:127-8). Bearing this in mind, there are two main 

classes of development technique, one based on improvisation involving variation of 

instrumental strokes or text, and another based on laykārī (rhythmic play). 

 The three major types of the former category are: 
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1. Bol bāṇṭ, which involves “breaking the text (generally into semantic units), 

in order to generate new rhythmic combinations” (Clayton 2000:146). The process of 

upaj (improvised development) in dhrupad is an example of this, and indeed “dhrupad 

development is exclusively identified with [this] process” (Clayton idem.). It is also 

used in kḥayāl, and in instrumental improvisation an analogous process called toḍā 

occurs in which “the material of the gat is broken up, rearranged and developed” 

(Clayton 2000:150). 

2. Bol banāo, which involves “expressive melodic development or melismatic 

elaboration employing the text”, is the most important form of improvisation in 

ṭhumrī, and is also used as a method of development in the bandiś of kḥayāl. 

3. Bol tān, “passage-work in fast but equal note values” (Sadie 2000:205) 

which are also frequently used in instrumental improvisation. 

Any of the above can be imitated “substituting sargam (solfège), tarānā 

syllables, or vowels for text syllables (sargam tān, ākār tān, etc.)” (Clayton 

2000:146). 

Laykārī is a very broad term which covers several forms of rhythmic variation, 

all of which are based upon processes which will be familiar from the earlier 

exposition of South Indian developmental processes. Indeed “many of the techniques 

described… are in fact more typical of South Indian than they are of Hindustānī 

music. They are however used increasingly in the latter, especially in modern 

instrumental styles, as North Indian musicians incorporate techniques from South 

India and from solo percussion repertoires” (Clayton 2000:154). 

The basic procedure in laykārī is to set a ratio of events per beat. Each 

possible ratio has its own name, which are given in standard lists, and which vary 

between 1:1 (barābar) to 1:8 (āṭhguṇ) taking in complex ratios such as 4:5 (savāī) and 
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4:3 (paun). These ratios can also be described generically: “barābar can indicate 

duple time, whether two, four, eight, or sixteen events per beat; ārī may refer to triple 

time and its multiples; kuāṛī, to fives; and viāṛī, to sevens. Less technical, but equally 

effective, is the term jhūlnā ‘swinging’ for sevens” (Kippen 2000:113), and names of 

jāti classes may also be used. There can be several varieties of lay employed in any 

one performance. Once a ratio is chosen, the events are grouped in a way which may 

run with (sīdhā) or across (vakra) the mātrā. This process is basically identical to 

prastāra in the South Indian tradition. The grouping is “conveyed either by dynamic 

accents, by word breaks or by melodic grouping” (Clayton 2000:161). It is possible 

using this technique “for a tablā player actually to play the ṭhekā of one tāl within 

another tāl, simply by choosing the appropriate laykārī division. This is indeed 

something practiced by many tablā players…. [and] is referred to in the tablā 

repertoire as playing a particular chand” (Clayton 2000:162). 

Once these variables are determined, the chosen ratio and grouping provide 

the basis for bol bāṇṭ, tān, or more commonly repetition of phrases. These phrases 

may then be further varied and their rhythm altered through syncopation, prastāra, 

yati, change of laya or change of jāti. Generally in laykārī, “the soloist’s aim is to end 

a development episode either by returning to the mukhṛā of the bandiś, or by reaching 

a cadence on sam. Some musicians however, use a technique called viṣam, in which 

improvisations end deliberately just before or just after sam” (Clayton 2000:172). A 

popular cadential technique is the tihaī, which is the repetition of a phrase three times 

“constructed so as to end on or just before a structurally important point in the tāl 

cycle (usually on sam or just before the mukhṛā)” (Clayton 2000:169).  
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The most striking thing about the four traditions investigated has to be their 

connectedness. The same concepts and processes recur again and again throughout the 

traditions, despite the wide variation in performance style and musical context, and 

represent what is distinctive about Indian music. These concepts and processes can be 

divided into three main areas: rhythmical concepts, performance structure, and 

developmental techniques. 

 The use of rhythmical cycles marked by kriyās is a fundamental feature of all 

Indian music, although its position in the hierarchy of rhythmic organisation has 

changed, as have the interpretation of the kriyās themselves. The counterpart of kriyās 

in contemporary Hindustānī music, the ṭhekā, also has a longer pedigree than is 

usually assumed, dating back at least as far as the prabandhas. 

 The modern division of performances into non-metrical ālāp followed by a 

composition followed by improvisation, which represents the general trend of Indian 

performance from minimal to maximal rhythmic complexity, also extends back to the 

earliest sources. In the case of ālāp, the upohana of the mārga system seems to 

correspond closely with the function of ālāp as a melodic exposition. In terms of 

compositional form, the division of modern compositions into a fourfold structure and 

the importance of the refrain dates back at least as far as the prabandhas. 
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 Finally, improvisational techniques are at the same time one of the most 

fascinating and one of the most unexplored areas of Indian music. The use of 

repetition and permutation, from the prastāra of the prabandhas to the laykārī of 

Hindustānī music, is central to all Indian rhythmic development, as are threefold 

cadential techniques, yati and augmentation/diminution of the surface pulse in relation 

to the laya. An exploration of these processes across the various Indian traditions is 

much needed. 
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