DKFUM NATION

PART 2

Peter Lockett concludes his examination of Indian drums with those
from the South

Phetos: James Curpsty

o discuss the things thar differentiate South and

Morth Tondian muosic and dromming, is a complex

and controversial matrer even for the most

scholarly. However, ane thing is for sure, and that is

that both can boast of complex rhvthmic and
melodic systems rendered on a wide array of instruments.
Having studied both South and North Tadian music and
percussion, T can honestly sav that, in my apinion, neither
system is superior o the other, hat i von asked someone from
either the Morth or South the same question. T doubr very
much whether you would ger the same answer. Anyway, in
reply to last month’s article on North Tndian droms, here's a
run desn on the Sench Todian camp.

The primary classical deom used in South Tndia is the
el o twin-headed Dareel drom, bass on one end,, treble
on the other, abool 25 inches long and approximately nine to
ten inches in diameter at its widest point. Tt really is the
Rrafomane of South Tndian drems and performers on the drum
are gquile often autharitative, priest-like
individuals. However, with the tide of the
times and the demise of the caste svstem, a
widler class of people have taken up the
mrickgam,

Tomany ways the mridangam s a much
harder and “earthice’ sound than some of
the Morch Tndion deems. The heswds are a ot
thicker and the sound is far less com-
promising. TU could be directly compared
to Lhe Morth Todian phakowey (as
cliscussed Tast monih), Both are doulile-
ended barrel droms with a Oxed res-
onating patch on the treble end and a
temporary dough patch on the hass
end. There are also a few annsual
strokes which are used on Twih
deums, Bor example the papgn siroke
iSouth Indian tenmminolopy ), which
entails the use of the Tesh on the side
of the hamd o strike the deam
and retreat quickly 1o create
a hall damped harmonic,
I've also come across o
similar stroke (o this on
some af the double-ended
Balinese drums found in

Goamelan mouosic, TU's willhougl THiag
ol a Far more cross-lertilsed Mﬁ
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world than we cver give 1o credit for,

Both heads of the mridangam are made of several kivers of
cow, goat and buffale skin. A hoop of buffale hide is braided
around the cdge of the mulople layers of skin to foom the doom
head. ‘This rim is very spong and inflexible and can cope with
the very high tensions needed to keep the drum in tune
Leather thongs are laced in and our of the rms of both heads
and over the solid jackwood shell ar sixteen different poines
These thongs are then pulled cxtremely tight to force the heads
to tension, 1t is at this point that the skill of the dron naker
really comes to light.

A thin picce of meral is inserred between the top two heads
and the centre is cut from the top head, creating something
rather similar to an Bvans Genera head. This hole is carefully
shaped and made into a size which reflects the pitch of the
drum, Generally speaking, if the drum s slightly shorter then
the pitch is higher, With drums of this length che ratio s
approximately a whole tone per inch,

The next step is for a rice-based adhesive w be applied (o the
skin revealed by the hole, This is then allowed o dry in the
apen air. Soon after this the black resonating spot is applied o
the centre of the head, giving the drum a more musical
resonance. { This is carried out on the smaller treble head only. )
This spot is not only useful as a resonating device but also as a
sound source. ¥When dry, it becomes very brictle and makes a
very sharp sound when struck with the fingers and palin
of the hand. The size and thickness of the spoc are
also very significant in defining the pirch of the
drum — the thicker the spor, the lower the pitch,
The spot is carcfully shaped into a circle and is

finished to reveal a uny portion of the lower
skin berween the edge of the spot and the
cdge of the inner ring of the top skin,

‘The spot tends o wear out guite quickly
and bits come Joose, causing the head o
rattle. When this happens, the old spot is
scraped off and a new one applicd. This is

fine is vou live closc o the drum maker,
but an absolute bore if vou don't. I well
remember my mridangam ceacher
sending special packages of droms
to India to ger the spots repaired.
Lven in India it can be difficult to
tind a craftsman skilled enough.
The final stage of preparation for
the treble head 15 very unusual and new
something 1've come across with any



- ather Indian drwm. Tiny picces of soraw are inserted between
the top two heads ut the sixteen tuming points to stop the two
skins vibrating, together, The picces of straw are eot at the edge
of the hole in the wp head to stop them poeking out across
the playing surface wd the black spor. This seeaw is paramount
in helping to create the characreristic “buzzing” sound of

the drum
As with the North Indian phakaway drum, a temporary
runing paste of dougly is applicd w the bass end of the drum

Mridangam haads, inside and out

tor performance, The amount used s much less than on the
phakawaj, amounting to ne more than rwa Maltesers’ wortly,
The head and dough are kepr moist during performance and
are seraped clean aflerwards, This is abour as far as 2 mridangist
would po in maintaining his drum, leaving all the heavy and
complicated work, (o the drum maker. This is partly because of
the old caste system in India which designares the handling of
dead aninmal material w persens of a lower caste, Strange when
vou consider that the mridangist is handling the animal skin
during every second of performance. And speaking of dead
animal skin, a very rare lizard from arcas of dense vepetation in

India has been employed i the drum making business for
centurics. This happy little fellow helps make up one of the
most powerful band drums in the world, the bangive.

he kanjira is a frame drum, any frame drum being a
dewmn with a shell less deep than the head is wide, The
shell of the kanjira is approximately two inches deep and
the dismeter of the shell approvimarely seven to cight inches, It
is a single headed drum with a very thin lizard skin head. The 3

B



]
.r
|
|

skin is stretched taut over the shell and glued o the cutside, In this state the drum is very highly
rumed, but in performance it needs Lo be very bass heavy, This 15 achieved by spreading warter on the
inside of the shell before and during a perlormance, It is very difficult to maintain the desired pitch
tor any prolonged period of time, so many kanjinsts have two, somedmes three with them on sage
during pertormance. The main problem is that i vou apply too much water too quickly, the head
gocs oo soggmy. You then have to wail for it Lo dry oul, which can take quite a while, Some players
dry the skin ont with a cigarette lighter, but this van prove very dangerous because the head is so
thin that vou can easily burn a hole in it Co the other side of the coin, if vou doen’t apply enough
warer then the drom is obviously going to be woo highly tuned. Tuning the kanjira really 15 an art in
itself and anyone who has mastered it demands great respect. Having been given such a
praiseworthy status, the poor sod s then expected W play everything a mrdangist plays with two
hands with one hand! Anvway, it does not change the fact thar, with the aid of one selitary ser of
riny hrass jingles, a cup of water, a lzard and a wee, the kanjinst steals the show in many a rada
vadya kacceri {drum ensemble performance).

The kanjira is played by holding the drum with el hand and strking with the right. The drum is
held up vertically with the head pointng outwards. The striking hand comes round the front of the
drom and articulates complex stroking patierns with the four fingers divided ingo two soiiking unies,
Meanwhile the fingers of the hand supporting the drum come round the frone to bend the pirch,
creating the glissando bass elflect so olien heard in Indian music. Te really 15 a complex rechnique
and makes the kanjira certainly

Mridangam ; one of the most difficult hand

drums in the world to master,

There are two other perc-
ussion instruments usually
found in a tala vadya kaccen
ensemble, and they arc the
morring (jaws harp - nausea-
ting, irritating and not aloe-
gether worth a menoon at all)
and the ghatam, onc of the
most superior clay pots in
the world,

The ghatam is a spherical clay
pot with one hole at the top
and ne drum head ar all. Ye
could describe this por as "big
bellied” and with a large plaving
arca, The bottom half of the
pot s complerely spherical with
the top half having slighely
straighter sides. Lo is on all
these different plaving sur-
faces that the player can creare
all the different tones of the
instriment by striking, mLh lais imu.]i. wrist, his finger tips, his palms and anything clsc close ar hand,
This invalves some selll restruinl becavse the drum is played resting in the lap. One specialist sound
on the pot is created by subunerging the druom to change the picch when i is struck, Lo this
purpose, the, shall we say, weightier ghatam plaver usually performs withour a shire on,

Of all the drums 've ever learnt, the ghatam has wo be the most painful, so much so that it 1s
actially not always an attractive proposition (o sit down and play, Tve witnessed many performers
with seriously ripped fingers after o show, and reports of aches that defy che imagination, It really is
an mstrument for the most determined of pereussiondsts.,

The sound of the ghatam is very sharp and cutting, partly because of the artack of the strokes and
partly because the clay of the instrument contains a high proportion of iron filings. Two sorts of
ghatam are available, vire from the Madras region of India and the other from the Maddai region.
The Madras version is much thinoer, lighter and easier to play for the begmner, while the Maddai
version is extremely heavy, thick, uncompromising and difficult to play, Professionals usoally use the
larrer hecanse the Madras version is very susceptible to breaking under a player’s hand, This was not
such a problem in times gone by when il was customary for the ghatam plaver o throw the por nto
the air at the end of a gig so it would land on the floor and break on the very last beat of the tune
after a complex hythmic passage, However, this particular act is far less common nowadays,

There we have it, the three main Jdrums of the South Indian classical music teadicion. 've run out
of space in this article 1o discuss the differences berween the Morthern and Southern rhythmic
systems, so 'l save it for another me, Happy thalum.#




