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ABSTRACT  
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INTRODUCTION

VEDIC NOTES

usical notes as we observe today are not the 
same as were introduced in the beginning. They Mhave passed through different stages of 

development. Many Rishis, scholars and lovers of music 
have played a notable part in their development. We owe a 
lot to innumerable master musicians for the ceaseless 
efforts they made to improve upon notes by continuous 
pract ice  and exper imentat ion under  d i f f icult  
circumstances. 

stages of development , Rishis, scholars .

Originally, man used to express his inner feelings 
with the help of different organs of his body. Gradually, he 
learnt to communicate his feelings and desires with the 
help of sound from his mouth even though no language had 
been evolved for the purpose. The basic sounds then 
produced were aa, ee, o etc. These basic sounds or notes 
were soon transformed into vowels, which in turn, 
provided a base for the development of consonants which 
could not be pronounced without the help of vowels. 

At the time of composition of the Vedas and 
recitation of Ved Mantras,the Rishis felt the need for rise 
and fall of pitch of shrutis and swaras-such as aa, ee, a, o 
etc. They, therefore, introduced one note, to start with, for 
musical expression, as is found in many Vedic Granthas. 

Tan Swar means elongation of sound. The Rishis 
adopted that swar at the time of Pranayam which involved 
breathing in, holding the breath as long as possible and 

then breathing out. At the time of 
breathing out,they (Rishis) pronounced 
O……m-naturally and spontaneously. 
That was called Tan Swar or Omkar. Om 
also symbolized God-the omnipotent 
and the omnipresent. Thus they started 
their preachings (Pravachan) or 
chanting of Ved Mantras by invoking the 
blessings of Om (Bhagwan). It contained 
one shruti. The following quotations 
from Vedic Granthas will be of interest: 

TanoPraneshamBrahanswarah:
Tan Evagadopagdanaam:

The Rishis divided Pranayam into three 
parts, namely, 
1.Stands for breathing in. 
2.Means holding the breath inside
3.Stands for breathing out slowly. 

Gopikrishna K G
Dept of Fine arts and Music , Karnatak University, 
Dharwad , Karnataka.
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We can equate 1 with descent and 3 with ascent. 
The following vowels (swara) represent the natural and spontaneous sounds which a toddler 

produces from her/his mouth:-

Aa Ee Uoo O Ae 

PravachanSwara differs from Tan Swara. It means pronunciation of words in a systematic form. 
It contains three shrutis. There is not much fluctuation in sound in the case of Tan Swar. 

One note continued to be sung for a long time. However, as a result of experimentation and with 
natural development of wisdom and knowledge, Rishis introduced two notes for better performance. 
They were called Udatta and Anudatta. The former was sung at high pitch and the latter at low pitch. 

These two notes remained quite popular for a long time. However, experienced scholars felt 
difficulty in distinguishing Udatta from Anudatta. They felt it desirable to demarcate one from the other 
clearly. To do that, they added one more note between the Upper Octave Note (Udatta) and the Lower 
Octave Note (Anudatta) and called it Swarit Note. 

(1) Udatta is spoken at high pitch. 
(2) Swarit is spoken normally. 
(3) Anudatta is spoken at low pitch. 

Thus came into being three notes-Udatta, Swarit and Anudatta. Udatta was recited at high 
pitch. A symbol of a small vertical line marked over the word indicated that that word was to be 
pronounced at high pitch. An horizontal line under the word was a symbol for pronouncing that word as 
low pitch. These symbols were used in the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda and the Atharva Veda.

There was no symbol for recitation of Swarit note. It was meant for reciting in normal course. It 
combined Udatta and one and a half matras of Anudatta. 

In the Sam Veda, numerals 1, 2 and 3 are used to denote the duration of notes (time). These 
three notes were used at the time of recital of Ved Mantras. The Rishis usually recited them on the basis 
of these three notes. However, on occasions of important Yagyas, Ved mantras were recited by 
musicians (gandharvas). For such occasions, a Gandharva Veda-also known as Sam Veda was written. 
The Sam Veda includes a substantial number of Ved Mantras apart from the mantras in praise of God 
borrowed from the Rig Veda. Musicians could sing them very well. But to make them sweeter and more 
enhancing, the Rishis used numerals 1, 2 and 3 as symbols on the Mantras in the Sam Veda to pause, to 
raise or to lower the pitch in conformity with the musical sound. That made their recitation more 
interesting and exquisitely absorbing. During the performance of Yagyas, the musicians would recite 
mantras from the Sam Veda and the instrumentalists used to play on musical instruments to produce 
harmony and concordance. That is why Sam Veda was also named as Gandharva Veda. 

Sam Veda uses the numerals 1, 2 and 3 to denote pitch and duration of ntoes for purposes of 
recitation of mantras. They are as under: 

1. Stands for one matra of time. 
2. Stands for two matras of time. 
3. Stands for three matras of time. 

The following extract from Ashtadhiayi is relevant: 
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These symbols were used on Udatt, Anudatt and Swarit notes also. 
Many scholars believe that the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda and the Atharva Veda only are the basic 

Vedas. They exclude the Sam Veda from the list. 
The Rig Veda is a treasure of knowledge (gyan). The Yajur Veda throws light on duties 

(KaramKand) of all concerned. The Atharva Veda deals with Ayurveda, Building construction, 
agriculture, Science and general behaviour of mankind the Sam Veda, however, prescribers methods of 
recitation of Ved Mantras in praise of Almighty God. 

The Sam Veda appeared long after the appearance of the Rig Veda, the YajurVed and the 
Atharva Veda. It is a collection of mantras dealing with the worship of God. It also contains mantras for 
offering prayers to the Almighty which have been taken from the three Vedas mentioned earlier with 
the addition of some new ones. They are all in musical form. In addition to the symbols of ‘vertical line’ 
and ‘horizontal line’ which we find in the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda, and the Atharva Veda, we come 
across new symbols in the form of numbers 1, 2 and 3 in the Sam Veda. The symbols of vertical line and 
horizontal line were used to indicate the pitch of notes; the new symbols symbolized their duration or 
their shortening and prolongation in recitation. Thus mantras in the Sam Veda began tobe recited with 
time, melody and rhythm. That too was done in chorus singing-singing by males, females of all ages and 
teen-aged children together-which produced tuneful. Melodious and harmonious music with the 
result that the participants as well as the audience felt spell-bound and over-whelmingly entranced in 
the meshes of sweet music. 

It was on the 7th April 1970, that I organized an Akhand Path (Continuous Recitation) of the four 
Vedas in Maharishi DayaNandVedmandir, SaptSarovar, Haridwar, on the bank of the Ganges. That Yagya 
was completed in seventy-two hours. The main attraction of that Yagya was a team of two brothers of 
Rig Vedis-BhaalChander Ganga Dhar and Raghu Nath Pandey-who recited the Rig Veda by heart. They 
would recite the Ved Mantras for three hours at a stretch in the morning and again for three hours in the 
evening. Simultaneously, at the end of each Mantra, they would make the Yagyaman offer ahuti in the 
HawanKund. Their method of recitation was sweet, enchanting and rhythmic. That could cast a spell on 
the minds of the audience who felt for once as if they were listening to the chantings of Ved Mantras by 
learned and talented Rishis of yore. There was no indication, whatsoever, of their using any note other 
than the three notes mentioned above. 

The goes to prove that the Ved Mantras were sung on three notes only. Even today they are sung 
on those three notes. That also shows that the additional musical notes that are used today were 
developed later. 

The Rishis continued to recite Richas (mantras) from the Rig Veda, Yajur Veda and Atharva Veda 
on the basis of three notes, namely, Udatta, Anudatta and Swarit for a pretty long time. To make the 
recitation of those richas more fascinating. Sam Veda was brought in. Sam Veda has only a few mantras 
of its own. All the remaining mantras have been reproduced from the other Vedas. Symbols 1, 2 and 3 
have been used in the Sam Veda on mantras. These symbols denote matras. For example, symbol 1 
stands for two matras, symbol 2 indicates three matras and symbol 3 stands for four matras, for the 
letters on which such symbols stand have one matra of their own. 

If symbol 1 stands on an alphabet ka (ka) it means that ka has one matra of its own. It has one 
more matra because of symbol 1 on it. That would mean that ka has two matras. Similarly, ka will have 
three matras if it bears symbol 2 on it and four matras if symbol 3 stands on it. That is why before reciting 
matras from the Sam Veda, we will have to keep in mind the Veda Patha of that Veda. Because if the  
matra of symbol 1 stands on the letter of Udatt, then that letter will have tobe recited similarly on Udatt. 
If there is any matra on the letter for Anudatt, then that matra should also be recited on Anudatta. It is, 
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therefore, very essential to know the correct method of recitation of the principal Vedas, namely the 
Rig Ved, the Yajur Veda and the AtharvaVed before reciting the Sam Ved. 

Note: The Vedas were revealed to the Rishis in Kashmir in about 6,000 B.C. For chanting of those 
Vedas, the Rishis fixed the symbols for Udatt, Anudatt and Swarit as included in the Kashmiri Path of the 
Vedas. They are as under:

A vertical line on (1) the vowels. 
 A horizontal line (-) under the vowels. 

These two symbols are very useful for purposes of music. They are called notations. The 
musician raises or lowers his voice, while singing, on the basis of these symbols or notations. That is 
considered very essential and useful in musical language. Staff notation too was formed on the basis of 
that musical notation. 

In the sam Veda, numbers 1,2 and 3 have been used to symbolize lengthening or shortening of 
the sound on the basis of matras. But the symbols now used in the Vedas are not suitable for musical 
purposes. They are, in fact, incorrect and impure for that purpose. Several learned men have 
interpreted that the symbol of vertical line on a vowel stands for Anudatt note and not for Udatt note. 
Some have even interpreted that this symbol (vertical line on a vowel) stands for a Swarit note. They 
also interpret the numbers 1,2 and 3 used in the Sam Veda as symbols for Udatt, Anudatt and Swarit 
respectively and use them accordingly. All these symbols are unsuitable for purposes of chanting 
musically. It appears that the symbols used for the first time when the Vedas were revealed in Kashmir, 
were suitable for music. But, later, learned men who specialized in the study of the Vedas introduced 
changes to suit their own objects. That made the chanting of the Vedas all the more difficult. This is, of 
course, a controversial point and those proficient in Sanskrit alone can throw further light on it. 
However, we can say for certain that from musical point of view the later interpretations made were not 
appropriate. 

The Vedas were written in Sanskrit. They were, therefore, recited in that language; but it was 
difficult for common people to pronounce the vowels and consonants in Sanskrit. Consequently, a 
method of pronouncing vowels in one shruti and in three shrutis and consonants in one shruti was 
adopted. 

1.Music and musical thoughts in early India, Lewis rowell, 1992
2.The musical heritage of india, M.R. Gautam, 2001
3.Evolution of Raga and Tala in Indian music, M.R. Gautam, 1988

 
Udatt : 
Anudatt :

No symbil was prescribed for Chanting swarit notes. 
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