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Importance of Gitas in Learning Carnatic Classical Music
Vid. Malini Ramasubramanya

Introduction:

Indian music is a typical example of Raga based music. Raga is the key concept of Indian music.
The whole structure of Indian music is built on the base Raga. The beauties underlying a raga are very
subtle and delicate.
yosau dhwanivi$€sastu swaravarna vibhisitah |
rafijakd janacittanam sa ragah kathitd budhaibhi ||
These beauties are expressed through musical forms. Hence compositions are the concrete forms
of an abstract raga. This gave rise to the creation of varieties of musical forms. Musical forms in
Carnatic music falls under two heads:

(1) Manodharma Sangeetha - performer sings or performs his own improvised music

(2) kalpita Sangeetha - performer sings the musical compositions already created or composed by other
composers. In Carnatic Classical music, musical compositions can also be classified as

abhyasagana and sabhagana compositions. For ex: Gitas, Jatiswara, Swarajati ...are abhjasagana
compositions and Varna, Kriti, Kirtana, Pada, Ragamalika, Javali, ... are sabhagana

compositions. Studies have already been done in the domain of musical forms for ex: chronology

of musical forms, improvement of mathematical ability in children through musical forms, ....

Purpose :

This topic has been chosen as a common question that arises in the mind of every learner: what is
the use of learning all these compositions? Many learners after learning a few varnas and Kritis start
thinking that they need not practice beginning lessons any more. To become a performer, proper base
comes from these lessons. To develop manodharma sangita, musical forms like gita, jatiswara, swarajati,
varna , kriti, ...become important. This study mainly concentrates on the beauty, planning and purpose of
musical forms from the point of view of a learner. Hence it is very important for every learner to know
about these musical forms in detail.

Scope of study:

Study mainly concentrates on the significance of learning Gitas in the perspective of a learner.
Methodology employed: Analytical
Analysis:

In the journey of learning music, a learner acquires training in different forms of music. As a
toddler the learner will start his learning abhyasagana compositions like swaravalis and alankaras. These
swara exercises are meant for slow perfection in singing sapta swaras s r g m p d n, rhythm, breath control
— that is singing several swaras in one breath, traversing through octaves —dn§1 g1 $ 1, skipping swaras
—ssmm ggir,smgr, ... voice culturing, ... These vocal exercises serve a specific technical purpose
and help students to acquire proficiency in the techniques of rendering vocal or instrumental music. This
provides a perfect base to construct a building. Now with this proper base learner starts learning Ekanda
form that is gita.

Gitas:

“Glyate iti gitaha”

Gitas are the simplest among all compositions . The word gita literally means a ‘song’ but in music it
refers to a type of composition.

“Dhatu matu smayuktam gitamityucyate budhaihi”

The union of dhatu and matu is Gita. The music of gita is a simple melodic extension of raga - that is with
no intricate combinations of swaras nor terse sancharas, no safigatis, very simple sahitya. For ex:

“vara veena mrdu pani vanaruhalocana rani”

Its tempo is uniform and medium. For each dhatu there will be a syllable of matu.

For ex:
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s sslndn$|ndp|]dpmpllgmp|p d d n|
kamala ja - dala vimala sunayanakariva radakaru

It doesn’t have sections like Pallavi, anupallavi and charana. The whole gita is sung without
repetition from beginning till end. Some gitas have two/three sections called khandikas. Even though the
music is simple, it brings out raga swariipa very well. Sahitya is devotional except for the gita “Gana
vidya durandhara” in raga Nata where Paidala Gurumirthy sastry praises his guru Veifikatasubbayya.
Sometimes meaningless phrases like a iya, ti iya, ... are found. This reminds us of the syllables of Sama
gana. In gitas, the number of swaras present in an avarta is equal to the number of aksharas in that avarta.
The dirghakshara will be considered as two swaras.

Gitas are of two types: (1) Samanya gita and (2) Lakshana gita
Samanya gita:

It is the ordinary gita, which is also called Sadharana, Lakshya or sancari gita. The features of a
gita mentioned above hold good in case of a samanya gita. Usually, it will be sacred in nature wherein
sahitya is in the praise of God. A few sanchari gitas are available in uncommon ragas like Salanganata,
Meécabhauli, Narayanagaula, ...

Laksana gita:

It is a type of gita which has a slightly elaborated sahitya describing the lakshana of the raga in
which it is composed. There are two types of lakshana gitas.
They are: (1) Janya raga lakshana gita

(2) Raganga raga lakshana gita

Janya raga lakshana gita gives description of the raga in terms of its vakra or varjya swaras,
graha, nyasa, amsa swaras, audava, sadava or sampiirna character, its parent raga and lastly the anya
swaras if it is a bhasanga raga laksana gita. There are laksana gitas for almost all the current ragas and
also for a few obsolete ragas. In olden days when printing was not known, Laksana gitas were of great
help to understand the laksana of the ragas.

Raganga raga laksana gita : These gitas consist of three sections or khandas namely : Sitra
khanda, Upanga khanda and Bhasanga khanda. In stitra khanda beginning few syllables of sahitya give
the clue to the types of swaras taken by the raga.

For ex: Laksana gita of Venkatamakhi in raga Nariritigaula set to Matya tala

the initial syllables of the first section of the laksana gita in Nariritigaula raga are : ri gi ma pa da
ni . From this it can be inferred that the notes taken by the raga are catusrti risabha, sadharana gandhara,
$udha madhyama, $udha dhaivata, kaisiki nisada besides $adja and pancama. Further the phrase V&da - Sr1
cakra gives the clue that it is the 2" raga in the Véda that is 4" cakra and its serial number is 20. The
next two sections give the list of Upanga ragas namely: Hindola, Nagagandhari, Anandabhairavi,
Ghantarava, Margahindola, Hinddla vasanta, Abhéri. This codified list of ragas can help in determining
the history of the ragas. Some ragas appearing in the upanga raga later on might have become bhasanga
ragas. Also a few ragas mentioned in the gitas may not be in current use. Raganga raga lakshana gitas
have historical value.

Lakshana gitas belonging to those raganga ragas , which do not have appreciable number of janya
ragas, may not have three sections. Their structure will be like ordinary gita. For ex: Chayavati that is
Stiryakanta. The mnemonics for $udha vikrta swaras figure in. Laksana gitas are there for all 72 janaka
ragas and these are printed in the “Sangraha ciudamani” of Govindacarya. The older confusing
nomenclature of pancasruti dhaivata and pancasruti risabha are replaced by current names catusruti
dhaivata and catusruti risabha respectively.

Purandara dasa, Paidala Gurumurthy Sastry, Ramamatya have composed many gitas. Purandara
dasas gitas in praise of Vighneshwara, Maheshwara and Vishnu in raga Malahari are collectively called
Pillari gitas. Paidala Gurumurthy $astry is a prolific composer of gitas after Purandara dasa. Govinda
diksitar and Venkatamakhi have composed many laksana gitas. Paidala Gurumurthy $astry has composed
ghana raga gitas in ghana ragas like nata, gaula. arabhi, varali and $r1. Ragamala gita is a miniature
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ragamalika in gita format. The tamil Isai Karuvooalm of the late sangita kalanidhi Tanjavur K. Ponnaiah
Pillai contains a few laksana gitas in Tamil.

For ex: Gita in Mohana Raga — set to Rupaka tala
gglp-p-lldpls-5-] fs[ddp-[dplggr-]
vara |vi -na- |mrdulfpa- ni- ||vanajruhalo- |[cana|ra- ni- ||
gpldsd-|ldplggr-llggldpgriipglgrs-|

suru|cirabam| bara|vé - ni-| su ranutakal- ||lya- | - - ni- ||

In the starting phrase g g | p - p - || shows how to start a raga alapana. Nextd d |$ - § -|
t$|ddp-||dplggr-|lgg|dp gr| pgl|grs -|| Inthese phrases, swaras d and g are repeated many
times. This shows that they are the jiva swaras of Mohana raga. Phrases
dg|rgrs| ggl|dp gr| show datu praydgas which elevates raga bhava. Phrases g g |p—p - ||
dp|$—5$-| shows swaras s and p are vadi - samvadi swaras.

Learners can be introduced to singing in three speeds easily with gitas as the sahitya is very

simple.
For ex: Malahari gita set to Riipaka tala
srim-lgrifsrfgr|{s-frm|pd|{mp|dp|mg]|rs] - 1%speed

Lam | b0 - |daral|laku/mika|ra- ||[am- |ba - | suta || ama| ravi |nuta||

srm-|grsr|jgrs-|lrmpd|mpdpmgr s]| - 2"speed
Lam bo - |da ra laku | mikara - ||am- ba - [sutaamaravinuta||

srm-grsr|grs-rmpdimpdpmgrs| - 39speed
Lam bo - dara laku | mikara —am- ba - | sutaamaravinu ta ||

srm-|grsrm-|grsrgrs-|

Lam bo - |daralam bo - | daralakumikara - ||
rmpd|mprmpd|mpdpmgrs]|

Am- ba- | suta am- ba- |suta amaravinuta] - mix of 2"9and 3" speeds

Gitas can also be sung in triSra — 3 speeds
For ex: Anafdabhairavi raga set to adi tala

n--- d--- n--- §---]8--- ---- §--- §--- |
ka ma la su |10 - ca na |
g--- t--- §---n---| n---d--- p--- m--- |
vi ma la ta | ta - ki ni | - 1% speed caturasra
n-- -d- --n ---|§-- -§- --- ---|
ka ma la | su 16 I
§-- -8§- --n ---|d-- -n- --§ ---|
ca na ka |lma la su I
§-- --- --§ ---|8§-- -n- --d ---|
10 ca | na ka ma I
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R Ry |

la su 16 | ca na | - 1% trisra

n-d-n-§-5%---8§-38-|g-fT-8§-n-n-d-p-m-|

ka ma la su 16 ca na |vi mala ta ta - ki ni | -2"speed
caturasra

n-d-n- §-8--- $-8-g- f-8-n-]|

ka ma la su 10 ca na vi ma la ta |

n-d-p-m-n-d- n-§ -8 --8-5-|

ta - ki ni ka ma la su o ca na |

g-1t-8- n-n-d- p-m-n- d-n- §-|

vi ma la ta ta - ki ni ka ma la su |

§---8- §- g-1- 8- n-n- d-p-m-|

16 ca na vi ma la ta ta - ki ni | -2"trira

ndns$ §-8 8§ & f & non dpm)|

ka ma lasu 10 - ca na vi mala ta ta - ki ni |

ndns$ $ -8 $§| gt & nn dpm

kama lasu 10 - ca na| vi mala ta ta - ki ni | - 39speed caturasra

ndns §- $$ g i $n ndopmnd

kama lasu 16 - ca na vi mala ta ta - ki ni ka ma

n§ § - § 3 | ¢ * § n n d p m n d n $

lasu 106 - ca na | vi mala ta ta - ki ni kama lasu

§ - § § & F & non dpm|

16 - cana vi ma la ta ta - ki ni | -3"trisra

Similarly, in Paidala gurumiirthy $astry’s Arabhi raga laksana gita, first few avartas bring out

almost complete essence of the raga. It is set to Mishra Jhampe taala.
dssr-srimj|gr|lpmgrmgr|r|ss|s-sr-srimj|gr|[ssrsrmg]|r|r-]|
ssrsrmgjr|r-|lddpmpmg]|r|rs]| Hereinthese avartas,dssr—srmgr

shows how to begin ragalapana, phrasesrmgr,rpmgr,rddp m gr shows samvaditva between s — p,
r—p, r—m, r—d. In all these avartas swaras are moving between s and d, which is helpful for a learner to

create various patterns using a few swaras while doing swara prastara.

Next the learner can be taught ragamala gita set to caturasra mathya tala where raga changes for

each avarta
Nata raga Kambbhoji
pp-m|pm|[m-mrvri|mgpd]|]s-|nddp|
karpa - - | ta - | kon- kana || va ra sa kam| bd - | dhisa ya na ||
Gaula raga Bhiipala
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S

gau -

s - | r r | mrr s || gpd¢t | sd]| s ddp |
la - | dide | - - - S | va rabhu- - pa | - - la ka|

At this stage splitting of words such that the meaning of the composition is not spoiled can be

concentrated as the sahitya is simple, which helps the learner when he starts singing vilamba kala kritis
and paficharatna kritis. Usually, while learning Anafidabhairavi gita, students sing sahitya like :
kamalasu 16cana vimalata takini where word splitting is not proper . It has to be corrected as  kamala
sulocana Vimala tatakini

Inferences drawn:

1. First of all, learners will be introduced to swara - sahitya form. Since the musical structure and
the lyrics are simple in nature, learners can easily grasp this form soon after vocal training
exercises. It will be interesting for a learner as it involves sahitya.

2. Before introducing a learner to second and third speeds in varnas, if the same concept is taught
through gitas then the learner might find it much easier and interesting since gitas are much
simpler in structure compared to varnas.

3. Introduction a e i o u karas and little gamakas can be done.

4. With the small phrases of gitas, learners can be introduced to brief raga alapana which is a
manodharma concept. It can outline the raga structure in an easy way.

5. Through the composition Vadi - Samvadi swaras and jéva swaras can be explored.

6. With Laksana gitas, learner can be taught to identify the raga laksanas through the composition.
Learners might feel comfortable while rendering brief ragalapana as the composition will give a
glance of graha, nyasa, ams$a and jeeva swaras.

7. Since the format of gita is small and simple a kara sadhana can be done with this composition
also together with swaravalis to increase the speed of singing.

8. With some laksana gitas, learner can be taught to create patterns with 3-4 swaras which will be
helpful in swaraprastara which is another manodharma concept.
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