
Introduction: The Soul in Sound 

Music in Indian tradition is not merely entertainment — it is a pathway to 
emotion, devotion, and even spiritual elevation. Among the many 
dimensions of Indian music, Bhav Sangeet holds a special place. The 
word bhav means “emotion” or “expression,” and in the realm of music, 
it refers to that subtle, intangible quality that breathes life into notes. 
Whether sung with a heartfelt voice or played on an instrument, Bhav 
Sangeet is about communicating a mood so vividly that the listener feels 
it deep within. 

A great vocalist or instrumentalist may hit every note perfectly, but 
without bhav, the performance can feel like a body without a soul. Bhav 
Sangeet is that soul. 

 

Historical Roots of Bhav Sangeet 

The concept of bhav is deeply rooted in Natya Shastra — the ancient 
Sanskrit text on performing arts, written by Bharata around 200 BCE to 200 
CE. In it, the idea of Rasa (emotional essence) is central. Bhav is the 
cause; Rasa is the effect. For example, a song in Raga Bhairavi sung with 
devotional bhav can evoke Shanta Rasa (peace) in the listener. 

Historically, Bhav Sangeet evolved alongside devotional movements in 
India — the Bhakti Movement (8th–17th centuries) and Sufi traditions. 
Saint-poets like Meerabai, Surdas, Kabir, and Tulsidas used music rich in 
bhav to express their devotion. These compositions were often simple in 
structure but deep in emotion, making them easy to sing and remember, 
yet profoundly moving. 

 

Bhav in Vocal Music 



In Bhav Sangeet (Vocal), the focus is not on speed, virtuosity, or technical 
ornamentation — though these may be present — but on emotional 
connection. A singer uses: 

• Voice modulation to suit the emotion (soft for longing, firm for 
devotion, bright for joy). 

• Meend (glides between notes) to create fluid emotion. 

• Alankars (ornaments) like murki, kan swar, and gamak to enhance 
expression. 

• Lyrics that resonate with the theme, often in Braj, Awadhi, or Urdu 
for devotional and romantic songs. 

For example: 

• In Thumri, bhav may be romantic or devotional. 

• In Bhajan, the bhav is devotional and serene. 

• In Ghazal, the bhav leans toward longing, pain, or beauty. 

The singer’s ability to live inside the lyrics and raga is what transforms 
sound into an emotional journey. 

 

Bhav in Instrumental Music 

Interestingly, Bhav Sangeet is not limited to singing. An instrumentalist, 
too, can express bhav through tone, phrasing, and improvisation. 
Instruments like the sitar, sarod, violin, flute, and even tabla can convey 
emotions without words. 

In instrumental Bhav Sangeet: 

• Slow alap sections in ragas bring out the mood with precision. 

• Dynamics (soft/loud passages) mirror emotional shifts. 



• Pause and space between phrases create longing and anticipation. 

Pandit Hariprasad Chaurasia’s bansuri playing in Raga Pahadi can evoke 
nostalgia without a single word. Similarly, Ustad Bismillah Khan’s 
shehnai could make listeners weep or rejoice purely through bhav. 

 

Training for Bhav Sangeet 

Contrary to what many believe, bhav is not entirely inborn. While 
sensitivity to emotion is natural for some, training can greatly enhance 
expressive ability. A student learns: 

1. Raga mood association – Knowing which raga conveys which 
emotion. 

2. Listening and imitation – Studying masters known for bhav. 

3. Breath control – Essential for vocal modulation. 

4. Emotional immersion – Understanding the meaning of lyrics and the 
story behind them. 

As Guru Pt. Kumar Gandharva famously said: 
"Gaane se pehle, mehsoos karo" — Before you sing, feel it. 

 

Modern Relevance of Bhav Sangeet 

In today’s fast-paced, digital-driven music world, the value of bhav is 
even more important. Auto-tune can fix a wrong note, but no technology 
can create genuine emotion. In film music, some of the most memorable 
songs — whether composed by Naushad, Madan Mohan, or A.R. Rahman 
— are those where bhav is front and center. 

For example: 



• Lag Jaa Gale (Lata Mangeshkar) — Bhav of longing and unfulfilled 
love. 

• O Paalanhaare (from Lagaan) — Devotional bhav with orchestral 
richness. 

• Instrumental renditions by Shiv-Hari in films like Silsila also carry 
immense bhav. 

 

Bhav Sangeet in Global Context 

Bhav Sangeet resonates even with audiences unfamiliar with Indian 
classical tradition. Listeners in Europe, America, and Japan often 
describe Indian ragas as “meditative” or “soulful,” even without 
understanding the lyrics. The reason? Emotion is universal. 

Collaborations between Indian maestros and global artists — like Ravi 
Shankar with George Harrison, or Zakir Hussain with John McLaughlin — 
often place bhav at the heart, blending cultures while preserving the 
emotional depth. 

 

Conclusion: Feeling Beyond Notes 

Bhav Sangeet teaches us that music is not only about the mind but also 
about the heart. It is the difference between a technically correct recital 
and a performance that makes the audience sigh, smile, or cry. 

In Part-1 of Sangeet Bhushan, we explored the essence of Bhav Sangeet in 
both vocal and instrumental traditions. As we journey forward in this 
series, we will dive deeper into rhythmic frameworks, compositions, and 
the evolving role of Indian music in the modern age. 

Because in the end, it’s not just what you play or sing — it’s what you 
make the listener feel. 



 

  


