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Pancham Sawari Taal: The Enigmatic 15-Beat Cycle of Indian 

Rhythm 

Introduction 

Tabla, the heartbeat of Indian classical music, is known for its 

intricate rhythms and mesmerizing patterns. Among its many taals 

(rhythmic cycles), Pancham Sawari Taal stands out as a unique and 

complex 15-beat cycle. This taal is rarely used in mainstream 

performances, making it a hidden gem in the world of percussion. But 

why is it so rare? And what makes it so special? Let’s explore the 

magic and mystery behind Pancham Sawari. 

Historical Context 

Pancham Sawari Taal has its roots in North Indian classical and 

semi-classical music. The term "Pancham" means "fifth," and 

"Sawari" means "ride" or "journey," indicating a rhythm that takes 

a distinctive path. Unlike common taals such as Teentaal (16 beats) or 

Jhaptal (10 beats), Pancham Sawari is less frequently used in 

traditional solo performances but finds a place in some dhrupad 

compositions and rare instrumental pieces. 

Some scholars suggest that it evolved from folk and devotional 

traditions before being adapted into classical frameworks. Due to its 

unusual beat structure, it challenges both the performer and listener, 

making it an advanced taal for tabla players. 

Technical Structure: Understanding the 15-Beat Cycle 

Pancham Sawari Taal consists of 15 beats (matras) and is divided into 

4 sections (vibhags) with a unique arrangement of claps (taali) and 

empty beats (khaali). 

Taal Structure (Taali & Khaali): 
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Vibhag 

(Section) 

Matras 

(Beats) 

Clap (Taali) / Empty 

(Khaali) 

1st Vibhag 3 beats Taali (Clap at beat 1) 

2nd Vibhag 4 beats Taali (Clap at beat 4) 

3rd Vibhag 4 beats 
Khaali (Empty at 

beat 8) 

4th Vibhag 4 beats 
Taali (Clap at beat 

12) 

This asymmetrical division makes Pancham Sawari challenging 

because it does not fit into the even-numbered structures that are 

more commonly found in Indian classical music. 

Theka (Basic Groove Pattern) of Pancham Sawari 

The theka (basic tabla pattern) for Pancham Sawari sounds like this: 

🔹 Dha Dhin Na | Dha Dha Tin Na | Ta Tit Dha | Dhin Dhin Dha 

It’s a complex groove that requires precise timing and understanding 

of syncopation. 

Why Is Pancham Sawari Challenging? 

Unlike Teentaal or Rupak Taal, where symmetrical divisions make it 

easier to identify sections, Pancham Sawari’s 15-beat cycle disrupts 

conventional rhythmic phrasing. This makes it harder to maintain 

tempo and stay aligned with compositions. 
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Even experienced musicians struggle to improvise within this taal 

because the odd-numbered structure makes it difficult to anticipate the 

sam (first beat). 

Famous Performances & Use in Music 

Though rare, Pancham Sawari has been used by tabla legends like 

Zakir Hussain and Anindo Chatterjee in their solo performances. It is 

sometimes incorporated in experimental and fusion music to create 

unconventional rhythmic textures. 

🎵 A Must-Listen: Check out Ustad Zakir Hussain’s tabla solos where 

he experiments with Pancham Sawari, blending classical precision 

with spontaneous improvisation. 

Pancham Sawari in Modern & Fusion Music 

While not commonly heard in Bollywood or mainstream music, some 

experimental fusion bands and jazz musicians have started 

incorporating Pancham Sawari into their compositions. The unusual 

15-beat cycle adds a layer of unpredictability that blends well with jazz 

and progressive rock. 

🎧 Listen to: 

• "Remember Shakti" – A fusion band featuring Zakir Hussain 

& John McLaughlin 

• Tabla solos by Anindo Chatterjee and Yogesh Samsi 

Conclusion: The Future of Pancham Sawari 

Pancham Sawari Taal, with its intricate 15-beat structure, remains 

one of the most fascinating and challenging taals in tabla. While not 
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as widely performed as Teentaal or Dadra, it holds immense potential 

for innovation in both classical and contemporary music. 

Are you up for the challenge? If you’re a tabla student, try clapping 

the taal and playing the theka to experience its unique rhythmic feel. 

Comment below if you’ve ever played Pancham Sawari and share 

your thoughts! 🎶 

 

   


