Glossary of Indian Music Terms
Guide to Pronunciation
This list excludes very obvious cases. Only those that are either unfamiliar or liable to confusion have been included.

As in

a rural

ā father

i pin

ee peep

u put

oo pool

ŗ merrily

e pet

ē pate

ai aisle

o go (short vowel)

ō only (long vowel)

ou pounce

˙n sing

ñ sinje

t put(.

.th anthill

ִ.d dog

.dh redhaired

ņn fund

t three (dental)

th th – aspirate

ś sure

sh shun

s saint

abha˙ng : a devotional song of Maharashtra

abhinaya: semantically meaningful expression in dance

ābhog: the fourth section of a dhrupad

achala svara: a non-variable (having neother flat nor sharp) note

–e.g. Sa (Do) and Pa (Sol)

addbhuta: the emotion of wonder; one of the nine rasa-s

adhama vāggeyakāra: a ‘below the average’ composer

Ādi tāla: Karnatak tala with 4+2+2 units

Adhikāra: inherent capacity

Akśara: a unit of time

Alaiya Bilāval: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ga Pa Dha Ni

( C D E G A B ) in ascent and SáNi Dha ni Dha Pa Ma Ga Ri 

(C΄ B A Bb A G F E D) in descent

alaׁnghana: not jumping (omitting) a note in a melodic phrase

alaׁnkāra: a repetitive melodic design

ālāp (-ana): free extemporizations of raga

alpatva: scarcity of occurrence of a note in a raga

ālvār-s: Vaishnavite saint-poets of Tamilnadu

amśa: the most important note in (the center of gravity of ) a raga or jati

anāgata: ‘ off beat’ when the note and /or text fall after the beat of rhythm

āndolana: ‘swinging’ a note: a variety of gamaka

aׁnga: 

1. a ‘tetrachord’ from Sa to Pa (C to G) Ma to Sá (F to C΄)

2. the characteristic phrase of a raga

3. the section of a tala

4. astyle of singing or playing

anibaddha: ‘free’, ‘open’: not bound by tala

āׁnkya geet: songs sung in the miracle plays of Assam

antarā: the second section of a song (Hindustani)

antara gāndhāra: major third; a note having approximately 5/4 ration to the tonic

anudātta: the lowest of the three tones in vedic chant

anudruta: time durationof one aksara

anupallavi: the second section, following the pallavi (Karnatak)

apanyāsa: a subsidiary tonic (stasis) in a raga

ārạņya gēyagāna: vedic chant confined to the hermitage in forests

ārati: moving lamps or incense, in a rotatory manner, in front of an idol, guru or any 

person

ārchika: a mono-tonic (single tone) recitation of veda 

arhata: inherent worthiness

āroha (ārohaņa): the ascending pattern of a raga

Āsāvari: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa dha (C D F G Ab)

In the ascent; and Sa ni dha Pa Ma ga Ri in the descent;

In some schools ri (Db) is used instead of Ri(D). There is also a Karnatak

raga of this name. 

ashţapadi : a type of song with eight stanzas

asthāyi : (sthāyi): the first section of a song (Hindustani)

ateeta: ‘off beat’ when the note and/or text fall before the beat of rhythm

atisvārya: a note in the sama veda scale

avanaddha vādya: ‘covered instruments’: drums

avarōha: (avarōhaņa) : the descending pattern of a raga

āvarta : one cycle of a tala

Bageśri: Hindustani raga with Sa ga Ma Dha ni ( C Eb F A Bb)

in ascent and Sa ni Dha Pa Ma ga Ri (C’ Bb A Bb G F Eb F D) in descent 

bahutva: multiplicity of occurrence of a note in a raga or a jati

bāņi: a school or style of music

bargeet: a song type from Assam

Basant (vasant) : 1. the spring season

2. Hindustani raga with Sa Ga ma dha Ni 

(C E F # Ab B) in ascent and Sá Ni dha Pa

ma Ga ri (C' B Ab G F # E Db) in sedcent.

Ma (F) in used in some phrases

bāul: a religious mendicant of Bengal

bēsoor: out of time

Bhairav: Hindustani raga using Sa ri Ga Ma Pa dha Ni (C Db E F G Ab B)

Bhairavi : Hindustani raga using Sa ri ga Ma Pa dha ni (C Db Eb F G Ab Bb)

bhajan: a devotional song

bhakkar : a song type from the Kashmir Valley, with part singing 

bhakta : devotee

bhakti: devotion

bhātima: a panegyric song from Assam

bhatiyālĩ : boatman’s song from Bengal

bhava: 1. emotion 2. mime in Kathak dance

bhayānaka: fearful; one of the nine rasa-s

Bhoop (Bhoopali): Hindustani raga using Sa Ri Ga Pa Dha (C D E G A )

am : Karnatak raga with Sa ri ga Pa dha (C Db Eb G Ab)(Bhoopaļ

birka: a very fast intricate passage in Karnatak music

Bihāg : Hindustani ( and Karnatak) raga with Sa Ga Ma Pa Ni

(C E F G B ) in the ascent; Sa Ni Dha Pa Ma Ga Ri (C’ B A G F E D )

in the descent; F# is also used in some phrases

Bilahari: Karnatak raga with Sa Ri Ga Pa Dha (C D E G A )

in the ascent and Sá Ni Dha Pa Dha ni Dha Ma Ga Ri (C B A G A Bb A 

G F E D) in the sescent

Bilāval: Hindustani raga using Sa Ri Ga Ma Pa Dha Ni (C D E F G A B); 

Commonly sung as Alaiya Bilaval

Bole: 1. the words of a song (Hindustani)

2. the names of strokes on drums (Hindustani)

bole-alāp: alāp using the words of the song

bole-tān : tān using the words of the song

Brindāvani sārāng: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa Ni (C D F G B)

in the ascent in Sá ni Pa Ma Ri (C’ Bb G F D) in the descent

burra kātha : A BALLAD FROM Andhra

cchanda: 1. prosody 2. a kind of song or chant

cchotā kheyāl: a short kheyal sung in medium or fast tempo

chaiti: a folk song from Uttar Pradesh

chakkri: a folk song from the Kasmir valley

chakra: a group of six consecutive scales in the scheme of 72 mela-s

champu: a song type from Orissa

chāpu: Karnatak tala with five or seven aksara-s

chaturasra : 1. quadruple division of a time unit in a tala

2. a tala section (laghu) having four units

charanam: the section(s) following the anupallavi in Karnatak compositions

chaugam: quadruple division of a time unit (matra) in Hindustani music or 

Quadrupling the tempo

cheez: a classical song in Hindustani music

chikāri: drone strings in sitar, sarod and such instruments

chittasvara: pre-composed svara-s (Solfeggio)

chyuta panchama: a panchama (Fifth) lowered by a comma (sruti); archaic

chyuta shadja: a shadja (Do) lowered by a comma (sruti):

Dādrā: 1. Hindustani tala with 3+3 units

2. Hinsutani musical style sung in dadra

dāndiyā rās: Stick dance (Gujarat)

Darbāri Kānāda: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri ga Ma PA dha ni (C D Eb F G Ab Bb) 

In the ascent and Sá (ni) dha ni Pa (Ma) ga Ma 

Ri (C’ (Bb) G (F) Eb F D) in descent

Dārvish: Soofi mendicant

Dāsa: a religious mendicant of the Vaishnavite order from Karnataka

Deepchandi: Hindustani tala with 3+4+3+4 units

Dēśi : regional, parochial

Dēskār: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri GA Pa Dha (C D E G A)

Dēvaranāma: a devotional song (Karnataka)

Dhamār : 1. Hindustani tala with 5+5+4 units

2. a Hindustani dhrupad type in Dhamar tala

dhātu: the musical structure of a song

dhrupad: a type of composition in Hindustani music with emphasis on rhythm. And 

alap preceding the song

dhyāna moorti: the personification of a raga (ragini)---the mental form—to be meditated 

upon

divya nāma keertana: singing the name of the Lord

druta: a time unit of two asksara-s

druta (laya): fast tempo

dugum: doubling the original tempo or dividing a time unit into half

Durgā : Hindustani raga using Sa Ri Ma Pa Dha (C D F G A)

Ektāl: Hindustani tala with 4 +4 + 2 + 2 units

gamaka: a tonal ornament: a grace: glide, trill, swing, etc.

gāna: a song or chant: to sing or chant

gāndhāra grāma: one of the three ancient standard scales

gat: a rhythmic composition for instruments (Hindustani)

gāthika: a di-tonic (two-toned) recitation of veda

gati: movement; the divisional aspect of a time unit; also called nadai; see tisra,

chaturasra, khanda and misra

gāyaki: the manner or style of rendition

gāyaki ańg: a style of instrumental music, imitative of the vocal 

geeta: a song

ghana vādya: ‘solid’ instrument---cymbals, plates, sticks, etc.: idiophones

gharānā: a ‘school’ of music; a musical dialect (Hindustani)

ghazal: a Urdu/Persian lyrical poem (A love song)

gopuccha: the shape of cow’s tail; a word used to describe (1)

a kind of temporal distribution or (2) the shape of drums

Goula: Karnatak raga with Sa ri Ga Ma ri Ma Pa Ni (C Db E F Db F G B)

In the ascent and Sa’ Ni Pa Ma Ga ri (C’ B G F E Db) in the descent

grāma: an ancient standard scale

grāma geya gāna: vedic chants sung in the rituals in habitations (see aranya geya gāna)

guru: 1. Preceptor 2. a duration of two short syllables

guru-kula-vāsa: tutelage wherein the sisya (pupil) lived and learned with the guru

Hari Kathā kālakshēpam: religious discourse, with out song and prose narration 

hāsya: mirth, one of the nine raga-s

Hindol: Hindustani raga using Sa Ga ma Dha Ni (C E F # A B) 

Hindolam: Karnatak raga using Sa ga Ma dha ni (C Eb F Ab Bb) 

janaka: parent; one of the parental scales or raga-s from which others are considered 

to be derived

janta varisai: scale exercise with paired notes

janya: derived; scale or raga derived from the janaka

jāru: a glide

jati; rhythmic mnemonics

jāti: 1. an ancient melodic scheme

2. a variety of tala (one of the 35 types)

3. a variety of raga (ouduva, shadava, sampoorna, etc.

Jaunpuri: Hindustani raga; see Āsāvari with Ri (D)

Jāvali: a form in Karnatak music, with lyrical and erotic associations, often danced to

Jeevan: thread of cotton, silk or wool placed beneath the string on the bridge of 

tamboora

jhālā: a Hindustani form, free of tala, usually in a fast tempo, using the drone strings; only for instruments.

Jhampa: a Karnatak tala type; the common is of 10 units (7 + 1 + 2)

Jhap: Hindustani tala with 2 + 3 + 2 + 3 units

Jhumrā: Hindustani tala with 3 + 4 + 3 + 4 units

Jode: a medium tempo musical progression after alap, played on instruments

Juāri: Hindustani term for jeevan; the slope of the bridge is also reffered to by this word

Kacheri: musical concert or soiree

Kāfi: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri ga Ma Pa Dha ni (C D Eb E G A Bb)

Kajari: a folk song from Uttar Pradesh

Kalpana svara: extemporization with svara (note) names; solfeggio extemporization

Kalyāni: raga using Sa ri Ga ma Pa Dha Ni (C D E F # G A B)

Kampana: shake; a gamaka

Kanakāngi: Karnatak raga with Sa ri Ri Ma Pa dha (CDb D F G Ab A); the first of the 72 

scales

karuņa: pathos; one of the nine rasa-s

keertana: 1. a type of devotional composition in Karnatak music

2. a devotional song type of Assam, Bengal, Orissa, Punjab

Keharuvā: Hindustani tala with 4 units 

Khāli: an ‘empty’ beat, shown by the wave of the hand (and/or soft strokes on the drum)

Khamāj: Hindustani raga with Sa Ga Ma Pa Dha Ni (C E F G A B ) in the ascent and

Sa’ ni Dha Pa Ma Ga Ri (C’ Bb A G F E D ) in the descent 

Khanda: 1. the section of a tala (Hindustani)

2. a section of a tala with five units or a temporal division into five units

khanda mēru: permutations and combinations of notes

khaharapriya: Karnatak raga with Sa Ri ga Ma Pa Dha ni, (C D Eb F G A Bb)

kheyāl: a manner of singing (or a composition with this stamp) of Hindustani raga-s

kolāttam: stick dance of South India

Kōmal (svara); flat (note)

Kriti: a compositional type in Carnatak music

Kruşţa: a vedic note

Kutapa: an instrumental (or instrumental and voice) ensemble

Kuttikāra: a very inferior kind of composer

Laghu: 1. the duration of one short syllable

2. a tala section having 3, 4, 5, 7 or 9 units

Lalit: Hindustani raga using Sa ri Ga Ma ma dha Ni (C Db E F, F # Ab B) in the ascent, 

and Sa Ni dha ma, Ma Ga ri (C’ B Ab F # F E Db) in the descent; some use Dha (A)

instead of Ab

laya: tempo

Madhya laya: medium tempo

Madhya saptak (sthāyi) : middle octave

Madhyama grāma: one of the ancient standard scales

Madhyamāvati: Karnatak raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa ni (C D F G Bb)

malāhee: “forbidden pleasure” according to some Muslim tenets

Mālkaūs: Hindustani raga with Sa ga Ma dha ni (C Eb F Ab Bb)

Malhār: Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa ni (C D F G Bb B) in the ascent and

Sá ni Dha ni Pa ga Ma Ri (C’ Bb A Bb G Eb F D) in the descent

Mānd: 1. a folk song of Rajasthan

2 .Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa Dha (C D F G A) in the ascent and

Sá Ni Dha Pa Dha Pa MA Ga Ri (C’ B A G A G F E D) in the descent

Mandra: 1. the lower limit of the ancient melodic type, jati

2. the lower octave 

matra: an ‘utterance’ with occultic implications

maqām: melodic modes from Western and central Asia

mārga: the secular counterpart of ancient ecclesiastical music, as opposed to the profane, 

regional (desi)

marsiā: dirge (Muslim)

mārvā : Hindustani raga with Sa ri Ga ma Dha Ni (C Db E F # A B)

mātrā : a time unit

mātu: the text of a song; libretto

maţhya: one of the 35 types of Karnatak tala-s

Māyāmālavagoula: Karnatak raga with Sa ri Ga Ma Pa dha Ni (C Db E F G Ab B)

mazmoor: “Wood-wind instruments and melodies”

meeņd: a glide

mehfil: a concert or soiree

mēla: a scale

mēlakarta: a parental scale (see janaka)

miśra: 1. mixed 2. a tala section with seven units (Karnatak)

Mōhana: Karnatak raga with Sa Ri Ga Pa Dha (C D E G A) 

moorcchana: a scale obtained by modal shift (making each note of a standard scale 

successively the tonic, Sa: Do)

Mukhāri: Karnatak raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa Dha ni Dha ( C D F G A Bb A) in the ascent 

and Sa ni dha Pa Ma ga Ri (C’ Bb Ab G F Eb D) in the descent

nāda: the primordial Vibration as the Creator

nadai: the divisive arrangement of a time units (see gati)

nāma: “the total power, quality, character of the reality which a form of things embodies

and which we try to sum up by a designating sound, a knowable name, Numen”.

Nāttai: a Karnatak raga with sa ga Ga Ma Pa ni Ni (C Eb E F Bb B)

nāt: Islamic devotional song of praise

nāyaka: hero

nāyikā: heroine

nāyanār: ancient Tamil Shaivite saint-singer

nerval: variations of text-melodic line

nibaddha: form of music bound by tala

nyāsa; 1. the ending note of a jati (archaic)

2. a subsidiary tonic or stasis on which a melodic phrase rests

ouduva: pentatonic; a scale or raga with five notes

ōvi: a type of chant/song from Maharashtra

padam: 1. a song, in general

2. a type of composition in Karnatak music, lyric and erotic but considered 

allegoric in import; often danced to.

Paddhati: manner, style

Pakad : the characteristic phrase of a raga (Hindustani)

Pālai: a scale obtained by shifting the Sá (Do) (ancient Tamil music) 

Pallavi: 1. the opening part and burden of a song (Karnatak)

2. an intricate and somber presentation of raga, with text and tala,

in Karnatak music

pann: a melodic type in ancient Tamil music

peelu: Hindustani raga with Sa Ga Pa Ni (C E F G B) in the ascent and

Sá ni Dha Pa dha Pa ga Ri (C’ Bb A G Ab G Eb D) in the descent 

Pillāri geetam: simple, small songs (Karnatak) taught to beginners

Poorab ang: the ‘eastern school (usually of Varanasi) of singing thumri or playing the

Tabla

Pooriyā: Hindustani raga with Sa ri Ga ma Dha Ni (C Db E F # A B)

Poorvānga: lower ‘tetrachord’ : from Sa to Pa (C to G)

Prabandha: 1. an ancient closed form

2. any song

prachaya: a neutral, unaccented tone

prācheena: paddhati : ancient method, manner or school

prahara: the quarters of a day, each of three hours duration

pramāņa: standard

prastāra: permutations and combinations of notes or time units

punnāgavarāli: Karnatak raga using Sa ri ga Ma Pa dha ni (C Db Eb F G Ab Bb)

rabābi: one who used to play the rabab accompanying singing (Sikh tradition)

rāga, rāgini : melodic seed idea capable of extempore growth; raga had masculine and 

ragini feminine ethos

rāga māla: medieval miniature painting depicting raga-s and ragini-s

rāga mālika: a garland of raga-s, extemporized on the spot 

rāgi : Sikh devotional singer

ranjana svara: the note(s) which give characteristic color of a raga 

rasa: the essence of experiencing, not bound by personal predilections,

being an ‘observer’; often also refers to emotions 

raudra: wrath; one of the nine raga-s

Reetigaula: Karnatak raga with Sa ga Ri ga Ma ni Dha ni (C’ Eb D Eb F Bb A Bb) 

In the scaent and Sá ni Dha Ma ga Ma Pa Ma ga Ri (C’ Bb A F Eb F G 

F Eb D) in the descent

Roopak: 1. Hindustani tala with 3 + 2 + 2 units.

2. a type of Karnatak tala; the common variety has 4 + 2 units

śabad: Sokh devotional songs

sāhitya: the text of a song; libretto

śākha: a school of vedic chanting

sakhi: lady companion

sam: the first beat of tala cycle (Hindustani)

sama: commencement and/or coincidence of the note and/or text with the beat of

rhythm; see vishama

samāj: congretional singing

sāmika: vedic chant with three tones

sampoorna: heptatonic; with seven notes

sanchāra: chaeacteristic phrase of a raga

sanchāri: the third section of dhrupad

sandhi prakāsh rāga: raga sung/played at twilight (sandhyā)

sandhyā : twilight----dawn or dusk

sangati: finer variations of a melodic line

Śankarābharaņam: a Karnatak raga using Sa Ri Ga Ma Pa Dha Ni (C D E F G A B)

Sankeerna: 1. mixed

2. a tala section with nine units

śānta: peaceful; one of the nine raga-s

satak: a gamut of seven notes

saral tān: straight medium or fast melodic phrase

sarali variśai: simple scale exercises

Sārang (Brindāvani Sārang): Hindustani raga with Sa Ri Ma Pa Ni (C D F G B) in the

Ascent and Sá ni Pa Ma Ri (c’ Bb G F D) in the descent

Sattra (sattriya) : monastery – Assamese (monastic)

śiśya: disciple

shadja grāma: an ancient standard scale

śollu: mnemonics of drum strokes; see bole 

soofi: a mystic (Islamic)

soofiyāna kalam: traditional devotional music of Kashmir

śoru: black paste applied to drum heads

soze: a type of chanting during the Muharram period (Islamic practice)

Śreeranjani: Karnatak raga with sa ga Ma Dha ni (C Eb F A Bb)

Śringārā: erotic; one of the nine rasa-s 

Srotovaha (srotāvaha): a kind of prosodic-lexical arrangement

śruti: a microtonal interval

sthāpana: stasis or extension of a note in a raga: one of the ways of obtaining bahutva

sthāyi: the first section or burden of a song

sthōba: syllables used for extension of melody in vedic recitation

śuddha: ‘natural’ ‘pure’ note

suśhira vādya: wind instruments

svara: ‘note’; the mental quality of a tonal interval

svarita: the middle tone in rgvedic chant

syāhi: black paste applied to drum heads

tāla: a cyclic arrangements of time units, with defined sections

tān: 1. a fast musical phrase

2. a characteristic phrase of a raga

tānam: a form of raga rendering, in medium tempo, without tala 

tant ang: style of instrumental rendition

tantra: a form of yoga

tappa: a Hindustani compositional form with very quick phrases

tāra: 1. the upper limit of jati (ancient)

2. the upper octave or register

tarab: resonant strings in instruments

tarānā: a Hindustani compositional type, using non-semantic words

tata vādya: stringed instruments

tāyambakam: a kind of highly complicatd drumming (kerala)

Teentāl: Hindustani tala with 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 units

teevra: sharp note; higher than the ‘natural’

tēvāram: ancient Tamil (Shaivite) hymnody

thāt: a scale; the arrangements of frests on sitar, veena and so on

ţhekā: the definitive drum strokes forming the basic notation of a tala

thumri: a lyrical form of singing

tigun (trigun): dividing a time unit into three or tripling the tempo

tillāna: a Karnatak counterpart of tarana (q. v); often danced to 

Tivāda: Hindustani tala with 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 units

Tiruppukazh: Tamil Shaivite hymnody

tisra: 1. dividing a time unit into three

2. a tala section (laghu) having three units

Todi: 1. Hindustani raga with Sa ri ga ma Pa dha Ni (C Db Eb F # G Ab B) 

2. Karnatak raga with Sa ri ga Ma Pa dha ni (C Db Eb F G Ab Bb)

Tritāl:v: same as teental

Vādi: the most important note (the center of gravity) of a raga;

Often translated as ‘dominant’

Vādya: instrument

Vādya vrinda: instrumental ensemble

Vāggēyakāra: one who composes both the text and the music of a song

Vakra: crooked or tortuous

Vāni: a school or style of music (see bani and Gharana)

Varna: a musical phrase

Varnam: a type of composition in Karnatak music

Veeśu: wave of the hand to indicate tala section

Vikrita: variant-flat or sharp-note

Vilamba: (vilambit): slow tempo

Vishama: ‘off beat’ when text and/or note do not coincide with the beat of the 

Rhythm

Vivādi: a note not usually admitted in a raga ; usually translated as ‘dissonant’

Yaksha ganā: a variety of dance-drama of Andhra and Karnataka

Yaman: same as Kalyan

Yati: prosodic-lexical and temporal arrangement; caesura (pause) in music

