
Tabla vs. Pakhawaj – Complement or Conflict? 

A Deep Dive Inspired by Sangeet Bhushan-3 Final 

Introduction 

When the resonant bass of the pakhawaj meets the crisp clarity of the 
tabla, one cannot help but wonder—are these percussion giants rivals, or 
are they long-lost companions telling the same story in two different 
dialects? This question took center stage during the Sangeet Bhushan-3 
final, where students and maestros debated, demonstrated, and 
celebrated these two iconic instruments. In this blog, we’ll explore the 
age-old discussion: Is it Tabla vs. Pakhawaj—or Tabla with Pakhawaj? 

 

Historical Roots 

The pakhawaj is considered the ancient parent of the tabla. Dating back 
to the medieval temple and court traditions, the pakhawaj was the 
rhythmic backbone of dhrupad, India’s oldest surviving vocal form. 
Legend says that Amir Khusro (13th century) split the pakhawaj into two 
separate drums, thus creating the tabla—though historians debate this 
claim. 

By the 18th century, the tabla found its home in the khayal tradition, 
lighter and more agile than the robust pakhawaj. A lesser-known fact is 
that even after tabla’s rise, pakhawaj never disappeared—it remained the 
soul of temple music, dhrupad, and spiritual gatherings, while the tabla 
ruled in courts and salons. 

 

Construction & Tone 

Both instruments belong to the mridang family (double-headed drums), 
but their designs create unique voices. 



• Pakhawaj: A large, barrel-shaped drum, made of wood with two 
heads. Its deep, booming tone makes it ideal for slow, meditative 
compositions. The left side (bayan) often uses wheat dough paste to 
adjust pitch and resonance. 

• Tabla: A pair of separate drums—the dayan (treble, right hand) and 
bayan (bass, left hand). The black syahi spot in the center refines 
the harmonics, giving tabla its sharp articulation and ability to 
handle rapid-fire bols. 

If the pakhawaj is a lion’s roar, the tabla is a nightingale’s song. 

 

Rhythmic Vocabulary – Taal System 

Both instruments speak the language of taal (rhythmic cycles), yet their 
accents differ. 

• Pakhawaj Taals: Chautaal (12 beats), Dhamar (14 beats), Sooltaal 
(10 beats). These cycles are broad, symmetrical, and powerful—
perfect for dhrupad. 

• Tabla Taals: Teentaal (16 beats), Jhaptaal (10 beats), Rupak (7 
beats). Tabla taals are flexible, often ornamented with complex 
variations suitable for khayal, thumri, ghazal, and even modern film 
music. 

During the Sangeet Bhushan-3 finale, a memorable jugalbandi between 
pakhawaj and tabla demonstrated this contrast beautifully: the pakhawaj 
grounding the rhythm with stately chautaal, while the tabla danced 
around it in rapid tihais and laggis. 

 

Complement or Conflict? 



At first glance, the two seem to compete. The pakhawaj’s authority 
sometimes overshadows tabla’s agility. In classical concerts, they are 
rarely paired, since each dominates a different genre. 

Yet, when placed together, they complement each other. The pakhawaj 
provides the foundation—the slow river current—while the tabla adds 
ripples, waves, and sparkle. Modern experiments by maestros like Pandit 
Birju Maharaj (in Kathak recitals) and Ustad Zakir Hussain (fusion 
ensembles) have showcased their harmonious coexistence. 

 

Famous Performances 

• Pandit Kishan Maharaj (Tabla) vs. Pandit Purushottam Das 
(Pakhawaj): A legendary jugalbandi from the 1960s, remembered for 
its thunderous tihais. 

• Ustad Zakir Hussain with Gundecha Brothers (Dhrupad + Tabla): A 
rare blending of tabla into a pakhawaj tradition. 

• Contemporary Fusion: In bands like Indian Ocean, tabla and 
pakhawaj textures are used together, bridging classical purity with 
modern experimentation. 

 

Popular Songs Featuring Both 

While rare in mainstream Bollywood, recent indie and fusion tracks 
experiment with both drums: 

• “Rang” by Indian Ocean (2020): Tabla drives the rhythm, while 
pakhawaj adds depth in live concerts. 

• “Kanha Re” by Shubha Mudgal: The devotional tone uses pakhawaj, 
but tabla joins in to give a khayal-style swing. 



• Coke Studio Bharat (2023 episodes): Multiple collaborations 
showcased pakhawaj with tabla in rustic-folk fusion. 

These examples prove that together, they create textures richer than 
either alone. 

 

Cultural Impact 

Globally, the tabla enjoys widespread fame—it’s taught in conservatories 
from London to Los Angeles. The pakhawaj, though lesser-known, is 
seeing a quiet revival thanks to dhrupad renaissance movements. As one 
scholar at Sangeet Bhushan-3 said: 

“If Tabla is the heart of Hindustani music, Pakhawaj is its soul.” 

Both instruments embody India’s duality—modernity with tradition, 
agility with depth. 

 

Interactive Corner     

Quick Quiz: 

1. Which taal is most associated with pakhawaj? 

2. Who is considered the pioneer of tabla fusion globally? 

3. Which is older: tabla or pakhawaj? 

Poll: Which do you prefer in a live concert? 

• Tabla fireworks     

• Pakhawaj thunder    

• Both together   

Learn More: 



• Tabla Tutorial by Zakir Hussain (YouTube) 

• Dhrupad & Pakhawaj Basics by Gundecha Brothers 

 

Conclusion 

So, is it Tabla vs. Pakhawaj? Not really. It’s more of a dialogue than a duel. 
The tabla may sparkle with versatility, while the pakhawaj commands 
respect with its gravitas—but together, they form a conversation across 
centuries. The Sangeet Bhushan-3 finale reminded us that Indian rhythm 
is not about conflict, but about complementarity. 

Next time you hear them, close your eyes. Imagine the dialogue: the tabla 
asking questions, the pakhawaj answering with dignity. That’s the magic 
of Indian rhythm. 

 

    Call to Action: Which do you love more—Tabla or Pakhawaj? Share 
your thoughts below, and don’t forget to try clapping along with a simple 
taal today! 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.youtube.com/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

