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Melodic Improvisation in Karnatak Music:

The Manifestations of Riga

T VISWANATHAN AND JODY CORMACK

Raga is the foundation of melodic composition and improvisation in South
ndian music. Yet attempts to describe or define it often fall short. Some fall
back on the near romantic quality of historical classification relating riga to
time of day, emotion, and s0 on. Others rely on the dense scholarship of Indian
music theory and its weighty terminology. Furthermore, because different ra-
gas can share melodic material, definitions which exclude knowledge gained -
through practical experience can leave both the trained and the average lis-
tener mystified.

Unfortunately there is no shortcut 1o understanding raga. Theory tells us that
riga is made up of pitch and microtones, scale, and specific orpaments. Tradi-
tion tells us that riga phrases emerge from composition and performance prac-
tice. Analysis tells us that although a musician adheres to these basic “rules”
of raga in performance, there is yet another level of rules dictated by context.
That is, every riga changes slightly depending on the form in which 1t is per-
formed. For the listener to decipher the intricaciés of raga, or for the performer
to comprehend what is fixed within what is flexible, an awareness must be
developed from persistent listening and practice. By using analysis as a vehicle
we can get some sense of the subtle effects of form on raga. Whai must eventu-
ally come through a process of absorption for the listener and performer can
thus be illustrated by examining raga in mote than one environment—in this
case, two Karnatak (South Indian) improvisatory forms from the art music tra-
 dition.!

" Alapana and svara kalpana are two among five improvisatory forms per-
formed in Karnatak music.? Aldpana can be described as melodic improvisa-
. tion in free rhythm, using syllables of no meaningful significance, set within
- the framework of a single raga (melody type). Svara kalpana is the improvisa-
tion of melodic/thythmic passages using svaras (sol-fa syllables), taking place
- within the #ala (metrical cycle) of a composition.? Both of these can be visual-
* ized on a continuum where, in the context of the other improvisatory forms of
the system,* they range from those which least involve #ila to those which
involve it the most. Aldpana would thus fall in the former category, and svara
kalpana closest to the latter.
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Al@pana tanam niraval  svara kalpana tani Avartanam

Insofar as each improvisatory form has a structure that is uniquely its own, and

formulas and procedures for its performance that are equally individual, it is
logical that something as elemental as raga would in turn behave according to '

its context. From this viewpoint we can discuss riga in aldpana and svara
kalpana.

Raga
Powers’s work on riiga is arguably the most succinct and thorough to date. In
part, he defines riga as both a “padticularized scale” and a “generalized mel-
ody” Regarding this he says: “A riga is more specific than a scale, for any
number of rigas can share a single collection of pitches. Yet a raga is less
specific than a tune, for any number of tunes can share the same rdgas”
(1984, 328).

Another way of looking at riga is as “a ready-made ‘systém’ of formulas,”
a “total melodic ‘tool-kit' which containg all of the pitch materials ... the

performer will use” (Reck 1983, 91-92). This system of formulas distinguishes '

the melodic character of a riiga from any other, and is traditionally defined as
{aksana---the grammar or “theory” particular to a raga. It includes scale, the
treatment of individual tones (how they may be ornamented, stressed or not,

elongated, shortened, and so forth), phrases, and shape (svariipa or “gestalt”

of the riiga as a whole). A music student learns most aspects of the rdga lok-
sana and masters the techniques of improvisatory forms through an extended
process of musical absorption. Ultimately, this process translates into an in-
stinctive understanding of the architecture and the rules of each form. For ald-
pana and svara kalpana, these are roughly presented as follows.

ALAPANA

Alapana precedes the composition and is therefore performed without drum
accompaniment. An @ldpana can be very short (one or two minutes), long (fif-
teen minutes to half an hour), or any length in between. Several factors influ-
ence the musician’s choice of length, such as the pacing of the concert, the

scope a particular raga may have for development, the composition about to '

follow, the singer’s mood and vocal condition, and the response of the audi-
ence, Every aldpana follows a common contour and may be broken down into
a series of broad developmental sections. The average dldpana begins by ex-
ploring the raga around the tonic (sa). It systematically rises through the
middie octave (madhya sthayi), stressing the important svaras of the raga along
the way, then gradually builds up to the octave tonic { tara sthayi sa). There,
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4. Seclion 1. '////I//A (Approach 1o the higher octave - lara sa)
Section 2: _ (Development above tara sa)

LRI
BRI

Section 3. {Fast passages in any range)

Section 4 m {Approach %o and including conclusion al
the tonic - madhya sa}

Figure 10.1. a, Alapana sections; b, three alapana performances.

higher octave development takes place. Once this has occurred, thf_: raga may
continue its development over a span of approximately two octaves in fast pas-
sages called brikka. A rapid descent back toward the tonic sa follows w%{ere,
in a relaxed and slower tempo, the aldpana resolves on the tonic. The sections
may be distinguished as shown in figure 10.1a. o

There is no fixed rule or standard to determine the relative length of each of
these sections, and certainly there is no formal indication of transition from
one section to another—no sudden break int the rate of notes or melodic devel-
opment. Graphic representations of aldpana performances by thr{?e eminent
musicians shown in figure 10.1b conform to this proposed four-section format,

albeit with variations in proportion and sequence (see‘Viswanathau 1974, 188).

SVARA EALPANA

~ Svara kalpana assumes not only the intricacies of riga, but adds many 01‘? the
- complexities of the tala tradition as well. It is the “forming” or “fashioning

(kalpana) of solfege syllables or notes (svaras) which are fai‘ther sung or articu-
lated instrumentally at a chosen point within a composition. Alternated be-
tween a solo performer and a melodic accompanist, each completed turm (or
“round”) of kalpana svaras ends on a particular pitch ( svara) in the raga and
at a specific place (idam) in the tala cycle. The idam is where a phrase from
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a line of text in the composition begins. Sung or played instrumentally, th
phrase acts as a refrain,

on the tonic, svara kalpana builds by the gradual lengthening of successiv
rounds. It also builds by a change of speed (where it is doubled or quadrupled)
by the expansion of range (within the pitch limitations of the raga scale), an

by a buildup of thythmic activity, and often complexity, as it nears conclusion. -

Any of these elements may be used depending on the type of composition
within which the svara kalpana is set, its placement in the program, the tala

the restrictions of the raga, and the performance habits, mood, and abilities of

the artist. : 5

The sequence of events possible for a svara kalpana, as well as a delineation -
of the major structutal options available, is shown in figure 10.2.5 At the top of !
the figure is an abstracted tala cycle with an arrow connecting the beginning -
(which is the first tila count or sama) to the end (also sama). The slow tempo

(vilambita kiila) and fast tempo (madhyama kila) sections start as short rounds
near the end of the cycle, and gravitate outward to the left as the rounds
lengthen, where they finally span the whole cycle as extended rounds. The
beginning of each round is marked with a number, the end with an asterisk
(indicating a return to the refrain line, or eduppu).® The lines shown here are
merely representative of the many rounds of svaras possible in a performance.
A korappu (vepresented here by an upside-down staircase configuration) is the
gradual reduction (by halves) of kalpana (improvised) svaras, normally in a
statetnent-and-response exchange between the solvist and melodic accompa-
nist. The fermatas represent briefly held svaras which signal the end of the
soloist’s (or accompanist’s) turn. The final cadence marks the climax of the
entire svara kalpana performance, which resolves with a last restatement of
the refrain phrase. This is represented in figure 10.2 as contrasting lines, since
cadential patterns vary so greatly in size, shape, and content,

A clear distinction between dlapana and svara kalpana is evident from these

brief and general descriptions. Many details of the consistencies and the vari-

ables in each have not been discussed. Nonetheless obvious differences be-
tween the two forms can be seen. In large part this is due to the metered envi-
ronment of the one and the absence of meter in the other. Closer examination
will show several of the ways basic raga principles can be expressed.

Scale :

At its most basic level, a riga is defined by its scale. Kambhdji is one of the
oldest rigas still in use in Karnatak music,” and continues to be among the
most popular. Musicians today consider it a raksi Taga, or 4 raga which has a
particular “feeling” or “emotion” (bhava) attached to it. Such ragas generally
predate the nineteenth century and, having so established themselves in com-
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Figure [0.2. Svare kalpana sequence.

eriod, rely more on characteristic phrases and
dependent ragas of receut
hoice for analysis and

ositions over a long histerical p ‘ ]
Emamentation than the more scalar and less phrascj,
fimes. Kambhoji is thus an accessible and appljoprla}te ]f :
discussion. Kambhaji is made up of the following pitches:

CDEFGAC -CBbAGFED c
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The corresponding svara (solfege) syllable for each note would be:

sa ri ga ma pa dha $a — $a ni* dha pa ma ga ri sa'®

Svara (Pitch)

Every rz‘tg&.has certain pitches that have specific functions. At the svara level
these function tones are a riga’s second most fundamental identifying features,
) Reck observes, “Each composition, each compbser, each performin tradi—n
tion, :m‘d each performing musician (perhaps on different occasions) mf res-
ent a slightly different picture of the characteristics of [a] raga” (1983 gl%)—;
and indeed this testifies to the dynamic life of performed riga. The ,fre uent
occurrence of certain function tones relates to the inherent ml(;s of theciﬁ a
Thesektones can ;-1159 reflect the structure of the forms (that is, dl&pana agnd
i;?;i biatgt-mna) within which they occur, as well as the performer’s own musi-
Thi primary function tones of a raga are its amsa svaras or “predominant
tones™ (equated with jiva svaras or “soul tones™), graha svaras (“initial téneQ”
of cor’:,lposed sections or improvised phrases and sections), nyasa svaras ( “ﬁIl;ﬂ
tones” of phrases and sections of a composition or improvisation) “mti dirgh
svaras (“elongated” or “sustained” tones). . e
For each category of function tones discussed in aldpana and svara ka;! an
example 10.1 shows the four most prominent svaras, presented left to ri 1:1‘,1{, ;1;1
order of their appearance. The differences (and the similarities} in 1'&1&50[1 to
the employment of function tones in dlapana and svara kalpana were gathered
fr‘om a broad assortment of improvisations in both forms.!! Svaras were indi-
vxdualljf added, averaged, and compared. It is important to remember that the;
con_clufnc-ms reached cannot be taken as absolute, since there is always roo
fgr individual expression and creativity. In svara kalpana, for example ya mut-".?—1
cian may opt for a refrain line starting on the octave tonic $a instead of, the fifth

a. Amsa Svarag for Kambhoji_Alapana
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Example 10.1. Amsa svaras.
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degree pa ordinarily taken. The result is greater emphasis on notes performed
in the middle and higher octaves. The predominance of certain function fones
is thus infivenced by the beginning pitch of the refrain line (the eduppu svara)
and its location in the octave.

The slight difference between the two improvisatory forms regarding pre-
dominant tones (involving $a in aldpana and ni in svara kalpana) can best be
explained from the viewpoint of performance convention. As dldpana phrases
approach the higher octave, they either weave around, sustain, begin with, or
end on the octave tonic sa. Vocalists particularly make use of this svara since
itis in a strong area of their vocal range. In kambhaji svara kalpana, musiciatis
often prefer certain phrases beginning with or stressing 7. Some common
examples are ni-dha—pa-dha—ma and versions of it, such as those shown
in example 10.2 Musicians also consider these phrases “emotional” (rakti)
phrases.

The initial tone or graha svara of an improvised phrase is more easily identi-
fied in aldpana, where each phrase or group of phrases is marked by a pause,
than it is in svara kalpena, where pulsed melodic phrases tend to blend. Graha
svara in svara kalpana describes more accurately the opening pitch of a sec-
tion, specifically the tone beginning a round of svaras. The preference for the
fifth degree pa as an initial tone in alapana (see ex. 10.3) reflects the ease with
which one tunes to the fifth degree expressed by the drone. Dha is preferred in
kambhaji svara kalpana because it is considered an important “soul tone” of

the raga, and as such communicates the emotional aspect of the raga at the

outset of a round,

'i"} |l—_'1 ! - i — ”!}‘AW-—H
e e 1.0 m_ﬁr-ﬁiﬁj%]
Y n d p n d p n d n p d m

Example 10.2. Commeon phrases in kambhaji svara kalpana.

f\

Graha Svaras for Kambhoji Alapana
t i i v E (1) :H
e o

pa sa dha ma

dha ni ga (pa & ma)

Example 10.3. Graha svaras.
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Ending tones or nydsa svaras in alapana and svara kﬁlpana must be looked
at other than by statistical comparison. Although individual phrases will end

on a variety of svaras in alapana, the improvisation as a whole ends on the
tonic (sa). Ending tones in svara kalpana phrases are generally determined by

the first note of the refrain line. Bach round of improvised svaras then ends on
the note above or below that pitch.
Dirgha svaras {shown in ex. 104 are sustained notes that by definition em-

phasize a svara’s importance. The fifth degree pa and tomic/octave-tonic Sa are -

dirgha svaras in any performance of kambhaji dlapana, since they are tradi-
tional settling points for resting and tuning with the drone. In kambhaji, dha is
a prominent sustained tone for both improvisatory forms. In svara kalpana
especially, it provides a break from the constant pulse of fala.

Gamaka (Ornamentation)
Although svaras constitute the basic unjt of musical meaning within the vocab-
ulary of aldpana and svara kalpana, they derive their color and individuality
from gamaka or “ornamentation” A svara can be properly defined only when
the omament traditionally associated with it is considered. For example, the
svara ga (B) in kdmbhaji is treated very differently from ga in kalydni riga,
as example 10.5 shows. The kambhoji gas are ornamented with a momentary
flick to a higher tone at the end-of the principat tone (ga to ma [E]). In kalydni
réiga, the sustained ga has an omament that is successively stressed from
above. Each ma (not the sharped ma of the riiga scale) comes down to a pro-
fonged ga.

The characteristics of an omament can vary according to tempo, duration

. of the note being ornamented, and improvisatory form. In @lgpana and svara

kalpana, gamakas are particularly sensitive to tempo.

Kampita (“oscillating” gamaka) is an omament that is often found in the
slower tempos of @ldpana and svara kalpana. Because it is an oscillation, a
sustained kampita is used less often in a faster tempo, since it is awkward to

Dirgha Svaras for Kambhoji Alapana

A
b T T T g |
_z§ - e t il
o 1 ) 1 —H
o . o
pa dha 5a sa

R Dirgha Svaras for Kambhoji Syara Kalpana

Example 10.4. Dirgha svaras.
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Example 10.7. Kampita in faster lempo.

perform. Example 10.6 shows a sustained, oscillated ri as part of a characteris-

tic kambhaji phrase. ‘ , . .
i ce sustained ris (as

ii ifferently in faster-tempo svard kalpana, sin :
Rids el re generally considered

i i a inex. 10.6) a

they might be expressed in the raga phrase in 8X ' pred

ine?fifect%vc in the pulsed environment of the form.h By si_lortgmng the oscﬂla
tion, the phrase in example 10.7 would be a more likely candidate for a faster-

‘tempo svara kalpana. ot £

:. Other ornaments comman to botl oqns : :
Odukkal (stressed from below D SUCCESSIVE, non-repeated notes; eX. 10.8) or:

naments only faster-tempo notes in aldpana and svara kalpana. p
" Ullasita, the “sliding” gamaka, is Most effectively used as an ascenaing _orf
" nament for ni in @lapana and svara kalpana (ex. 10.9), though the power O
: i ized ¢ wer tempa.
. the phrase is best realized at a slo ‘ _ o
Fii)nall some ornaments will more typically occur i one 1mp‘10v1sat10nal
" less of the raga. The combination of tempo and

form than in another, regard :
rhythmic framework can be a factor the frequent presence of an ornament

are likewise semsitive 1o tempo.
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Example 10.8. Odukkal,
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Example [0.9. Ultdsita.

n
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Example 10.10, Sphurita.

i } y 7
nke sphurita (stressqi f.lom. below on the second of successively repeated
otes, ex. 10.10), which is very comumon in svara kalpana.

Sancira (Phrase)
?:f?jéd;i? Zf }t;:);v ;ssentlal they are, svaras and gamakas do not in themselves
phrases hg E] v become musically meaningful only in the larger context of
p fv ich, wuhen strung together, constitute the svariipa—the “totality”
gestalt” of the raga. e
caii?ir;ilgl z:ch raga has its own characteristic phrases {rdga-chava sasi-
e [111 ;E(Iin.ear regularly in compositions, and which produce instant
osognition i o ;ZI:C?. 'Iiherf: are al§o Phrases which have become “‘char-
poenene uscds.e of their pervasive use in improvisation, though they are not
s Svya m ka;n conmpositions. T'hese phrases may be found in either ala-
e vare pana ('an examplf, in kambhdji would be ni-dha—pa), or they
b & p Ly 'typxciﬂ of one raga forin {as mentioned previously with the
K dji phrase mi-dha-pa—dha-ma or any variation on it).
ot 1: the outset of an alﬁpana,‘ every musician will draw upon certain charac-
stic phrases which clearly identify the riga. In kdmbhaii, these might i
clude the four phrases shown in example 10,11, B e
frezll?;r;v:;,l Llneter in svara kflip.ana will usnally direct raga away from the
o thampi Soyn??ft of 1de1}t1fy1_ng .phrases that are typical in aldpana. As a
" M,Th > a difference in the kinds of opening phrases a musician may
. e phrases shown in example 10.11 would not therefore successfully
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mo o, g ,
Fxample 10.11. Four characteristic phrases in rdga kambhdji.

initiate a svara kalpana, Since the first note of the refrain influences both the

general pitch area of the kalpana svaras preceding it and the direction in which
those svaras move, phrases conclnding on the octave tonic or tonic sa could
not accomodate a midrange refrain note such as pa or dha. Svara kalpana 18
more likely to open with an appropriate scalar phrase, like the three shown in
example 10.12. .

Meter in svara kalpana can also affect raga-identifying phrases. Such

phrases must either.be reinterpreted to fit into the rhythmic context, or omitted

altogether and replaced with phrases more suited to the staccato-like demands

of the form. In either case, certain ornaments would be abbreviated or left out.
An illustration of this can be seen in examples 10.13-14, the first of which

shows a characteristic phrase with ornaments that could appear in alapana or

slow-tempo svara kalpana.
When that same phrase is performed in faster-tempo svara kalpana, it

changes. One could conceive it as an entirely different phrase, oras a variation.
Hence, the original dlapana phrase is abbreviated to the point where it includes
simple ornaments on one or two notes {ex. 10.14).

Meter can also alter a phrase’s emotional meaning (bhdva). The highly oma-
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Example 10.12. Opening phrases in svara kalpana.
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Example 10.13. Characteristic phrase with omaments.
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Example 10.14. Related phrase with simplified omaments.

mented, prolonged ri (D) in the chavacteristic kambhaji ;
; ; 1dji phrase in
10.15 gives that phrase its “soul” (jiva). 7P example

If the same characteristic phrase is used in svara kalpana, the musician ig-

TOTES the: -emo-tional aspect of that phrase and converts it by filling the pro-
longed 7 in with ga (E) and ma (F), as example 10.16 shows.
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Example 10.16. Omanented ri in kcimbhdfi .s‘l"ﬂ?‘ﬂ kedpana.

-

The articulation of the notes in this way creates a different feeling from the
original dlapana phrase. Because of the extent to which a characteristic (or
riga-identifying) phrase can change, some ragas are thus considered more ap-
proptiate for dldpana than for svara kalpana. This is especially true when ré-
gas are identified by a predominance of slow phrases with maiy elongated
tones. : :
Thus, the canonical elements of kambhaji ridga—Ifrom the basic svarg Tevel,
to omamentation, to phrase—have been examined as they behave in @lapana
and svara kalpana. Riga, as one of the primary elements of a Karpiitak musi-
cian's improvisation, can change in different contexts. Here, meter has figured
largely in the subtle but distinctive expression of the raga and its treatment in
each torm. When musicians perform an @ldpana, svard kalpana, or any of the
other melodic improvisatory forms in the system, they exhibit sensitivity to
both the consistencies and the differences that describe raga. For them, there
is no mystery involved-—this is a skill that is learned over many years. A broad
system of rules has been absorbed and used like a biueprint for molding the
edifice of each improvisatory form. The ability to be conversant and creative
with rga, then, is ultimately what defines the Karnitak musician’s art.

Notes

1. The Karnatak musical systemn is one which is confined geographically to the re-
gions of South India including Andhra Pradesh, Karnitaka, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu.
The Hindustani music system dominates the rest of the states to the north,

2. The idea of improvisation in Karnétak (and Hindustini) music can be put in histor-
ical context where a distinction is made between the free elaboration of a raga (melody)
independent of a composition (anibaddhal, and the elaboration of a rdga confined
within the Timits of tala (metrical cycle) being attached to a compaosition (ribaddha).
Anibaddha and nibaddha ultimately come from the concept of alapti, which can be
interpreted as “that which is elaborated” (i.e., improvised). Alapti is discussed at length
in the thirteenth-century treatise Sangita-Ramakara by Samgadeva.

3. Brown defines tdla very concisely as “a meltrical cycle of given length (dvarta),
consisting of a number of durstionat units of equal size (aksara or aksarakala), whicl
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are grouped into one or more subdivisional sections of variable size (anga)” (1965,
6~7). :

4. Tanam is pulsed thythmic improvisation characterized by a stereotyped series of
thythmic permutations of twos and threes. Niraval is essentially extempore melodic
variation on a line of text from a given composition, where eagh word of the text gener-
ally remains fixed within its original place in the 13la cycle. Like svara kalpana, niraval
returns to a refrain, in this case a simple restatement of the beginning of the line selected
for elaboration. Tani dvartanam is the solo percussion improvisation occurring after the
main composition of the concert.

5. For a comprehensive look at both the major and minor structural possibilities of
svara kalpana, see Cormack: 1992 (195-220). \

6. The eguppu 15 the point where music “takes off” in the tala cycle. It is essentially
the same as idarm, but is the more vernacular of the two. ‘ :

7. Kambhaji riga Arst appeared as pan takkési in the South Indian fevaram hymns
of the seventh to ninth centuries (Viswanathan 1974, 76).

8..The pitch frequency used for the tonic will vary according to the performer’s
vocal range or instrument (for example C for men, G for women, D-sharp for violin, G
for a small flute). Once the topic pitch is established, it will remain the same for every
item rendeted in performance—what Powers calls the “system tonic” (1980, 429-30).
Here, C has been taken as the tonic to simplify the reader’s understanding of the scale.

9. Musical examiples presented in the traditional Indian system of svara (solfege)
notation are indicated in Roman script. This is a form in which they appear as often
as they might in Hindi, Bengali, Tamil, or Telegu. Each svara syllable respectively
corresponds to the tonic through the seventh degree of the scale. In the musical ex-
amples, they are abbreviated as 5 r ¢ m p d n. Dots above the svaray indicate the higher
octave, and dots below, the lower octave. )

In addition to the svara syllables, commas mark each pulse or inner time unit of the
-note. Single or double horizontal lines above a svera represent halving or quartering of
the inner time unit. Melodic omaments (gamaukas) related to any svara assume these
same time values,

10. This data was obtained from performances of distinguished Karpatak musicians.
Included are K. V. Narayanaswamy, T. M. Thyagarajan, Ramnad Krishnan, T. Brinda,
M. L. Vasanta Kumari for aldpana, and K. V, Narayanaswamy, Voleti Venkatesvarulu,
T. N. Krishnan, N. Ramani, G. N. Balasubramaniam, and T. Viswanathan for svarn
kalpana. .

. Kalyani raga: CDEFGABC-CBAGEREDC,

12. The exception to r&gas that are identified by rdga-chaya saricdra are those which
have been in existence only for the last fifty to one hundred years. These ragas were
created on the basis of scale and not phrase.

13. Also, initial establishment of the riga is not as critical in svara kalpana, since
that weuld already have been accomplished in the @l@pana and compasition.
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