
[image: My Music, My Life, by Ravi Shankar. Foreword by Philip Glass. Introduction by Yehudi Menuhin.]




[image: Image]







[image: Image]







[image: Image]







[image: My Music, My Life, by Ravi Shankar. Foreword by Philip Glass. Preface by Ravi Shanker. Introduction by Yehudi Menuhin. Mandala Publishing. San Rafael, California]







[image: Image]
My music and my life are entrusted to the care of my dear wife Sukanya
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A NOTE TO THE NEW EDITION


India, along with much of the world, has experienced vast and rapid changes since I wrote this book almost forty years ago. The revolutionary development of computers and the Internet has done wonders to the evolution of music and cinema. The improved quality of sound and images is mind-boggling, and the widespread availability of music has attracted the younger generation and made them more musically aware than ever before.

At the same time, many lovers of classical music in India as well as the West are concerned that traditional or classical music is in danger of being lost in a tirade of loud, sensuous beat music that has captured the ears of young people. I too have sometimes shared that fear, but I have analyzed the present situation and offer some conclusions in the final chapter of this book.

I wrote this book for a primarily Western audience at a time when I wanted to introduce and popularize our classical music. Now, however, the people of the world seem much closer to each other, almost using the same language. In India, if you open a newspaper or read a magazine, it feels like it’s coming out of the States or London. With all of us sharing the same social and cultural influences, it is now possible to speak to the world audience about the joys of Indian classical music and my hope for the future.

RAVI SHANKAR, MARCH 2007
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FOREWORD


RAVI SHANKAR was already established as a Master of Indian classical music when, as a young man, he began a series of collaborations with musicians who were his peers in the world of Western classical music. The violinist Yehudi Menuhin and the flautist Jean-Pierre Rampal were two of his early collaborators, and both remained close to him throughout their lives; and there were countless others, myself included. Ravi was, perhaps unknowingly, setting the stage for a monumental change in what would be perceived as the basis and range of a new, global art music. I had the great fortune to work as his assistant in Paris in the early 1960s. He was scoring a film (Chappaqua by Conrad Rooks), and I found that even by then he already had a practical knowledge of Western instruments. And, though I was in charge of transcribing his music into Western notation for the French chamber orchestra that had been assembled, the actual orchestration was completely by Ravi himself.

However, it’s important to note that though he borrowed freely from Western clasical art music, for Ravi the encounters that he provoked between the musical East and West would be a two-way street. He gave to those who were fortunate to meet and work with him much more than he took. To be in Ravi’s presence in those years (and even now, for that matter) was to be in the presence of a master teacher. He is constantly and joyfully sharing his knowledge of his own tradition.

Those were the birth years of what is now known as World Music…though I don’t remember anyone in the ’60s calling it that. And I can state without hesitation or exaggeration that he was the Godfather, the Mother and the Father of that movement.

Perhaps the most striking aspect today of World Music is the breadth and depth of its influence. In the West at least (and I think it goes farther), its influence can be felt not only in art and experimental errant music, but in popular music and jazz as well. I only have to mention the Beatles, John Coltrane and countless others who have learned from him and benefited from his teachings. I certainly count myself among those whose musical bearing was forever changed by him. His mastery of both Eastern and Western traditions, his tireless activities in teaching and collaboration as well as his musical thought and the generosity of his spirit have had an unprecedented and global impact on music today. It may be hard to imagine that one person through the force of his talent, energy and musical personality could have almost single-handedly altered the course of contemporary music in its broadest sense. But that is actually and simply what happened.

It is easy to fall into the habit of thinking of the great masters of music as beings who existed in some distant time–a hoary past celebrating its bi- or tercentennials. Yet one of those masters is here among us now. To have had the privilege to work with him, to know him or even to have heard him perform live onstage must surely be one of the most remarkable and memorable passages of one’s musical life.

PHILIP GLASS
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PREFACE


SINCE MY CHILDHOOD, I have traveled widely throughout both the East and the West, and I have come to realize what a difference there is today in the response of listeners to the classical music of India. Over the past ten or twelve years, Indian musicians have been bringing their cultural traditions to the West, performing their music and trying to give a better understanding of this music to their audiences.

Many people have asked me if one must read, absorb, learn and know about India’s religions, philosophies and spiritual atmosphere, or even come to India to visit and travel, in order to understand our music, let alone play it. To this I would say yes, all this is necessary since our music is so closely connected to the complete unfolding of India’s history and development. Should one want to become a performing artist of Indian music, this study is even more important. Without intense study of our traditions and culture, the music would appear false and synthetic.

Because the development of music and dance is so tightly linked with the past, often I feel that I am closer to the past than to the present. When reflecting on India’s growth today, her socioeconomic problems and her expanding industrialism, I, along with many others, feel a deep concern and wonder where all this can lead. India must grow, but we must also try to preserve the source of our past and those things that have made India different from any other country or civilization in the world.

Ever since I was a boy in my teens living in Paris and touring with my brother Uday’s troupe of dancers and musicians, I have felt a strong desire, almost a missionary’s zeal, to bring the beautiful, rich and ancient heritage of our classical music to the West and to bring about a deeper comprehension and appreciation of it. With this aim in mind, I have prepared brief talks on our music–the melody forms and the rhythms we use and the instruments we play–that I give at most of my concerts before performing each raga. In addition, I was given the honor of teaching Indian music as a visiting professor at the University of California at Los Angeles and at City College of New York.

Now, with this book, I hope to reach an even wider audience and give a more thorough background and explanation of our music than I could through the talks at my concerts or an occasional lecture. Here I have tried to present a survey of the theory and history of Indian music, comprehensive enough to be meaningful to my readers, but not so complicated that the multitude of scholarly problems and disputes will cloud the reader’s understanding of the general development of the music, for much of the history of our music is still unclear, and there are many factions of scholars and musicologists who have differing opinions on it. I myself do not pretend to be a scholar; I have received most of my knowledge of the traditions of our music from my guru and other eminent musicians. Like most performing artists in India, I have a much clearer view of our past from about the fifteenth century to the present; for anything before this time, we must depend on scholarly texts and treatises that leave much open to debate.

Unlike Western musicians, who spend a number of years learning the entire history and background of their musical traditions and their own instruments, Indian musicians for the most part learn from their gurus as much practical, actually performed music as they can, and dwell relatively little on theoretical ideas and concepts of history. This has been the prevailing custom since the period in our history when the musicians, through language differences, lost contact with the old texts and were no longer able to read the Sanskrit of our ancient scriptures. Musicians, therefore, concentrated primarily on practical music and memorized the traditions handed down to them by their musical ancestors. Customarily, the shishya, or disciple, absorbed without question or criticism all that his guru taught, and so analytical and objective judgment was never developed in the students. Because of this situation, today one often finds a certain tension between musicologists and performing artists in India, particularly in the North, where traditions are not as systematized and formalized as they are in the South.

Throughout this book, I have tried to present much of the historical fact that scholars are now generally agreed upon, but I have not wished to dwell on the diverse and complicated views that these men have set forth on many of the problems. As far as the spelling of Indian terms is concerned, I have chosen not to follow the usual rendering in the English language of Sanskrit words, with the system of dots and long marks. Instead, I have attempted to spell the words as they sound to the Western ear, so that Westerners will find them easier to pronounce.

My many years of traveling, my many concert tours and my strenuous efforts to awaken Westerners to the beauty and greatness of Indian music have made for me and my music many friends and admirers in all branches of Western music–from strictly classical to electronic, from jazz to folk and even rock and pop, and for this I thank my stars and the blessings of my guru.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the people whose devoted assistance has contributed in a most important way to this book: my disciples Collin Walcott and Amiya Das Gupta for their invaluable work on the manual that constitutes the fourth section of the book; Professor Elise Barnett of the Department of Music at City College of New York for her scholarly counsel; Yehudi Menuhin for his affection and encouragement; and Harihar Rao, Dr. Penelope Estabrook and Rajendra Shankar, who helped me in the book’s initial stages.

Finally, and most of all, I would like to thank Carlie Hope Simon for all the time, effort and talent she gave with such patience and warm devotion during the planning and writing of this book. I am not normally called upon to express myself at length through the written word, and so I particularly appreciate her dedication to the task.

RAVI SHANKAR
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INTRODUCTION


TO THE INDIAN QUALITY of serenity, the Indian musician brings an exalted personal expression of union with the infinite, as in infinite love. Few modern composers in the West have achieved this quality, though we revere it in the works of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven. Perhaps we should not admonish our contemporary composers for having lost this sense of serene exaltation, for indeed we have little enough of it in our civilization for them to draw upon; yet what quality is music, the organization of pure sounds, better suited to express? If the Indian musicians who now are so graciously beginning to bring their genius to us–musicians like Ravi Shankar–can help us to find this quality again, then we shall have much to thank them for.

The appeal that Ravi Shankar exercises over our youth–the magic aura his presence and his music evoke–is a tribute both to his great art and to the intuitive wisdom of the searching young.

In him they recognize a synthesis of the immediacy of expression, the spontaneity, truth and integrity of action suited to the moment, that is a form of honesty characteristic of both the innocent child and the great artist. In him they see the mastery and dedication of a discipline born of infinite experience and concentrated effort that are manifestations of not only the artist’s own being but the generations preceding him.

Human history can be seen as though revealed to us by mirrors, mirrors at first small and dim, by which man could barely discern his aspect or his motives, mirrors that grew ever larger, revealing man to himself and as he appeared to others. With each increase in size and accuracy, the image seemed more awesome and frightening, until finally today mirrors are looming larger than man himself, and seem actually to dwarf him. That other inner mirror, our conscience, which expressed itself in religion and law, has become in many parts of the world monstrously enlarged to include informers and hangmen–betrayers–who almost outnumber their working, wretched victims. In our society, the outer mirror, the mirror reflecting ourselves to others or others to ourselves, has in the public-relations image also become monstrously enlarged, to the point that advisers and experts–manipulators–almost outnumber their clients.

This compulsive need to consult our mirrors–to find inner and outer approval (or, if not approval, at least justification), to be able to face at all times either a jury or a pack of journalists with a ready statement–has now reached absurd proportions.

The artist who knows it all too well himself is now the “ambassador,” a “high priest,” an “innovator,” the “cultural artifact”–he behaves like one, looks like one. In a debased sense he is shown as the end and the means, the alpha and the omega, and is in danger of becoming a crystallized symbol covering an empty gesture, like Aubry’s ghost disappearing on approach with a “most melodious twang.” Yet, thanks be to God, at the moment of genuine creation there is an incandescence that dissolves all impurities, leaving only burnished gold.

It is a credit to our youth that they have recognized the pure gold in Ravi Shankar and in his art. In this noble and essential art the repetitive act, the approved “posture,” has given way to an inspired and prolonged state of being–not bound by limits other than style and the inclination of the artists themselves.

It is again a tribute to our youth that many of them will forswear the easy and dangerous, the passive and destructive escape into the dream world of abandonment, in order to choose a discipline requiring years of perfection and refinement–a schooling as exacting as it is fulfilling.

When mastery will reward them, the mirrors will fall away, and the elect will know that sensation of rightness that is independent of witness. They will achieve the creative purity and innocence in which “I am as I am” is “I do as I do.”

Ravi Shankar has brought me a precious gift. Through him I have added a new dimension to my experience of music–one which belongs to all great music, including our own, but which, along with so much that should remain inspired and intuitive, is blueprinted out of our world.

But to the young people, who give their mind and heart to Ravi Shankar’s art, he has made sense and brought order out of chaos, for he has restored the fundamental and supreme value of dedicated work, of self-control, of faith and of the value of living.

YEHUDI MENUHIN
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NARADA LEARNS A LESSON


GURU, VINAYA, SADHANA–these three words form the heart of the musical tradition of India.

Guru, as many people now know, means master, spiritual teacher or preceptor. We give a very important place to the guru, for we consider him to be the representation of the divine. There is a saying–


Pani piye chhanke

Guru banaye janke



–which means that one should drink water only after it has been filtered, and one should take a guru only after one feels sure of the decision. The choice of the guru, to us, is even more important than choosing a husband or a wife. A potential disciple cannot make a hasty decision to take just any teacher as his guru, nor should he break the bond between guru and shishya, once the ganda or nara ceremony, the initiation, which symbolically binds the two together for life, has taken place.

Vinaya means humility; it is the complete surrendering of the self on the part of the shishya to the guru. The ideal disciple feels love, adoration, reverence and even fear toward his guru, and he accepts equally praise or scoldings. Talent, sincerity and the willingness to practice faithfully are essential qualities of the serious student. The guru, as the giver in this relationship, seems to be all-powerful. Often, he may be unreasonable, harsh or haughty, though the ideal guru is none of these. Ideally, he should respond to the efforts of the disciple and love him almost as his own child. In India, a Hindu child, from his earliest years, is taught to feel humble toward anyone older than he or superior in any way. From the simplest gesture of the namaskar, or greeting (putting the hands palm to palm in front of the forehead and bowing), or the pranam (a respectful greeting consisting of touching the greeted person’s feet, then one’s own eyes and forehead with the hands held palm to palm) to the practice of vinaya, or humility tempered with a feeling of love and worship, the Hindu devotee’s vanity and pretension are worn away.

Sadly, this feeling of vinaya is lacking today in many young people, in the East and West alike. The Western student, especially, seems to have an excessively casual attitude toward his teachers and toward the process of learning. The teacher-student association is no longer patterned after the old father-son relationship, and the two are encouraged by prevailing attitudes to act as friends and to consider each other on an equal level. This system, of course, has its benefits, but it is far from ideal for studying Indian music and understanding our traditions. The Indian teacher finds this casualness disturbing, even in so small a thing as the position the student takes when he sits. Often the Western student will try to sit on the floor like an Indian, but since he is not accustomed to this (poor thing!), sooner or later he stretches out his legs and shows the soles of his feet to the guru. To us Indians, the feet are considered the most ignoble part of the body, and this position is one of extreme irreverence.
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Among our legends, there is a story that illustrates very well this quality of vinaya. Long ago, it is said, the great rishi (saint-sage) Narada was convinced that he had gained complete mastery of the art of music, in both theory and performance. The wise Vishnu decided to teach Narada a lesson and shatter his pride. So he brought him to the dwelling place of the gods, and as they entered one building, they saw many men and women with broken limbs, all weeping over their condition. Vishnu went up to them and asked what was the matter, and they told him they were the spirits of ragas and raginis created by Shiva. They said a certain rishi named Narada, who could neither perform nor understand music properly, had twisted and broken their limbs through his singing. And they said that unless some great and skilled musician could sing them again correctly, they would never regain their unmarred wholeness. When he heard this, Narada was deeply ashamed and in all humility, knelt before Vishnu and begged forgiveness.

The third principal term associated with our music is sadhana, which means practice and discipline, eventually leading to self-realization. It means practicing with a fanatic zeal and ardent dedication to the guru and the music. If the student is talented, sincere, faithful to his guru and devoted in his practicing, and if the guru is teaching with utmost dedication and not being miserly with his knowledge, there is a distinct pattern for learning Indian music. The student must begin by acquiring the most basic techniques of the voice or instrument. In vocal music, this skill is achieved by assiduously practicing first one note, trying to produce correct breathing, voice and pitch control. Students both of vocal and of instrumental music then learn scales and paltas (also called alankars). Paltas are short melodic figures performed in sequential order within a scale and tala framework in different tempi. Then the sargams must be learned–the various fixed compositions sung to the note names. In some fixed compositions talas and tempi can be varied, and in others no tala is used at all. The student also learns various other fixed compositions called ban-dishes, which include songs in different styles sung to a meaningful text, slow or fast instrumental pieces (gats), or some melodic phrases in a variety of melodic motions and tempi (tans).

This elementary training, for a talented and persevering student, should last not less then five years, very much like the elementary training for any Western musical discipline. This means the student should practice every day for at least eight hours. In Western music, of course, the student has a visual advantage. That is, much of his learning can be taken from books, without the close supervision of a teacher. But with Indian music, for the first five or six years, the student relies completely on the guidance of his guru. This is because the guru teaches everything to the shishya individually and directly, according to our ancient oral traditions, for very rarely do we use textbooks or manuals. Then, little by little, the student learns to improvise, and he works at it until he feels free and confident within a raga. From this point on, the aspiring musician must draw completely from within himself–from his own methodical musical training and his feelings and inspirations. As his musicianship grows, he acquires first a high degree of proficiency in the technical side of playing and then an ability to follow his imagination in whatever musical direction it leads. His technique must be highly enough developed to enable him to render instantaneously the mental pictures that flash before his mind’s eye. It is such an exhilarating feeling to grasp a fresh idea and perform it spontaneously! Even after the student has become a fairly proficient performer and has created his own musical personality, he goes back to his guru from time to time for an evaluation of his development and to be inspired by new ideas. A true guru never stops growing musically and spiritually himself and can be a constant source of inspiration and guidance to the loving disciple.

So, starting from the very beginning, I would estimate that it requires at least twenty years of constant work and practice to reach maturity and a high standard of achievement in our classical music.


A BEAUTIFUL RELATIONSHIP IS FADING

THE BASIS OF OUR ANCIENT SYSTEM, known as guru-shishya-parampara–the continuity of tradition through master to disciple–seems to be disappearing today, obscured by the fast-moving mechanical and electronic age. At this stage in the history of Indian music, we should be extremely concerned with methods of teaching, and we must endeavor in every way to preserve our rich heritage through high standards in the teaching of its practical, theoretical and historical aspects. Patterns of living have changed, and now we must sincerely try to find a new way for the essence of our ancient tradition to be maintained and passed on.

There was a time when classical musicians did not have to be so much concerned with the material side of life, for their artistry was widely proclaimed and the patronage of royalty and wealthy persons provided them with all the necessities of life. In turn, they were able to accept into their homes a number of disciples, so all their time could be devoted solely to music. The disciples could spend years staying with the guru, learning and serving him, immersed in the aura of music and absorbing to the fullest their guru’s tradition and style, which they would later pass on. There have always been two distinct types of students: the “parrots,” who passed on the exact tradition, and the creative geniuses, who absorbed the traditions and added to and enriched them. In the latter case, the basic purity and sanctity of the music remain, but ornamentation and new beauty are added. And that is why we say that no matter how great a genius one is, without a very deep and proper training one’s contribution is meaningless and the effect of the music is lost or fleeting–the virtuosity of the playing shows no inner depth or tradition.

Times changed, patronage withered, and the gurus had to fend for themselves. Many were forced to move to larger cities, where they began to support themselves and their families by giving concerts. Their disciples were in a quandary. If they followed their gurus to the cities, not only would they have to find a place to stay and practice in, but they would also have to provide their own food and clothing, which invariably cost more in the cities. A mere handful of disciples now receive government scholarships, and because most of them are not well-to-do, they are forced to find some kind of work to make ends meet–hardly an ideal situation; it is, in fact, a distraction that very often stands in the way of proper sadhana. Valuable time needed for concentrated study and practice is thus lost. Very often much damage is done when the disciple, to supplement his earnings, assumes the role of a teacher and starts giving lessons to beginners without having first become competent himself. I do not believe that if someone cannot be a performer, he can always be a teacher. To be a good teacher, one has to be a good student; and even then, teaching is an art in itself. It requires not only a high standard of musicianship, but also a strong cultural and educational background and a familiarity with the methods of teaching. I do hope that the day will come when wealthy industrialists and businessmen in India will form foundations, the way their counterparts have in the United States and other parts of the world, to foster young and talented musicians who, because of economic stringency, are not able to continue their studies.

Apart from the time and energy lost nowadays in the attempt to combat the stress of mere existence, there are many new attractions that distract the student in the city.

I remember the days I spent studying under my guru, when the only relaxation and amusement we had was to take long walks, visit temples and shrines and pay homage to deities, admire the sunset and beauties of Nature or stop to watch an amusing tamasha, or impromptu roadside show. Otherwise, all our waking hours were spent in the lap of music, listening, learning, practicing, in an atmosphere charged by the very presence of the guru. There were occasions when, having lost all track of time, we were unaware of the outer world and were thrilled and absorbed by the gushing, sparkling stream of music that leaped out of the vast ocean of our guru’s musical genius, as we sat, learning, at Baba’s feet, sometimes for as many as seven or eight hours at a time. Living near the guru meant that we had to be ever alert and ready to receive whatever he felt inspired and disposed to teach us. Today, when I see the great rush to learn as many ragas as possible in a few months, I better appreciate the wisdom of Baba, who emphasized that it is always first necessary to learn the basic ragas well, then the other ragas would automatically unfold. We thus spent as many as four years working on a couple of ragas; a student these days would grumble if he were to spend four weeks on them!
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It is indeed a great pity that the beautiful relationship between the guru and the shishya is fast disappearing. There was that rare joy and zeal on the part of the guru in giving his time and energy to the teaching of the sacred traditions to his beloved disciples; and on the part of the shishya there was devotion to the guru, and dedication of his life to pleasing the guru with his sadhana and his service.

With all present-day conditions working against it, it seems impossible to retain the tradition of the guru-shishya-parampara in its original form. Nevertheless, I see no reason why it cannot be adapted in a modified form and retain some of the important aspects and basic approach. The main features of a fruitful guru-shishya relationship led to (1) purity of mind and body, humility, a sense of service and a devotional and spiritual attitude; (2) a thorough grounding in the technique and science of music; (3) the gradual development of the disciple as he sits behind his guru at concerts and joins in when asked, but does not perform by himself until his guru finds him fit to do so; and (4) freedom from economic worries for the disciple, living and serving his guru as a member of his family.

These essential features, except perhaps the guarantee of economic freedom, could be retained in a modified form. Thus, the training regimen could be made thorough, not allowing the student to proceed to the next lesson before the earlier one has been perfected. There is always the danger that the student will be satisfied with the outer, superficial achievements–like learning the scales and a few compositions in one raga–and then taking up another before exploring some of the endless variations on the first raga. It is only when the student becomes completely familiar with a few ragas and is at home to the extent of improvising, not mechanically but aesthetically, that he should move on. This slow but meaningful progress that the guru regulated, and the seal of approval he gave before encouraging further steps, could well be retained.

In other words, there is no shortcut to learning Indian music; but, in the case of a talented student, one can reduce many years of haphazard study to perhaps five years of planned, organized and concentrated work. Unfortunately, too much stress is placed on technical studies and forms, with the result that most of the students who graduate from music schools and colleges today take the means to be the end and miss the spirit and soul of our ragas. It takes many years of profound study of one’s own inner self and of the ragas to be able to play Indian music with the immense emotional and spiritual effect that the music calls for.




SOUNDS, STRUCK AND UNSTRUCK

THE TRADITIONS OF INDIAN classical music are seemingly without beginning. Our musical history, which goes back approximately four thousand years, has been handed down orally from guru to shishya and recorded in Sanskrit verses that have later necessitated detailed commentaries and explanations. Historical fact is overshadowed by legend and mythology, and it is only recently that attempts have been undertaken to sort out history from myth.

We have been taught that the divine art of music was created by the Hindu holy trinity: Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver and Shiva the Destroyer. It is Shiva, King of the Dancers, whose cosmic dance symbolizes the everlasting life-and-death rhythm of the universe and whose movements are the source of all movement. In turn, the art known as sangeet–the threefold art of vocal music, instrumental music and the dance–was taught to mankind by the great rishis, or saint-sages. In ancient days, these rishis were both respected philosophers and men of religion. Living a pure life dedicated to wisdom, the rishis dwelled in out-of-the-way forests, where they were the centers of small communities known as ashrams–schools with residences for the disciples. There, we are told, the rishis delivered their teachings on medicine, science, music, astrology, astronomy and other branches of learning, which, along with the practice of yoga, were means to attain self-realization. Most of the time, this teaching was carried on orally, but some disciples recorded the rishis’ words in verses on dried palm leaves, partly to help themselves memorize the lessons. These writings became almost sacred and were carefully copied down by one generation of disciples and passed on to the next, who in turn recopied them for future disciples. Even today, some families possess scrolls that were handed down by their ancestors and date back many centuries.

Our tradition teaches us that sound is God–Nada Brahma. That is, musical sound and the musical experience are steps to the realization of the self. We view music as a kind of spiritual discipline that raises one’s inner being to divine peacefulness and bliss. We are taught that one of the fundamental goals a Hindu works toward in his lifetime is a knowledge of the true meaning of the universe–its unchanging, eternal essence–and this is realized first by a complete knowledge of one’s self and one’s own nature. The highest aim of our music is to reveal the essence of the universe it reflects, and the ragas are among the means by which this essence can be apprehended. Thus, through music, one can reach God.

In the ancient scriptures we read that there are two types of sound: one a vibration of ether, the upper or purer air near heaven, and the other a vibration of air, or the lower atmosphere closer to the earth. The vibration of ether is thought by some to be like the music of the spheres that Pythagoras described in the sixth century B.C. It is the sound of the universe, ever present and unchanging. This sound is called anahata nad, or “unstruck sound,” because it is not produced by any physical impact. The other kind of sound is called ahata nad, or “struck sound,” because it is always caused by physical impact. In this case, vibrations are set in motion at a given moment, a sound is created and then it dies away as the vibrations cease.

The unstruck sound is most significant for yogis. It is the eternal sound they seek to hear from within, and it is possible for them to achieve this only after many years of meditation and discipline in yoga. Through tapasya, or meditation, the yogi tries to “wake up the kundalini,” the divine creative force in man. Tantric philosophy, a medieval mystic system, describes it as a coiled serpent, symbolizing dynamism, that resides in the central part of the body. The yogis also try to awaken the chakras, or inner spinal centers of energy, and control them with the mind–what we call “piercing the chakras.” When a yogi has achieved this, he has complete control of his body and is able to accomplish supernatural acts like levitation or disappearing.

We are concerned here with the manifested sounds, of which there are two types: one that is musical, described as pleasing and soothing, and one that is not. Musical sounds reflect the orderly, numerical patterns of the universe. Sounds can be produced not only by skillfully played musical instruments, but also by winds, rushing water, birds, the human voice and other manifestations of nature.




MELODY IS THE BASIS OF OUR MUSIC

WHEN LISTENING TO MUSIC alien to one’s own, one must keep an open mind. Many common meeting grounds may be discovered, but the comparative outlook should not result in adverse or uncritical evaluation of the art, whether it be of the East or the West. With open ears and an open mind, the receptive listener will be introduced to a whole new world of music, a new concept of sound and thus to a widening horizon of art and people, of life itself.

Perhaps it would be wise, at the very beginning, to explain some of the basic differences between the classical music of the West and that of the East.

In the West, the musical system is based not only on a combination of melody and rhythm, but also on the highly developed elements that enrich the music: harmony (or the chordal, vertical structure of any given composition) and counterpoint (or the simultaneous sounding of two or more melodies). Indian music too is based on melody and rhythm, but has no comparable system of harmony and counterpoint. Rather, it is melody that has been developed and refined to a very high degree, with an infinite variety of subtleties that are completely unknown in Western music.
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Another marked difference between the two is that whereas a Western composition may be based on many moods and tonal colors, often sharply contrasting, the Indian melody concentrates on only one principal mood or emotion throughout, dwelling on it, expanding, elaborating. Thus, the effect becomes intense and hypnotic and often magical.
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Deep-rooted musical tradition in India dictates the position of the most prominent notes and their relationship both to each other and to the less important notes. That is, the fundamental form is a “given” quality on which the musician improvises and elaborates. In Western music, much emphasis is placed on the simultaneous motion of two or more melodies and the tension and relaxation of chord progressions. Melodies are often conceived within this harmonic assumption.

To the Westerner unfamiliar with Indian music, there are a number of external features that may initially jar the ear and make the music seem quite strange. For one thing, the Indian note system is divided into smaller units than the Western scale (in which the smallest pitch interval between two notes is the semitone, or half tone, and each octave comprises twelve of these equidistant tones, in this “tempered” system). The Indian scale, like the Western diatonic scale, contains seven notes, and the octave may be further divided into the twelve semitones. But, when the Indian scale becomes the basis of a musical piece, the sensitive ear perceives that the octave is divided into even smaller units. According to the Indian system, then, there are within an octave twenty-two intervals that may be played and notated. These very small units are known as the shrutis, or microtones. In old and contemporary Indian music, the intervals between two consecutive scale steps are, however, always more than one shruti. (And theoretically, the Indian octave is made up of sixty-six still smaller units.) The use of the microtones, combined with the many kinds of grace notes and embellishments and the constant sound of the drone notes, produces the characteristic quality of Indian music.

Another factor that Westerners find remarkable in our music is that we do not employ the technique of modulation, a change of key within a composition. That is, we do not usually change the fundamental note, the tonic (the tone on which any scale is based and from which it rises), within a composition. In fact, it is not unusual for an Indian performer to retain the same tonic, or key, throughout his musical life because of the range and qualities of his voice or the characteristics of the instrument he plays.

Music of any culture, East or West, is founded on relationships between sounds and is based on certain universal physical laws. But these proportions can be rendered in a great many ways, thus creating contrasting systems of music.

Generally speaking, Indian music belongs to the system of modal music. A mode, or scale type, is defined in terms of the relationships between the fundamental, unchanging note–the tonic–and successive notes of the scale. This relationship between the tonic and any other scale note determines whether a note is the interval of a second, a third, a fourth, a fifth and so on. And in order for the musician or the listener to understand and hear this relationship, in any composition the tonic must constantly be sounded. It is for this reason that the tanpura (or tamboura), the background drone instrument, is so necessary in our classical music. It makes audible, and continuously registers, the tonic and the next important note, the dominant, in the minds of both the performer and the listener. The tonic thus forms the framework or foundation of any of our compositions.

All Indian classical music – raga sangeet – is based on vocal music, because the structural basis of our music is melody, which holds the prime place in our musical traditions. As already indicated, Indian music is built not on simultaneous melodies and chord patterns or vertical development as in the West, but rather on a development of one horizontal melody line. Every instrumental musician must undergo rigorous training of the voice, learning many fixed song compositions. This should give the artist a thorough insight into the ragas and make him more sensitive to music. The wind and bowed instruments are most closely associated with vocal music, for they imitate almost exactly the flow and expression of the human voice. At first, the plucked-string instruments also closely followed vocal patterns, but the physical nature and playing techniques of these instruments permitted each one to slowly develop its own personality and characteristics in playing styles. In particular, the sitar and the sarod each evolved to produce highly complex sounds. But even the sitar and the sarod copy the voice rather carefully in the first part of a composition, known as the alap, which is the slow, nonrhythmic “exposition” or elaboration of the raga. The second solo movement, or jor, which is rhythmic but has no cyclic rhythmic framework, is generally of a vocal nature as well and imitates singing patterns.
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THE VEDIC FOUNT

THE HISTORY OF OUR COUNTRY’S MUSIC goes back to at least 2000 B.C. In recent excavations, archaeologists have discovered that the people of the very early Indus Valley, probably pre-Aryan, civilization were skilled in the playing of flutes, primitive drums and stringed instruments known generically as veenas, which were something like lutes. We know from abundant literary sources that Aryans living in India before the first millennium B.C. sang chants comprising a number of different tones as they performed religious ceremonies. The meeting point between history and legend is to be found in the Vedas, our religious scriptures in ancient Sanskrit verses. The Vedic literature contains many references to various kinds of stringed instruments and drums, to dances and particular songs and also to the Vedic music itself. The chants of the Vedas, or samans, were set to melodies, in particular those of the Sama Veda, and were known collectively as samagana, which is believed to be the root of all our classical music.

The music of these hymns was characterized by a downward movement of notes, which numbered from two or three to seven. In the earliest Vedic music, these hymns were psalmodized just on one note, but soon evolved to a chant pivoting between two notes–the udatta, “raised,” or higher note, and the anudatta, “unraised,” or lower one. This singing became more extended when another tone was added to the udatta and the anudatta–the svarita, or “sounded” tone. These three notes formed the nucleus of what was to evolve as the full-octave scale. When a fourth note was added, the Indian tetrachord, considered to be a downward movement of notes, was formed. In the Rikpratisakhya, a musical treatise of the fourth century B.C., names are given to each of these notes. The Vedic hymns were later sung on five, six or seven different notes. And so, long before Western classical music was formulated, the Indians had evolved the complete octave, made up of seven notes, or svaras. This series of seven notes (1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1) is known collectively as the saptaka, or cluster of seven.

In different eras in our musical history, various notes were used as the starting point of the scale. But since medieval times, the system has been simplified by having the note SA as the tonic for all the scales. SA itself does not have a fixed pitch, like middle C, for example, in the Western scale. It corresponds more accurately to what the Westerners call the movable DO. That is, when a Westerner sings the solfeggio syllables for a scale in any key–C major, E-flat, G, A minor–he will always sing DO RE MI FA SOL LA TI DO. And so the Indian will sing, using the syllables SA RI GA MA PA DHA NI SA, the abbreviations of the names of the notes. These are the seven tones of the saptaka, now used as the fundamental scale, and their full names are, in their ascending order from the tonic: shadja, rishaba, gandhara, madhyama, panchama, dhaivata and nishada. One of our scholarly treatises explains that the tonic is the soul, RI is the head, GA the arms, MA the chest, PA the throat, DHA the hips, and NI the feet. Several ancient music scholars maintained that the intervals of the notes of the natural scale were determined by the sounds certain animals make. The cry of the peacock, some said, is like shadja, the octave, sounded from one tonic to the next. Rishaba, the major second, is sounded by the bull or, according to some scholars, by a certain bird. Gandhara is derived from the sound of the goat or sheep; and the heron or crane cries the fourth, madhyama. The song of the favorite bird, the cuckoo, or kokila, gives rise to panchama, the fifth; and the natural sixth comes from the raucous sound of the horse or, some say, the frog. And the elephant, we are told, sounds forth nishada. All these interesting derivations of the musical intervals were devised by the old scholars, who realized that the cries of many animals are made up of two notes. If the lower note the animal produces is regarded as the SA, then the different intervals can be determined from the different animal cries. Whether this theory is completely and scientifically true or not, it is nevertheless colorful and credible to a certain degree.
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A recording session in India with Ravi Shankar.



One of the Indian parent scales is considered to be the fundamental, unaltered, natural (shuddha) scale, made of “pure” notes. All the other notes used in the other scales are called vikrits, or variations, of these primary notes. A note may be altered by flatting or sharping it in various degrees. In the present Hindustani system of the North of India, the fundamental scale is Bilaval, which corresponds to the Western major scale. However, in the Karnatic system of the South of India, the first parent scale resembles the Western minor scale. The difference between the two may be connected with the fact that these scales are derived from different gramas (ancient scales), which have different intervals between the seven scale steps.

The gramas, of which there were three (shadja, gandhara and madhyama), formed the basis of the old music. Actually they were fundamental scales using the notes SA, GA, and MA as their main notes, though not always as their tonics. The gandhara grama, based on GA, was said to have been used by celestial beings and had some magical properties. Why it fell out of use in ancient times is not adequately explained in the texts that are available to us today. For reasons too technical to explain here, the madhyama grama seems to have become unnecessary, according to some scholars, since its function could very easily have been taken over by the shadja grama. Now all scales are indeed thought of as modifications or variations of the shadja grama. The many difficult problems the gramas present to modern musicologists are for the most part still unresolved, and there are a number of conflicting scholarly opinions about them.

During the middle period of development of our music–very broadly, from the sixth century B.C. to some time between the fifth and seventh centuries A.D.–the predominant musical foundation was the jati, which served the same function as the raga does now. That is, the jati was the basic melody type upon which compositions were constructed, a universal kind of proto-raga from which all later ragas devolved. Many people are of the opinion that the jatis were very much like the modal structures still found in Eastern Europe, the Middle East and other Far Eastern countries.




STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS OF A RAGA

MANY OF THE CONCEPTS behind our musical terms are difficult to explain to the Westerner, and so it is that the most significant feature of our music today is also the most complicated to explain and understand. That is the raga, the heart of our music.

There is a saying in Sanskrit–“Ranjayati iti Ragah”–which means “that which colors the minds is a raga.” As a blank canvas can be covered with colors and forms, so the receptive human mind can be “colored” or affected by the pleasing and soothing sound of a raga. The beauty of the raga leads the listener to a serene and peaceful frame of mind and brings him joy. In other words, the raga must create a forceful effect on the listener. Every note in our musical system not only is a tone, but also carries within it a certain expression or emotion. The total expression of the notes and the theme of a raga create an intensely powerful musical entity. Because of the nature of the notes–considered both as musical tones and as representations of ideas–it could never be said that a musician “invents” a raga. Rather, a raga is discovered as a biologist might “discover” a new species or an explorer a new continent. The number of possible ragas is nearly infinite. Scholars have figured that given the seventy-two parent scales of Indian music, with all their permutations, each scale could give rise to hundreds of different patterns or combinations. That makes thousands of possible patterns in the seventy-two parent scales. But then, if other kinds of modes are taken into consideration, such as those that are formed from a combination of notes from two scales, the number of possible ragas becomes boundless. Actually, only several hundred ragas are in use.
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Ravi Shankar at the Monterey Pop Festival, 1967.
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In our literature the first mention of the raga as we know it today occurs in the Brihaddeshi by Matanga, written some time between the fifth and seventh centuries A.D. at the beginning of a renaissance in Indian music. The term raga does, however, occur in much earlier works, used in conjunction with other musical forms. In the two great epics of the pre-Christian era, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, there is mention of ragas, and a certain Narada, who wrote the Shiksha (usually referred to as the Naradishiksha) at about the first century A.D., uses raga in compound musical terms, such as gramaraga. Later, we read of the jatiragas, which are now taken to be direct ancestors of marga, or classical music, and deshi, which originally meant regional music, though some take it to mean nonclassical music. (Nonclassical music includes folk songs, light popular songs and theatrical music; about the same meaning as it has in the West.)

For the Westerner who is unfamiliar with the complexities of our music, it is perhaps better first to explain what a raga is not before defining it in detail. The raga should not be mistaken for a scale or a mode or a key or a melody, although it has affinities with each of these. A raga is the melodic framework, established by tradition or born and inspired in the spirit of a master musician. One can theoretically perform any raga in any style of singing, or play it on any wind or stringed instrument, plucked or bowed. Only the drum is incapable of rendering a raga by itself; it must be used to accompany parts of a raga when sung or played by other instruments.
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