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ABSTRACT 

The evolution of tabla composition represents a continuous interaction between tradition, 

performance practice, pedagogy, technology, and changing musical environments. From its 

development within North Indian rhythmic traditions to its contemporary position on 

classical, global, educational, and collaborative stages, tabla has undergone substantial 

transformation while retaining a strong connection with its historical baaj and gharana 

systems. This paper examines the movement from traditional baaj to contemporary repertoire 

by focusing on the development of compositional forms, gharana-based stylistic identities, 

guru–shishya transmission, institutional education, recording technology, concert culture, and 

cross-gharana exchange. Particular attention is given to peshkar, kayda, rela, gat, tukra, 

paran, tihai, chakradar, and other compositional forms that constitute the vocabulary of tabla 

performance. The study argues that contemporary evolution should not be understood simply 

as replacement of traditional practice. Instead, modern tabla demonstrates a process of 

selective preservation, reinterpretation, expansion, and synthesis. Traditional compositions 

continue to provide structural and aesthetic foundations, while new performance contexts 

have encouraged broader repertoires and increased interaction among formerly distinct 

traditions. 

Keywords: Tabla, Baaj, Gharana, Repertoire, Evolution, Hindustani Music, Kayda, Rela, Gat, 

Guru–Shishya Parampara 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The history of tabla composition is closely connected with the development of North Indian 

classical music and its changing performance environments. Tabla eventually became one of 

the principal rhythmic instruments used in Hindustani vocal, instrumental, and dance 

traditions, while also developing an independent solo repertoire. Its musical language is based 

on bols, talas, rhythmic cycles, compositional structures, improvisational procedures, and 

characteristic methods of sound production. Contemporary scholarship and music education 

generally recognize six major tabla gharanas—Delhi, Ajrada, Lucknow, Farrukhabad, 

Banaras, and Punjab—as important historical sources of modern repertoire.  

The concept of baaj is fundamental to understanding this evolution. Baaj refers broadly to a 

distinctive playing style encompassing technique, articulation, sound production, 

phraseology, and aesthetic approach. Historical descriptions identify a broad distinction 

between Delhi-oriented and Purab-oriented approaches, while also recognizing the particular 

position of Punjab and the strong pakhawaj influence in Banaras. These categories are useful 

for understanding historical tendencies but cannot be treated as completely fixed because 

traditions have continually interacted.  

Traditional tabla repertoire developed primarily through oral transmission within guru–

shishya and hereditary lineages. A student learned compositions through recitation, 

demonstration, imitation, memorization, and long-term practice. The repertoire therefore 

incorporated not only formal rhythmic structures but also subtle details of pronunciation, 

stroke quality, timing, hand movement, and aesthetic interpretation. Kippen's research on 

Lucknow demonstrates the importance of hereditary transmission while also showing how 

institutional education and changing social conditions contributed to musical transformation.  

During the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the social context of tabla changed 

considerably. Music colleges and universities began teaching tabla systematically; radio and 

recordings expanded audiences; concert institutions encouraged solo performance; and later 

digital platforms created unprecedented access to performances and instructional materials. 

These changes have made it possible for musicians to encounter several gharana traditions 

during their training. The contemporary repertoire therefore reflects both continuity with 

older compositions and increasing stylistic exchange. 
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The purpose of this paper is to examine this evolutionary process from traditional baaj to 

contemporary repertoire. The discussion focuses on historical foundations, transformation of 

compositional practices, changing modes of transmission, and contemporary synthesis. The 

paper treats evolution as a cumulative process in which old and new forms coexist. Rather 

than assuming that modern practice has displaced tradition, it examines how traditional 

compositional principles continue to shape contemporary tabla performance. 

II. TRADITIONAL BAAJ AND THE FORMATION OF TABLA REPERTOIRE 

The development of traditional baaj was closely related to the formation of gharanas. Delhi is 

widely recognized as an important early centre of tabla playing, and its style became 

associated with refined finger technique, precise articulation, and the development of theme-

and-variation compositions. Peshkar and kayda occupy an important position in this tradition. 

A kayda establishes a basic rhythmic theme and permits systematic variation while retaining 

the essential identity of the original material. This approach made the composition 

simultaneously a vehicle for technical training and a framework for creative solo 

performance.  

Ajrada developed from the Delhi stream while developing distinctive technical and rhythmic 

characteristics. Its repertoire is associated with intricate phrase construction and sophisticated 

rhythmic treatment. The Ajrada example demonstrates that baaj was not simply inherited 

unchanged from one generation to another. Instead, inherited principles were adapted by 

successive masters and shaped into recognizable local identities. This process of 

differentiation contributed to the richness of the wider tabla repertoire. 

The development of the Lucknow baaj represented an important expansion of tabla technique 

and repertoire. Lucknow's musical environment was strongly connected with Kathak and the 

refined court culture of Awadh. This encouraged a repertoire rich in gat, tukra, paran, laggi, 

and other fixed or semi-fixed compositions. Kippen's detailed analysis identifies theme-and-

variation forms, fixed compositions, endings, technique, and processes of learning as 

interconnected elements of the Lucknow tradition.  

Farrukhabad developed within the eastern stream but established an influential compositional 

identity. Its repertoire demonstrates considerable balance between technical intricacy and 

musical expressiveness. The tradition became widely known through major performers and 



JSL, 9(6), June 2024:  611 – 619                                                                   Online ISSN: 2456-1495 

                                                                                                                 CODEN (USA): JSLOBJ  

 

614 

E-mail: editor.jslsci888@gmail.com 

through the preservation of compositions associated with particular teachers. Published 

collections of tabla repertoire continue to organize compositions according to gharana, 

demonstrating the continued importance of lineage in the classification and study of tabla 

compositions.  

Banaras and Punjab demonstrate the continuing importance of pakhawaj-derived traditions in 

tabla. Banaras baaj is strongly associated with Pandit Ram Sahai and developed a powerful 

style with distinctive open sounds and energetic compositions. Punjab similarly preserved 

substantial pakhawaj influence while developing its own rhythmic vocabulary. Contemporary 

descriptions emphasize that the Punjab tradition can involve complex mathematical divisions 

of beats.  

The traditional baaj system consequently provided more than a collection of techniques. It 

represented an integrated philosophy of sound, movement, rhythm, repertoire, pedagogy, and 

performance. A composition carried information about how it should be articulated and 

developed. The transformation of tabla in later periods therefore did not begin with the 

abandonment of tradition; rather, contemporary change occurred through the reinterpretation 

of these inherited systems. 

III. EVOLUTION OF COMPOSITIONAL FORMS AND REPERTOIRE 

The evolution of tabla composition can be observed particularly clearly through changes in 

the use and presentation of traditional forms. Peshkar, kayda, and rela originally functioned 

as major vehicles for developing rhythmic ideas. The performer could establish a theme and 

create progressively elaborate variations through systematic processes. This structure remains 

important in contemporary tabla solo performance. The persistence of these forms indicates 

that evolution does not necessarily require the abandonment of historical repertoire. 

At the same time, the boundaries between fixed and developmental compositions have 

become increasingly flexible. Gats, tukras, parans, mohra, uthan, and chakradars may be 

performed as established compositions but can also be integrated into longer concert 

structures. A performer can combine inherited compositions with transitional phrases, 

improvisatory passages, and newly created cadences. Such practices expand the repertoire 

without eliminating its traditional vocabulary. Kippen's documentation of Lucknow repertoire 

illustrates the coexistence of theme-and-variation and fixed compositional categories.  
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Tihai and chakradar illustrate the continuing importance of mathematical and structural 

thinking in contemporary tabla. Both involve carefully calculated relationships between 

phrase length, repetition, spacing, and the sam. These structures can produce powerful 

conclusions while also demonstrating the intellectual dimension of tabla performance. 

Modern performers have expanded the possibilities of such structures through complex 

layakari and cross-rhythmic constructions, while the basic principles remain connected with 

older traditions. 

The development of solo tabla concerts also influenced repertoire organization. When tabla 

functioned primarily as accompaniment, the performer had to respond to the requirements of 

a vocalist, instrumentalist, or dancer. Solo performance created a separate environment in 

which the tabla player could present an extended sequence of compositions and 

improvisations. This encouraged the organization of repertoire into recognizable stages, 

including introductory material, developmental compositions, faster sections, fixed pieces, 

and concluding cadences. The modern concert format consequently became an important 

context for repertoire expansion. 

Recording technology further affected compositional evolution. Earlier oral traditions 

depended heavily on direct teacher–student transmission. Recorded performances made 

compositions accessible to musicians outside their original geographical and genealogical 

contexts. A student could listen repeatedly to a performance, identify bols, study variations, 

and incorporate them into personal practice. This contributed to the circulation of 

compositions between gharanas and regions. At the same time, recordings created durable 

models of interpretation that could influence subsequent generations. 

The contemporary repertoire therefore represents an accumulation of traditional and newly 

interpreted material. The basic forms remain recognizable, but their arrangement, duration, 

technical complexity, and performance context may change. A modern performer may 

present a traditional Delhi kayda alongside a Farrukhabad gat, a Banaras paran, or a Punjab-

influenced rhythmic sequence. Such combinations reflect the increasingly interconnected 

nature of tabla performance and demonstrate how repertoire evolves through circulation and 

reinterpretation. 
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IV. CHANGING TRANSMISSION, TECHNOLOGY, AND CONTEMPORARY 

TABLA PRACTICE 

Traditional tabla transmission depended heavily on guru–shishya parampara. Learning 

involved prolonged interaction between teacher and student and emphasized repetition, 

discipline, listening, memorization, and riyaaz. The teacher transmitted not only compositions 

but also the aesthetic principles governing their performance. The student learned how a bol 

should sound, where pressure should be applied, how the bayan should resonate, and how a 

phrase should be connected to the tala. Such knowledge is difficult to communicate fully 

through written notation alone. 

Institutional education introduced a new model of transmission. Universities and music 

colleges increasingly organized tabla learning into graded syllabi containing gharana studies, 

talas, compositional forms, layakari, notation, and practical examinations. The University of 

Delhi's contemporary curriculum, for example, explicitly includes the six major gharanas and 

a broad range of tabla compositions, demonstrating how traditional knowledge has entered 

formal academic structures. This has expanded access while creating new methods of 

organizing traditional knowledge. 

The relationship between hereditary and institutional education is complex. Institutional 

teaching can help preserve repertoire by documenting compositions and providing systematic 

instruction. However, traditional musicians may emphasize dimensions of performance that 

cannot easily be reduced to written syllabi. Kippen's research on Lucknow identifies both the 

gharana system and the college system of training and examines how educational changes 

can influence musical practice. Contemporary tabla education therefore increasingly 

combines oral instruction with written and institutional methods. 

Technology has accelerated this transformation. Audio recordings, video archives, online 

lessons, digital notation, and social media have made tabla performances available to global 

audiences. Students can compare different gharanas and observe multiple approaches to the 

same compositional category. This accessibility has reduced geographical barriers to learning 

and encouraged interaction among traditions. It has also made the documentation of 

endangered or less frequently performed compositions increasingly possible. 

The internationalization of tabla has further expanded its performance contexts. Tabla now 



JSL, 9(6), June 2024:  611 – 619                                                                   Online ISSN: 2456-1495 

                                                                                                                 CODEN (USA): JSLOBJ  

 

617 

E-mail: editor.jslsci888@gmail.com 

appears not only in traditional Hindustani concerts but also in collaborations involving jazz, 

world music, contemporary composition, electronic music, and cross-cultural percussion. 

Such collaborations may require modifications in repertoire, amplification, tuning, rhythmic 

organization, and interaction with other musicians. Nevertheless, many contemporary 

performers continue to use traditional bols and compositional forms as the foundation for 

these new contexts. 

The contemporary evolution of tabla can therefore be understood as a process of synthesis. 

The historical gharanas remain sources of technical knowledge, compositional vocabulary, 

and artistic identity, while modern institutions and technologies have broadened the ways in 

which that knowledge is accessed and applied. Increased cross-gharana learning does not 

necessarily erase tradition. Instead, it creates new possibilities for musicians to construct 

individual artistic identities while remaining connected to established lineages. The 

continuing challenge is to ensure that innovation remains informed by an understanding of 

traditional structure, terminology, technique, and aesthetics. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The evolution of tabla from traditional baaj to contemporary repertoire demonstrates the 

dynamic character of North Indian classical music. The six major gharanas—Delhi, Ajrada, 

Lucknow, Farrukhabad, Banaras, and Punjab—provided important foundations for the 

development of distinct techniques, compositional languages, and performance aesthetics. 

Their historical contributions remain visible in contemporary peshkar, kayda, rela, gat, tukra, 

paran, tihai, and chakradar compositions. Although stylistic boundaries were historically 

meaningful, interaction among traditions has always been part of tabla's development. 

Traditional baaj should therefore not be understood as a static system. Each gharana 

developed through processes of inheritance, adaptation, innovation, and interaction. Delhi's 

refined finger-based approach, the complex rhythmic characteristics associated with Ajrada, 

the courtly and dance-related repertoire of Lucknow, the compositional richness of 

Farrukhabad, the energetic pakhawaj-oriented characteristics of Banaras, and the distinctive 

rhythmic language of Punjab collectively demonstrate the variety within tabla tradition. 

Historical scholarship also emphasizes that these categories overlap and that musicians have 

influenced one another.  



JSL, 9(6), June 2024:  611 – 619                                                                   Online ISSN: 2456-1495 

                                                                                                                 CODEN (USA): JSLOBJ  

 

618 

E-mail: editor.jslsci888@gmail.com 

The transition from hereditary transmission toward institutional education, recording, and 

digital learning has transformed access to tabla knowledge. Traditional guru–shishya training 

remains significant, but students today can encounter a much wider range of compositions 

and performance styles. University curricula now explicitly teach gharanas, talas, 

compositions, layakari, and notation, while recordings and digital resources facilitate learning 

across geographical boundaries. This has encouraged the emergence of performers with broad 

repertoires that may draw upon several traditions. 

Contemporary tabla therefore represents continuity through transformation. Traditional 

compositions continue to provide the vocabulary and structural foundation of performance, 

while modern musicians reinterpret them according to new concert formats, educational 

environments, technologies, and collaborative contexts. The future of tabla repertoire 

depends on maintaining a meaningful relationship between inherited knowledge and creative 

development. Systematic documentation, archival recording, scholarly research, oral 

teaching, and responsible experimentation can together support the continued vitality of tabla 

as both a historical tradition and an evolving musical art. 
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