
The 'Modern', the 'Traditional', and Criticism
in the Indian Musical Tradition

l\Iukund La th

HIE WORD 'MODERN ' a nd, by implicat ion, the word ' tradi tional ' are
used in two very distinct sen ses today, old and new. This dual use
creates a bas ic co nfusion concerning modem it)' and tradition in the
Indian context. [ will attempt to show how it does so in the field of the
arts, causing' a strange mixing of categories. I shall then move on to
how the notion of porompard. the Indian word (or tradition. is articu­
lated in India a nd the role assigned to criticism in it before outlining a
brief history of criticism in the parampard of music.

Theold, original sense of the word modern is a relative sense. The
new meaning a ttached to it may, by contrast. be termed absolute. In
both 'senses modern is opposed to the traditional, that is, the old and
established which it replaces. In the relative sense of mod ern, a living
and dynamic con tin uity is maintained between the old a nd the new,
the t.raditional and me modern. The modern. in this sense, is.but a
pha se of an unbroken tradition which it transforms and, with the
romingof a newer phase, a newer modern, it can i~selfbecome old and
traditi onal. And so today we have the phenomenon called post­
modernism in the West where tradition does flow into the modern. The
Sanskrit analogue of such usage is the relative opposition between the
puralana or pracina and -the navya or nUlana.

The other, the absolute use of the term, isa new \Vestern coinage. It is
based On a new world.view and Imparts a heavily meaning-loaded
sense to what was, traditionally, a simple, innocuous word . It has no
analogue in Sanskrit. The word ddhunika has been coined (or it in
many Indian languages. The world-view it is rooted in is an all­
embracing vision about man. his destiny, and the nature of history and
.change. There are differing strands within the world-vi ew, but that
does not disturb the overall picture. The spread of westerni zation o\'~r
the globe has made this world-view a near dogma, turning modern In

its new sense into a global cultural catchword. .
There is, according 10 this view. a clear axial break in history

belween the old the traditional and the modern. \\'jlh the modern,
histor.y has moved into a new, higher. gear arriving at a new caregori ­
call y advanced civilization wh ich is no less than a quantum leap
fOT\"'a~d from the old and naditional. The spirit of the new modern is
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not lim ited (Q a particular d iscip line o r pursu it, but constitutesa total
cultural quali ty that pervades every aspect of man: his ins titutions 3S

well as his consciou sness. The root s of the modern may lie in the
phenomenal advan ces in science and technol ogy, but -it pervades
h uman life in all its aspects, encom passing socia l, political and eco­
nomic in stitution s as we ll as an and thou ght and the very Sluffof our
experience.

There are certain deep -rootedhistorical reasons due to which the
new mod ern was born in the \Vest where, to use a metaphor {rom
ancien t Indian cosmogony. a womb ,..'3S ready and waiting for it.
Historical forces are complex things hu t if o ne ,..-ere 10 look for a single
cause for the emergence of the mod ern in the \\'est, it would not be
difficult to point at it : the new modern isthe fruition of the ra tiona l.
critica l spirit . a unique gift 01 the G reeks to the West ,

. But tho ugh born in the \Vest. the modern is un iversal in essenceand
in tent. It is. as it should o nly be. an evangelical civilizatio n. Like the
'universal' Roman empire , or a true messianic religion. it spread
beyond its boundaries first throu g h violence and conquest, but now its
violent phase is over, The seed-has spread over the world and eVfry
country must nurture it on its own. The 'modern' has becomea truly
'international' civilization, the first in hi story ; though. being a product
01 the West, the leadership. inspi ra tio n. the very form 01 this 'interna­
tional' civilization naturally remains 'Vestern. The international is,in
o ther words, equivalent to the modern . though 01 course the word
in ternational could be more accepta ble to those self-respecting non­
\Vestern people who find 'modern' tOO ' Vestern and alien.

The rootedness of the modern in the ' Vest results in what m ight seem
a pa radoxical si tuation: lo r though the modern is a ca tegorical break
Cra m tradition . it is yet a vital part of the \Vestern tradition; the
continuity between the mod ern and the tradi tional rema ins inlact in
the \\'est. But this is not possible any where else. Given the historical
circ umstances, the si tuation is o nly na tural, though it might seem
strange and pa rochial. 'The modern is, a lter a ll. a break Irorn the

,Western past OUl ' 01 wh ich i t has eme rged a nd with wh ich it has
dynamic lin ks,

As a result the modern, though an absol~tely new civilization for the
rest o f the world , is only relati vely new to theWest itself , since (he West
has a continui ty of traditi on . This co ntinui ty pe rhaps appears more
evi dent in certain areas like an and thought, but it is in truth ail­
pervasive . Indeed , o ne major task of hi story is to reveal (he vita l li~ks

between the old and the new in the West. showing howrhe modem rsa
pa n-nam a, a transformation of tradition itself .

O ther c ivrliza tio n s may a lso ha ve had a development of lheir o wn;
tha t is 10 say. they may have thei r o wn traditions but , ho wever rich
these tradi tions ma y be, they cou ld not have p roduced the modem : th.ey

were not im preg nated with it. Such civrlizau o n s. suc h as that o f India.
are therefore essentia lly trd.dili o nal . Except or co urse in areas where t~e

new modern lrom the West has replaced trad ition ,The modern. for this
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.reason, in essentially traditional civifizauons means a cat egorical
break with the past, th e giving up of tradition.

Like a ll historicd ) processes, modernity tak es tim e to set in . The old
takes time to die and be entirely replaced by the new. As a result.
traditional civilizations are condemned to harbour two disparate
streams of development for some time-one th eir own, the traditional ,
and the o ther the modern-c-ull they become en tirely 'modern ized ',

We in India have certa in ly become modernized in the primary sense '
that we have accep ted the new absolute meaningof modem as the true
meaning of the word. This implies the ingestion of the historical
picture too , in which th e meaning is embedded, The proofs of this lie
in every field o f our life. \\'e makeadistinction, which we consider very
significant, between traditional and modem in what wedo, traditional
being Indian and modern Western or West-inspired. In face. we live in
two civilizations. modern and traditional. as we march bravely-towards
complete 'm odernization ',

But meanwhile we must bear with the traditional along with th e
modern in almost everything, This is only to be,expected, Let us take
the arts. The traditional exists with th e modern in most of the arts:
pa inting. sculpture and architecture, for example. \Ve have a well­
entrenched, \Vest-inspired modern in these arts, though th etraditionaJ
also persists. But the traditional has been put in its place. It is on the
way out. lVe are preserving it as a reli c of the past, even sometimes as a
living relic, but its value is that of something in a museum . And this is
how it should be.

What.is perturbing, however, is the fact that we have no modern in
mu sic and dance. All we have istraditional, And what is more, there
seems to be no real prospect of having a modern in these arts . Our
sensibilities Iail to respond to modern, that is. "restem music, except
perhaps in Iorrns that cannot be called the deepest expression of the
musical sensibilities of the \Vest. How then can we have a mod ern in
mu sic?

The question does bother us modems som etjmes and leaves us
perplexed. We can of course di smiss the question saying that a" taste in
music: like a taste in food . is qui te contingent or peripheral tociviliza­
tion , and though our taste in music, like our taste in food, is traditional.

. if need not cause us much concern as long as we are modem in what
really matters, This, plainly, is too Iacileto satisfy anyone of any
sensibility. And if the modern; moreover. is a total civilization, on what
ground can we exclude music fr~m it, espec ially since we do have
modern in other arts? lVecannot but beworried Ior our failure to have a
modern in music, and blame this perhaps on our love for tradit ional
mu sic. a stubborn hangover from a past which still ~louds our
consciousness.

But let us reflect. Is not our perplexity a result of a ~n.f~ion of
categories, a verbal moha? \Veare prepared to grant that within 11S ow."
tradition. our music has been growing as vitally as \Vestem music
withi~ its own tradition. yet we never even consider calling it modern.
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necessaril y good . For trad ition . trul y, is a hurdle in India' s path to
mooernil)' whi ch would have been straig hter withou t such a comp lex,
cumbersome tradit ion ,

One major reason wh y India 's t radit ion-s-indeed all thai is
traditiona l-is a h urdle to modernity is it s lack of the cri tica l spirit.
Tradi tion is accep ted and perpetuated largely th rough fa ith or
unth inking convention. This is tradition as moderni ty set's it But Jet
us see how the tr adit ion u nd ers tands it self. For trad it ion , thus un der­
stood, is no t synonymous with th e Indian notion of porampatii, the
Indian equivalent of tradi tion . Accepted un critically. preserved only
through blin d faith or only as me re con ventio n, parampari;is kn own
by another ~ame: it is al lied rtiqhi. T rue. paramparaalso seeks com in­
uance, as all meaningful human activi ty must, but what it seeks 10

preserve and co ntinue is the essence and sp ir it o f an activity, no t every
detail of its con ten t. Criticism is a n essent ia l pa n o f parampariJ, in the
light of which it can be changed and transformed. ParampariJ is even
willing to ask deeper questions a bout the essence and spi~i t of an
activity. implying , in principle, the accep tance of far-reaching modifi­
cations and transformation.

Reali)' foundational thinking in India rega rding the nature of a
parampariJ. in the arts was carried out in the field of literature and
theatre. though it has a universal ity which makes it relevant to mus ic
or an y other creative. conscious human acrivi ty-e-a relevance whi ch did
not go unrecognized. Thinking in lit erature influenced think ing in
genera l. Some of India 's most profound literary theorists and critics
have reflected on the requisi tes of a paTampara and their analysis is

.wor th a look. There seems nothing quite as articula te in the west.
A parampara, according to these th inkers, consists of thr eeelements:

i; the kiwi, that is the poet, playwright or, in other words. the artist.

ii. kauikarma, what the poet or artist does and the product of his
activity, me poem or me work of art.

iii. the sahrdaya , the sens itive recipient. the critic,

T hese elements constantly interact, the one moulding. modifying and
transforming the o ther. The artist works with the forms that he or she
inherit s, con tin ui ng or transforming it in the light of uyu.tpatti and
pra/ibM, two notions ' central 10 the Indian understandmg of the
manner in which the artist works upon the forms he receives. V"jutpatti
means an understanding and grasp of inherited materia~ ~nd .recreat­
ing this mat erial with the little amount of form al modifican on an y
true recreation necessarily calls for. Vyulpatti, plainl r, is 'he key to the
preservatio n and continuity of any tradition. Pratibha 15 parallel to
genius: and. a similarly hallowed word. is understood a~ that fac~hr ~f
the mind (buddhi )which introduces innovations.opemng~ew Vts,:,,~ .
PratibhiJ is not limited to the artist , The sahrda'Ya, the sensruve al11C,

can also have it. though of cours e vyutpatt i is as impor tan t for h~m ._o.r
perhaps even more so, than it is to rheartist.Thesah~daya'~ pTatJb~a IS

naturally different from that of the kaui, The sah~dayas rol e IS to
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comprehend, compare and evaluate, It is he who. amongother things,
judges whether a creation is a product of vyutpatti or of pratibhiiand
assigns ir a place in the paramparii The kaoi's pratibhii is approp­
riately called the kiirayitr"i-pratibhii. the capacity to create something
new. The sahsdaya's pratibhii is the bhiivayitri, the reflective, the
cogitative pratibhii.

The two pratibhas complement each other and, ideally, the most
creative persons have them both. Together they form a single whole.
"The single truth of imagination expresses itself in the dual roles of the
poet and the critic", said Abhinavagupta (10th-II th centuries), one of
the most pmtibhiioon and influential critics India has produced.
Uuungodaya, a later Kerala critic, commenting on these remarks from
Abhinava-who was from Kashmir-was in favour of granting a
greater role to the critic than the poet: it is the judgement of a critic, he
says, which, in the first place, makes the distinction between what is a
poem and what is not-. Given this ideal one-would expect a large body
of critical literature. This one does find. Its tenor is not the same as
what we know as literary criticism from the West. It is more theoretical
and philosophical. It does not cognize what the West knows as history
of literature, a central concern of the Western critic, though it is sure in
its own way of its own parampatii. The processes by which a poet
transforms the works of older poets to create something new is spoken
of, but is not strung together into a history. Moreover, the historical
context of an arnst, his individual personality has. not been considered
too important in India, though his individual kavikarma and his
pratiblui have been.

What we know as criticism (rom the West consists largely of impres­
sionistic, imaginative reactions of an individual' sahrdaya to works of
art seen in their context. Such criticism is not unknown in India and,
there have been some great exponents of it such as Kuntaka (lIth
century) and Mahirnabhatra (also II th century), but this was rhe excep­
rion rather than the rule. Generally, critics in India were interested in
larger aesthetic questions and matters of theory. They spoke of their
subject matter from a distance, as it were. Their great discussions.
continuing over centuries into OUT own times, are slimulatingly rich
and varied, but they only occasionally provide personal reaclions to
specific artists or their works. Yet they do give us a powerful vocabulary
for criticism of a more 'modem' kind. There is, moreover. evidence to

believe that such individual criticism was not only potentially present,
but was practised to a greater extent than the more respectable, main­
stream, critical literature testifies. The practice of it was ora~. J~

p.ronouncements, being considered more ephemeral. relevant to indi­
VIdual works of art rather than art in general, were not written down.
Still, .vestiges.of this oral tradition consisting of pithy judgements by
individual crmcs concerning individual poets and their ments were
sometimes encapsulated into striking verses and are to be found in the
numerous anthologies of Sanskrit poetry compiled between the f2th
and the 20th centuries.
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Theoretical literature on music, too, hasalong history going back to
Vedic times. Moreover, there is no break here between the modern and
the traditional as in mos t con temporary thinking concern ing litera ture
and the other arts. Howe ver, the pr incipal focus of the literature on
music has been musical structure. Aesth etics was a compa ratively
min or consideratio n . It never acquired the vigour and depth tha t itdid
in lite rature, Keeping largelyal oof from the philosophical mainstream
of Indian thought. it never raised probing questions that could have
given it the iruellectual sp ine whi ch Iuerar y aestheucs had. But thi s is
not to deny its strength an d presence. Musical texts speak of desirable
and undesirabl e mus ical qualit ies (gu~a.s and do~aj), much in the
manner of early literary critics, They also speak of styles, though not
very di scur sively; greater detail , however. is found in their delineation
of kinds of mus icians and wha t makes one more creative and greater
than the other. They also speak of the importance of critics and the
knowledge a good crit ic sho uld possess, Besides, theyspea kof a hos t of
things tha t can be identified as pan of the complex scheme of ideas
which we ca ll the aesthetic aspec t of a -musical culture. even thou gh
they do not make musical aesthetics a major theoretical concern of
the ir discourse.

Criticism o f actual music, of ind ividual musicians, is even more ra re
in musical texts than cri ticism of poems and poets in works of literary
criti cism . In search for examples, we mu st look 10 non-musical writ­
ings where, need less to say, their occurrence is quite incidental. These
provide us, how ever, with'gl im pses of an activity which, like literary
criticism of a similar kind, remained largelyoral. We might qu ote here
an interesting example from a famous pia)', the At~cchaka~ ikam of
S!idraka (between 2nd and 5th cent uries), C3nldatta, the cultured
protagonist, praises the sin ging of a friend, a profess ional musician, in
the following words , a fter list ening to him for a whole night till the
early hours of the dawn:

He is nOI singing any more. but I can still hear his music. His sofl voice.clin ging
harmoniously to (he accom panyi ng str ings. while- it moved over it succession of
notes. sti ll r ings in my ears, Hi s contr ol was effortless.; his music delicate, with
ph rases repeated oul o f pa ssionate intens ity_When tbe movement of the melody
called for a hi gh no te, the effect was slil~ gentle.

This interesting examp le is quite general in its judgement-one n~t~s
irs relevan ce to cer tain contemporar y styles of singing too-but 1.t IS

perhaps deliberately so, It is an example from a work where speakm,g
in greater detait about a work of an \v-ould itself have been an aesthetic
fault, distr acting the audie nce from the pla y itself. But cri ticism as
practised. within musical circles of the kind assumed in the play mu st
have been much richer in detail. Yet, however thin it might be, it does
give us a glimpse of the kind of mus ic criticism practised in urbane
circl es during the Gupta age.

After the 12th-13th centuries, musical culture came to har,bour
certain ideas which looked a t music not so much as an art as a species of
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magic. The roots of the ideas were perhaps old, but their preponder­
ance was new. They found entrance in formal musical texts. This is a
development which has no parallel' in literature as an art.

One of these ideas was the association of a raga witha time of the day
or night or with a season. The idea began with the notion that certain
musical forms were more auspicious when performed at a certain
period of the daily or yearly cycle. Later, around the 16th century, the
association was raised to an aesthetic principle: it was believed that a
.raga was more beautiful, more effective as a piece of music. only in
association with a certain time. "DIe belief became part of musical
practice, the repertoire of ragaswas more and mOTC strictly distributed
over the major periods of the dayand night. In more recent times, this
principle was quietly given up in the South. But in the North, it found
a strong 'modern' champion. Pandit Bhatkhande, amajorinfluence in
contemporary Hindustani music, defended the practice on the basis of
what he thought was a scientific ground. He argued that there was a
psychophysical connection between the tonal structure of a raga and
specific periods of the day and night. He never really demonstrated this
connection, but his assertion gave life to a curious practice which
might otherwise have died a natural death as it did in the South.

Another, a more magically oriented idea, was the notion of the
miraculous effect of a raga when correctly sung by a master~indeed,

the proof of his being a master lay in the miracle he could work. Raga
Malhar, it was believed, could cause rain, raga Dipak could cause fire,
raga Sri could bring a dead tree to life and Gujari could attract deer
from far-off forests. True, not all .ragas were to be judged by such
effects, nor did the idea find room in texts of music except marginally.
Yet it had a great holdover musical culture. It still continues to haunt
us, though in a milder, more 'rational' form. I remember friends
remarking that when they heard Allauddin Khan play Malhar,on his
Sarod, they could hear the patter of rain outside the hall if they shut
their eyes.

The miraculous legends of Gujari .attracting deer is perhaps con­
nected with another idea which took deep roots in the musical culture
of the post-12th centuries. This was the idea of raga-dhyima, resulting
in thousands of raga paintings, very popularamong painters and their
patrons till the 19th century and still much admired. One recurring
motif in these paintings is the association of raga Gujari with deer: the
raga is shown as a beautiful woman playing a vina in a forest with deer
flocking around her. .

The notion of raga-dhyana seems to have come into vogue around
the.13th ce~tury. It began with conceiving and painting a raga asdeity,
a kind of minor god orgoddess. Later, in the 16th century, the gods and
goddesses were mostly secularized and transformed into men and
women. Thev were painted in more dramatic and attractively human
con~exts and raga paintings became a very popular genre, Ragasa'
deities could never become quite as popular. We must add, however,
that ~e idea of a 1lfiga as'a man or woman in a dramatic situation was
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taken more seriously by painters and their patrons rather than musi ..
cians and their audiences, despite the fact that music theorists were
quite taken with the idea and almost every !ext written between the
14thand the 191hcenturies includes a section on raga·dhyima; besides,
there were numerous little treatises called Raga-millM in Sanskrit and
the vernaculars devoted exclusively to raga-dhyima.

There is nothing particularly odd in such ideas having lound vogue
in musical circles. Reacting to a formal.abstract art such asmusic, we
seemnaturally to seek a more visible and corporeal basis for our
judgements. That is whar the raga time notions do or what the r;,ga.
dhyana ideas seek. They tty to assimilate music to something we Gin
see. Giving miraculous powers to rtiga.s makesthemevenmorevisible
in their effects, if nor in themselves. Earlier critical vocabulary, though
it was not assimilatedto ambitious aesthetic theories regarding me
musical art, as critical vocabularly in literature was, yet by and large
avoided giving it a representative nature, content as well 35 form. \Ve
may take Canidatta's criticism of his musician friend as a typical
example. Yet earlier musical aesthetics, 100, was nOI able to avoid the
enticement of rhe rasa theory, which had become almost the universal
aesthetic theory in India. A fertile notion. propounded lor understand­
ing the aesthetics 01 theatre, it was taken over by literary theorists; and
such was their influence on aesthetic thinking in general that it became
synonymous with the experience of any art. The notion became a
dominant' cultural ideal ratherthanjust an idea.arid writers on music
too adopted it. But they did so quite unthinkingly, without adapling it
to the special needs of music where a distincrion cannot be made
between form and content as it can be in theatre and literature.

. Music, for the last few centuries in India, has had no lack of kilrayitri
pralibM, but the bhilvayitri pratibha. of the sah~tio)'as has tagged
behind. even more so in matters ofaesthetics than in musical theory.
The art was willing ro change, experiment' and grow without losing
the.spirit 01 its parampara', but musical theory was incapable of keep­
ing pace: more so, it appears, in the North than in the South; for the><;
were the centuries when the parampara bifurcated into Hindustani
and Camatic.

In the North, the situation in musical theory is now much Iivelier.
Ever since Pandit Bharkhande, whosecareer spanned the late 19thand
early 20th centuries, there has been a growing interest in musical
theory and musical textual history. Bhatkhande was also, co a great
extent. responsible in introducing a more modem, inslituuonaJized
tradition of transmission and patronage in music, without losing the
strength of the old and a continuity with il. something which hap­
pened in the arts of painting, sculpture and architecture.

But an analogous renewal in music criticism andaesthetics hasyetto
take place. It had potentiaJiries and stin has them. The oraf tradition of
music criticism as carried on among artistsand sensitivelisteners hasa
rich vocabulary based on tradition though il lacks a systematics. The
sYStematics can comeonly il the oral becomes written.That is not to say
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that there is no written tradition of criticism. Newspapers have necessi­
tated one. But it has all the weakness of something nurtured purely by
journalism. It has no touch with the oral vocabulary of the tradition,
though there are some critics who are beginning to dabble in one.
Using English, and a modem vocabulary, it is like a lost soul unable to
lind itself, though growing in power. The written tradition which is
now, acknowledgedly, a must, can only acquire strength and spine
from an intellectual effort that must not be limited to newspaper
writings and becomes rooted in more serious reflection, not limited to
effervescent musings, to be forgotten the nextday. Forthis it must look
to the rich aesthetic thought of the past, albeit with a critical eye, for
Ind'ian aesthetics is not always directly concerned with music though it
bears seeds of possibilities. It must also learn from the Western expe­
rience. Greater caution, though. must be exercised here, for Indian
music is not Western music.

\Vhat a modern music critic in India can learn from the West is an
approach, forging a history 01 the art. History of art, indeed history
itself, is a new way of looking at things in India. Many of the other arts,
especially literature, have good histories now. But not music. Old
music does not survive unchanged, so central is the role of improvisa­
tion and individual genius in India. The little notation that does
survive gives only a skeletal idea of the music and still has problems of
decoding. But while a history of music in concrete terms is elusive at
present-though interesting attempts are being made at a reconstruction
-3 history-of-arts approach to the music of our own century is possible.
A great deal is present in recordings as well as notations. An in-depth
study in palpable formal terms of various musicians,their individual
styles and development, the currents and cross-currents influencing the
art, its changes and its continuities, is possible today. And it would be
extremely interesting for both the artist and the listener, and the critic, to
become aware of these. But the intellectual effort needed to make such
studies still remains largely a mere possibility, though one feels that
the musical community as a whole would welcome it and be enriched
~it. 0

NOTES

L navan~von.ml>",fa!ilini buddhilf pratibha 'is an almost universally accepted definition
of prat,bha. '!he word unml>"~a in this pithy definition literally meansopeningofthe
eyes, suggesung new horizons.

2. The words we have quoted from Abhinava are from the verse wilhwhich he openshis
renowned commentary, the Locana on the Dhvarryaloka:"k'tamatpraJr.hyoptiAh-yi·
pt"asrasubhagam bluisayati tatl sarasuatyastattvam- Jr.avisahr dilyJr.hyarri vijayate".
Uuurrgodava, in his Kaumudi on the Locono, comments: "sahrdsyaluJrtr.Jr.avi54~a~
vuara!r.nyogocan-bhutasyaivo· luiuyasya muJr.hyattlya -ktiuyanlpatuiditi brumah"
~~h'OOnyaloha with .Locana:md Keumudi, ed. Kuppuswami Sastri, Ramacmdra

liar and T.R. Chintamani, Kuppuswami Sasrri Research Institute, Madras­
1944, pp.H.
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3. 14m IQsya S!.'drtUanlk,amam m r"dugirah. j: li~ t.a"i ce lanl rjSllQnant

1JfI",.i rui mnpi murcJumantaragalan1 ltl ram vinime nu.dl.lm J
hdiJlmi)'amitom p UrnUca lalitarri rtigadv;rumi,ilarri
y<lbtJtyani 1';ralt" pi gitl1.lama}'t' ga ccharni sp;HJQ,mil'Q II
MrCl'liaJta~ i.\am. Art 3, verse .f): p.70of the: NirqayasagaraPrt"SS edition. th ird prmt­
ing, Bombay, 1909.




