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The tradition of Indian music is phenomenal. Beginning with the
November 24, 2025

Samaveda, it has flowed through various forms, each with its own
specificity and nomenclature, such as gandharva marga, desi, Accepted
dhrupada, kheyala, thumri, tappd, bhajana, kirttana, padavali, December 24, 2025
ragamalika, krti, padam, javali, and tillana, among others. The
samagana, gandharva-samgita have been lost to the passage of
time. But, in the present time, the Indian classical music, both
Hindustani and Carnatic, bears historical lineage to the ancient
gandharva music. The music which is popularised by the
gandharvas, a community who had been the great connoisseur of
music, is called, generally, gandharva music. Bharata, the great
writer of Natyasastra, presented gandharva music as “svara-tala-
padatmakam”, which means that music has been formed mainly
with three components, they are — svara (musical notes), tala (beat)
and pada (meaningful words). Details of these three will be
discussed in the paper.

Keywords: gandharva music, svara, tala, pada, sruti, grama, miircchana

CONTACT Pratyusha Ghosh B ghoshpratyusha0@gmail.com
Copyright: © by the author(s)
The work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC 4.0)



\ Kaleidoscope: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences Ghosh179

KALEIDOSCOPE

Introduction
In the context of music, the great poet William Shakespeare once observed:

The man that hath no music in himself,

Nor is not mov’d with concord of sweet sounds,

Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils,

The motions of his spirit are dull as night,

And his affections dark as Erebus.

Let no such man be trusted, Mark the music.'
In the history of mankind it is found that music took its origin in man’s lips even when language
had not yet acquired its proper form. In this regard, Curt Sachs, the eminent ethnomusicologist
opines that “[m]usic is older than language.”?> Herbert Spencer has made the following
observation: “[t]he sounds which were the natural language of excitement, became the elements
of song.” In the course of discussion of ancient music- Sastra (scripture) it is noticed that
ancient Indian music has two aspects according to its diction— one was called Gandharva and
the other was Desi (native). The present paper professes to explore the nature of gandharva
music through an analysis of its core components to bring out its significance in the
development of Indian classical music.

Music is eternal; and India, from the very beginning, has nurtured it in her deepest
consciousness. From the Vedic period to the present day, Indian music has flourished and
developed in its own way. Instances are scattered across epics, dramas and different books.
Among the eighteen Mahapuranas, musical references are evident in Vayupurana,
Markandeyapurana, Agnipurana, Vrhaddharmapurana, Visnudharmottarpurana,
Lingapurana, and others. Among these, the Vayupurana is particularly significant for its
extensive discussion of musical annotations and technical terminology of Gandharva music.

In general, the music which is propagated by Gandharva is called Gandharva music:
“Atyarthamistam Devanam Tathd Pritikaram Punah/ Gandharvanamidam Yasmat Tasmad
Gandharvamucyate.” In the Vedas, there are profound examples of citing the word
‘Gandharva’. In Rgveda, the word is used seventeen times in singular number. Also in
Atharvaveda that number is sixteen. Here are the names of some of Gandharvas — Gandharva-

narada, Svati, Tumbaru, Kohalacarya, Sardula, Sﬁndilya, Visvakhila, Visvavasu, Citrasena,

! Rolfe, editor, The Merchant of Venice, Act V, Scene 1, 82-87.
% Sachs, The Rise of Music, p. 324.

3 Spencer, “On the Origin”, p. 210.

4 Natyasastra 28.9.
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Bharatacarya, Dattila, Nandike$vara etc. In the Avesta, the religious text of Zoroastrianism, the
word ‘Gandharva’ is used. The main duty of Gandharvas was to protect Somarasa, a ritual
drink secreted from Soma plants, from the Asuras. The great commentator Sayanacarya
denominates the Gandharva as: “Gandharvo Rasminam Dharakah.” Besides this, other
examples of gandharva being attributed as a soma-protector are seen in Rgveda 9.113.3.
According to Aitareya Brahmana, the gandharva is included among the Visvadevas (3.31;
13.7.31).% The Gandharva is also called as Vayukesa — “Apasyamatra Manasa Jagatvan Briite
Gandharvan Api Vayukesan.”” The Gandharvas are also presented as the protector of gods as
well: “Gandharvamittha Padamasya Raksati Pati Devanam Janimanyadbhutah.

At another place, they are described in the form of the Aditya and as residents of svarga
— “Urdhvo Gandharvo Adhinake Asthad.”® According to Rgveda 9.86.36 and 10.40.4, the
gandharva is the one who lives in the water with his wife, the apsara. Rgveda 10.11.2 and
10.177.2 show the relation between gandharva and vani. Affection for music is one of their
defining characteristics, as expressed in “Ramadgandharvi Rapya Ca Yosana Nadasya Nade
Paripdtu Me Manah. " As per Satapatha Brahmana, the number of gandharva is twenty seven

"Il whereas in Taittiriya Aranyaka, their number is depicted to

— “Gandharvah Saptavimsatih.
be eleven.'? But number of gandharva in Atharvaveda is 6333.13 Use of the word Gandharva
is seen also in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata as well. It is asserted that they are experts
in singing and dancing.'* In the Atharvaveda, it is written: “Ye Salah Parinrtyanti Sayam
Gardabhanadinah/ Anrtyatah Sikhandinah Gandharvasyapsarapateh.”’’

Gandharvas are described as skilled in music in the Hathigumpha rock inscription of
Kharavela, the emperor of Kalinga (2"¢ — 1% Century BCE): “Tative Puna Vase
Gandharvavedabudho  Dupanata/  Gitavaditasamdasanahi ~ Usavasamdjakarapandahi
Kidapayati Nagarim.”'¢ As we discuss about the basic constituents of Gandharva music, we

can find Svara (musical notes), Tala (beats) and Pada (meaningful words) are the key

> Rgveda 1.183.2.

8 Paranjape, Bharatiya Samgita Ka Itihas, P. 240.
" Rgveda 3.38.6.

8 Rgveda 9.83 4.

? Rgveda 9.85.12.

10 Rgveda 10.11.2.

" Satapatha Brahmana 5.1.4.85.

12 Taittiriya Aranyaka 1.9.3.

B Atharvaveda 2.5.2.

14 Mukhopadhyay, Pracin Samskrta, p. 18.

1S Atharvaveda 4.37.2

16 Burgess quoted in Paranjape, Bharatiya Samgita Ka Itihas, p. 244.
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components to it. Bharata Muni, in the Natyasastra, tells about Gandharva music as: “Yattu
Tantrikrtam Proktam Nanatodyasamasrayam./ Gandharvamiti Tajjneyam
Svaratalapadatmakam.”"’

Melodic Structure of Gandharva Music: Svara

The importance of svara or the musical notes in Indian music cannot be ignored. Ignorance of
svara can bring offence to the performer. As it is said by Narada: “Rksamayajuramgani Ye
Yajiiesu Prayuiijate./ Abijianaddhi Sastranam Tesam Bhavati Visvara.”'® According to
Shringy, “[t]hat is called svara, which is by itself pleasing to the ear and the mind; which
permeates the sruti-s; and which is tender and harmonic.”!® Svara, in fact, is a developed form
of sruti. When a string of the vina is plucked, the very first sound produced is considered to be
sruti and the very next sound following it, which is the resounding of the srufi is called svara.
It is also important to note that the sruti is essentially free from resonance, which is the essential
characteristic of svara. A svara is thus inherently resonant. A perfect svara is produced when
it is stuck at the exact sruti interval meant for that particular note.

Svara, or musical notes, are seven in number, they are - Sadja, Rsabha, Gandhara,
Madhyama, Pancama, Dhaivata and Nisada. They are called Svara-saptaka together. The
Natyasastra states:  “Sadjasca Rsabhasca Gandharo Madhyamastatha/ Pancamo
Dhaivatastatha Nisadah Sapta Ca Svarah.”? In this Svara-saptaka, two svaras, i.e. sa and pa
cannot be changed, so they are called as Acala-svara. The other five svaras, such as — ri, ga,
ma, dha, ni can be changed into tivra (elevated) and komala (flat) forms. They are called
Sacala-svara. These tivra svaras are slightly higher in pitch than the suddha or normal notes.

As stated earlier, sruti causes svara. Just as curd is the product of milk, the svara is also
the product of sruti: “Srutayah Svarariupena Parinamam Vrajanti Hi/ Pariname Yatha Ksiram
Dadhiriipena Sarvada. ! Sruti indicates the interval between the seven musical notes, as said
by Ahobala: “S'rutayah Syuh Svarabhinnah Sravanatvena Hetund/ Ahikundalavattatra

Bhedoktih Sastrasammatah.

17 Natyasastra 28.9.

'8 Naradiya Siksha 1.14.

19 Shringy, Sangita-Ratnakara, p. 134.
2 Natyasastra 28.21.

2 Vrhaddest 1.35.

22 Samgitaparijata 38.
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According to Bharata, srutis are twenty two in number. Sadja note is known as a four-
Srutinote, Rsabha comprises three srutis, Gandhara is of two srutis, Madhyama has four srutis,
Parncama comprises four srutis, Dhaivata is of three srutis and Nisdada is of two srutis:

Catuhsrutijbhavet Sadjah Rsabhastrisrutih Smrtah

Dvisrutiscaiva Gandharo Madhyamasca Catuhsrutih.

Pancamastadvadeva Syat Trisrutirdhaivato Matah

Dvisrutisca Nisadah Syat Sadjagrame Vidhirbhavet.??
The svara is divided into four parts according to Sruti— vadi, samvadi, anuvadi and vivadi.
Bharata observes: “Caturvidhattvametesam Vijiieyam S’rutiyogatah/ Vadi Caivayam Samvadi
Hyanuvadi Vivadyapi. ”"?*

The Vadr is the most important and frequently used note. Samvdadi occupies the second
most important place and it follows vadi. For Example, in Sadjagrama, sa, ri, ga and ma when
sounded on strings can give the impression of being pa, dha, ni and sa respectively. If sa, 7i,
ga and ma are vadi then pa, dha, ni, sa are samvadi.?’ The notes which are located at the interval
of two srutis from one other are called Vivadi. The rest of the notes of a scale, when vad,
samvadi and vivadr are fixed, are called as Anuvadi.

A group of tones is called a grama and it is the basis of murcchana: “Gramah
Svarasamithah Syanmiircchana’’deh Samasrayah. % Shringy elaborates the concept of grama
as it is “not merely a collection of musical notes, but a group of notes of relative tonal value
organised into an integrated whole comprehending within its fold the span of a saptaka, a scale
of seven notes which serves as the basis for musical compositions.”?’

In gandharva music, three types of grama were traditionally recognised: such as Sadja-
grama, Madhyama-grama and Gandhara-grama. But the use of gandhdra-grama has been
abolished and is prescribed exclusively for divine contexts: “Pravartate Svargaloke
Gramo 'sau Na Mahitale. "% Matarhga also declares: “Sadjamadhyamasamjiiau Dvau Gramau
Visrutau Kila/ Gandharam Narado Briite Sa Tu Matyairna Giyate.”?’ B. Chaitanya discusses
the reason behind its extinction as follows : “[n]Jow, in grama the madhyama — which shown

in be a very important note in ancient music — has only one consonant. Further the paricama

2 Natyasastra 28.34.

24 Ibid 28.22.

2 Gupt, Natyasastra, p. 29.

26 Samgitaratnakara 1.4.1.

27 Shringy, Sangita-Ratnakara, pp. 160-61.
28 Samgitaratnakara 1.4.5.

2 Vrhaddest 91.
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has no consonant note at all. So has only one consonant. Neither are the two terra chords
balanced. There reasons might have contributed to the gradual disappearance of this scale.”3°

The sadja-gramic miircchand has been used in the abhyudayik (auspicious beginning)
ceremony. It is described in the Meghadiita of Mahakavi Kalidasa as:

Utsamge Va Malinavasane Saumya Niksipya Vinam
Madgotramkam Viracitapadam Geyamudgatukama.
Tantriradra Nayanasalilaih Smarayitva Katharcit

Bhityo Bhityo Svayamadhikytam Miircchanam Vismaranti.’!

Grama is the base of Miircchana, as stated by Ahobala, author of the book Samigita-
Parijata: “Mircchanadharabhiitaste Sadjagramastrisiittamah. 3° He then elucidates it as the
ascent and descent of notes within a grama — “Arohascavarohasca Svaranam Jayate Sada/ Tam
Miircchanam Tada Loke Ahurgramasrayam Budhah. 3’

Naradikara, identified by the scholars with Bharata, defines twenty one miircchanas in
total following seven in each grama. But practically there are seven mircchanas used in
classical music. They are : Uttaramandra for sadja, Abhirudgata for rsabha, Asvakranta for
gandhara, Sauvira for madhyama, Hrsyka for panicama, Uttarayata for dhaivata and Rajant
for nisada. Naradiva Siksa explains:

Sadje Tiittare Mandra Syadrsabhe Cabhirudgata
Asvakranta Tu Gandhare Trtiya Miircchanda Smrta.
Madhyame Khalu Sauvira Hrsyaka Paiicame Svare
Dhaivate Capi Vijneya Mircchana Tuttarayata.
Nisadadrajanim Vidyadysinam Sapta Mircchanah.>*

Varna is another part of svara. In the context of varna it is said in Samgitaparijata:
“Ganakriyocyate Varnah. 3’ Varna is of four types, such as — Sthayi (fixed in one place), Arohi
(ascending), Avarohi (descending) and Saricari (unsettled). The fundamental, stable section of
a composition is called sthayi. It involves the repeated singing of a single note within a small
range, such as Sa Sa Sa Re Re Re Ga Ga Ga. It sets the basic character of a raga. In khayal,
this sthayi plays the main role establishing the core idea before exploring other musical

avenues. Arohi varna refers to an ascending melodic movement, such as Sa Re Ga Ma Pa Dha

30 Japp, Ethnomusicology, p. 229.

31 Meghadiita, Uttaramegha. 25.
32 Samgita-Parijata 98.

33 Ibid 103.

3% Naradiya Siksa 1.2.11-13.

35 Samgitaparijata 219.
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Ni. It is very important for forming fundamental pattern for voice training. It helps to control
voice, aiding in accuracy of pitch. Avarohi describes the descending melodic movement.
Avarohi, as well as arohi, plays a crucial role forming the structure of ragas by rendering a
raga with appropriate emotion. Examples are: Sa Ni Dha Pa Ma or Ni Pa Ga Re Sa. Sarncari
varna refers to a complex musical phrase that is a combination of sthayi, arohi and avarohi. 1t
allows for rich exploration and ornamentation within a raga.

Alamkara, or vocal exercise, is another fundamental component that aids in developing
clarity in svaras. Example include: Sa Re Ga, Re Ga Ma, Ga Ma Pa... Alamkara is considered
to be the foundation of varpa: “Varnascatvara Evaite Alamkarastadasrayah. *%As stated by
Bharata, there are sixty three types of alamkaras based on four types of varnas.

Jati, in Indian music, classifies ragas and defines their specific melodic rules through
ten characteristics, such as — Graha (starting note of the melody), Amsa (the most dominant
note), Tara (use of notes in the higher octave), Mandra (use of notes in the lower octave),
Nyasa (the final resting note), Apanyasa (secondary resting notes), Alpatva (less emphasized

notes), Bahutva (emphasized notes), Sadava (use of six notes) and Audava (use of five notes).

Organization of Rhythm and Temporal Control: 7ala
Tala, that is beat, is one of the fundamental elements in Gandharva music. Above all tala is
the predominant and compulsory element of music. Nandike$vara opines that the entire world

37 Sarmgadeva also

is full of tala: “Talatmakam Jagatsarvam Talastu Vyapakah Smrtah.
emphasezes the importance of tala: “Mukhapradhanadehasya Nasikd Mukhamadhyake/
Talahinam Yatha Gitam Nasahinam Mukham Tatha’® The term tala is derived from the
Sanskrit root fal, meaning ‘foundation.” In Samgita-ratnakara, it is said: “Talastal
Pratisthayamiti Dhayordhaji Smrtih/ Gitam Vadyam Tatha Nrtyam Yatastale Pratisthitam.

Bharata, the author of Natyasastra, clearly says that he who is ignorant of tala should
not be considered as a singer or a musician: “Yastu Talam Na Janati Na Sa Gata Na
Vadakah.*° The tala involves divisions into kalapata (kala) and layas (tempo)— “Talo Ghana

Iti Proktah Kalapata-layanvitah. "*' He describes about twenty types of tala used in gandharva

music—

3 Natyasastra 29.20.

37 Das Sharma, Sarmgitamanisa, p.43.

38 Goswami, Bharativa Uccamga Samgita, p. 162,
3 Das Sharma, Sarmgitamanisa, p. 153.

40 Ghosh, Nihsamka Sarmgadeva, p. 169.

4 Natyasastra 31.1
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Avapastvatha Niskramo Viksepasca Pravesakah

S’amydtdlah Sannipatah Parivartah Savastukah.

Matravidaryamgulaya Yatih Prakaranam Tathd

Gitayo 'vayava Margo Padabhdagah Sapanayah.

Ityekavimsako Jheyo Vidhistalagato Budhaih.*
There are ten types of prana of tala, such as — kala (time of music), marga (used way), kriyd
(activities), amgam (parts), graha (primary matra), jati (number of matra), kala (style), laya
(interval time), yati (speed of laya) and prastara (showing different gesture). As observed by
Makarandakara-“Kalo Margakriyamgani Grahojati  Kalalayah/ Yatih Prastarakasceti
Talaprana Dasasmrta. " According to Natyasastra, there are three parts of fala, such as Yati,
Pani and Laya — “Amgabhiita Hi Talasya Yati-Pani-Layah Smrtah.”*
Musical Articulation and Verbal Content: Pada
The word ‘pada’ refers to the verbal content of music. Pada is musically adorned by svara and
tala. In Natyasastra, in the context of pada, it is said that all that is made up of syllable, is
called pada — “Yatkincidaksarakrtam Tatsarvam Padasamjiiitam.”® There are two types of
pada, one is nibaddha, which is bound with metre, and the other is anibaddha, which is
composition without metre —“Anibaddham Nibaddhaiica Dvividhantat Padam Smrtam.”
Anibaddha pada is also known as alapa.*’ The pada that is not regularly composed and is not
furnished with any metre, is associated with the musical instrument (atodya) —
“Apadanyanibaddhani Talena Rahitani Ca/ Atodyesu Niyuktani Yani Tani Tu Yojayet. ”#$

Sarmgadeva classifies music with its two categories, such as Gandharva (classical) and
Gana (regional/dest). Gana is further divided into Nibaddha and Anibaddha. Prabandha is the
primary form of the nibaddha gana. He opines: “Baddham Dhatubhiramgaisca
Nibaddhamabhidhiyate/ Alaptirbandhanahinatvadanibaddhamitirita. ”*°
Prabandha music is a composition of six specific elements, such as svara (musical

notes), biruda (aural words or phrases), tenaka (auspicious syllables used for ornamentation),

pada (meaningful words related to the subject matter of music), pata (syllables specially used

42 Das Sharma, Samgitamanisa, p. 47.

4 Goswami, Bharatiya Uccarmga Samgita, p. 273.
4 Natyasastra 31.530.

4 Ibid. 32.26

46 Ibid. 28.27

47 Goswami, Bharatiya Uccamga Samgita, p. 152.
8 Natyasastra 32.32

¥ Samgitaratnakara 4.2.
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for rhythmic music) and tala (rhythmic cycles) —“Prabandho 'mgani Sat Tasya Svarasca
Virudam Padam./ Tenakah Patatalau Ca Prabandahpurusasya Te. "

The nibaddha music has four dhatus (sections), such as — Udgraha (the initial section,
such as mamgalacana), Melapaka (the connecting section between udgraha and dhruva),
Dhruva (the fixed section) and Abhoga (the concluding section) — “Prabandhavayavo Dhatuh
Sa Caturdha Niriipitah/ Udgrahah Prathamastatra Tato Melapakadhruvau./ Abhogasceti... !

According to Samgitaparijata, there are five types (jati) of prabandha, such as —
Medini, Vidini, Dipani, Vilambini and Taravali. Ahobala observes:

Prabandhajatayah Parica Iti Proktah Kramena Ca.

Sadbhiretairmedini Syadvidini Panicabhirbhavet

Caturbhirdipant Jatistribhirangairvilambini.

Dvabhyam Taravali Jatiriti Siri Vinirnayah™
Thus, a prabandha with six parts is called medini, one with five parts is termed vidini, a
prabandha with four parts is called dipani, one comprising three parts is called vilambini and
taravali has two parts.
Conclusion
The paper purports to establish the profound existence of gandharva music in ancient Indian
scriptures and as well as in the society. Over time, this very music has been modified by various
schools and sects, and flourished with various characteristics. They acquired new names and
enriched the flawless tradition of Indian classical music, however, their fundamental features
remained unchanged, that is Sama-samgita, the mother of gandharva music. Through this
analytical study of gandharva music with its core elements, that is svara, tala and pada, it is
hoped that the study will contribute to the finer aspects of ancient Indian music in the Sanskrit

tradition.
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