Abhinavagupta’s Contribution to Musicology

Jaideva Singh

Abhinavabharati, Abhinavagupta’s commentary on the Natyashastra, is
not simply a gloss, supplying interpretations of important words; it is, in fact, full
of discussions of important problems of musicology in which Abhinavagupta offers
brilliant suggestions, thereby indicating a new orientation to certain concepts of
music and contributing towards the solution of difficult problems.

Firstly, let us consider his views on svara. In Chapter Twenty-eight of the
Natyashastra, he discusses the views of some of his predecessors regarding svara
or a musical note and concludes thus:

FJ & 3T a1 Hend T aaras I el s JeoIeHT
TETSer T & 3Tg T &S ST I H:|

(M. S IV, p. 11)

Herein, he makes two points. Like Matanga, he suggests that there are

two kinds of shruti: svarashruti and antarashruti. It is only at the position of

svarashruti that sound explodes into svara, not at the intervening antarashruti
This is clearly stated in:

TN (FENaT A9z a g aa

meaning “that which is prabhavita, i.e. made to become or transformed by shabda
or sound which is produced (prabhava) by being struck at the position of its
appropriate shruti”

His second point is that when the sound is produced at its appropriate
shruti it becomes

HHROTHIHT TeT3E T : 3155

‘a resonant sweet sound affecting the ear agreeably.’ This is svara or a musical note.

Western musicologists have defined a musical note in terms of regular,
definite number of vibrations per second, that is from the point of view of the
physical aspect of sound. Abhinavagupta defines it from the aesthetic point of
view, describing its effect upon the mind of the listener.

There are two important words in his definition of svara, viz., anurananatma
and snigadhamadhurah. Anuranana conveys the physical aspect of the note and
snigdhamadhurah the aesthetic aspect. Anuranana is not simply ‘echo’ but sound
in conformity with a continuous tinkling echo. Snigdhamadhurah is the agreeable,
sweet sensation in the listener. This definition of Abhinavagupta has been followed
by all the later writers on music. Sharngadeva repeats these very words in his
Sangitaratnakara. But this is not all. Abhinavagupta has made a suggestion in
this regard which has never occurred to other musicologists.
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The word svara is derived from two roots, viz. svr of bhvadigana
(shabdopatapayoh, in the sense of shabda or sound and upatapa or warmt.h of
feeling) and svara of churadigana (akshepe, in the sense of hinting, impgsm_g).
Abhinavagupta says that the word svara, as used in music, has the implication
of both these senses. The reading, as it occurs in the Natyashastra, is corrupt.
Corrected, it would read thus:

FIRIT AT 7Eg7 Y BT e o386 : ol
G TTHET T diTH e egarey aaTeyTae]
T ITAAATTATI I AT TR
TATHIEGT =8 : T2y 37T Pt : eqer
TSR |

(N.S. IV, pp. 10-11)

“The natural tendency of the mind is only towards plain sound. A musical

note or svara has the power to obtrude itself on the mind, to set aside its natural
tendency towards mere sound, and by its excess of pleasantness to make the
mind susceptible to emotion, and thus, imposing itself on it, make its presence
felt.” This is not a literary tour de force on the part of Abhinavagupta. He has

drawp our attention to a patent psychic state aroused by a musical note, and in this
-consists his originality.

The principle of nishkasa or elimination in the scheme of the shruti-s:

_In the same chapter of the Natyashastra, he draws our attention to the
principle of nishkasam in the scheme of the shruti-s. He uses the expression
nishkasam prakramena, a gradual, systematic elimination of one note in the shruti-s
for the delineation of svara-s.

Shadja is of four shrutiss, rishabha is of three shruti-s, gandhara is of
two shruti-s. Madhyama occupies the central position and divides the saptaka or
heptad into two equal parts. The other three notes, viz., panchama, dhaivata and
nishada have the same number of shrutr-s, viz., 4, 3, 2 with a gradual elimination
of one shruti in each case.

Truly speaking, Abhinavagupta says, there are only three notes. As he
b A —— . — - _
< genrafeT: sy wy ager:
(N. S IV, p. 14)

The svara-s are really three, viz. sa, re ga: pa, dha, ni are the same svara-s at

a higher level of utterance. The difference is only due to wrdhva sparsha and
mandra sparsha.

puts it:

Correspondence of the Vedic and Laukika svara-s:

Owing to a misinterpretation of the shiksha grantha-s, many musicologists
thought that shadja, madhyama and panchama correspond to svarita of the
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Vedic note, gandhara and rishabha to udatta, and nishada and dhaivata to anudatta.
But the rationale given by Abhinavagupta sets these theories at naught. He says:

T ATA G F=gaTe : [ e gerar: A<reaad |
g ea e ey faaam A |

(N. S. IV, p. 14)
Udatta means the highest; therefore those svara-s which have four
shruti-s i.e. sa, ma and pa are udatta. Anudatta means the lowest; therefore,
those svara-s which have the lowest number of shruti-s i.e. those which have
only two shruti-s, namely ga and r/ are anudatta. Svarita svara-s are so called
because of samahara. Samahara, in this context, means conjunction or meeting
point. Therefore, svarita svara-s are those which lie in-between (madhyavartina)
the wdatta of four shruti-s and the anudatta of two shruti-s i.e. svara-s of three
shruti-s, namely, re and dha.

The indispensability of Madhyama note:

Both Vedic and Gandharva music maintain that the note madhyama is
avinashi i.e. it cannot be omitted in any scale, or in pentatonic or hexatonic forms.
Neither the Vedas nor Bharata have advanced any reason for this position of
madhyama.

Abhinavagupta clarifies this point at two places. He says.

A goureT: 37U a9 -GS eI ! |
HEWTH &3 gJgeh AT YA @AY |

(N. S. IV, p. 14)
"Because madhyama occupies a pivotal position, lying as it does in the very centre
of the saptaka or heptad, it is dhruva or fixed, constant and immovable.” It
should be borne in mind that the concept of a scale in Indian music is that of
saptaka or heptad, not of an ashtaka or octave. A saptaka consists only of seven
svara-s. Madhyama occupies the central position and divides the other notes of the
saptaka into two equal halves, as indicated above. It is the pivot. But this alone
is not enough to explain the indispensability of madhyama. There is a far deeper
reason which involves the philosophy of madhya or madhyama. Abhinavagupta
hints at this in his preliminary verse in Chapter Twenty-eight of the Natyashastra.

- N 5 - = —
&3]3 ¥ T HE| Ty SRR YS Gk Aaael |
i S e, N o _ S Y = [
AT ST % es[ T B esqasd «rHT i AT TAH IS
(N.S. IV, p. 1)
“The gods are fond of the madhyama note, through the power of which
arises the group of six notes in accordance with the arrangement of shruti-s. | bow

to him, Shiva, who is adorned with the moon, who has Kala as one of his tattva-s
and through whom even madhyama gleams (as the central note)".
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In Shaiva philosophy, the central reality is said to be madhya. As
Pratyabhijnahrdayam (pp. 80-81) puts it:

A ~_

Gal=TeAHAT qeH T e
THAT T SR ST eTeT T Tr el BT
TIT I HETH |

i et o o e B

of anything whatsoever cannot be possible without its being attached to it as the
ground or support.”

Just as central reality or universal consciousness is the_ground or supgoc')';f
of everything, even so the note madhyama is the pivotal point, ‘_che grounhiCh
support of the entire heptad. Just as it is the madhya or central reality from Wh'ch
arises everything in the universe even so it is the madhyama note from whni
arise all the other notes of the heptad-

RIEAMTRYS g AT syl |

Gandharva, which was mostly ritualistic music could not, therefore, drop madhyama
in any case.

The exposition of Kutapa:

Bharata calls orchestral stage music kutapa. Kutapa ordinarily means

‘noonday heat.’ Bharata does not explain his use of the word kutapa. Abhinavagupta
elaborates:

$ I TF JYETSoges T (an |
(N. S. IV, p. 2)

Kutapa is that which highlights the stage. It is the orchestral stage music which
makes it glow and attract the attention of spectators.

The distinction between Gandharva and Gana or Deshi-raga-s:

Some of our best musicologists think that Gandharva music was the only
classical music of our country, that the scales, Shadja grama and Madhyama grama,
adopted by it according to certain fixed division of shruti-s, were the only standafc;
scales of our music and that they changed suddenly under the influence 0
Iranian music and with the advent of the Muslims in India.

The words Gandharva and Gana have been used in two senses in our
musical literature, in a samanya or general sense, and in a vishesha or technical
sense. In a general sense, music as such was known as Gandharva or Gandharva
shastra, in a technical sense, only that was known as Gandharva which has been
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described by Bharata in the Natyashastra or by Dattila in Dattilam. So also, the
word Gana was used in two senses by Bharata himself in the Natyashastra. In a
general way, he has used the word Gana in the sense of any song; in the technical
sense, the word Gana is used in connection with dhruva-s, in the sense of
grama raga-s, bhasha, vibhasha etc. that is, in the sense of Deshi raga-s.

Many musicologists seem to be labouring under the misapprehension that -
since Gandharva music was the only classical music of our country, Deshi
music did not exist during the time of Bharata, and that, when it became classicized,
it adopted exactly the scale and shrut/ pattern of Bharata and later abandoned the
original scale and shruti pattern under the influence of Iranian music with the
advent of the Muslims.

Abhinavagupta’s comments can demolish this delusion in clear and unambi-
guous terms. Throughout his commentary on the Natyashastra, he has shown
that Gandharva and Gana or Deshi music flourished side by side, and that the aim
of Deshi music was different from that of Gandharva. He has drawn a clear-cut
and detailed distinction between Gandharva and Gana music in his commentary on
Chapter Thirty-three of the Natyashastra.

SNT-143T Toh FAMHHHETITILAY YAAT | SR F-eawar
gl A G MeFAGHIG=ETIT | FeTR3qsiazrneas vl
A HeEn- 3T Ges IS THTATE a3 (geni-a= Re
SIUTETI TIEA A SNeerd AT ey den aeng enfi=r (Hepn=r (1%)
3z S(1A 4367V NG e |

(N. S. IV, p. 394)

Bharata in the first four chapters of Geyadhikara has already given the
characteristics of Gandharva. Still, it is being investigated here for the sake of
those who are destitute of the spirit of investigation. There are four-fold distinctions
between Gandharva and Gana (or Deshi music).

(1) They differ in svarupa, that is in formal structure; in other words, in svara,
pada and tala.

(2) They differ in phala, that is regarding the end they serve and, therefore,
in the resulting reward or phala.

(3) They differ in respect of kala, that is in respect of the occasion on which
they are to be used. )
(4) They differ in respect of dharma, thatis in respect of their distinct functions.

We shall now consider these four distinctions:
(A) Difference in svarupa or formal structure:

Under this head come (a) svara, (b) tala and (c) pada. In Gandharva, the
svara-s or musical notes were employed at fixed intervals or shruti-s e.g. rishabha
was on the third shruti above shadja, gandhara was on the second shruti above
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rishabha etc. in Shadja-grama. The shruti intervals were absolutely fixed. No change.
was permitted in these intervals. Abhinavagupta says that the rigidity of shruti
intervals was not observed in Gana or Deshi music, and he points to actual
practice current in his time. He says,

IEIT - gfiaaa s Ghuda 1ydflaaneresaardrHr
_._ﬁ — —_ -
ATe5id3rada aerd |
(V. S. IV, p. 394)
“l am only elaborating what is pratita i.e. what is generally recognized by musicologists.
For those who do not know the /akshana-s, that is the science or theory of

music, even facts known from direct experience can remain unrelated, j_ust"as
facts are known to the child, but their scientific rationale is not known to him.

A})hinava cites practical examples:
LRIV HEAahIare qap41aess e aa1el THarar a1yl

(] . . ~ ~ &
A SHT AT RSTArAT @geror A= a4 |
(N.S. IV, p. 394)
“In Malava-kaishika, there is a greater number of svara-s with four-shruti
interval than is permitted in Gandharva. | say there is a great diversity in the use

of shruti-s in the svara-s employed in several raga-s, bhasha, vibhasha, deshi,
marga etc.” He adds,

e 1T QTS T ST e SOy e o ST BT B T EfTeT (STE) RITEETIT
ST sqaer e | oya
FYEAET: | TG T | s I, . 904

“The rule regarding shruti-intervals has to be strictly observed in Gandharva music,
not so in Gana.”

Again he says,

ST TSt 3fffe rgen 337 T AT AT
ST 1| S G TR I (F9) TENIAF I 4|
AT 3N=ered rETeAME g ermaf o Jezma HepreT
RAANSSTBMes~TT Ay 2357 |

(N.S. IV, p. 394)
"Dropping of notes in the two Grama-s and on the basis of amsha notes in each
Jati was governed by definite rules in Gandharva. For instance, dhaivata was
indispensable in the jati-s of Shadja-grama, and, in the jati-s of Madhyama-grama,
panchama could never be dropped; madhyama could never be dropped from any
jati of either Grama, but, in Gana, any note could be dropped in order to bring about
a particular aesthetic effect. Even madhyama which is considered to be indispensable
in Gandharva is dropped in Bhinnashadja in Gana.”
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In Chapter Twenty-eight of the Natyashastra, Abhinavagupta quotes Vriddha,
that is senior Kashyapa, as saying:

Bipe~T AN TATH R Fel s 4IdT |
ST M- AT =TT 5T TTTHAMNTS T F4T |l

(N. S. IV, p. 34)

“In raga-s and bhasha-s, all the kakali and antara notes can be used,

and all notes whether with a four-shruti interval, or a three-shruti interval or a
two-shruti interval, or even with one-shruti interval can always be employed.”

Even in such a distant age as that of the senior Kashyapa, the use of kakali
nishada and antara gandhara was allowed freely in raga and bhasha i.e. in Deshi
music, whereas their use was allowed only in a few jati-s in Gandharva music
and similar freedom was allowed in the use of notes with different shruti values.

So far, we have discussed the distinction in svara with respect to Gandharva
and Deshi music. Let us now see their distinction with regard to ta/a.

Abhinava says:

ATAT ST 3T T FeNRIIUT TR
RSBy = ang Nesqudre s 3 e

= _ JEY o N o O
YT & T HT : eI hSTATT |
(N.S. IV, p. 394)
In Gandharva, tala was also governed by rigid rules which measured

time through a fixed number of demarcations. It occupied a secondary position
(angangibhava) to svara. Its main aim was to establish samya or equipoise.

In Gana, tala was flexible. It could improvise patterns to bring out aesthetic
pleasure. In Gandharva, no deviation was allowed from the set pattern.

There was a distinction between Gandharva and Gana in respect of pada
also. In Gana, pada was more predominant than svara or tala. In Gandha(va.
however, svara and tala were primary and pada occupied a subsidiary position.
Bharata himself says in Chapter Thirty-two, Verse 27.

STEd I HOT WTh eqeaTByGIeTdH |
Yg A qyg g edeAes I g |
(N.S. IV, p. 301)
“l have already said that Gandharva consists of svara, tala and pada.

In this, pada is used only as an aid to project svara and tala.” Unfortunately,
this has been misinterpreted by some musicologists. Abhinava’s commentary on this
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clarifies what Bharata intended to convey. He says,

=gy & ST AT H=4 2
STeerd | ST T aqfe‘ar%‘r en= | ar
TTATENRT &l TR H T ETear
YERINTT A€ | ST AR FHGHIH

(N.S. IV, p. 301)

The role of pada is different in Gana and Gandharva. In Gandharva, primacy

is given to svara and tala. But svara and tala cannot be used without the base of
pada. Therefore, pada is useful only as a base for svara and tala.

Abhinava has clearly shown the difference between Gandharva and Deshi
raga-s in respect of svarupa i.e. in respect of svara, tala and pada. Let us see
how they differ in respect of phala or the end they serve.

(B) Their difference in respect of Phala:

Bharata himself, while defining Gandharva, says:

A A &= RS se 9T |
SRt = y&nTts JeaTEFEd =S

(N.S. IV, p. 6)
“Because it is extremely desired by the gods and gives great pleasure to

the gandharva-s, therefore, is it called Gandharva.” Commenting on this, Abhinava
says,

HAT IG@EEQTEQW“‘@’F@[Q&HH ST |
ST R Baad shfysral a2

A AT AragyerrT |

(M.S. IV, p. 6)

“Gandharva has been used from time immemorial. It has both drishta and adrishta

phala i.e. it is both pleasant (which is evident) and lays in store merit for the future

according to which one earns liberation or is given a place in heaven which is

not evident (adrishta). But Gana is used only for its pleasant or aesthetic effect.
It is , therefore, unjust to identify the two.”
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(C) The difference between Gandharva and Gana in respect of Kala:

Abhinava indicates the distinction between the two in respect of Kala
(or occasion when each is to be employed) with reference to drama. He says that
Gandharva could be used only in the Purvaranga (a kind of ritual prologue to
the drama). In the actual play itself, only dhruva-s could be sung in Grama raga-s
and other forms of Deshi music.

(D) The difference between Gandharva and Gana in respect of Dharma:

It is not clear what exactly Abhinavagupta means by Dharma as he has
not elaborated upon it in his commentary. Dr. Mukund Lath thinks that by Dharma
Abhinava means ‘function.’ The function of Gana or Deshi music was aesthetic

pleasure, to please the listeners; the function of Gandharva was only to please
the gods.

| have dwelt somewhat at length on the distinction between Gandharva
and Gana, because | feel that this is a very important contribution made by
Abhinavagupta towards the solution of a very major problem of Indian music.

~ Musicologists have tried to describe Deshi raga-s in terms of Bharata’s
shruti scheme but, nevertheless, a wide gulf has been created between theory
and practice in the grantha-s on music.

Certainly, our Deshi raga-s borrowed many principles from Gandharva
music. The sources of many of the raga-s were jati-s. But Deshi music did not
adhere strictly to all the principles of Gandharva music. Gandharva music could
not countenance any change whatsoever in its principles, but Deshi music made
many changes in the interest of aesthetic pleasure, even in Grama raga-s which
were based on Gandharva music and thus formed a link between Gandharva
and Deshi raga-s. Sharngadeva remarks in Part Two of Sangitaratnakara that
“some of the famous Grama raga-s have come under the category of Deshi raga-s.”

Many of our musicologists believe that Bharata's Gandharva music was the
only standard classical music of India, that Deshi music did not exist in the time
of Bharata, but was developed later through borrowing the shruti scheme and
other principles of Gandharva. Instead of the nine svara scheme of Bharata (seven
shuddha and two vikrita), Deshi music, according to them, adopted the twelve
svara scheme of the Muslims and was changed completely.

In his article, Bhairava Raga Abharatiya Hain published in Sangita of Hathras
and included in the second edition of his Sangita Chintamani, the late Acharya
Kailasa Chandradeva Brihaspati, one of our best musicologists, argues that both
Bhairava and Malavagauda raga-s are non-Indian. He reasons:— (1) The svara-s
of Bhairava do not fit in with the shruti scheme of Bharata and (2) Bhairava
as given in Sangitaratnakara is quite different from the one in vogue at present.

Abhinavagupta’s views regarding the distinction between Gandharva and

Gana will clarify the position considerably. He indicates that Gandharva and Gana
existed side by side, that even Bharata advised the use of Gana or Deshi raga-s
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in dhruva-s. Further, that though Deshi raga-s adopted certain principles of
Gandharva, they did not always adhere to the shruti scheme of Bharata. He quotes
Vriddha Kashyapa, an ancient authority, to show that changes in the shruti
scheme of Bharata were freely made in Deshi raga-s. He even cites practical
examples current in his time and says categorically:

TFIrErasTayr [t AT GSTArar E@@RIAr
ASaTa > §H: |

So Bhairava raga cannot be ruled out on the basis of shrut/ vaichitrya.
If Bharata’s scheme of shruti and murchchhana is to be accepted as the basis of
all Deshi raga-s, then not only Bhairava but many other raga-s, such as Marwa,
Purvi, Vasanta, Puriya Dhanashri etc. will have to be ruled out as non-Indian.

Nor is Acharya Brihaspati's other reason— that there is sufficient difference
between the structure of Bhairava as described in Sangitaratnakara and the one
in vogue today—a valid one for declaring Bhairava as non-Indian. Deshi music
has never been rigid like Gandharva. There is sufficient difference between
ancient Malava-kaishika and the modern Malkauns. That does not prove that
Malkauns is non-Indian. The very premise that what is not according to Bharata
is npt Bha(atiya is untenable. No doubt, Indian music has been influenced by
Iranian music, but that influence came in much later around the thirteenth century.

~ Prior to that, many changes were made periodically in Deshi music.
Abhinavagupta’s discussion of this problem is a very great contribution towards
the clarification of the distinction between Gandharva and Deshi music and sheds
light on the internal changes taking place in Deshi music.

Ali_the references are from Natyashastra of Bharatamuni with the commentary Abhinavabharati, Volume IV,
Oriental Institute, Baroda, 1963.
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