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r idol from southern lndia.
Rijksm useum, Amsterda m.

Cosmic order, cosmic play: An lndian approach to
rhythmic diversity
Ludwig Pesch

lntroduction
A Sanskrit saying refers to tonal order as the mother, and rhythmic
order as the father of music (srutir mdtdlayah pitd). Melodic grace
(sruti) is embodied by Sarasvati, the goddess of the arts and letters, who
plays the long-necked lute (vtnd). On similar lines, Shiva Natardja
performs his'cosmic dance'with serene detachment while
accompanying himself with a damaru drum, symbol of rhythm (laya).
With this vigorous Tindava dance he marks the time cycles of life and
death. Darkness and ignorance - the dwarf crushed by his feet - are
vanquished in this manner.

The path that leads towards self-realisation is believed to be marked by
an ever-deepening musical experience which is at once pleasurable and
ennobling. Hermann Hesse expresses himself on similar lines through
his alter ego named Joseph Knecht.
'My life, I resolved, ought to be aperpetual transcending, aprogression
from stage to stage; I wanted it to pass through one area after the next,
leaving eachbehind, as music moves onfromtheme to theme,from
tempo to tempo,playing each out to the end, completing each andleaving
it behind, never tiring, never sleeping, forever wakeful, forever in the
present.'(Magister Ludi, p. 368).
The project undertaken by Joseph Knecht, Hesse's self-effacing hero, is
an attempt to redefine the agenda for the 'master player' (magister ludi)
on whose contribution hinges civilized society: neither brilliant careerist
nor celebrity of the day, the greatest personality is a committed citizen
whose intellectual gifts are developed and applied in tandem with moral
and aesthetic sensibilities. Since his childhood, Hesse was inspired by
Yoga, Thntra and Vedanta philosophy, thanks to the broad-mindedness of
his grandfather, Hermann Gundert, a former missionary in Kerala
where his fame as linguist lives on to the present day. According to Indian
tradition, the delusions dominating everyday life must be unmasked and
overcome for good. Instead of clinging to the deceptive notion of mankind
that consists of countless separate 'selves', reduced to a blind, desperate,
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In terms of the Indian philosophy known as Yoga, innate oneness or
union (yoga) with one's divine self can be experienced amidst the
diversity of all apparent manifestations. However diverse they may
appear at first, all manifestations of culture are likewise understood as
having a higher common denominator of which we can gain a glimpse
through the arts if we care to take notice. As Heinrich Husmann puts it:
'It is a fundamental idea of the Indian musical theory that the great
impacts which music exerts on the soul of human beings originate in the
fact that musical forms, melodies, motifs, even the seven fundamental
notes composing the greater forms have received that strength of
influence from the gods because the latter created the phrase referred to
in corresponding psychic situation as an expression of their emotions'
(Waldschmidt, p.29).

Rhythm
More than any other element, be it melody, Iyrics, harmony, or embel-
lishment, it is rhythm that provides the link between various types of
music, especially the complex tasks performed by specialists. In most
cases where musical complexity is appreciated in its own right, both by
large audiences and experts, it is rhythmic intricacy rather than any
other compositional or improvisational principle.
According to seashore (p. 1,44): 'Our consciousness of pleasure in music
is often a consciousness of seeing and doing things, rather than a
consciousness of hearing rhythm.'Whether it is'written down or
transmitted orally, perceived as being traditional or contemporary,
'serious' or'light' music, rhythm constitutes the most compelling aspect
of all these musical variants. Melodic intricacies, on the other hand,
require some familiarization before they even register with untrained
ears. Musicians, dancers and actors from various parts of the world
increasingly seek to identify a common ground for shared performances,
and if something in such a performance is remembered as having
'clicked', it often has to do with rhythm.

Numbers
Making music often also means playing with numbers, either for the
purpose of structuring musical time, or conversely, overcoming its
constraints. The Pythagorean tradition, the isorhythmic motets of
fourteenth century France, and many compositions of J. S. Bach prove
that this is a trait which indeed transcends history and geographic
boundaries.
Indian musicians, too, resort to calculation as well as visual analogies in
the process of artistic creation. Unlike their Western counterparts who
mainly work with finished compositions, Indian musicians draw from a
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A music ensemble, known as m6lam, during a temple festival in Kerala.

Photo: Ludwig Pesch.

In short, their rhythms transport a listener to a plane of shared
consciousness. For this reason, the rhythm experts of South India will
continue to enjoy a special role in their society for generations to come just
as their ancestors or predecessors did since the first centuries of our era.
Diversity is the key to a musician's lasting success. Competition is fierce,
and often it is the very ability to learn and focus on specific techniques
that proves to be the winning edge in the bid to captivate an audience and
hold its attention with feats of virtuosity.
To a large extent, rhythmic diversity in Carnatic music is based on
strategies that resemble those adopted by drummers of other cultures:
musicians seek to master one or several instruments, value virtuosity,
and know how to extract the greatest possible variety of sounds from
their instruments.
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K6rvai
In the Tamil language, the word.kdntai literally means 'to string flowers
or beads; to merge, enumerate, invent, narrate'; it also denotes 'expressing
oneself clearly and coherently'. AII these diverse connotations can help
us to appreciate the finer points of South Indian rhythm. And indeed, it is
an interlaced rhythmic pattern, also known as k6rvai, that leads to the
climax and conclusion of the customary percussion solo. This interlude
of a percussionist or percussion ensemble is normally embedded in the
main piece of a classical concert.
The term k6rvai equally applies to a very intricate border pattern in the
form of a ribbon of fabric attached to a superior quality sori, the ornate
and colourful dress worn by southern Indian women on special occasions.

Whether for the purpose of rhythmic music or in weaving, the completion
of a k6rvai pattern requires great precision in terms of planning and
execution, dexterity as well as aesthetic sense. Both types of k6rvai
seamlessly'merge'with something else which, although complete in itself,
deserves to be refined to perfection in this manner. Being added at the
end we can equate the Tamil word k6rvai with the musical term coda,
which derives from the Italian word for 'tail' and denotes a passage that
gives a strong sense of finality.
The objectives of a rhythmically structured passage in Carnatic music
consist indeed of 'making sense'while providing an effective conclusion
to a concert item. As if meeting these demands weren't challenging enough,
a performer is also expected to appeal to thq finer sensibilities of fellow
musicians and listeners alike.
In the course of a solo interlude, a percussionist can therefore take all
the time needed for a formal exposition that reveals the various rhythmic
facets inherent in any given theme or composition. Several stages are
generally observed during which the density of events per time cycle,
rather than the basic tempo determined at the beginning of a piece, is
graduallV increased. This is done by substituting one subdivision of each
beat with another, and by building up larger structures from several small
rhythmic motifs. Instead of merely piling decoration upon decoration, a
seasoned musician is expected to endow his creations with qualities such
as freshness, coherence, depth, and musical meaning.
(K6rvai rhythms can be heard on the accompanying CD.)
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1 to 5 syllables

sritivaha yati

= "river's mouth"
(increasing pattern)

5 to 1 syllables
g1puccha yati
(decreasing pattern)

= "cow's tail"

Part A
For the purpose of reading or recitation, all rhythmic patterns are
printedinsideaffiThefirstbeat(syllable)ofeachcycIeis
marked by printing the first syllable red. In combination these markers
hightight the fact that, unlike in Part B, all patterns in Part A fit into the
boundaries of the tdla cycle of 24 units or syllables (ddi tdla, tisr a nadai).
There are altogether eleven tdla cycles in Part A: five cycles that contain
an increasing pattern or rhythmic motif (printed blue); five cycles that
contain a decreasing pattern or rhythmic motif (printed ). Both
motifs are of equal length and, seen together, they form a rhombus or
drum shape. This is followed by one cycle characterized by its IiIt and
free flow rather than any distinct motif. Its composer has nevertheless
endowed it with a charm of its own, namely tonal modulation, suggested
by 'din' in place of 'tom' in the second half of the LLth cycle. This last
cycle of Part A has the function of leading us'to Part B - the lull before
the storm, as it were.

Patterns are fitted within the boundaries of the t6la cycle and comprise 1 1 cycles (6di tila, tisra nada[);

the 1 1th cycle follows a free flowing pattern which leads to Part B; please note the tone modulation
indicated by "tom" and "din".
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7 syllables (sama yati)

Subtotal (two t6la cycles: 12+13)

7 to 2 syllables (gipuccha yati)

9,7, 5, syllables (gdpuccha yati)

gOpuccha+srdtovaha

- mridanga yati

Subtotal (two t6la cycles: 16+17)

"equal" pattern (thrice the same) 7 (2+2+3)

7 (2+2+3)

7 (2+2+3)

decreasing pattern 7 (5+2)
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s (3+2)

a Q+2)

3 (1+2)

2

Patterns are placed across the boundaries of the tdla cycle and comprise 6 cycles (6di tila, tisra nadai)

7 to2 syllables (gopuccha yati) decreasing pattern i. . r::: r:t.-!-!-!-r.!.r r r.i.r rr.r":": ':":"::r.:r::.:jr:: "i':_':_::"." 
r " " "

.tfii..:.ta.,.,lt.a,.:dii,i,n,a,i i.t0irn,i',i,i;,,:,i. i :,

,. ,. ,. ,. ,.,,.,,....:.i.....,,,..,,,. , ,, ,.,.,. i.,i.:i.i].:..i,.i,.1i,.ll i,!'.ifi.i.jlii.i.ii.,i. iii.i .i .i ,

:iil:iiiii$l$iiff 
fl i:-tii*ff i**:iilliiiiiliinili

...,i..;.ti.,..d.iin.iid.i,.i,ifi;a.i..it0rn',,.,;,.,.',..;'i.i.iri.....i

::::.:::::::::: :'::'::::.i::::..:::::::::::: i:::::::.: ::::: : :.:f.: : :.::: ::::::::: ::::':

:,,,.,,,,.,..,,.,'..,,',f,,1,,..Il,il..,.tOIIl,..it:,...,t.:...,.,,.,.,,.,.l..,,.'.

:ii:.iitii:.i:iiii:iii.ii:ii:iii:i:i:i:'lii:iiiiii.i.liiiiii,iiiiiilii.iiiiiiiiii:.iiiii:.ii.i:ii:iiiii.i:i

i:,i.ii,i.:.:iiiri.i.i:.ii:i:.-1:iil".::i'i:::.i:i.i..i..i..ii.i:i.i..i:i..i:i

I ll 
"H I 27

,,,!.[fl.i:,,i,!,,O:lrll.i:;,,,,K,1.,,.Ilf,r,;Io,ttril i ;;,r:r:u:

iii;ii.i...i;i..:,,;'ii..r;;,;ili.l.iri,.ir.i....,t;....;....,;,.;t.;..1........;..;;.,,.:.,,.:,..l

,,,. [?..,.;.,.,O,l.Ht.,rr.X.l .,h,0;;.ito,lllt,r,.,,.,,.t,,

. 
...,i 

.... 

'. 
..,..l.,....ltt.;.,;.,..,.l. .l,i. i.i.i.r. .i. ..,...i.lili.iii ili.i..i...i .i ..;..,i.'ii.i iii:i

l.i,taii.;fi.d.i.t1ii..;i...l(.ir,i.Harirt6.,r,i.,i.ir,, 21

i:i iii::::ii::i.i:i::i: iii i'i :i:i:i:::iiil:i.:':: ii:i:iii:iiii ii:.:iiiiiii i i:iii:iii ii 48

...ffi.,,ta.,..ka,...d.i li.na.iitbrni. .;.iiiiii..i ..

....:..,::*f, :iu*:. 

-iiii* *ii*t*i 
i'ii i i i .ii i. ii

,i:ii:ii:ii:ii:ig.l;lil.;.g.l.:,:in.fl.L.trOf:Il,,:i.,,.,,:,,t,,:,,:,,;,.,,,,,

li'. 
l.iiil,'.. .ifi. .i'... .. .i. .i .i. .i. ,.l.il..t. 

" 

.. ..li .. .. ... ... ... .., ...'..''.''.'.llr.li,..:." ..l. i,

i..i.i.i..iii.i.iii.*i'.ili'...-ti.ii.u.iiii.ii.i'iLiiiii.i..i.i.i.

..i'i.i..ii.....,........i.l1.-1*.."......'........i1......i....,..,..

ii:lli.,.ii..ii.....l.i.,........i...i.itom....;..t..t..l.l.t.t..i.......:l,.,........:.i.t.., 2l

5,7, 9 syllables (srotovaha yati)

Subtotal (two tiila cycles: 14+15)

gOpuccha+srot6vaha

= damaru yati
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(" pattern resembl ing the

hourg lass-shaped drum ")

increasing pattern

decreasing pattern

("pattern resembling the

mridangam drum")

21

48 48

Total (Parts A+B)

On completing Part

count.
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B, both parts can be repeated or varied; a finall "torn" is added to stop on the first
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drum
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Yati patterns in music.

lllustration: Ludwig Pesch.
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being absorbed by the tdla, we are fascinated by the contrasting yet
amalgamating sound impressions that arise from the intersections of two
patterns: the implicit metric pattern provided by the t6la (to which we
soon get used and therefore cease to pay any attention), and the explicit
rhythmic patterns that are much more interesting. The interplay of these
two layers makes rhythm so irresistible to most of us.
Each rhythmic element generally is positioned intentionally rather than
being at whim, even when everything about Carnatic performance has
the appearance of effortless spontaneity.
Without going into theoretical details here, it is helpful to remember that
any given rhythmic cycle or t6la comprises a definite number of counts or
'beats', grouped into one or several sections. Each count is subdivided into
basic units. The most common division is into four units. Whenever a longer
solo performance is possible, 3,5,6,7,8, ot 9 basic units can also occur.
Even in this casg, the tempo chosen at the outset should be maintained,
and counting or marking the tdla continues as before. Instead of actually
increasing or decreasing the basic tempo, the effect of tempo variations
is created by way of adjusting the spacing of beats in incremental steps.
Tb suggest a faster tempo, for instance, the original spacing can temporarily
be reduced to half or a quarter of its original value. Complex variations
involve intermediary time values or number ratios. In addition, patterns
can be rearranged in such a manner that the resulting groups of beats,
based on particular numbers, temporarily result in new rhythmic entities.
In a percussion solo, accents and pauses or extended 'beats' are carefully
placed in order to provide resting points and orientation. At every juncture,
a performer thus remains aware of the distance in time from the
impending reunion with the rhythmic motif or theme from which the solo
was developed in the first place. On achieving the rhythmic climax of a
solo, the performer reaches back to the very point within the cycle where
the solo started, be it on the first 'beat' of a tdla or at any pre-defined
point between two subsequent'beats'.
A great deal of calculation is required to create a successful and original
solo of this calibre which can, but need not, be planned in advance. An
elaborate solo can last between ten minutes and an hour, depending on
the number of participants (usually one to three percussionists), their
status, experience, and of course the time constraints imposed by the
nature of the occasion. (The duration of a classical concert now varies
from one to three hours.) The concluding stage or rhythmic coda provides
an opportunity for musicians to invest all their resources into a highly
concentrated display of virtuosity, originality, and teamwork rarely found
in other realms of music making.
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