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Sitar Virtuoso Pandit RAVI SHANKAR, a world celebrity today
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MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS OF INDIA-
THREE CATEGORIES

ince the Vedic age, India has been incredibly rich in musical instruments
which are broadly classified wunder three heads:-

1. "“TAT VADYA" or stringed instruments which are played with a
plectrum or with bows. Some are fretted, while others
are un-fretted and hence more difficult to master.

2. SUSHIRA VADYAS or Wind Instruments.
3. RHYTHM |INSTRUMENTS which include “Ghanavadyas” or

struck instruments and AVANADDHA VADYAS like percus-
sion anddrums etc.

TATVADYAS
(Stringed Instruments)

Stringed instruments are so numerous that even classifying them becomes too
complicated. What a bewildering variety they cover from the single stringed EKTAARA to
the hundred-stringed Shatatantri or Katyayani Veenas or Santoori! The Tanpura or
Tanpuri with 4 or 5 strings is the indispensible drone instrument that provides the continu-
ous pitch or basic tonic for all classical music. VEENA or BEEN, the most ancient among
stringed instruments was regarded as the “queen among stringed instruments”. It has
been extolled in the Vedas as “verily the embodiment of Beauty & Prosperity”, the
favourite instrument of Saraswati, the Goddess of Learning and all Fine Arts (Veena-
Pustaka dharini). and also of Lord Shiva in the form of “Veenaadhaar” Dakshina-
moorthy. Saraswati always holds the Veena as she is afraid of drowning in the unfathom-
able Ocean of Naada or musical sounds. One is amazed at the incredible varieties of
Veenas that existed in India since ancient times such as Mahaa-Veena, Mahati, Karkari,
Kachchapi (tortoise shaped), Kinnari, Vipanchi, Parivadini, Pichchouda, Chalveena,
Kandveena, Mayurveena (peacock-shaped), Makarveena (crocodile shaped) and so on
and on! Veena was the most popular stringed instrument during the Moghul period and
was at the height of its glory during the age of the Dhruvpad from the times of Swami
Haridas, Tansen and Emperor Akbar onwards. With the decline of the Dhruvpad, the
number of Vainiks (Veena players) dwindled alarmingly. Today we have very few expo-
nents left of Vichitra Veena and Rudra Veenain the north. But Karnatic music abounds in
a large number of senior. junior, male and female exponents of Saraswati Veena, and
Chitraveena or Gottuvadyam. All the descendants of Tansen from the line of his daugh-
ter Saraswati have been Veena artistes (Beenkars), and their direct descendants
adomed the royal darbars of Rampur and the Awadh darbar of Lucknow.

Among stringed instruments today, it is the SITAR and the SAROD that enjoy
worldwide popularity and appreciation thanks to the pioneering work and superb stan-
dards of maestros like Pdt Ravi Shankar, Ustad Ali Akbar Khan, Ustad Vilayat Khan, Pdt



Nikhil Banerji Ustad Amjad Ali Khan and so on. During the times of Amir Khusrau, there
was a type of three-stringed Veena called Kachchapi (tortoise shaped) which was re-
named by Khusrau as“SEHTAR' (Persian for three-stringed instrument) which underwent
somany improvements at the hands of great masters through all these centuries that we
have the highly sophisticated SITAR of today. It is a most versatile instrument because
all the elements of vocal music (known as Gayakiang) plus the special elements of the
Veena (alap, jod, jhala etc) can be played oniit. The two main portions with percussion ac-
companiments (Pakhawaj or Tabla) are the slow or Maseetkhani, gats, and the fast or
Razakhani gats, the latter being the lively contribution of Ustad Razakhan of Lucknow.
Thanks to our great contemporary maestros, there is a worldwide explosion of interest in
the Indian Sitar.

THE SAROD

About the origins of the Sarod, there are two main conflicting views. The two colos-
sal Sarod maestros of this ceniury have been Ustads Allauddin Khan of Maihar and Hafiz
Ali Khan of Gwalior ; both belong to the Seniya (Tansen'’s) traditions and have shared
some of the greatest gurus of the Rampur darbar.

According to Ustad Ali Akbar Khan, ""the Sarod Supremo", the brilliant son and
disciple of Ustad Allauddin Khan, the Sarod s of purely Indian origin ; their disciple
Sharan Rani has published a small but beautiful volume on the Sarod upholding this
theory with many pictorial illustrations. On the other hand, Ustad Amjad Ali Khan, the pre-
cocious son and disciple of Ustad Hafiz Ali Khan claims that some ancient horse-trading
ancestors of his had brought the Sahrud from the rugged Frontiers of Afghanistan and
polished it up for classical music.. Others believe that itis a modified version of the
Rabab, a popular instrument of the Middle East. Among our contemporaries, Ustad
Allauddin Khan was the only artiste who has been heard playing on the Rabab ina Studio
Concert (of AIR, LKW). Besides Ustads Ali Akbar Khan, Ustad Amjad Ali Khan, Smt.
Sharan Rani, the late Bahadur khan, the late Radhika Mohan Moitra, we have on the
contemporary scene Buddhadev Das Gupta, the famed disciple of Moitra, Rajeev
Taranath, Zarin Sharma, Brij Narain (son of Pdt Ramnarain), Tejendra Narain Mazumdar
Partho-Savathy and many other younger exponents. The Sarod is played with a plec-

trum; it is unfretted, and it demands years of training and practice and great physical
stamina.

THE SANTOOR

The Santoor from the valleys of Kashmir was considered a folk instrument until the
genius and efforts of Pdt Shiv Kumar Sharma raised this cumbersome but magical 100
stringed instrument into the status of a full-ledged classical and light classical instrument.
Bhajan Sopori is another well-known santoor expert who has enriched the instrument for
classical music with his innovations. With the growing popularity of SANTOOR, many
younger artistes including even a young lady (a disciple of Pdt. Shiv Kumar) are slowly
becoming well-known. Played with two slender walnut sticks (Kalams), the wealth of em-
bellishments that Shiv Kumar Sharma has brought into the instrument is amazing. He be-
lieves that the ancient 100 stringed“Shata-tantri-Veena” was its ancestor. THE



QANOON of the Middle East is very similar to the Santoor.

BOWED (STRINGED) INSTRUMENTS
SARANGI

In Hindustani music, the favourite accompaniment of vocalists has been the com-
plicated Sarangi with its numerous gut strings pressed from below with the cuticle-and
nail parts of the fingers of the left hand while the right hand wields the bow. Itis regarded
as the stringed instrument that can reproduce best, all the nuances of vocal music, and
its popularity began with the growth of Khayal, and the semi and light classical varieties
of music. The Sarangi too acquired the high status of a solo instrument because of great
virtuosi like Ustad Bundu Khan, Ustad Bade Ghulam Sabir Khan, Pdt Ramnarain, Pdt
Gopal Misra and his brother Pdt Hanuman Misra, Ustad Sultan Khan, Ustad Sabir Khan,
Ghulam Sabir, Qadiri and a few others. Pdt Ram Narain’s daughter Smt Aruna Kalle is
the only woman expert on this difficult instrument. It has 35 to 40 sympathetic strings that
give its notes a hauntingly resonant tonal richness, VIOLIN. Violin is one of the most
popular instruments in Karnatic music both for Solos and accompaniment, and it was
Balu Bhagavatar, brother of the great Dikshitar who first used and popularised it in
Karnatic music in which we have had innumerable great violinists male and female, both
in the past & present. In the North, the popularity of violin is fairly recent, and it is used
mostly for solos. Among the noted Violinists of the Hindustani style have been late Parur
Sundaram lyer and his son Vilolin Samrat M.S.Gopalakrishnan, Pdt V.G.Jog, Dr.
N.Rajam, Datar, Paluskar Sisirkana Dar Chowdhry, and a crop of bright youngsters on
the present scene like Sangeeta Shankar, Kala Ramnath and others.

DILRUBA, ESRAJ, TARSHAHNAI TAOOS etc.

There are a number of instruments which suggest Moghul influences such as
Dilruba (played with a bow and with very sweet tones), Esraj, Taus (peacock-shaped),
Qanoon etc (the last being plucked). Dilruba, Esraj and Tarshahnai are very melodious
instruments but exponents are very few.

HAWAIAN GUITAR

Therichly toned Hawaian Guitar has recently become very popular because of the
high standards achieved by a few contemporary maestros like Brij Bhushan lal Kabra,
Viswamohan Bhat (the Grammy Award winning disciple of Pdt Ravi Shankar), and many
brilliant younger exponents, among whom the only lady artiste is the young Kamla
Shankar of Varanasi who is already known all over the country.

MISCELLANEOUS
Besides the above well-known instruments, there are also others like the
SURBAHAR (ideal for alap-Jod-Jhala) of which the best artistes today are Smt.
Annapurna Devi (sister of Ali Akbar Khan), Ustad Imrat Khan (younger brother of Ustad
Vilayat Khan) and his younger son Ustad Irshad Khan.

The prodigious “Mandol in SRINIVAS” of South India who plays superb classical
Kamatic Music on his small Mandolin has achieved the status of a world celebrity today.



Sarod maestro Ustad AMJAD ALl KHAN.
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