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The cry for pure art that often rings so audibly
and clear in the West today is perhaps better

answered by our systems of rhythm (both
Carnatie and Hinduslani) than by an y otherart ­
form. Besides. i f it be accepted (following

Schcpenhauerand Herbert Read) that the creative

potential of an 4U1is to be judged by its ability to

rear its fabricof beautyon such material as is not

usedCar any utilitarianend, our-rhythm will have
to begiven a place of pre-eminence. The svaras
of music are often used. pretty tunefully, by the

muezzin as a purposive c all to the de vout for

prayer. andbyquite few of ourhawkers tc attract
customers; but nobody uses bois like~ and

~ in the daily doings of life . Above all. the

ways we talk abou t our rhythm (general ly, that

is.apartfromits basicconcepts)andhow exactly
it appears (as played) to a rasika have not yet

been g iven the attention they deserve. In other

words. we are yet to look at the art of rhythm

fromtheIingu;"tic-onal)1icand phenoIrenological

points of vi ew which dominate the field of

contemporary aesthetics . So .any serious work
on our rhythm should be welcome to lovers of
thi s art .

This applies spec ially to the book under

review. It is all along interesting. packed with
relevant material,written inelegant Hindi which

hasadded to my vocabularyorthislanguage;and
is, at places, quite instructive as well bec ause of

its sensible, incidental remarks. I have been struck,

very agreeably, by the terms that have been used
to distinguish the three types of sangati-namcly,

~.~ and'rn<f iJill¥'rfu' (a linguistic gift
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from the venerable Tf.Iir~,pp.) 61~162) as

also by the word that he use s (probably) for (the

accompanis t's) repticatory creative ability. that
is, lItijN..,J4fH r<ii (p .161 ). A s for the author, Pandit

Vijay Shankar Misbra, he is eminently eligib le to

do whathe has done,-l must say, admirably, on

the whole. Here, I attach at least as much value to

hi s own assiduousness, intimacy with sCU1get't,

eye for detail and interest in the history oftabla
a nd labia-players, as 10 hi s cultural an cestry

which isofcourse quite impressive.

Here. at once . I may say something by way

justifying the very title ofthe work, that is, Tabla

Puriim. Taken quite generally, the wordpuriim
means a thing or event of the pa st , or Did

traditional hi story. Now, this epithet befits the

work under review to a ni cety. for it contains

more material about the history of tabla and its

different gharanas (p.4-S5) than o ther simi lar

books th.1thave come to my notice. though, in a

typical vien of modest y. the author hi mself

d isowns all claim 10 the books u niqueness or

superori ry to other works on the subject (p.xiii).

It would here be relevant to add that this eminent

devotee ofsangeet has alreadyproduced for A I.R

a fascin ating serial o f thirteen instalments on the

origin and evolution of the art of tabIii(p.XII). I

gather thi s information from th e author' s own

preface which has impressed me also because of

its an guished andperfectly legitimate complaint

that thou gh they surely wel come the mention of

their art and names in print, the maestros of labia

(and their relatives) generally tend to shuffle off

the prospect ofhaving 10 buy the very book (or

the issue ofjoumal) that projects them (p .Xlfl).
This, incidentally was a recurring complaint also

of m y friend. the late N. P att abhi Raman, the

founder-editor of Srnti (Chennai), today India 's

leading (En glish) magazine of music and dance,
with this onedifference thai his cornplaintrelated

to musicians and dancers in general .
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However, I do not wish to suggest that the
book discusses or even envisages all the questions

that may be put about the very intri cate art of
rhythm; andit would go il1with the author'sown
earnest co mmitment to the art if f did not point
ou t the d irec tions in which the book co uld

improve.so as to look more satisfying in its second

edition which it ce rtainly deserves. Even some
basic di stinctions and questions ha ve not bee n
en visa ged, and 1 can eas ily list qu ite a few of
these lacunae:

Is the sarna merely the firstc s-Ialso) the focal
beat ofa rh ythm-cycl e? Ifit is the foc al (or the

central) beat ofan dvrti, what kind of a focus or
ce ntre is it?Merel y geometrical oraesthetic? Ifit
is the Iatter, and we have to apt for-thisalternative,
shouldno< adisrinctionbemade between apattern

that just ends correctly (ye t tamely) and the one

that appears (also) to culmi nate or flower at the

sama'l Ideally, is the sama merely the terminus

or (also) the seeming destiny ofa well-played

pattern? Further.should no! a distinction bemade
between the disposition of bois at a particular
laya and the laya that may be intrinsic to some
bois? Sure ly. a bol like <n;R cannot be made to
look leisurely. just as a bollike fSA:R cannot be
played at a very quick pace without making it

look cramped and so ungainl y. And is not this
intrinsic laya ofbois alw ays kept in mind by our

authent ic composers when they weave the
mnemonics into patterns and specify the order in
which---and the laya at which--they are to be
playedwinsomely? Finally, if(as is well-known)
the pace at which the first few bolsofa pattern
are played (or recited) determines the paceof its
entire remaining run, should we not regard thisas
a clearer instance ofpart-Whole de terminalion

than what is provided by disposition of partsor
se gments, say . in the literary arts '?And does not

th is sing le fact co ntribu te to the preeminence of
rhythm among the arts which all alike strive after
ever better integration of detail s?

However, all such thi nking rel ates to the

philosophical aesthetics ofrhythm; and in so far

as the work under review does nOI profess 10
deal with rhythm fromthisspecific point ofview.
it would becle arly unfair to regard the lacunae

( have pointedoutaspositivede foctsof!hebook.
No bookcan leave nothing to bedesired; and. in

anycase,I amsurethelearnedauthor will beable
to make up for all the such shortcomings in the

nex t edition which . 1 repea t. the book surely
deserves.

As [ speak thus . my confidence stems also
from the sensethat!heauthorappearsthoroughly
steeped in the very spirit of sangee t, This is, in
fact, borne out by the very way he titles the
sevenchaplets as sJu:uij, rishabh, and so on. l am
impressed also by his freedom from undue bias

in favourofanyparticularghariin4oftabla. It is
trUe that he doe s not shyaway from admiring the

rich cultural traditions of Benares (1'.39).What is
more, the following two questions (transla ted by
me) that he poses on p.SO.

\\'hy is it that. where as in the past a new
ghariJnd would make its appearance after
every 35/,.tQyears. no fresh gha riJlld has
come huo being even after a lapse of 18-S
years si nc e the dawn of the g enares
ghariinii? Could the ans wer be that in this
part icular ghardniJ the creative potenti al
o f the art of rabid ha s attained 10

perfection?

may will appear (to a casual reader) a kind of
slyJy hyperbolic enco mi um of the Benares
ghariinii, if they aretaken in themselves. But if
they are interpreted with due regard to« the

generally impartialattitudeof rheauthor which

is visible throughout the book. they can also be

regarded as simply an honest expression of (a
moreor less theoretic) wonderment in respectof
the life ofanari-form.lnthis context,I mayadd.
it is noteworthy th at on pp- 16-17 the author

openly praises the Delhi baaj with due.re~n;

and th at on pp.26-27 he defend s. aga in qu ite

sensibly, the Lucknow idiom of tabla-play ing
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against its (monoo.-Iess)derogalory labelling as a

pure ly~~.

Jhasten to add , however. that the author has
not found itpossible to pay as much atten tion to
thinkingall along as to narrationand description.
Conside r. in this context, the following details:

a On p.60 the author simply cites (of course,
truthfully) the view ofBharata and Sharangdeva

that the word Sangeet stands for the triad: giiyan­

vddya-nritya.But do these venerable pioneers of

our aesthetic thinking simply lwnp the three art­

forms together under one inclusive wontsangeet

indiscriminately? Is the re no theoretical warrant

for their interpreting the word as they do?lbere
is ; and it is simply this: the three all share a
common element, tha i is.laya. How the autho r
has failed to mention th is surprises me, for he

doesspeak of layaon pp. 1lJ6.107. Here . however,

the way he seeks to de fine laya-that is, as the
pace of the time thatjust elapses (mark the words,

~ tr ~ lPftl') in giiyan, vadan, and nritya-is
not quite to the poi nt (p.l06). In the run ofeach
one ofthese arts , time does merely pass orelapse,

by itsel f (so to say), but is actively regulatedby
the perfo rming artist with an eye to some

aesthetic effect, may be one ofalacrity or ofsheer
steadfastness.

b. It is thi s inabi lity to seize the essence of
laya which accounts for the following startling,
becausetoocategorical,remark:

The main aim of sangeet is (to prov ide )
dnanda (o r de light) and the evocation o r
this delight is impos sible without tata.
becau se it is only through its rhyrymic
m~asuu (1rn'l ~) thal music becomes
winsome ( 0 the ear (64).

True. by way of vindica ting this view, the
author also cites (o n the same page) two lines
fromBhaJaiRomakar. But no scholarlyreferences

can C3IlCe1the evidence ofpresent and traditional
p ractice. Alapo of the dhruvapada singer is an

undeniablegenreofHindustani VOC3I music; and,

as we know, it wea ves its fab ric ofmelody quite

without the aid of any Iii/a .

Consider, further. the ways in which our
traditional mu sicology ha s defi ned nara and
raga. Svara hac; bee n defined as the beautiful-in­
itself (j'M.Wneva riijaJe);andraga has been defined

as that special dhvani which is 'bedecked with

svara andva'!U. and which suffuses the minds
of 'the good ' (that is, the knowledgeable) with
delight (Brihaddesi, edited by Premlata Sharma

wi th A . Beohar, IGNCA. 1994 . pp.77-79). In
neither case there is any reference to tiila; and,
what is more. it is the evidence of ac tual listening
experience that no othergenre ofour music can

match a good iiliipa recital in projecting the riipa

of a raga as a seamless and intense melodic
ambience,The author's indifference to thispatent

fact surprises me.
Incidentally, I wou ld also like him to note that

just as matras and vibhdgs are required to
articulateand measure the flow oflaya in rhythm,
so is accuracy of punctuation necessary fo r
regulating the nut of thoughI in writing. Therefore,

he would do well to remedy the following blunders
ofpunctuation in the work's future appearances:
p .46. full stop ('l."f f'wl) before edle; the same
mark before m :in the second line ofp.53;again,

the same ou trage before the word ~, in the
middle of p.54; a comma be fore~~ almost
at the close of the first paraonp.59; on p.6 1 (4th
para) a fu ll s top after mm t which leaves the

sentence dangling in the air, so to say; and. fmally
on p.169; another un wanted (firs t) yt~ in the

last line of the second para.
In respect of the use of words. on the other

hand. the author is generally very careful. Here.
only the word~on pA8 (3rdline before the
end of the second para) has disturbed me .Would
not~have been a better word here , foc-grrqrmft

suggests unsteadiness?(octhe wo.-dsm t should
be replaced with w.n t ) I Fi nall y. on p. I 58.

Hayun.L think, should he Haydo (Franz Joseph
Haydn. 1732-1809 , the Austrian composer who
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played a major part is establishing the cl assical

forms of the sympho ny and the stri ng quartet};

andga1lg (p. IS3) should obviously be gong.

From matters of mere writing Imay now tum

to some directions of thoughl Here. at the outset,

I feel like co ngratulating theauthoroo his cowage

in refe rring. incidentally. to a possible objection

to Us tad Arnie Kh an 's vilambit sthay i-singing
(117). But the point of the protest (which may

not be quite unan swerable ) co uld even be
projected as follow s. The voca list's finally
arriving at the sarna after singing the stluiyi
halt ing ly, though of course wi th out losin g the

req uisite grip o n raga. is one thing; lhe s/hiiyi as

itsel f appeari ng to tend to wards the sama as an

oriented flow of literal or seeming continuity is
quite another; and if the latt er semblance is not

duly evoked,how can thesthiiyi appearasa single
cohesive structure whi ch it should,ifil is 10serve

as theanc horofthe whole reci tal? Abandish is SO

called precisely because it 'binds' ----()r rathe r

incamates-c-a raga and a tala visibly, so to say ;

but if it just manages to reach o nly the sama­
and quite without its inner flow having to do

anything with the ron oflaya as it underruns the

the~wcan it be said to concur-wi th the tiUa
as a confluence ? flo w, then, ca n it be ca lled a

bandish as embodying both a ragaanda tala?As

actually followed, a tiiJais no mere series ofbeats;

rather, they appear here as not j ust diversi fying

but as measuring the underrunning laya which

itself is all along kept in mind; for otherwise the

matriis would not be kept evenly apart, and the

wh ole fabric will begin to totter forthwith .

Similarly, a vi/ambit stiuiyi is no mere sedate ness
of singing di fferent svaras or tonal phrases, but

such a melodic line as is partly seen literally.­
and where it is not so, is yet amenable to

apprehension--as an undivided flow without

undue effort. The fact that th e author yet

acknowledges the power of the impact of the
maestro's vilambir singing is an index ofhis open­

mindedness.

However, the nonn of inner co hesiveness,
literal or virtual, leads me to look askance at what

theauthor says about a tariiIlii on p.63.Therehe

cites a poetic (and so~J composition which
has been superadded to the (mnemonic or 'il:;,:i)

bolso fa tariind by a friend of his. But here a
qu estion most be posed and addressed . Is the

poetic part simply an overlay on the tariind or

integral to it? Ifit is theformer, the two cannot be

said to make a single. organic compos ition.If it is

said to bethe latter, how (one must ask) is the
pa tently devotional temper of the poetic words

made to square with the meani ngless and purely

phoneti c character of the tarana: It is poss ible
within limits, to make the tw()..w4tand~

cohere; some Kathak dance maes tros have done
it; bu t the author does not even envisage the

po ssibility.
What is, however, much eas ier 10 see is the

factthat theauthor 's emphasis on sololabiavadan
as an art in iself can be amply buttressed with an
appeal 10 aesthetic theory. He only emphasizes

rhefa a s:

a that the range of soloplaying is so big and

expansive that one can play in its idiom

for hours al a stretc h;

b. that, today, almostall good kaIakdn have

began giving value to solo playing along

with tabla-playingasaccompanirreru; and
c. that cassellesanddi scs of~~ ~

are today very popular (p. I56).

But there is a much more conv incing way to

argue that rhy thm (as a wh ole ) deserves to be

regarded as an independent art. Any art which
claimsto be somustmeet at least three followin g

conditions:

1. The material it builds on has to be unique

2 It must have its own creative de vices; and

3. There must be some criteria of evaluation

tha t are uniquely relevant to it
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Now, the an o f rhythm meet s all these
requirements ad mirably. Its material is
meaningless letters cr their collocations (al ike
non-semant ic) which no other art avai ls of.
Further. no other art bewitches us by dividi ng its

con tent into three equal (mean ingless and
colourless)segments.And, finally. is anycriterion
of artistic value so unmistakably usable as that of
attai ning to a men: moment (of the sarna-be at)

with split second acc uracy?
AUthis. however. is sim ply to indicate how

the auth or ca n add to the value of the work. It
does not in any way underrate what the work has
al ready achieved; and it is wi th great pl easure
thai I now tum to list its many positive features.
if a little patc hily:

fairly detailedandinteresting account of every
(major )gllariiJu1 of tabla;dominated (justifially)
by a special ly winso me account of the founding

of BenaresgllariiJu1 (by Pdt Ram Sahaya,p.46),

whi ch is admittedly distinguished by its ability
to provide theright kind of 'accompaniment' also

to the light classical forms of our vocal music
(49); a quite fair explanation ofwhy the Punjab

gha rana took time to make its presence felt (52);
an instructive account of the details of how the
various boisare exec uted (47), as also oflcinds of
paran s (48), inclu ding stuti paran (49 ), and of
kinds ofc!lakradar pattems, of which the kamii1i
one has certainly added to my knowledge (73­
74); proper di stingu ishing of di fferent kin ds of
tiM! (79-80); a fairly detailednote on the curative
powe rs of differe nt ragas (2()()"20I); deserved

refere nce to Safari Khan ' s jaY.'iibigar -s;care ful

mention e ven of the life spans of quite a few
maestros; a quite warranted mention of Modu
Khan ' s distincti ve contribution, as also ofwhy

Habebuddin Khan had to learn also underMunir
Khan (Farruk habad) and Ali Raza Khan
(Lucknow): very sensible remarks on the right
kind of artist-audience interaction (204-208), and
of the re lation ofsangeet to society generall y
(208-2 12); and briefbut accurate verbal pictures

of as many as 51arti stes.
Howe ver, the most in teresting of al l these

deta ils occur on ppA0.42. The first of these
recounts (once again on pAS) that in a big music
festival organi zed in 1819 by wa y of'ce lebrating

the co rona tion of Nawab Gaz iuddin Hyder,
Pandi t RamSahay sooversh adowed other tablii­
players with his own reci tal that, when it ended.
his ann was wors hipped by the other tdbliks who

al so presen ted to him some of the choicest

co mpositions of their ghariiruis (p.40); and the
sec ond one records how Biro Mishra was so
fasc ina ted by one specific gat played by Ustad
Abid Hussai n, the then Khalifa of Lucknow

gharlinii.that he forthwith volunteered to become
a pupil of the Lucknow maestro. I look at this
gesture ofhwnili ty as an index of true greatness;
and I can reason why I say so. Birtt ji passed
aw ay in 1934; but the two years that I spent in

Allahabad (1935-1937) as an Intermediate class
student at Ew ing Christian College were still
ringing with the nameof Biru Mishra as himselfa

tablik of ma tchless quali ty ' .
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