DRPUM NATION
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Peter Lockett presents an
indispensable guide to what they’re hitting in India these days.
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aving previously looked ar various of the most
popular dromming stvles of North and South India,
I feel it"s alowt time to go into detail on the drums
themselves, We'll start this month by looking at the
MNorth and conclude nexr month with the South.

The dromming of North Tndia can be split into two main
categories, folk and classical. The percussion insoruments arc
also of two distinect sorts, Firstly we have ghana vadya
{idiophones), and secondly sveuddia vadyg {membrano-
phones). We will be mainly concerned with membranophoncs,
or, mare to the point, deams with skins.

Certainly the ancient mother of all North Indian drums is the
phabamwag. This is 2 thin, barrel-shaped drum with a head on
each end. It's very similar 1o the mpidawgam of South India
and 15 even sometimes colled the seedang in the North, LThe
drum comes in various sizes, ranging from 60 to 73cm in
length, The wouden shell is hollow all the way through, with
one head slightly bigger than the other. 1t%s the bigger of these
pwor heads that creates the bass tone and is usually on the
performer’s lefl. The shell is 18 to 32cm in diamerer at
the widest point an the shell, which is usually
sliphtly closer 1o the bass end (fyba) than the
reble end [dysbe) of the drom,

The heads are vsoally made of goar skin and
are constructed o similar way to tabla heads,
This entails weaving o hoop which is sewn
arcund three layvers of skin that form the head
itself. The top and bottom lavers of these
three shing are cul away o formea 5" rim
around the edge, leaving the middle layer
25 the main drom skin. This has the effect
ol warming the sound of the skin as well
as protecting the outer edpe.

The smaller treble head of the drum
has a permanent paste parch applied,
which is made frown iron Glings, Aoar
aned ground hill stone. Parches such
as these are very conumon as reson-
ating, devices o Tndian drum skins,
the purpose heing to create a
warmth of harmonics from the
drum head once it's pulled to
tension. But there are three other
ways of doing this,

The first is 1o apply a patch of dough o the
outside of the skin. This is not permanent and
needs 1o he ket wer durineg a performance and removed

aftcrwards. The secomd alternative method is to have an oil and
spice massala applied to the inside of the skin permanently. The
last method is Lo simply keep the head wer with warer to such a
degree as to keep it lower and warmer in tone, These three
methods are used exclusively for the creation of bass tones.

The bass end of the phakawaj uses the second of these
methods, the big lump of sogey dough, abour enough for a
erusty roll. It's commaon for lumps to fly off during a
performance. The bass head is usoallv berween 24 o 2%em,
while the weble head is between 16 and 20cm, Both heads are
sewn topether over the shell with one continueus |cather strap
which is then pulled right and stretched to tension by the
insertion of small cylindrical wooden blocks berween the shell
and the strap. These can then be moved o adjust the umng,
The drum is quite low in pitch and very warm and reson-
ant. It's generally found in stricdly North Indian classical
concerts, guite often accompanying an old singing stvle knewn
as Alrupad.

The drum is plaved with the tingers and palms of both hands.
It’s supported horieonally on the legs with the performer
sicing cross-legped on the Toor, the bass being plaved with the
left hand and the treble being, played with the right hand, This
double-ended drum techmigque is very likely to be the reason
that the tablas are played as they are, with the lett hand playing
the bass notes and the right hand playing the weble,

There are many other double-ended droms found m North
Inelia, including the dhnl, dbelak and sed, We convered
the dhel in g recent issue of fivebim, 2o that leaves us
with the dholak and nall. Both drums are found
only within the folk, film and light classical genres
andd Tave very limited techniques in comparison
1o drums such as phakawaj and tabla,
The dhalak is a lot shorter and stabbier than
the phakawaj, although the general principle
is the same. There are two sorts of dholak
available nowadavs = bolr tension or
the more traditional rensioning
method which cnrails the
head being sewn together
over the shell by a piece of
rope. Unlike the phakaws)
there are no wooden blocks
between the shell and rope
to increase tension and tuning
possibilitics. The bass end has 2
permanent oil and spice massala
inside the skin, whilst the treble head
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has ne parches or resonating deviees at all. This makes the
possible tones om the dholak a lor more limited, All in all the
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skins are a lor simpler in construction, without any complicared
woven hoops. They are usually lapped over a simple ring and
have holes pierced for the acceprance of the rope rensioners

The nall iz of similar proporrions and aspirations to rhe
dholak. The heads are usually slightly simaller, the treble nall
head being around 5" in diameter - the dholak treble head
could be berween 6o and 77, The bass heads are proportionarely
just less than twice thar size. The shell of the nall is slightly
longer than the dholak and does not bulge as much in the
middle; irs shape is far more conical, The bass cnd has rhe
permanent oil and spice massala, although in my experience
there is usually a lor more of the mixture wsed n the dholak, 1
actually use a bass tabla head on the nall.

The treble head is of similar construction o that of the
dholak, apart from the inclusion of a permanent thin paste spor.
It is this along with the shape of the drum and the Liead sizcs
that gives the nall it distinet sound. Rope and bolt tension
systems are used on nall devms, although with the rope
tensioned ones there are wooden roggles intertwined with rhe
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rope. ''hese are twisted round and round to bring the sking to
tension. The wggles are then held in place by rhe tension of the
ropes twisted against the shell.

inally we move on w the most well known drum of North
India, e salia,
‘T'abla is a ser of two drums - treble and bass - which are
distiner from most other drums in the world 0 as much as cach
drum s played with a different hand. Very seldom do vou sce
both hands playing on one dram

The performer sits on the floor with the drums in frone of
him, nestled in two supporting rings called adbares. The high

pitched drum i1s cvlindrical iy shape and stands about 107 hagh.
It’s made from wood, usually shisam or nim, and is hollowed
out from the top like a big cup, remaiming sealed at the bormom.
The drum has only one skin, generally abour 37 in diamerer,
and the ghell is wider at the hottom than the top by abour 17",

The bass ta
drum made from nickel alloy, (10 sometimes possible to find
them made from clav.)

Roth drum heads (poesd) are made from goal skin with a
complicated hoop ( pagr) woven around irs edge. The skins are
fixed to the drom wich @ long leather strap called ebar. This
strap is threaded through the hoop and, underneath the drum,

la is basically a small single-headed kertle

a small leather ring.

A thin nm about +* wide runs round the edye of the skin,
besth inside and our. This is called the bowar or basd and 18 also
made of goat skin.

The long leather strap is pulled tghe, bringing the drum skin
to tension. The treble drom is pulled 2 lot nghter than the bass

and needs small wooden blocks (aetihes) inscrted berween the
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shell and straps to get 1l up o the }1J'n'h rq:qu':n-d Sometimes
vou sée smaller wooden blocks used tor the bass rabla. (In
Renares, a complerely ditferent method is used for the bass
tabla: they use rope and metal rings to ger the ension.) The
skinsg then have paste patches applied to give rthem the
resonance required. These parches (shvahd) are made from a
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pasie of Iron mings, ground nill 510N and In india here 15

also a chemical added to stop the ants cating the parches,

The treble drum is tuned by knocking rhe wooden blocks
dth 2 small hammer. Finer tuning is then carried our by hitting
he leather hoop of the skin cither up or down, depending on
he pitch required

Bolt tension
dhaolak

The Jdrum is tuned to the tonie or dominant note in the seale
of the piece of music t be plaved. It is important to bear in
mind that Indian music does not chanpge key, so if you play
music thar docs, you'll need more than onc high-pirched tabla
to hand. The bass rabla is generally nor runed tw a particular
pitch, largely because of the glissando rechnique that is vsed
on that drum.

Tabla is the one percussion instrument in North India thar s
found in both classical and non-classical idioms, although it

must be pointed out that the playing styles differ grearly.
Even styles of classical tabla differ greatly from region to
region. India is a huge and rich continent for drums and drum-
ming, and there are many other instruments 1o be found
all over the country.




