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Musical Instruments of India
Percussion or Rhythm Instruments

Percussion instruments are divided into two categories:-

1. Avanaddha or Membranophones.
2. Ghanavadyas or Idiophones.

he first variety is known thus because they are cov-

ered with membranes or skins of animals or leather.

They can give out definite well-modulated sounds.
Some are covered on one side, while others are covered with
leather on both sides.

The second variety  produces just “struck sounds” for

rhythmic beats.

Drums have existed all over the world from earliest times
when they were used almost exclusively for ceremonial and ritu-
alistic observances. Vedic literature describes “Bhoomi
Dundhubi’ (carthdrum), a huge pot fixed in the ground and
covered with ox-hide. “Atharwaveda’ contains a description of
a dundubhi (huge drum) covered with decrslgin. Drums can be
made of wood, clay, metals, mud etc. To the Hindu mind, sev-
eral of these instruments have esoteric, mythological, and sa-
cred associations. For instance; “Damaru " is the instrument of
Shiva, the Cosmic Dancer. “Natyashastra' gives details of how
the Mridanga should be worshipped.-Manipuri dancers consider
their Pungs (special drums) as sacred, and Srikhols accompany
Keertan and Sankeertan group singers of devotional songs com-
posed by saintly pocts. Pungs, Srikhols and Dhols used for Puja
in Bengal, Dholaks played by ladies in marriages, the 7avil that
accompanies Nagaswaram, the Duggad which accompanies
Shahnai, the Damaru of Tibet (used 1n religious ceremonies),
the Mridangam used in classical Karnatic music, the Pakhawaj
used for Dhruvpad and for accompanying Odissi dance, the
Edakka used for Mohiniyattam dance and in the temples of the



South, the Nagqgara of Nautanki, the Kanjira used in Karnatic
concerts and the Daphli or Duff are but a few instances of
Avanaddha vadyas.

The Moghul emperors and other rulers used to have a
Naubatkhana or Nagqqarkhana-- an apartment specially kept in
the tower of a castle or the gate-way of palaces. In these were
kept large ensembles of instruments to announce various daily
routines, activities and pleasures of royalty. It is recorded that
Emperor Akbar's Naubatkhana had “a band of 42 drums”. The
Calcutta Museum has 287 different varieties of drums.

Cymbals, Bells, Gongs are examples of the merely struck
or ghanavadyas used for simple rhythmic accompaniment.

Traditionally, drums in general were known as
“PUSHKARAS” because it was the pattering sounds of rain-
drops falling on Pushkara (Lotus) leaves that inspired the Saint
Svati to try out many types of drums. Drums on which “tuned”
or modulated sounds can be produced are the numerous
“avanaddhavadyas’ and today many of these have become so
developed and refined that they have won great appreciation
from concert platforms all over the world. Many “Mridangam”
Vidwans from the South, and great Tabla virtilosi from the North
have become world celebrities as soloists and accompanists both.

The Pakhawaj is regarded as the “King of percussion in-
struments in Hindustani music” as it is the only rhythmic ac-
companiment for Dhruvpad-Dhamar, Veena etc, and for Odissi
dances. The two main “schools” of Pakhawaj playing are named
after two great Gurus:- “Kudau Singh gharana”, and ‘‘Nana
Panse gharana” of U.P. and Rajasthan Respectively.

The “Chenda’ and “Maddalam (huge drums) used for

Kathakali, Tasha, Bheri, Pataha, Khol, Naal, Duff arc all
Avanaddha vadyas.

- Themost popular percussion instrument used for North In-
dian music is the 7abla-Baayan pair. There are many mutually



conflicting stories about the origins of the tabla. Many people
believe that this pair was created by a frustrated Pakhawaj player
who broke the Pakhawaj into two, put them upright and began
to play on them. The word “TABLA” is from Persian but the
instrument is said to be of indigenous origin though its name
was Persianised. The right drum is struck with the ends and
middle “phalanges” of the fingers as well as the flat palm. The
left hand drum or Baayan is larger and played with the flat and
base of the palm, and tips of the fingers are used. By varying
pressures, beautifully resounding modulated sounds are produced
on the Baayaan. There are different styles or schools of Tabla
art, the important schools or ‘“‘gharaanas” being DILLI,
AJRADA, FARUQQABAD, LUCKNOW, BENARES and
PUNJAB. Each gharana has produced a large number of great
and famous exponents who have, in their turn, groomed numer-
ous young and accomplished exponents so that today there are
countless young well-trained tabla experts all over North India,
Maharashtra, Bengal, and even in foreign countries like
U K Europe, and U.S.A. The tabla has become extremely popu-
lar in south India which is the stronghold of the Mridangam.
Today, not only Tabla-Mridangam duets, but ensembles of per-
cussion instruments known as TALA-VADYA-KATCHERIS
have become widely popular all over the country. Even percus-
sion groups of Indian and Western instruments have been tried
and won wide populcrity. The Mridangam of the South and the
Tabla and Pakhawaj of the North have produced such a large
number of legendary experts that it will not be fair to give a
partial list. Today so many of India's percussion-virtuosi are en-
joying unprecedented popularity all over the world. Ustad Zakir
Hussain has been leading many East-West percussion and rhythm
instrumental ensembles recently.

Susheela Misra
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