The Three

By Jerry Leake

tell all my students that a good musician

is someone who has control over the three

“I’s” of Indian music—tuning, timing, and

tala (form). The underlying philosophy of
this article can apply to any musician playing
any instrument.

TUNING

'The first category—tuning—is not solely
restricted to properly tuning an instrument.
Once the instrument is finely tuned the player
must achieve the proper sound and resonance
for the instrument to speak in its fullest voice.
If the instrument were to fall slightly out of
tune while playing, it would not resonate clear-
ly and the player would become confused. This
could distract musicians and detract from the
beauty of the music. With a well-tuned instru-
ment and the proper touch and weight of the
hand, the player can begin to achieve higher
artistic potential and expression. Understand-
ing the difference between producing a good
sound and a great sound is the first step toward
speaking clearly with any instrument.

That Singular Sound

“I am still amazed by the sound
of Na.” Tabla master Pandit Swapan
Chaudhuri once said this to me during a
dinner party given on behalf of Ustad Ali
Akbar Khan. Listening to Swapan de-
scribe his awe for a sound he has played
countless times inspired deep respect in me.
“There is much more sound to be heard when
playing Na,” he went on to say. “It is like the
brain. We can tap into some of it, but never at-
tain its full potential.”

In concert the following evening, Swapan
accompanied Khansahib with all his love and
appreciation for the music clearly visible. His
deep love of that singular sound made me real-
ize that my artistic devotion should greatly ex-
ceed any forced determination to achieve that
sound.

TIMING

The second category—timing—refers to the
musician’s ability to maintain a given tempo
regardless of any rhythmic tension that might
exist between performers. On tabla, I constant-
ly assess my tempo to avoid rushing phrases
or speeding up in ways that the featured artist
may not have intended. As an accompanist, I
do not decide on changes in tempo; instead,
I tap into the mood of the featured artist and
reflect his or her energy.
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The ability to retain a relaxed yet controlled
mood during the most intensive musical mo-
ments is what sets musicians apart. In any
style, finding the proper pace for development,
maintaining regular breath intake, and flowing
with the overall mood all support the qualities
of great music. During intensive phrases when
the adrenaline is pumping and excitement is
building, I may find myself pushing the energy
level and creating a forced edge/tension to the
music. Whenever I sense myself losing control
during this energy wave, I remind myself of my
teacher’s guiding words: “You need to feel calm
with the music.”

In the older days of Indian music, the
drummer’s role was that of strict “time keeper”
with little or no ornamentation allowed on the
specific accompanying structure. Excessive or-
namentation introduces complexity and added
momentum, which might consciously or sub-
consciously influence the overall pace, tempo,
and shape of the featured artist’s performance.

Over the years, the role of the tabla player

“The concept of tala is
present in every style
of music.”

has shifted somewhat from that of strict ac-
companist to being a more active partner in the
music process. Yet some drummers, who have
forgotten their primary role as accompanist,
can tend to develop the music in ways the fea-
tured artist may not have intended. When tabla
players are given a moment to improvise, some
may accelerate the tempo of their improvisa-
tions, introducing more rhythmic complexity
and density, which heightens the overall energy.
Subtle increases in energy and tempo do not
necessarily detract from the music. Following
an accelerated improvisation, mature drummers
revert back to the original tempo and pace of
the music, like a runner slowing his pace slight-
ly to help breathe more deeply and fully. There
is a fine line between aesthetically stretching
musical time and a loss of control that could
ruin a musical performance. A constant balanc-
ing of energy in the moment is needed for the
artists to become true partners on the stage.

TALA
The third “T"—tala—refers to a tabla

player’s ability to establish a given rhythm
cycle with absolute clarity, without excessive
ornaments that might disguise the structure

of the accompanying pattern. Tala conscious-
ness involves developing the music within a set
time parameter such as a slow 16-beat cycle, or
maintaining one’s awareness of a 12-bar blues
progression. The player must maintain the in-
tegrity of the structural framework.

When first learning to play tintal—a cycle
of 16 beats divided 4+4+4+4—many tabla stu-
dents get lost within the time cycle, sometimes
adding or subtracting beats. Perhaps because
students are also focusing on achieving good
sound, hand positioning, and body relaxation,
their sense of the cycle is greatly diminished. I
have heard performances by professional tabla
players who have dropped or added beats from
a given cycle. This error usually occurs during
very slow rhythm cycles, making it difficult for
audience members, or even the featured artist,
to be aware of any cyclic alteration.

The concept of tala is present in every

style of music—not necessarily as strict
rhythmic cycles, but certainly as a time-
structure awareness within which music is
developed. The 12-bar blues progression
is one example of an established time
structure with inherent characteristics and
harmonic movement throughout the per-
formance. Within the blues progression,
musicians explore the vast playground
of time while maintaining the integrity of the
harmonic progression. During an extended
drum solo, mature drummers often sacrifice
skillful technique for musicality by improvis-
ing over the form of the tune. In these “higher
aesthetic” solos, listeners can actually hear the
underlying melody and even the harmony of
the tune. The three elements of clear sound,
consistent timing, and form converge to pro-
duce quality music.

Sound + Time = Groove

'This basic formula can help to relieve the
burdens of the mind that, during the process of
making music, can conflict with one’s creative
inspiration. Indeed, the player does not need
to possess incredible technique on his or her
instrument, or have assimilated volumes of rep-
ertoire to groove with feeling and musicality.

With command over the Three T’s it is pos-
sible to contribute positively to any musical
context. Quarter notes played on an empty
Coke bottle with a coin can “swing” on pro-
found musical levels. If the sound of the bottle
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