
Description, Interpretation and Music Criticism ,

S. K. Saxena

TilE TA SK OF THE CRITIC is a complex one . He Iavishes dose ;lIId
regular attention on works of art. distinguishes- their individual
features. brin gs out their hidd en significances , sometimes classifies
them as representative o f a parti cular style or ghfrana. and much
more freel y passes value judgements on them, calling them go<,1 or
pioneering or poor and ineffective as art. His influence can be great.
He may' be able to push a young and deserving but so far neglected
artist into prominence or (0 temper our excessive n·~anJ JflT a
maestro bydrawing attention to some quite unsuspected flaws in his
art. But the critic's basic. immediate functions are. in the main.
three: description, interpretation and evaluation. How these func­
lions interrelate is easy to see. A poem, for instance. cannot be
lauded or decried without ascertaining with care what it says or
suggests; and this in turn requires that notice be taken-and some
account provided-of its details of content and structure.

It is. however, not always possible to easily decide whether a
critical state ment is interpretive or merely descriptive. Consider. for
instance, the painting Abhisarika Nayika l by A. Ramachandran. It
would of course be a 'dear description to say that the work employ>
several bright colours, say. red. yellow, green ; that the lady's f;l«
is hidden by the cot overhead ; and that the visible parts of her body
appear to bulge. But were someone to say that the use of colours
here is by and large breezy. would that he merely describing or
interpreting what is seen? Is the liveliness in question a given
property which is just readily noticed. or is it something interpreted
as expressed by the curvilinear shapes? Or, again, take the c:,.,eof a
lritala (madhya 'laya) bandish in raga Bhoopali. lf the ra;Ita who
listens 10 i, says that the sarna is located here at 1'" and that the other
key emphasis-say 'the offbeat-occurs at gao the statement would
~ an obvious description". But if, in respect of the same compost­
tion. a music critic remarks that the descent {O ga from the pa
(marking the sarna) brings out the raga's character clearly, would
that bemere description or some evaluation as weJl? An unheS:Jl3UnK
answer may be difficul, here. For proper projection of the n~lUre .of
the raga ,hal is sung or played is both a mark by which ~'e Identify
and a criterion by which we judge the excellence of.. piece .of our
classical music. Ifin drawing attention to the passage In question the
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cnuc is only acknowledging or affirming that the composinon is
clearly an essay in Bhoopali, his remark is descriptive, but if he
wishes-and if, in the light of some other remark in his review, he
may be .taken-to suggest that, because of the feature isolated for
mention, the bandish is a good one, the judgement in question is
evaluative too. So it is needful to see how exactly the critic's three
main functions differ from each other.

The way we distinguish describing [rom interpreting is well
known. To describe is simply to report what one sees or hears, or
what is otherwise given to one in a work of art. In the case of literary
arts such as poetry and drama description requires attentive reading;
in others careful perception. Features or aspects that are given to
sense-say the perceptua-are clearly more important in arts like
music, dance, painting, architecture and sculpture than, say, literary
prose. But two important points are likely to be missed here.

First, there is an element of rationality in perception itself.
\Vhatever we perceive is apprehended as having a distinct character;
and some comparing, involving an ideal putting apart from or along
with-or differentiation and classification-is necessarily involved
here'. Further, where the object before us is a work of art, the right
kind of perception requires discriminating employment of a duly
trained attention. Thus in the case of painting one should be able to
distinguish, sa}, symmetrical from asymmetrical balance1 or colour
as interpreting form (as in Cezanne's L'estaque) from form as fused
with colour, say, in Turner's Interior at Petworth". And, to turn to

music, how can anyone listen to it as art without the ability to identify
and distinguish the various notes and, in the case of our music, even
the microtones or stutisi
. Secondly, following the ordinary meaning of words while reading
IS mere understanding or simple cognition; it is not interpretation if
the word be taken to mean, as it normally is, the mental act of going
beyond what is obvious or given.

An instance may be taken to explain what this 'going beyond' is
and how it distinguishes interpretation from mere description. If in
respect of Leonardo da Vinci's famous fresco The Last Supper one
says that the work shows a group of 13 men around a dinner table it
would be a plain description. So too would be such remarks as the
following in respect of the work's own composition:

(:hrist i~ (here] exactly placed in the middle with two groups of three apostles 011

either Side. ;'\;OIe. too. the placement of the small items on the table. The gran.-ful
mobile pictures of the apostles ...f>

But the moment we set out to speak thus:
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Su. perfect is the cOl~posi tion in its majestic simplicity, so PUig-Il.J 1l1 It..e varied
attitud es and e"pH,'s slon of the Apostles . 1 the supreme Inm nt'1I1 when Cllri' l
exclaims: ·Verily I sa)" un to )UU thai one of ) OU shall berrav m e 'lh ..l lhi, "' till. .

restored, has rem ained the typical rep resentatio n for all 'ChrisH.·lIdum of ,Itt'
sacrament of Christ's Supper . .. 7

we d early tu rn to inte rp retation and evaluation,
Interpreting a particular work of an is of course not ' (he same

thing as interpreting art generally. Instances of the second kind are
provided. say, by the ories which maintain that works of art are
disgui sed wish-fulfilment of our repressed libidinous fantasies in a
socially accep table way (Fre ud) , or tha t "the natu ral site of Ill'allt)' i,
the in tellig ible world : thence it descends..•.

\Vhen a critic in fact _uses any such theory in imerpreting an
individual work of art or seeks to throw light on an artist's work,
generally, he does not remain tied down, it is clear, to what meets the
eye di rectly or is otherwise ,obvious. He has to make the effon of
analysis and fact-finding. Thus. to understand why rectangles are so
dominant in the work of Pier Mondrian , he mu st acquire the \
informa tion th at because it is so removed from nature 's accidental
shapes the re ctangle is in this art ist's view material for art in its purest
form .

T his is wh y a common \\-'ay to d istinguish interpretacion from
description in a rt is to say that the former involves a more active
effort than th e latter. To interpret is to perform a distinct art iviry
that makes a fair addition to-without ofcourse being an imposition
on- what th e work of art seems to be a t mere at tentive viewing,
listening o r read ing. T he aim of description. on the other hand. is
simply 10 register and slate what the work of art . show~ . .

Another equally popular way of drawing the distincnon IS to
Suggest that whereas to describe a work of an is to mark-that IS, (0

identify and d istinguish-the details of its factual co~tent or. its
non-meaning properties, to interpret is to get at the work s mesnmg,
which is not always embodied in words. It is indeed true that
interpretation in art criticism is qu ire importantly ~~ effort 10

unravel the meaning of symbols, verbal or other. Th~ entre h~s to ~
familiar with iconology, the study of symbols with a pnman y
con,'cnt;onal basis. For instance. in respect of Titian's \o\'cll·known.
painting Sacred and Profane Love", unless the critic knows that,the
work was painted before the rise of puritanism and has a con vention­
al basis in neoplatonism, he willalso not realize that the nude woman
issacred and the woman clad profane. Again, it is this (second) wayof
disri . . hi h d ines how exactly weIstmgUlsh ing the two functions w IC eterrm .

h h '.- of the functions.p rase the statements that result from t e exerCl.;n.
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The language of a critical description IS informative and the
adjectives we commonly use in respect of such description are.
accurate , comprehensive. detailed . Interpretations. on the other
hand, are said to be plau sible, cogen t, origi na l, re vealin g.

But, we may note, the '\,..ays' we have so far spo ken of do not
prov ide any ver y definite ground for distinguish ing description from
interpretation . So let me explain.

T ake , first , the suggestion tha t interpret at ion calls for greater
effort 0 11 our part. Can we be sure of this, and how is the relative
greatness of effort to be determined? The rasika who correctly tells
the atikomal gandhjr in a raga Dar bari co mposi tio n and describes
the structure of the bandish by detailing- its co nstituent swaras in the
right order has de voted co nside rable attentio n in the past to
identifying and distingu ish ing the vario us swaras of the saptak, and,
in particular. the character o f the raga's pivotal note referredto
here. Is his total effort less th an that a music critic puts in, say, in
interpreting a recital as one representing the Agra gharana of
khayaJ-singing just because it ma kes liberal use of hoi-tans, or a
composition as a product of a maestro's late years when he hid been
mellowed by intense person al suffering? One can hardly say yes.

Nor does content provide a surer basis for the distinction we are
seeking to make. Remarks such as the following

Macbeth . . . is . . . the most concentrated . . . o f the traged ies. (It] leaves a decided
impression ofco lour . . . light and colo urs of the thunder-storm in the first scene; of
t ~r' dagger hanging before Macbeth's eyes and glinering alone in the midnight '
air . . . Above all . the co lour is she co lo ur of blood. It cannot be an acciden l thatlM­
image of blood is forced upon us continually. nol merely by the eve nts themselves
b UI by full descriptions . . . 10

are clearl y about colour, bu t they tend to be in terpretive- On the
othe r hand, were someon e 10 say that aIarip p u in Bharatanalpm
ope ns with a definite employment of pataka mudra, the remark
would be descriptive in spite of the fact that it speaks o f a symbol.

Luckily, however, it is po ssible 10 suggest some more definite ways
of dlStmgUlshm g description from interpretation.

To begin with. whereas a description is an implicit assurance to us
that the object really is as it is stated to be, an interpretation is merely
a pmp?saJ that it would be reasonable to accept what is said about
~he obj ect. Unlike a person who describes a work of art , one who
mle~prets it cannot be said to be guided all along by what is alread y
mam~es~, for the meaning has to be discovered. As opposed to mere
de~npuon. a work of art's interpretation ca n never be said to .be
qUlle true, if truth be taken as ad equacy to o r correspondence with
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what is. Description 'aims at absolute fidelity to details of the Rin'I1,
and the end.is taken to beauainable in principle. But interpretation ,
especially in relation to a literary text-s-say, a poem-is nowhere
quite determined, th ou gh it may seem 10 be fairly warranted by the
evide nce provided by th e work " , .

A competen t critic is of course careful 10 give thought to whatever
there is in the work, but between the direct meaning or ~lJ ggesti\·e.

ness of given de tails and the interpretation finally arrived'al lhere is
always a ga p which the cr itic bridges by resort ing 10 some ideal
construction; and it is here that the interpreting grows open 10

variations in the hands o f different critics. in accordance with the ir
ind ivid ual ways of looking at an . T he work itself is, in the main, a
culturally emergent entity, not a merely perceptual object12, An
everyday object such as a knife interests us in but IWO ways. It must
serve th e purpose for which it is meant and do that reasonably long.
A work of an, On th e other hand, reflects the per sonality, or at least
the individ ua l skill, of its maker, and the cuhure-or the ferment,
aspirat ions-c-of the period of history he occupies. Further, it has its
own intrinsic beauty or sign ificance and can be, or hss to he.
attended to at different levels. /fow much about the work is taken
into account. and what aspects or features of it are emphasized. all
this varies in the case of different critics: and therefore alrernative
interprerat ions of th e same work are always possible. The ideal here
is com prehensiveness and sub tlety of notice and (ogene)' of
interpretation. But what exactly is relevant to the work, how muchof
itscontext is to'be taken into account. and whereinreally lies a work's
aesthetic value-all these are mailers of disagreement between
critics. Some, like Hirsch , insist that it is "a fundamenlal ethical
maxim for. interpretation " 13 that the author's intention should be
given d ue weight. Oth ers, following Wellek and Warren. warn us
that

The meaning of oil work of art is ne t exhausted by. or even equivalent to. its
inremio n; .. . [that) a s a system of values ir Jeads an Independent fife: [and thai) . . .
the total meanin g of a work of all . . _{is more th.anJ its mean ing (Of" ~ht iotuth".r ,md
his cc mem po n..t ies . . "it is rather the f"MUIr of a proc-ess of s«rntod, i.e .. the hl ~IOl)'

of its criticism by its mdi ny readers in many a 1i:M 14.

Vet though because of this infinite openness to alternalives- and
basically beca use it is nol all along based on a face-to-Iace
inspection-:-inlerpre latio n can never make such a d.aim 10finaht~ as
a carefu l descrip tion it is no "mere guesswork either. One ".ho
. . ' . I be . ed - t,· ')· his jnterpretauortInterprets ma y. quite fair y. requtr IOJUS l' _

by appealing to the inrerpretandum (or the object of in terprotatllm),
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But no such dem and can be made of a JOan who merely guesses.
Further. whereas careful interpretation o f a literary text may well

lead <0 a meaning which is quite different from, perhaps even
opposed to, what the text may seem to say when we fir st look at it, a
good desc ription of a work of art is never so free to deviate from the
work's direct appearance . To illustrate this point we rna)' turn once.
aga in to a work already referred <0. A pro per descriptio I] of Ti tian's
Sacred and Profane Love has me rely <0 follow what is directly
re vealed to the eye. But inte rpretation cannot be so faith ful. A mere
look at the title of th e pain ting may suggest th a t -the nu de figure is
profane and the lad y clad sacred. But when we interpret the work in
the light of its neoplatonist basis we get a mean in g that is quite'
opposed to the obvious one . In literature , whe r-e langu age is often
used in the way of dh wani, illustrations of the kind are eas ier to get.

Finally, "the most cha racteristic d ifference between de scribin g and
interpreting a work of art lies, so to speak, in th e cen te r of grav ityof
the two notions" 15. Description assumes that there is "a stable,
public, rela tively well-d efin ed object available for inspection"; and
that if there are any differences between the various descriptions,
they have to be resolved on further inspection of the object, perhaps
from a fresh point of view. The obj ect is here believed to ha vecertain
properties, a rid th ese are taken to be enumerable. To int erpret, on
the other hand, is not merely to find. but ( 0 make out. How this is in
fact done may now be stated.

o In the real.m of music, as we know, on e may speak of interpreta­
non by the listener or critic or th e performer, the gayak o r vadak,
himself. Every piece of o ur classical music conforms to and projects a
particular melody-type or raga. T he gram ma tical form of the
raga-that is, its constituent notes. its pivotal and main consonant
Swaras (vadi-samvadl) , and its manner of ascent and descent (aroha
and avaroha )-is of Course pre-fixed and has to be closely adhered
to. But, as rendered in notati on , thi s form is but the skeleton of a
raga. In li"ing music the aesthetic su bstance-s-or lnner unity, variety
of effect, and a distin ct, overall em otive 'appearan ce'-is pro\'ided .
by the ~rt ist's own individual way of singing or playing; and it is this
enlivening of mUSlc":""-or its being endowed with a manifest sub­
stance. character and beauty-which is the raga's interpretation by
the anise himself. The process is somewha t similar to Hindi writing.
The spellings or constituent un its, their order, and rhe matras
(laghu, g urul- like the vsidiand sem vzdi swaras in music-demand
conformity; but the thickness or thinness of con tours, and the
flouri sh or st~idness which the making of a letter may evince, are all
fre e to val)' 10 accorda nce with the individual style or cha racter of
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the writer.
In the case of our mu sic, of co urse, the performer is rarely quite

individ ual in h is man ner. He generally professes allegiance 10 a
gharana and sometimes' also to a bani; and this may predispose him
to sing in a way th at is not only iden tifiable but more or less
foreseeable. But whatever be the real source of differences in the
music produced , the singer's own individuality or that of the
gharana or mode of utt erance (bani) he represents, two treatments
of a raga may well be said to be its inte rpretations if they are
manifestly diverse in detail and overa ll 'look' or impact. Thus
wheth er we say that th e Dagar and Agra gharanas interpret a raga
differently in Mapa, or that the interpretation of a raga is different in
the various biutis, it is either way fair. For the differences are in both
cases dear. and in nei ther case is the artist free to violate the raga's
grammat ical identity. Thus, whereas an Agra alapa treatment of a
raga-say, by the late Ustad Fayyaaz Khan as a preface 10

dhamar-is distinguished by vigour and bunchiness of utteran ce,
besides of cou rse tunefulness, Mapa in the same raga by a Dagar is
often notable for its serenity, spaciousnes s. seamlessness and infinity
in addi tion to its ability 10 produce a raga·riipa which is nOI merely
identifiable, bu t often so intense yel expansive that the raga, it
appears, is "not only presented to us, but in a wa}' surrounds and
possesses us, pervading both the hall and our inner being"!". And
whereas the khendiir-ben! way of alapa, so to say, makes a .raga
proclaim. and not merely reveal, jrs character and aesthetic might.
the Dagar-bani mode, we may say, opens in a soft, whispering way,
inducts us, by degrees, into the growing raga-riipa, and finally puts
us wholly under the sway of music in an experi ence of deep,
elevating deli ght. But whatever be the gharana or ooni it represents,
interpre131ion of a raga in terms of j/apa is utterl y different from
bol-banana in thumri, th at is, so regulating the musical utte rance of
words that the import of the text of a song, generally emouve. may
be brought out variously and ever more fully. . . .

Interpretation of a raga in aJapa sho~'s what rnfi~'te vane~y of
effect and beau ty can be created within the ambit of a single
melody-type , Whereas bol-bexuo« in thumti only shows how vocal
modulation can be made to assist the expressh>eness of words,
mga-j/apa (of the dhru vapada kind) is at once witness 10 the
, h . . d d nt of words
In erent power of musical utterance, qUl~e In e~n c: . > . •
and 10 the inexhaustible richness of a raga agamsr Its mdJVld~~1
e"positions. It would be relevant here to mark that when a.cn nc
accuses an ustsd of dwelling on the same raga repeatedly ,m. hIS
public performances, th e maestro's ready answer often is that It IS so
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because he never feels assured he has d on e a ll he can with the raga.
As an individu al interpre ta tion of the potential fu llness of the raga,a
recital some ho w always falls sho rt of the mark. This is very different,
we may no te, from the th esis that the interpre tation of a literary text,
say, a poem, is necessarily a little above (or away from)-in so far as
it is always underdetermined by-the given text. .

\\that is however of real relevance to us is the interpretation of
music by the rasika or the cr itic; for it is o nly as so regarded that
interpretation is re lated to, and has to be distinguished from,
description and evaluation . Now in such interpretation two acts are
necessarily presupposed : identificat ion and d iscriminating notice (or
exercise of niga/l). Wheth er he is sim ply a rasika or a professional
critic. the listener who wishes to interpret a piece of music should
himself be able to iden tify the raga being presented, instead of
merely taking it to be what it is said to be by the compere. For unless
he himself recogn izes th e raga's identity, o f co u rse , o n the basis of his •
previous knowled ge-and is otherwise familiar with th e ways of our
classical music-he will not be able to listen to the music properly,
and will probably miss the significance of quite a few of its details,
which would ad versely affect his interpret ation, should he attempt
an y. But I mu st explain th e point.

The right aesthe tic attitude in listening to our classical music is not
only attending to what is directl y presented, but looking {orwardlO
what is yet to come; and this latter determines how one registers the
immediatel y given. T o illustrate, let us ta ke the case of a Puria recital.
He re, if the singer tarries at ni for a while, but tunefully, the
knowledgeable listener will take it to be aesthe tically proper not
merely because the note in question is gra mm atically vital but
because, be ing familiar with the usual progression of the raga, he
expects, and would be happy to identify, the final attainment to the
tar sa via such a deft touch of the adj acent risl/abh that the brevity of
re may be easily heightened by th e voca list's extended uneranceof
nis~ad. Thus the interpretive j udgemen t tha t th e ni here is dul y 'f~'
obvlousl!' depends on the listene r's independent conve rsance with
the fabric of the raga. .

Here, I may add, th e listener's own awareness of the raga 's (or a
s ...ar~s) spec ific charac ter is identi fication; th e feeling that as seen i.n
the I~ght of (rather th an judged fro m the viewpoint of) an aesthetiC
req~ llement a pa rticular swara has (or ha s not) been duly anended
~o .IS . the reflex of discriminatin"g notice 'and is interpretive, If

mcrpienrly, an d the 'explanat ion, offered or merely arrived at. that
therefo~e. th e detail in qu estion is (or is not ) congru~nt with what
follows It IS a full-bl own imerpreranon , with a clear evaluative aspect.
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What I have adverted to as identification ofcourse runs throughout ;
nowhere is the listener free to weaken his awareness of the swaras'
individ ual characters; and indeed the two processes that I said are
presupposed do not merely precede but are all along implicitly
present in the act of interpretation.

It is now necessary that I cite some instances to show what
interpretation of music itself is. Before , however, I actua llydo this, it
would be well to mark tha t to interpret is not merely 'to explain the
meaning or but 'to elucidate or clarify what is presently obscure' ;
and that interpretation therefore o ften arises as an attem pt to find or
give answers to qu estions th at may be prompted by what seems
unclear in or about the music one is listening to. The following
rando m list of questions an d po ssible an swers to them should now
serve as a fair specimen of how our music is in fact interpreted:

1. A vi/ambit sthiiyi by Kumar Gandharva does not use the
traditional device called k:mbharna-linking word-free spaces of
sthayi by means of slender , /lowing ak:ira, "k:ira and iUra
passages , How then does the sthayi in question avoid appearing
broken o n the inside ?

T rue , a Kumar Candharva slhayi is not in fact undivided
internally, b ut only seems to be so. It is also tru e that it does not avail
of what is ca lled ksuibhemii. Yet the semblance of unit y is there, and
it works on us becau se in the musical utterance the aU ra is made to
wax and wane so deftl y, and alm ost impe rceptibly, that a suggestion
of rise an d fall , or /low of feeling. is created and sustained all along,
unifying the vacant recesses.

2. Wh y is a good madhya-/aya tritala bandish so often and s~ widely
admired , bo th visibly and a udibly" , by knowledgeable listeners
when it reaches the focal beat?

This is easy to ex plain. Where the laya is not very slow (nor too
qu ick) the form of a bandish-inc1uding its accordance with a
cycle-is easy to follow; the offbea t is readily manifest; and the
listener is able to follow, qu ite without effort, the passage ofaesthet~c
pace or lar a from the khiili and towerds the focal beat, so that wha~ IS

in the end a pp lauded is not only attainment of the sama with
split- second accuracy. but its emergence as the destiny, so to ~y, ~f
an oriented flow . The reason for acclaim is not only the smgc.r s
ability to keep to musical time, but the inn ero rdering .of ~h~ bendisi)
itself in relation to th e central beat . The experience IS, If m part, a



32

perception of artistic form..

S.K. SAXE:>A

3. Why does a vi/ambit sthayi, as presented by Pandit jasraj'", not
seem to be quite classical in temper even where it has a
meaningful text and observes a steady rhythm?

Here a good clue to interpret rightly is provided by the difference
between the musical and the merely verbal. If one crowds a sthayi
with words no room is left for those stretches of akara (or ekara) that
not only unify the word-free regions of the sthayi but lend a roomy
and imposing inside to it. The free use of decorative flourishes,
though appealing in itself, is an additional bar to the requisite
suggestion ofdignity. Two points must indeed be borne in mind by a
good classical singer. First, a wordy text set to music is not the same
thing' as musical wholeness achieved with the aid ofjust a few words
providing not only a basis, by virtue of their meaning. for the rise of
the rasa-or feeling-of the raga, but allowing for the varying
uses of akara, say, in its 31, " alt, <Ii shades. Secondly, a sthayi
merely placed in a taJa or, conversely, a cycle only wrapping, so to
say. the song's basal line, cannot be the ideal. The. idiom (or
cha/an/andaz) and the pace of the thekJ have somehow to be
manifest in the flow of the line itself. Otherwise the sthayi will not
seem to be what it has to be-a beautiful self-sufficient whole. And,
precisely for that reason, it will not be a true sthayi. The aesthetically
stable is not the merely inert; for there is actual movement in both
the sthayi and the theka, indicatable by pointing to the before-after
order of the swaras or matras passed over. Nor is it only the ground
on or across which the patterns rest or move, or to which one returns
after describing them. It is not even simply that which does not
change its location in the scale, or in the total art-work. It is also, and
importantly, that which does not seem to need any change because it
appears to satisfy us as it is and because of what it is. A sthayi is in
principle a projection of the dual raga-tala form in terms of song; its
formed quality makes it appear resting on itself and induces us to
take it as a stable basis for creative effort in the sense that, though the
tans surely need it as a background in opposition to which alone they
take their character as patterns, it itself is self-subsistent in appeal in
so far as the raga-taJa twosome used appears embodied within it. ,

All such interpretation in music proceeds by using concepts like
raga. a/apa, til/a, sthayi which themselves-though freely used-call
for mterpretarion. Indeed some interpretation of the basic conceptS
of art is always implicit in or demanded by our critical concern with
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specific wor ks. A few specime ns of such interpretation may also be
provided here, partly with the pu rpose of suggesting that music
criticism is not really possible without a clear understanding of the
basic concep ts of musical discou rse. Such unde m anding itself, I may
add, del ivers many of the basic criteria the critic needs, as also some
hin ts that aid subtlety and pen etration in inte rp retation. Onl y a few
basic concepts may _be taken here to show how casualness or
sketchiness in criticism may arise from QU.T inability to unde rstand
these concepts clearl y. Music cr iticism in independent India has
come to slay. But the point I wish to make will be borne out-and
the defects referred to become manifest-if we give a little thou ght
to the following specimens of typical critical writing on ii!apa and
ryhthm, the two most distinctive features of our music, and to the
way I try to explain these co ncepts in the context of actual music.

The aJapa was well done. It was sweet and reposefu l, and the nature of the raga was
well brought out.

Writing such as this may well be true of the music it refers to. But
it is hardly enlightening. Avilambit schayi too may seem to be sweet
and reposeful, and may also clearly project the natu re of the raga it is
set in . So the acclaim here does not tell us anyt hing distinctive about
the alapa. The defect, I suggest, arises from indifference to the
essence of ;jJapa which may be put th us:

Alapa is th at kind of singing which eschews both langu age and
cyclic rhythm because it seeks, in part icular , to evoke effects of
serenity. sea rnlessness, unboundedn ess and the sublime; and an
intese, en veloping and identi fiable raga·nipa by regulating the
aesthetic pace, and by using some such formal excellences as
d irectly make for specific effects ' · .

But I mu st explain this and its relevance to music with an em~hasis
on ways of looking on Mapa demanded by a proper understanding of
what it essentially is, which is missed by the critical rem ark instanced.

T he true aesthe tic warrant of alapa is its ability to create effect s of
sheer sound which do no t quite go with the utterance of w?rds.
Words tend to mar the fineness and un interrupted flow of a delica te,
'luminous' musical passage: "The diverse letters ~'iIJ ru;!1e continui­
ty; and also, by th eir volume, detract from fineness" . Language
cannot also be "used without loss of beau ty where an alap i)"a creates a
soft and vibrant background-a sweet and slightly nasal cesonance­
by .prod ucing anuranatmaka dh wani. Here the utterance when
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subdued is sweet; and where not so restrained it may seem like a
vocal analogue of th e tinkle of a temple bell with alternating pulses
of approach and recession. No such attention to the need to keep the
sound of music free from imposition by words is commonly seen in
our critical reaction s to j/apa, including the one referred to.

Furth er, what exact ly is th e "natu re of th e raga" which is said to be
brou ght out in th e Mapa? Ordina rily th e nature of a raga means
merely th e following: the specific swara_~ that a raga bu ilds upon ; the
ones it projects with 3 little extracare- the vadi and the sam loJdi; the
ragas manner of movement or chalan; and the rasa that is
commonly regarded as its dis tinctive emotiona l property_But all this
can be manifest, as we know, in good kha yal-singing as well; and I
insist it" goes merely to make , in the main, the raga's grammatical
identity, What is brought out in goo d aliipa is the raga's personality
(raga-rupa); and this, I mu st add , in th e very process of com ing into
its own, quite without the interference of words which, because of
their meaning, may pull in a direction quite different from that of
pure sound. It is true that -in the bsrhst of a good khayMiyii-say, of
the Kirana gharana-the constru ction of a raga may be clearly seen;
and that in a j ogiya recital by the lat e Abdul Karim Khan the raga's
yearning tenderness never fails to affec ts us. But whereas in the
former case-in spite of the patient, reverential invocation-the
raga is never able to create a pervasive atmosphere. in the latter, the
feeling which may wel1 tou ch us ag reeably is not backed up by any
projection of the raga's inherent power and depth , th ou gh an overall
sweetness of singing is undeniable.

I feel tempted to ex plain at th is poi nt how power and depth
ap~ar in our music. Some sure marks of power are firmness. of
musical unerance-s-even in the higher reaches and in the cxecunon
of drut tans-an imprcs'sive volume of normal akara, and due
treatment of notes in the mandra. The last of these marks might also
appear as musical depth , but depth is real1y not so tied dow n to the
actual in music, be it steadiness of voice or volume. Depth can be
seen. almost anywhere in the three ssptz k» even if the voice is
relativel y deficient in volume, the giiyak resorting no t on ly to a
step~...se eV~lIon of the raga-form , but regulating th e pace of
smgmg. A leisurely glide across three or even two adjacent s~'aras

often produces the suggestion of a concave curve; and its expanse
lends a measu re of depth to th e mu sic-and to th e singer himself an
awareness of this depth-by, so to say, laying open the space
between the swarss. The dep th ind icated here can easily exceed the
small ~x t.en t of th e interval. A roha in good jlapa is no mere night of
steps; It IS an effort to expl ore and re veal what is left uncharted by
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the notes. The marks which en able us to tell the nam e of a raga or to
distinguish it from an other are o nly mere abstract traces, so to sa)". of
a raga's personality. 'From the viewpoint of the latter noth ing is so
removed from ii/ap a as leksan« geet.

It should now be clear how the specimen of critical wriling we
chose to comment on hardly tells an ything about what the knitting of
the for m of a raga reall y is in ii/iipa. Nor is 'he comment in any way
indicative of how we react '0 the onward passage of a/apa. It speaks
of jJapa as som ething that we merely attend to, if with an occasional
nod of approval. It is phenomenologically poor. for

in con templating the leisu rely build-up of j/J pa. we have not only 10 keep an
unrem itting eye o n sur and raga-whic:h carr is here incident al. thou gh
necessary- but to eschew impatience for instant effects. and to make ou rselves so
available to the music bein g made th at the subtlest nUJIKeS get a chanc e to registe r
rbem setves and we a ...e ge ntly enabled 10 merelv sud. the- sweetness of what meers
the ear or to open to the expanse, immensity, an'd hcigh u that may seem to be there
in the m usic. In an>' case, ou r being is he re enrolled in a much fuller ~'ay than in
hstenm g 10 quick and rh yrhmkally o rga nized mu sic. This . __[is] ",h y iilj/u call give
us a deeper del ight than the other fo rm s of music. It is true that it builds upon
numerous formal gra ces . . , [which el icit att ention] 0 " but the inner spaciousness
of the fab ric of ala/M. its in finite reaches and its seeming to engulf us rather tha n ( 0

merel)" con fron t us a re du e, in the main, to the Jc- isurely inroads weIn i. mal e into
our aest he tic 'sensibilit y. The way the for m of a/jpa actualizes itself is indeed
distincn ...e The rasika here does not e ven consciously reflect tha t the ' re' com es
after 'sa' or before 'ga', th ough he o f course loses no time in registering the svaras.
[In reading poetry the act of] getting at the meaning of words and the vision of
word-bo und images cannot but be perceptible effort . an active and intricate
un ravelli ng o f detail s, a nd the ir ga thering in various ~'a)'s, but listen ing 10 aOIM is
ju st a discrimi nating openness, and its form as contemplated develo ps throu gh a
kind of incip ien t surr ender on our part. 111e former enab les us to discover the total
fonn, the laner is rewarded with a self-revelation of the r.iga 's own ,.iJpa. I do flol

de ny the p resence o f moments of felt indwe lling in our contem plation of poetry,
but, to be sure, th e sense of putting oneself wholly at the object's disposal is here nor
50 marked as in correc t anen tion to J /;jpa of th e kind J here speak of , . _Tadjtmya
in art con templa tion is not everywhere achieved exactly in the same ""ay. II .may
have ( 0 be secured , or it m dlYbe gentl y elicited . The latter, I believe. distinguish es
our con cern wilh a/j pa'.!l . .

Let me present a second specimen of critical writing:

The \ 'i lam bir Kh, -aJ was a composition in jhoomrJ raJa . . . The-quicler o~e which
followed, in drut d:l<i/a, was del ightfully lively. Partl y because of dinoc~sM)nal use
of scint illati ng bol tsnns, it hrought O UI the Iesuve mood of the raga dldmrrably. The
vocalist's rhythmic bouts with the d rummer were competent; they never stTaye.d
from the basic pac e Shafaat Ahmad Khan, on the tsbls , provided helpful rhythmic

• . ~ h
accompa ni menr. II added to the cha rm uf the reO~1 ",-jthoul eve r disrur ng l e
singer's ow n elaborat ion of the raga·fonn 0 1" filigree of fast pa tterns.
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would expl ain the conce pt of rh ythm m our music thus:

Rhythm . in'our mu sic. is of variforrn valu~. It shapes and enlivens
the music, giving it bot h an intelligible form and a pleasing variety
of movement. It also serves as the matrix and ground. and as a
norm and determinant of creative work.

Let me now show how the critical reaction quoted is deficient,
though it can o f course be true of a given piece o f music.

To begin with , is it helpful eno ugh as criticism to say that a
part icular slhayi is in jhoomra or drut eklala? One can hardly say
yes; for the remark on lyshows that the critic has been able to identify
the two dist inct rh ythmic cycles. We are told nothing about how.
exactly the sthayi is related here to the tsl« . Does it appear to be
merel y suspended or placed in a la/a ? Is it simply waiting, not
reaching for-stranded. so to say. in-relation to-the sarna?Or does
it appear to be carefully laid out or developed in22 a cycle which
seems to easily fit the sllJayi's own natural extent? Some would
perhaps say yes to the first of these questions if the slhayi adverted to
belonged to a khayal by the late Ustad Amir Khan in jhoomra or
li/warha; and others would nod in approval to the second if the
slhayi in question were by the late Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan or
Chand Khan of the Delhi gharana. A classical bandish, I suggest, is
not truly that unless it 'binds' or incarnates-or gives just the right
kind of 'filling' to-the rhythmic cycle chosen, besides of course.
proj ecting the raga 's unique characte r. If th e text of the stM}'
merel y fans wIthin. the compass of the theka , and if the pace of the
latt er is too slow to be seen as a self-com pleting whole by the rnsil:a,
the sthayi will not appear organized in and by means of la/a. The
rasika here cannot see the tala as a cycle. It rather appea rs as a mere
series or lateral stretch, because he has to count the macras. As such
the tala cannot sway us; we do no t abandon ourselves to it, as we
freely do to what is familiar, for we have to struggle 10 de termine and
follow the cycle. If attention isso divided between the swaras that ate
readily accepted as th e rage 's own cons titue n ts and the taJa. which
seems 10 pose a p ro blem - and if, what is more, the rhythm does not
convey mean ing in mu sical utterance directly as in normal speech­
how can the singing appear as an easy blend of sur and laJa.? Form,
as integration of elements. would here be obviously deficient.

How rh ythm can sha pe and enliven music sho uld now be easy 10

visua lize. The poi nt will beco me clearer if we reflect a little on how
~hythm can give an inte lligible form 10 music. Take a .simple
Instance. The average rasika may not find it easy to recognize the
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formed quality of a bandish in vi/ambit ekriila. But when the same
cycle assumes a drut pace the text set in it may be readily perceived as
a whole. In other word s the cyclic quality which our rhythm lends to
music is not a matter of symmet rical balance-a whole's divisibility
into two equa l halves-but is, in the main, one ofeasy perceivability
which in turn depends on avoidance of excessive slowness. A raJa is
not cyclic in itself; it appears to be so because the rasika follows it,
and he is able to follow it because the pace is manageable and the
rhythm seems to move instead of appearing as a mere series of
miitriis already laid out. Laya or aesthetic pace is therefore the
essence of the matter. But. be it noted , where it is rightly chosen or
properly set, it is no mere assistance to the ras rka: it also enables the
compos ition to bloom or to achieve its potential beauty. A composi­
tion takes effect not onl y becau se of the elila it uses but the pace it
chooses . Those who have heard the late Ustad Aman Ali Khan will
vouch for the truth of what I say in respect of sthii.vi-antarii . In tabla
and Kath ak the ~uSl-a.second-before-the.sama' look of an aniigar
pattern as it ends clearl y suffers where the laya chosen is even a little
slower than it should be; the tiny gap between the rhekii's
grammatical sama and the pattern's own final accent widens
awkwardly; and the delightful stress with which the proper pacing of
such a pattern enables the rasika's imagination to glide over the
interval and be moved to attain the sarna (in idea) wholly disappears.
Even generally, every good perform ing artiste knows that a bandish
or a carha needs a particular laya to flower in.

lt should now be clear that when I say that it is not mere rhythm
but rh ythm at the right pace which gives form to music, I take form
to mean not only shape, wholeness or a self-completing 'look' bUI
also, impo rta ntly, due articulation of pans or constituent boIs and
segments . This is exactl y why an excessive quickening of pace isjust
as damaging to musi cal form as undue deceleration. In one case the
semblance of a unitary flow disappears; in the other the parts are
jumbled instead of bein g properl y disposed in relation to one
anoth er. In the latter case there is no room for nigah or discriminat­
ing perception and, so far as the rasika is concerned, tiidiitmya ~s
disrupted, for the essence of the 'obj ect' demanded by the ,latter tS
form . Rhythm as aesthetic pace is thus vital to our expenence of
music as art. -

If I recall here the second specimen of critical writing discussed, I
find it does not even apear. to suspect the ~any inner ~ays. just
outlined, in which rhythm works 35 a determmant of mus ical form.
Vet every rasika is familiar with them, though he ra~e1y makes ~hem
an object of reflection . Nor is any thought gi"en , III the wnung I
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speak of. to some.important details o f the way in which the rhythm
provided by the drummer serves as the matrix or ground-and as a
dete rminant-of creative work; reaching the sama accurately is seen
as the on ly norm of rhythm. The fact that a drummer's accompani­
ment is helpful is one thing; how vsriously it helps is quite another.

The IheU sho uld nowh ere waver in respect of laya. Besides, the
bois it builds on shou ld all be crisply produced and yet seem soft.
T hey have to mark the lap-flow with such deft impact that even
though the seg ments of the cycle- the khali and the bhari-be all
along clear, the playing may nowh ere tend to ruffle the main
performer's attunernent to the music. Such controlled drumming,
because of its sust ained an d helpful qualit y, is a kind of matrix within
which the main musician can free ly wander without fear of losing his
bearings; it helps also becau se of its semblance o f fixity, as a ground
to which the musician can return every now and then-say, after
producing some lans-to re inst il in himself both the rhythmic and
melodic form of the music by sing ing a passage or two of slhayi, in
which alone is the dual raga-Iala form pellucid. A rightly provided
theka-I mean one which meets all the requirements I have
disting-uished-determines the vocalist's work not. of course by
proffering suggestions but , by so putting him at ease with the
rhythmic form of the son g th at his exp licit attention is left free to
deal with the intricacies of swara, raga and melodic devices.'

In the beginning of course th e Ihela is set an d may appear to be a
sligh I imposition to the singe r as he sets out to 'fill' the slhayi once or
twice, But once the slhayi and l!lela have bo th been duly established,
the rh ythm becomes a part of the singer's implicit awareness, in the
W3)' he registers somatic sensations that arise while singing ; and this
awareness is not a dem and o n his attention. OUf music is occurrent
not merely in the sense that we listen to it as it is being made, ,"or
only because, say, the lans follow each other , but essen tially because
in the same .recita l vital changes ta ke place in how the growing
art -work appears to the musician him self. His liidatmya with the
~usic .he makes is no inert, unrelenting clasp; it waxes and wanes in
mrensn y: and ,·..hat is first see n as a mere objective norm soon
cha nges into an int egral facility, The th ek» in a music recital, I
repeat, is itself subj ect to th e change I speak of; and the singer's own
overwh elmed look at th e end, in case he has sung well. indicates that
tadjtmfa-or surrender of the very sense of being a music-mak,:' to

the power of music itself-is very far removed from the maOlfest
eff~rt to take care of d etails of raga and lala with which one has to
begin, The Iheka in khayal-singing is a vita l, though not the only,
determinant ofsuch changes. ' ' 0
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