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 Rhythm constitutes the structural foundation of Indian music, providing temporal 
organization to vocal, instrumental, and dance performances. While the tabla has 
emerged as the principal percussion instrument of Hindustani classical music, Odisha 
possesses an equally rich indigenous rhythmic heritage centred on the Mardala and 
supported by a diverse range of folk, tribal, and temple percussion instruments. 
Although these rhythmic traditions evolved in different socio-cultural environments, 
they share fundamental concepts of tāla, cyclical rhythm, improvisation, and oral 
pedagogy. At the same time, they differ significantly in instrument construction, 
rhythmic vocabulary, compositional structure, performance aesthetics, and 
pedagogical approaches. This study presents a comparative analytical examination of 
the rhythmic systems of Odishan percussion instruments and the tabla, exploring their 
historical development, theoretical foundations, performance practices, mnemonic 
syllables (bols), improvisational techniques, and contemporary interactions. The 
article argues that the rhythmic traditions of Odisha and the tabla represent 
complementary rather than competing systems, illustrating the diversity and unity of 
Indian percussion culture. 
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1. Introduction 

Rhythm (laya) is one of the three essential pillars of Indian music, alongside melody (rāga) and expressive 
interpretation (bhāva). It provides temporal structure, organizes musical movement, and establishes coherence 
between performers and audiences. Throughout India's long musical history, different regions have developed 
distinctive rhythmic traditions shaped by their religious practices, cultural environments, linguistic identities, and 
artistic philosophies. 

Odisha possesses one of the oldest percussion traditions in India. Indigenous instruments such as the Mardala, Dhol, 
Nagara, Nishan, Madal, Khanjani, and Jhanja have historically accompanied temple rituals, classical dance, folk 
performances, tribal ceremonies, and devotional music. Among these, the Mardala occupies the highest artistic status 
as the principal percussion instrument of Odissi music and dance. 

The tabla, on the other hand, developed in North India as the principal percussion instrument of Hindustani classical 
music. Its sophisticated system of bols, compositional forms, improvisation, and accompaniment has influenced 
musicians across the Indian subcontinent. Over the last three centuries, the tabla has become an integral part of 
Odisha's musical life through classical concerts, educational institutions, radio, cultural organizations, and 
interdisciplinary collaborations. 

Despite their shared Indian rhythmic heritage, the rhythmic systems of the Mardala and tabla reveal important 
differences in theoretical orientation, performance objectives, technical execution, and aesthetic priorities. A 
comparative study of these systems not only enhances our understanding of Indian percussion traditions but also 
highlights the rich diversity of regional musical cultures within a unified theoretical framework. 
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2. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, historical, comparative, and ethnomusicological research methodology to 
examine the rhythmic systems of Odishan percussion instruments in relation to the tabla tradition. The research is 
primarily based on an extensive review of both primary and secondary sources, including classical musicological 
treatises, historical records, scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, dissertations, archival documents, and 
institutional publications on Indian music and percussion traditions. Foundational texts such as the Nāṭyaśāstra, 
Saṅgīta Ratnākara, and regional literature on Odissi music and Mardala provide the theoretical framework for 
understanding the evolution of rhythmic concepts in Odisha and North Indian classical music. In addition, 
iconographic evidence from temple sculptures, inscriptions, and documentary sources has been examined to trace the 
historical development of percussion instruments within Odisha's religious and cultural landscape. 

The study further employs a comparative analytical approach to identify both convergences and divergences 
between the rhythmic systems of the Mardala and other Odishan percussion instruments and the tabla. The comparison 
is undertaken through multiple analytical parameters, including the concept of tāla (rhythmic cycle), laya (tempo), 
mnemonic syllables (bols), compositional forms, improvisational techniques, accompaniment styles, pedagogical 
traditions, performance aesthetics, and socio-cultural functions. Rather than treating these traditions as isolated 
musical systems, the research examines their historical interactions, mutual influences, and distinctive artistic 
identities within the broader framework of Indian percussion music. Descriptive and interpretative methods are 
employed to explain how rhythmic structures operate in different musical contexts, including temple rituals, Odissi 
dance, Hindustani classical music, folk traditions, and contemporary concert performances. 

An ethnomusicological perspective also informs the methodology by emphasizing the relationship between rhythm 
and the cultural environments in which these percussion traditions have evolved. The study considers the role of oral 
transmission through the Guru–Shishya Parampara, institutional music education, hereditary musician 
communities, and contemporary performance practices in preserving and transforming rhythmic knowledge. Although 
the research is predominantly literature-based, it incorporates observations drawn from established performance 
traditions and documented practices of renowned percussionists and music scholars. By integrating historical inquiry, 
comparative musicology, and ethnomusicological interpretation, this methodology provides a comprehensive 
understanding of the similarities, differences, and evolving relationship between the rhythmic systems of Odishan 
percussion instruments and the tabla tradition, thereby contributing to a deeper appreciation of India's diverse 
percussion heritage. 

Evolution of Rhythmic Systems in Odisha 

The rhythmic traditions of Odisha developed over many centuries through the interaction of temple worship, classical 
dance, folk customs, tribal rituals, and devotional movements. Archaeological evidence, temple sculptures, and literary 
sources indicate that percussion instruments occupied a central place in Odishan society from ancient times. 

Temple institutions, particularly the Jagannath Temple at Puri, became important centres for preserving rhythmic 
knowledge. Rituals were carefully organized according to prescribed rhythmic cycles, while Mahari and Gotipua 
dancers depended upon the Mardala for rhythmic accompaniment. Consequently, rhythm in Odisha evolved not 
merely as musical organization but also as a sacred expression integrated into religious life. 

Unlike the court-oriented evolution of the tabla, Odishan rhythmic systems were shaped primarily by temple traditions 
and community-based performance. This historical background profoundly influenced the aesthetic orientation of the 
Mardala. 

3. Historical Development of Rhythmic Traditions in Odisha 

The rhythmic traditions of Odisha possess a long and distinguished history that reflects the state's rich cultural, 
religious, and artistic heritage. Rhythm (laya) has always been an essential component of Odishan musical life, shaping 
classical music, dance, temple rituals, folk celebrations, and tribal ceremonies. Long before the emergence of the tabla 
as the principal percussion instrument of North Indian classical music, Odisha had already developed a sophisticated 
rhythmic culture centred on indigenous percussion instruments such as the Mardala, Dhol, Nagara, Nishan, Madal, 
and Khanjani. These instruments evolved within different social and religious contexts, giving rise to distinctive 
rhythmic systems that continue to influence the musical identity of the region. The historical development of these 
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traditions demonstrates a gradual process of continuity, adaptation, and innovation, where ancient rhythmic practices 
have been preserved while simultaneously responding to changing cultural environments. 

The earliest foundations of Odishan rhythmic traditions can be traced to prehistoric and early tribal communities 
inhabiting the region. Although physical evidence of ancient percussion instruments is limited because they were 
primarily constructed from organic materials such as wood, bamboo, and animal hide, ethnographic continuity among 
Odisha's tribal communities suggests that rhythmic practices have existed since remote antiquity. Early societies used 
drums and other percussion instruments during hunting expeditions, agricultural festivals, seasonal rituals, ancestor 
worship, and communal dances. Rhythm served not only as musical accompaniment but also as a medium of 
communication, social organization, and spiritual expression. Many indigenous communities, including the Kondh, 
Saora, Juang, Gadaba, Bonda, and Santal tribes, continue to preserve rhythmic traditions that exhibit remarkable 
continuity with these early cultural practices, illustrating the deep historical roots of percussion culture in Odisha. 

During the period of ancient Kalinga, rhythmic traditions acquired greater artistic refinement through the patronage 
of organized kingdoms. Historical records indicate that music and dance formed important components of royal 
ceremonies, religious festivals, and public entertainment. The celebrated Hathigumpha Inscription of Emperor 
Kharavela (1st century BCE) refers to cultural festivities and artistic performances, suggesting that music—including 
percussion—had attained considerable importance within courtly life. Although specific percussion instruments are 
not explicitly mentioned, the inscription reflects the existence of organized musical ensembles where rhythm played 
a central role in ceremonial activities. This period witnessed the gradual integration of indigenous rhythmic practices 
with the broader theoretical foundations of Indian music. 

The influence of classical Sanskrit musicological treatises further contributed to the systematic development of 
rhythmic traditions in Odisha. Foundational texts such as Bharata Muni's Nāṭyaśāstra, Dattilam, and Śārṅgadeva's 
Saṅgīta Ratnākara established comprehensive theoretical principles concerning tāla (rhythmic cycles), laya (tempo), 
and avanaddha vadya (membranophones). Although these treatises represent pan-Indian musical theory, their 
concepts were gradually assimilated into Odisha's regional musical practices. Indigenous percussion instruments 
developed unique playing techniques and rhythmic vocabularies while remaining connected to the broader Indian 
framework of rhythmic organization. Consequently, Odisha's rhythmic traditions represent both regional innovation 
and classical continuity. 

A decisive stage in the evolution of Odishan rhythmic traditions occurred during the medieval period under the 
patronage of the Somavamsi, Eastern Ganga, and Gajapati dynasties. The construction of monumental temples such 
as the Lingaraja Temple, Jagannath Temple, and Sun Temple at Konark transformed Odisha into a major centre 
of sacred music and dance. Temple sculptures from these monuments depict numerous percussion instruments, 
including barrel drums, kettle drums, cymbals, and frame drums, providing valuable iconographic evidence of a highly 
developed rhythmic culture. Temple rituals required carefully organized musical performances in which percussion 
instruments regulated ceremonial time, accompanied devotional singing, and supported ritual dance. Within this 
sacred environment, rhythm became inseparable from religious worship, serving as both artistic expression and 
spiritual offering. 

Among the percussion instruments that flourished during this period, the Mardala gradually emerged as the principal 
classical percussion instrument of Odisha. Closely associated with Mahari dance, Gotipua tradition, devotional music, 
and later Odissi dance, the Mardala developed an extensive repertoire of rhythmic compositions, mnemonic syllables 
(bols), and accompaniment techniques. Unlike many folk percussion instruments that emphasized repetitive dance 
rhythms, the Mardala evolved a highly sophisticated rhythmic language capable of supporting intricate choreographic 
movements and expressive musical interpretation. Its development represents one of the highest achievements of 
Odisha's indigenous rhythmic tradition and demonstrates the maturity of the state's classical percussion system long 
before the widespread adoption of the tabla. 

Parallel to the temple and classical traditions, Odisha's rural and tribal communities continued to cultivate vibrant folk 
rhythmic practices. Every region developed percussion instruments suited to local festivals, agricultural cycles, 
marriage ceremonies, martial performances, and seasonal celebrations. Instruments such as the Dhol, Madal, Nishan, 
Tamak, Chadchadi, Khanjani, and Damru accompanied communal dances and ritual observances, emphasizing 
energetic pulse, repetitive rhythmic patterns, and collective participation. Unlike the codified rhythmic structures of 
classical music, folk traditions prioritized functional rhythm that encouraged dance, social interaction, and communal 
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identity. These parallel developments illustrate the remarkable diversity of rhythmic expression within Odisha, where 
classical sophistication coexisted with vibrant community-based performance traditions. 

The spread of the Jagannath cult across Odisha further strengthened the integration of rhythmic traditions throughout 
the region. Pilgrimage networks connecting Puri with various parts of eastern India facilitated cultural exchange 
among musicians, dancers, and devotional singers. Festivals such as the Ratha Yatra attracted performers from 
different regions, encouraging interaction between local rhythmic practices and broader musical traditions. While 
Odisha retained its distinctive rhythmic identity, these exchanges enriched its percussion repertoire through the 
incorporation of new performance techniques and ceremonial practices. Temple institutions became important centres 
for preserving rhythmic knowledge through hereditary musician families and the Guru–Shishya Parampara, 
ensuring continuity across generations. 

The emergence of the tabla in Odisha between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries introduced new dimensions 
to the state's rhythmic landscape. Through interactions with Bengal, Banaras, and other centres of Hindustani classical 
music, Odishan musicians became acquainted with the sophisticated rhythmic vocabulary of the tabla. Educational 
institutions, royal patronage, devotional music, and later All India Radio facilitated its gradual acceptance. 
Nevertheless, the arrival of the tabla did not diminish the importance of indigenous rhythmic traditions. Instead, the 
Mardala retained its central position in Odissi music and dance, while the tabla became prominent in Hindustani vocal 
music, instrumental recitals, bhajans, and modern concert performance. The coexistence of these traditions reflects 
the adaptability of Odisha's musical culture, where regional heritage and pan-Indian classical influences developed in 
complementary rather than competitive ways. 

The twentieth century witnessed significant institutional support for the preservation and dissemination of rhythmic 
traditions. Music colleges, universities, cultural academies, and research organizations introduced formal education in 
both Mardala and tabla, while radio, television, and recording technologies expanded public appreciation of percussion 
music. Contemporary percussionists increasingly receive training in multiple rhythmic traditions, enabling creative 
dialogue between indigenous and classical systems. Workshops, festivals, and academic research have further 
encouraged comparative studies of rhythmic structures, contributing to a renewed recognition of Odisha's percussion 
heritage within the broader context of Indian music. 

From an analytical perspective, the historical development of rhythmic traditions in Odisha reveals a continuous 
interaction between religious practice, artistic innovation, community participation, and cultural exchange. The 
region's rhythmic heritage has evolved through temple rituals, dance traditions, folk celebrations, and classical 
performance while maintaining a strong sense of regional identity. Indigenous percussion instruments such as the 
Mardala developed highly sophisticated rhythmic systems independently, yet remained open to influences from wider 
Indian musical traditions. This dynamic process has produced a distinctive rhythmic culture characterized by technical 
excellence, aesthetic refinement, and remarkable cultural resilience. 

In conclusion, the historical development of rhythmic traditions in Odisha reflects more than two millennia of 
uninterrupted musical evolution. Rooted in ancient communal practices, enriched by classical musicological 
principles, institutionalized through temple culture, and sustained by folk and tribal communities, Odisha's rhythmic 
systems represent one of the most significant regional percussion traditions in India. The later interaction with the 
tabla expanded the rhythmic vocabulary of the region without undermining its indigenous foundations. Today, the 
coexistence of Mardala, folk percussion, and tabla exemplifies the diversity and unity of Indian rhythmic culture, 
underscoring Odisha's enduring contribution to the country's musical heritage. 

The Tabla Tradition in Hindustani Classical Music 

The tabla is one of the most celebrated percussion instruments in Hindustani classical music, renowned for its tonal 
richness, rhythmic sophistication, and remarkable versatility. As the principal percussion instrument of North Indian 
classical music, the tabla occupies a central position in vocal, instrumental, and dance performances. Over the 
centuries, it has evolved from a simple accompanying instrument into an independent medium of artistic expression, 
capable of presenting highly complex solo performances while simultaneously providing sensitive accompaniment to 
a wide range of musical genres. The tabla tradition embodies a rich synthesis of theoretical knowledge, oral 
transmission, technical mastery, and creative improvisation, making it one of the finest rhythmic traditions in the 
world. 
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The historical origins of the tabla remain a subject of scholarly debate. Traditional accounts often attribute its invention 
to the thirteenth-century poet and musician Amir Khusrau, although modern musicologists generally consider this 
claim to be unsupported by historical evidence. Most researchers suggest that the tabla gradually evolved between the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, probably through the modification of earlier barrel drums such as the 
Pakhawaj, under the influence of changing musical aesthetics in North India. As the Dhrupad tradition gradually 
gave way to the more ornamented and expressive styles of Khayal, Thumri, and instrumental music, musicians 
required a percussion instrument capable of producing greater tonal flexibility and intricate rhythmic articulation. The 
tabla, consisting of two separate drums—the Dayan (right-hand treble drum) and the Bayan (left-hand bass drum)—
fulfilled these artistic requirements and gradually established itself as the dominant percussion instrument of 
Hindustani music. 

The artistic excellence of the tabla lies in its unique construction and acoustic design. The Dayan, usually made from 
hardwood, produces clear and melodious pitches that can be tuned precisely to the tonic of the musical performance. 
The Bayan, traditionally made of copper, brass, clay, or steel, generates deep resonant bass sounds whose pitch can 
be subtly modified through controlled pressure applied by the player's wrist and palm. Both drumheads contain a 
carefully prepared black tuning paste known as syahi, which enhances resonance and enables the production of a wide 
range of distinct tonal colours. This sophisticated acoustic system allows the tabla to produce an extraordinary variety 
of strokes, making it one of the most expressive percussion instruments in Indian music. 

A defining feature of the tabla tradition is its highly developed system of bols or mnemonic syllables. Every stroke 
played on the instrument is represented by a specific syllable, such as Dha, Dhin, Na, Tin, Ta, Ge, Ke, Te, and 
Tirakita. These bols serve not only as teaching aids but also as an oral notation system through which complex 
rhythmic compositions are transmitted from teacher to disciple. Before performing on the instrument, students 
traditionally recite the bols aloud, ensuring that rhythmic patterns are thoroughly internalized. This oral tradition forms 
the foundation of tabla pedagogy and reflects the broader Indian musical principle that rhythm must first be understood 
intellectually and vocally before it can be executed physically. 

The theoretical framework of tabla performance is based on the concepts of tāla (rhythmic cycle) and laya (tempo). 
A tāla consists of a fixed number of beats (mātrās) organized into sections (vibhāgas), with emphasis placed on 
important structural points such as the Sam (first beat) and Khali (empty beat). Hindustani classical music employs 
numerous rhythmic cycles, including Teentaal (16 beats), Ektaal (12 beats), Jhaptal (10 beats), Rupak (7 beats), 
Deepchandi (14 beats), and Dhamar (14 beats). Tabla players must possess an intimate understanding of these 
rhythmic frameworks, enabling them to maintain precise timing while simultaneously creating imaginative rhythmic 
variations within the established cycle. 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the tabla tradition is its rich repertoire of compositional forms, each serving a 
distinct artistic purpose. The Peshkar generally introduces a solo performance through slow and systematic rhythmic 
development. The Qaida presents a basic theme that is elaborated through a series of carefully structured variations 
while preserving its original rhythmic identity. The Rela emphasizes rapid and flowing rhythmic movement, 
demonstrating the performer's technical dexterity. Other important compositional forms include the Gat, Tukra, 
Paran, Chakradar, Farmaishi Chakradar, and Tihai, each reflecting different approaches to rhythmic creativity 
and mathematical precision. Together, these compositions constitute a vast repertoire that combines discipline with 
artistic freedom. 

Improvisation occupies a central place in the tabla tradition. Unlike many percussion systems that rely primarily on 
fixed rhythmic patterns, tabla performance encourages continuous creative exploration within the framework of the 
tāla. Skilled performers manipulate tempo, rhythmic subdivisions, accents, and mathematical permutations to produce 
intricate rhythmic dialogues that maintain structural coherence while exhibiting individual artistry. Techniques such 
as Dugun (double speed), Tigun (triple speed), Chaugun (quadruple speed), and complex Layakari (rhythmic 
modulation) require exceptional concentration, precision, and imagination. The ability to improvise while consistently 
resolving rhythmic ideas on the Sam is regarded as one of the highest achievements in tabla performance. 

The transmission of tabla knowledge has traditionally taken place through the Guru–Shishya Parampara, the ancient 
Indian system of master-disciple education. Under this system, students undergo years of intensive training involving 
oral instruction, daily practice, memorization of compositions, and close observation of the guru's artistic approach. 
Beyond technical proficiency, disciples learn aesthetic sensitivity, performance etiquette, improvisational principles, 
and philosophical values associated with music. Although modern universities and music institutions now provide 
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structured academic education in tabla, the Guru–Shishya tradition continues to be regarded as the most authentic 
method of preserving stylistic nuances and performance lineage. 

An important characteristic of the tabla tradition is the existence of several gharanas, or stylistic schools, each 
representing a distinctive approach to technique, repertoire, and musical interpretation. The principal gharanas include 
the Delhi, Ajrada, Lucknow, Farrukhabad, Banaras, and Punjab schools. The Delhi Gharana is recognized for its 
clarity of articulation and balanced technique, while the Ajrada Gharana emphasizes complex rhythmic structures and 
intricate finger movements. The Lucknow Gharana reflects refinement and elegance, closely associated with Kathak 
dance traditions. The Farrukhabad Gharana is celebrated for its rich compositional repertoire and aesthetic 
sophistication, whereas the Banaras Gharana is renowned for its powerful Parans, dynamic solo performances, and 
extensive use of Pakhawaj-inspired compositions. The Punjab Gharana, influenced by the Pakhawaj tradition, 
emphasizes vigorous rhythmic expression and expansive improvisation. These gharanas collectively enrich the 
diversity of the tabla tradition while sharing common theoretical foundations. 

The role of the tabla extends far beyond solo performance. It serves as the principal accompanying instrument for 
nearly every major genre of Hindustani music, including Khayal, Thumri, Tappa, Bhajan, Ghazal, and numerous 
instrumental forms. In accompaniment, the tabla artist must demonstrate exceptional sensitivity by supporting the 
melodic performer without overshadowing the musical presentation. This requires careful adjustment of volume, 
rhythmic density, tempo, and improvisational complexity according to the character of the performance. Successful 
accompaniment reflects not only technical mastery but also deep musical understanding and collaborative artistry. 

The twentieth century witnessed unprecedented expansion in the popularity of the tabla. Institutions such as All India 
Radio, music universities, recording companies, and cultural organizations brought the instrument to wider audiences 
throughout India and abroad. Legendary maestros such as Ustad Ahmed Jan Thirakwa, Pandit Kishan Maharaj, 
Ustad Alla Rakha, Pandit Samta Prasad, Pandit Anokhelal Mishra, Ustad Zakir Hussain, Pandit Swapan 
Chaudhuri, and many others elevated the artistic status of the tabla through their exceptional performances, 
recordings, and teaching. Their contributions transformed the instrument into a global symbol of Indian rhythmic 
excellence, inspiring generations of percussionists across cultural boundaries. 

In contemporary musical practice, the tabla occupies a remarkably versatile position. While remaining firmly rooted 
in Hindustani classical music, it is now widely used in Kathak dance, devotional music, film music, fusion ensembles, 
jazz collaborations, world music projects, and experimental compositions. Digital technology, online learning 
platforms, and international workshops have further expanded access to tabla education, enabling students from 
diverse cultural backgrounds to engage with its rich rhythmic tradition. Despite these modern developments, the 
essential principles of disciplined practice, oral transmission, rhythmic precision, and aesthetic sensitivity continue to 
define the identity of the tabla tradition. 

In conclusion, the tabla tradition in Hindustani classical music represents one of the most sophisticated rhythmic 
systems in the world. Through its unique combination of theoretical depth, technical precision, improvisational 
freedom, and artistic versatility, the tabla has become indispensable to the performance and preservation of North 
Indian classical music. Its historical evolution, rich repertoire, pedagogical traditions, and diverse gharanas illustrate 
the dynamic nature of Indian musical culture. Moreover, its interaction with regional percussion traditions, including 
the Mardala of Odisha, demonstrates how different rhythmic systems can coexist, influence one another, and 
collectively enrich the broader heritage of Indian music. 

Influence of Tabla on Odishan Rhythmic Practice 

The introduction of the tabla into Odisha brought significant changes to the state's rhythmic traditions while 
simultaneously encouraging interaction between indigenous percussion systems and the broader framework of 
Hindustani classical music. Before the widespread acceptance of the tabla, the rhythmic foundation of Odisha was 
primarily centred on the Mardala, along with numerous folk and tribal percussion instruments such as the Dhol, 
Madal, Nishan, Nagara, Khanjani, and Chadchadi. These instruments had developed independently through temple 
rituals, Odissi dance, devotional music, and community-based performances. The arrival of the tabla did not replace 
these established traditions; rather, it enriched Odisha's rhythmic landscape by introducing new techniques, 
compositional structures, and pedagogical methods. The resulting interaction created a dynamic musical environment 
in which indigenous and Hindustani rhythmic systems coexisted and influenced one another. 
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One of the most significant contributions of the tabla to Odishan rhythmic practice was the introduction of a highly 
systematic and analytical approach to rhythm. The tabla tradition is characterized by an extensive repertoire of 
rhythmic compositions such as Qaida, Peshkar, Rela, Gat, Tukra, Paran, and Chakradar, each governed by clearly 
defined principles of development and improvisation. Exposure to these compositional forms encouraged Odishan 
percussionists to examine rhythm not merely as accompaniment but also as an independent artistic discipline. While 
the Mardala already possessed its own sophisticated repertoire of rhythmic patterns and mnemonic syllables, 
interaction with the tabla tradition stimulated greater attention to formal structure, mathematical precision, and 
systematic presentation in percussion performance and pedagogy. 

The influence of the tabla also extended to the concept of layakari, or rhythmic modulation. Hindustani tabla 
performance places considerable emphasis on rhythmic calculations involving double (dugun), triple (tigun), 
quadruple (chaugun), and cross-rhythmic variations that ultimately resolve on the Sam. Although rhythmic variation 
had long existed in Odishan percussion traditions, particularly in Mardala accompaniment for Odissi dance, the 
growing popularity of the tabla introduced performers to more elaborate mathematical approaches to improvisation. 
Consequently, some contemporary Mardala artists began incorporating greater rhythmic complexity into their 
performances while maintaining the expressive and dance-oriented aesthetics that distinguish Odissi music. This 
interaction expanded the creative possibilities of indigenous percussion without altering its fundamental character. 

Another important area of influence has been pedagogy. Traditionally, rhythmic knowledge in Odisha was transmitted 
through the Guru–Shishya Parampara, where instruction relied almost entirely on oral demonstration, 
memorization, and practical performance. With the institutionalization of tabla education in music colleges, 
universities, and cultural academies during the twentieth century, a more structured system of teaching emerged. 
Students learned rhythmic theory, notation, graded exercises, technical drills, and standardized methods of 
performance evaluation. These educational practices gradually influenced percussion training in Odisha, encouraging 
the development of systematic curricula for Mardala and other indigenous percussion instruments. Today, many 
educational institutions in Odisha teach both tabla and Mardala, enabling students to develop a broader understanding 
of Indian rhythmic traditions through comparative study. 

The spread of the tabla also had a considerable impact on performance practice in Odisha. Historically, the Mardala 
functioned primarily as an accompanying instrument for Odissi dance, devotional music, and temple traditions, 
whereas folk percussion served community festivals and ritual performances. The increasing popularity of the tabla 
introduced the concept of the percussion solo recital as an important concert genre. Inspired by renowned tabla 
maestros and the traditions of various gharanas, Odishan percussionists began presenting independent rhythmic 
performances that highlighted technical virtuosity, improvisation, and compositional diversity. Although solo Mardala 
performances had existed earlier, interaction with tabla traditions encouraged greater recognition of percussion as an 
autonomous concert art rather than solely an accompanying medium. 

The influence of the tabla is also evident in the accompaniment of devotional and light classical music across Odisha. 
Bhajans, ghazals, semi-classical vocal forms, and instrumental recitals increasingly adopted tabla accompaniment 
because of its tonal clarity, dynamic flexibility, and ability to support diverse musical styles. While traditional temple 
rituals continued to employ indigenous percussion instruments such as the Mardala, Ghanta, and Jhanja, performances 
outside the ritual context often favoured the tabla. This broadened the musical applications of percussion and 
facilitated interaction between Odishan devotional music and the wider traditions of Hindustani classical performance. 

The establishment of institutions such as All India Radio, universities, music colleges, and cultural organizations 
further strengthened the influence of the tabla in Odisha. Radio broadcasts exposed audiences to performances by 
leading tabla maestros, while music festivals invited artists from major Hindustani gharanas to perform and conduct 
workshops. Many aspiring percussionists from Odisha travelled to renowned centres such as Banaras, Lucknow, 
Delhi, and Kolkata to receive advanced tabla training before returning to teach in their home state. As a result, a 
vibrant community of Odishan tabla players emerged, contributing significantly to music education, concert 
performance, research, and interdisciplinary collaboration. Their work helped establish the tabla as an integral 
component of Odisha's contemporary musical culture while simultaneously promoting appreciation for indigenous 
rhythmic traditions. 

Despite its growing prominence, the tabla has not displaced the Mardala, which continues to occupy the central 
position in Odissi music and dance. The two percussion traditions have instead developed complementary roles. The 
Mardala remains indispensable for Odissi performances because its tonal quality, rhythmic phrasing, and expressive 
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vocabulary are closely aligned with the aesthetics of Odissi dance and music. The tabla, on the other hand, has become 
the preferred accompaniment for Hindustani vocal and instrumental music, semi-classical genres, devotional songs, 
and modern concert presentations. Increasingly, musicians trained in both traditions are able to appreciate their distinct 
strengths, fostering mutual respect and creative exchange rather than competition. 

Contemporary fusion and experimental music have further strengthened the interaction between tabla and Odishan 
percussion. Collaborative performances featuring tabla–Mardala duets, percussion ensembles, and cross-cultural 
musical projects have demonstrated the compatibility of these rhythmic systems. Such collaborations encourage 
performers to explore common rhythmic principles while preserving the individuality of each instrument. Digital 
media, online education, and international festivals have also expanded opportunities for interdisciplinary dialogue, 
allowing Odishan percussionists to engage with global audiences while promoting their regional musical heritage. 

In conclusion, the influence of the tabla on Odishan rhythmic practice has been profound yet complementary. It 
introduced new approaches to rhythmic composition, improvisation, pedagogy, concert performance, and institutional 
education without undermining the integrity of Odisha's indigenous percussion traditions. The interaction between the 
tabla and the Mardala illustrates the dynamic and inclusive nature of Indian musical culture, where regional traditions 
evolve through dialogue rather than replacement. Today, the coexistence of these two sophisticated rhythmic systems 
enriches Odisha's musical identity, demonstrating how cultural exchange can foster innovation while preserving 
historical continuity and regional distinctiveness. 

4. Discussion 

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the rhythmic systems of Odishan percussion instruments and the tabla 
evolved under different historical and cultural circumstances while sharing common theoretical foundations rooted in 
Indian music. The Mardala emerged within Odisha's temple traditions and became inseparably linked to Odissi music 
and dance, where rhythm functions as an expressive and choreographic medium. In contrast, the tabla developed 
within the courtly milieu of North India, emphasizing tonal precision, improvisation, and solo virtuosity. These 
differing origins shaped distinct rhythmic vocabularies, compositional forms, and performance aesthetics. 

Despite these differences, both traditions exhibit remarkable conceptual similarities. Their reliance on cyclical tāla, 
oral transmission through bols, the Guru–Shishya pedagogical system, and rhythmic improvisation reflects a shared 
philosophical understanding of rhythm as a dynamic and living art. In contemporary musical practice, increasing 
interaction between Mardala and tabla performers has fostered creative dialogue, encouraging mutual learning while 
preserving the unique identity of each tradition. Rather than existing in opposition, these percussion systems represent 
complementary expressions of India's diverse rhythmic heritage. 

5. Conclusion 

The rhythmic systems of Odishan percussion instruments and the tabla represent two highly developed yet distinct 
streams of Indian percussion culture. While both traditions are grounded in the universal principles of tāla, laya, and 
oral rhythmic transmission, they differ in historical evolution, instrument construction, rhythmic language, 
compositional organization, improvisational practices, and performance objectives. The Mardala embodies the 
aesthetic ideals of Odisha's temple traditions and Odissi performing arts, emphasizing lyrical continuity and close 
integration with dance. The tabla, by contrast, reflects the concert-oriented and improvisational ethos of Hindustani 
classical music, distinguished by its tonal versatility and extensive repertoire of solo compositions. 

The growing interaction between these traditions in contemporary Odisha has enriched the musical landscape without 
eroding regional identity. Comparative research on their rhythmic systems not only enhances our understanding of 
Indian percussion but also underscores the importance of preserving indigenous traditions alongside broader classical 
practices. Future scholarship should document endangered regional rhythmic repertoires, undertake detailed analytical 
studies of bol systems and tāla structures, and encourage interdisciplinary collaboration between performers, 
musicologists, and cultural historians. Such efforts will contribute significantly to safeguarding and promoting the rich 
rhythmic heritage of Odisha within the wider context of Indian music. 

 

 

 



 International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies 
E-ISSN: 3049-2424  

 

IJWOS | Volume 3 Issue 7, July 2026  |  https://ijwos.com                                                                           318 
 

 

References 

1. Bakhle, Janaki. Two Men and Music: Nationalism in the Making of an Indian Classical Tradition. Oxford 
University Press, 2005. 

2. Beck, Guy L. Sonic Theology: Hinduism and Sacred Sound. University of South Carolina Press, 1993. 
3. Jena, Damodar. Odissi Sangeeta. Odisha Sangeet Natak Akademi, Bhubaneswar. 
4. Mahapatra, Sadasiba. Odissi Music. Odisha Sangeet Natak Akademi, Bhubaneswar. 
5. Mohanty, Kedarnath. The Culture Heritage of Odisha. Kitab Mahal, 1982. 
6. Pande, Alka. Folk Music and Musical Instruments of India. Shubhi Publications, 2003. 
7. Raghu Vira. Mardala: The Classical Drum of Odisha. Odisha Sangeet Natak Akademi. 
8. Sachs, Curt. The History of Musical Instruments. Dover Publications, 2006. 
9. Sambamoorthy, P. History of Indian Music. Indian Music Publishing House, 1982. 
10. Tripathy, Sunil Kumar. Odissi Music: Tradition and Transformation. Kanishka Publishers, 2014. 
11. Vatsyayan, Kapila. Classical Indian Dance in Literature and the Arts. Sangeet Natak Akademi, 1977. 

 

 

 

 

 


