
Tabla vs. Pakhawaj – Complement or Conflict? 

A Deep Dive from Sangeet Bhushan Part–1 

Introduction 

Indian classical music thrives on rhythm. Among its most celebrated 
percussion instruments, the tabla and the pakhawaj stand out as icons of 
tradition, innovation, and cultural identity. One represents the refined, 
intricate, and versatile rhythms of Hindustani music; the other 
symbolizes the majestic, ancient, and devotional beats of Dhrupad. But 
are these instruments in conflict—or do they complement one another? 
Drawing insights from Sangeet Bhushan Part–1, let’s explore the positives 
and negatives of each, while uncovering their unique contributions to 
Indian music. 

 

Historical Roots: A Shared Yet Divergent Journey 

The pakhawaj is often regarded as the elder ancestor of the tabla. 
Historically tied to the Dhrupad tradition, it was the principal percussion 
instrument in Indian courts and temples. Its deep, booming resonance 
symbolized grandeur and discipline. 

The tabla, on the other hand, is said to have evolved in the 18th century, 
with the legendary Ustad Amir Khusrau often credited for splitting the 
pakhawaj into two drums. Whether historically accurate or not, the tabla 
brought a new nimbleness and tonal clarity to Indian percussion, 
eventually dominating khayal, thumri, and even film music. 

Thus, while the pakhawaj became the voice of tradition, the tabla 
emerged as the voice of adaptation and versatility. 

 

Technical Contrast: Structure and Sound 



• Pakhawaj: A barrel-shaped, single piece drum with heads on both 
sides. Its bayan (bass) and dayan (treble) are played with both 
hands, producing a powerful, resonant sound. It’s tuned to a 
specific pitch, often aligning with the tanpura. 

• Tabla: A pair of drums—the dayan (treble) and bayan (bass)—crafted 
separately, offering incredible agility. Its unique black spot (syahi) 
allows for distinct tonal variation, making it highly expressive. 

     In short, the pakhawaj emphasizes depth and weight, while the tabla 
excels in nuance and speed. 

 

Positives and Negatives 

Drawing from Sangeet Bhushan Part–1, both instruments have strengths 
and limitations: 

Tabla – Positives 

• Extremely versatile: fits classical, semi-classical, folk, and modern 
music. 

• Rich repertoire of taals like Teentaal, Jhaptaal, Rupak, etc. 

• Expressive and improvisational, suited to khayal and light classical 
forms. 

• Global popularity: often used in fusion and world music. 

Tabla – Negatives 

• Sometimes criticized for lacking the spiritual gravitas of the 
pakhawaj. 

• Its popularity overshadowed other percussion instruments, leading 
to reduced diversity. 



• Over-focus on speed and technicality can sometimes compromise 
depth. 

Pakhawaj – Positives 

• Deep, meditative resonance, ideal for devotional and Dhrupad 
music. 

• Considered more “majestic” and spiritually rooted. 

• Strong rhythmic foundation, with powerful cycles like Chautaal, 
Dhamaar. 

Pakhawaj – Negatives 

• Limited versatility; rarely used outside Dhrupad or ritual music. 

• Heavier and less portable compared to tabla. 

• Declining popularity in modern concerts, overshadowed by tabla. 

 

Complement or Conflict? 

Instead of seeing tabla and pakhawaj as rivals, it’s enlightening to view 
them as two sides of the same rhythmic coin. While tabla captures the 
intricate dance of rhythm, the pakhawaj embodies the soulful meditation 
of time. In fact, both have been played together in jugalbandis, 
showcasing how their contrasting timbres can beautifully complement 
one another. 

A perfect analogy: if tabla is like the brush strokes of a painter, the 
pakhawaj is the broad canvas on which the art comes alive. 

 

Famous Exponents 



• Tabla Maestros: Ustad Zakir Hussain, Pandit Anindo Chatterjee, 
Pandit Kishan Maharaj. 

• Pakhawaj Maestros: Pandit Mohan Shyam Sharma, Pandit Ravi 
Shankar Upadhyay, Pandit Purushottam Das. 

Each of these stalwarts carried forward the traditions of their 
instruments, reminding us that both tabla and pakhawaj hold 
irreplaceable positions in India’s musical heritage. 

 

Cultural Impact Today 

Globally, the tabla has transcended borders, collaborating with jazz, 
electronic, and world music. The pakhawaj, though less globalized, 
remains deeply respected in spiritual and classical spaces, keeping the 
Dhrupad tradition alive. 

Interestingly, statistics show that while tabla is the most widely learned 
percussion instrument in India, institutions like ITC Sangeet Research 
Academy and Gundecha Brothers’ Dhrupad Sansthan are reviving the 
pakhawaj tradition among younger learners. 

 

Conclusion 

So—complement or conflict? The answer lies in perspective. The tabla 
and the pakhawaj are not rivals but companions in the vast rhythmic 
spectrum of Indian classical music. One provides agility, the other 
gravitas. One dances, the other meditates. 

As Sangeet Bhushan Part–1 reminds us, music is not about superiority but 
coexistence and balance. For students, enthusiasts, and listeners alike, 
exploring both instruments is a journey into the heart of rhythm itself. 



     Next time you listen to a tabla solo or a pakhawaj-accompanied 
Dhrupad performance, ask yourself: Am I hearing conflict—or a 
conversation across centuries? 

 

     Poll for Readers: 
Which do you enjoy more—the intricate tabla or the powerful pakhawaj? 
Share your thoughts below! 

  


