SUSHMA R. KULSHRESHTHA

MUSIC AND DANCE IN BUDDHIST LITERATURE

Music occupies a prominent place in Fine Arts — gitam va-
dyam tatha nrtyam trayam Sangitam ucyate. Music includes Music
Vocal, Music Instrumental and Dance. Vedic and Classical San-
skrit Literature is full of the sweetness of Music as well as the
references of technical terms of Music. A number of references of
Music Vocal, Instrumental and Dance are found in Buddhist Lite-
rature that bring to light the prominence of the art of music in
those days. Music found in Buddhist Literature has been beauti-
fully presented in India’s ancient sculpture and paintings through
which a thorough study of Music and Dance of those days can be
done.

The Art of Music was learnt like other vidyas by the members
of rich and well-to-do families. Bodhisattva himself was an expert
in Music and drama. The ladies of his family were also expert
musicians. We get a reference in Lalitavistara that Maya Devi, mo-
ther of Buddha was expert in Fine Arts. Before marriage, the
would be father-in-law of Buddha had placed a condition that in
order to prove himself a worthy bridegroom for his daughter who
was extremely expert in arts, he would have to demonstrate his
expertise in Fine Arts'. Such a bride was required for Siddhéartha
who was an expert in Fine Arts as a courtesan — Sastre vidhigya-
kusala ganika yathaiva®. Buddhacarita refers that the intruments
like mahati, vina, mrdanga, panava, tirya, venu etc. were played

1. CHAKLADAR, Social Life in Ancient India, p. 85.
2. Lalitavistara, 12, p. 139; CHAKLADAR, p. 127, 139.
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for entertainment in the harems. The story entitled Pitrputrasama-
gama refers to the presentation of an orchestra consisting of 500
instruments at the time of the celebration of Lord Buddha’s birth?.
Such an orchestra now-a-days is heard at the ~great Govt.
celebrations or the recordmgs of film music.

there were a number of teachmg departrnents like Vedic Vidya-
laya, Astadasa Vidyalaya, Silpavijiana Vidyalaya etc. where 500
students each used to study*. Vedic paiica-mahavidya consisting of
Sabdavidya, adhyatmavidya, cikitsavidya, hetuvidya and Silpavidya
was known by the technical term paficayana in Jataka ages. Ac-
cording to Paropahassa Jataka, Bodhisattva had got the training of
all the $ilpas in this very University of Taksasila. Another centre of
education of the same age was Varanasi where there was an inde-
pendent department of Music. In other universities of Nalanda,
Vikramadila and Odantapurl also, there were independent facul-
ties of music where India-famed musicians were appointed as
Deans and Heads of the departmentss. Gandhabba Veda or
Gandharva Veda was the technical term denoting music which
included gita, vaditta and naccha (nrtya), akkhanam etc. Singing
of ancient akhyana and viragatha was included in akkhana?. This
was included in ‘sippa’ or ‘silpa’.

The study of Veda and Vedangas in Jataka age was as popular
as it was in Vedic age®. The Chandogya Carana of Saman is re-
ferred to in Tevijja Sutta. The Acaryas of Chandogya Carana are
called ‘Chandoka’ in Dighanikaya. A Brahmin named Saila is de-
scribed in Selasutta who was an expert in the three Vedas and
Vedangas and who used to teach three hundred students. During
those days the tradition of reciting Bauddha Suttas with Svara like
the Vedic mantras was very much popular. Pali Mahavagga® and
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. latakakalina Bharatiya Samskrti, p. 98.

. Ibid., p. 98.

. RADHAKUMUD MUKHOPADHYAYA, Ancient Ina'zan Education, p. 490.
. Dighanikaya 1, p. 6.

. Setaketu Jataka, 337; Jatakakalina Bharatiya Samskrti, p. 97.

. Mahavagga, 5, 13, 9.

W oo~ oy U W



Music and dance in Buddhist literature 217

Udana'® refer that on the wish of Gautama, a Bhikkhu named
Kona Kuttikanna had recited the Suttas of Atthakavaggika (Artha-
pada) — ‘Sarena abhasi’''. _

We get a list of the means of livelihood prevalent in those days
in Jataka granthas which includes the following categories — nata,
nartaka, gayaka, bherivadaka and natakakara'®. All these are con-
nected with music to some extent in one or the other way. All
these had their own sanghas and separate upanive$as were ar-
ranged for them in the town. In those days, courtezans and dan-
cers commanded high respect in the society like an expert mu-
sician. Gangamala Jataka describes that 16,000 female dancers
were invited to present music and dance at the auspicious oc-
casion of the marriage of Princess (II1.452). According to a work,
Sumangalavilasini, a number of expert female dancers were ap-
pointed in the harem of Kasinaresa®. In those days, ganika (cour-
tezan) commanded higher respect in the society than the ordinary
vesya (prostitute) because she was expert in the art of music. Ga-
nika used to know a number of Sastras which included music also
— Sastre Vidhigyakusala ganika yathaiva. For the efficient rule of
the country, besides chiefs of departments, Ekadasa Aniga was also
required which included ganika (see Kurudhamma Jataka). Vesya
commanded national respect in the form of Janapadakalyani. The
Pancasila-diksa was essential for her (see Dummedha Jataka).

The art of music and drama had a very high place in Buddha
age. For the development of the art of music and drama, royal
patronage is a must and the same was available to these arts in
those times. Artists like musicians (vocalists), instrument players,
and male and female dancers were formally appointed for the
royal kingdom. Milindapafiha refers to the appointment of 16,000
female dancers in a royal sabha (Solassa natakisahassesu)'. In a
royal sabha where 16,000 female dancers are permanently ap-

10. Udana, 5, 6.

11. BAPAT, Arthapadasutta, Introduction, p. 1.
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13. Law, Tribes of Ancient India, 1943, p. 110.
14. B.C. Law, op. cit., p. 72.
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pointed, we can easily infer the beauty and grandeur of the royal
musical performances which occur there. Although there were
permanent singers, instrument players and dancers in a royal sa-
bha, courtezans were specially invited to present music vocal, in-
strumental and dance when need be's. The kings and the dis-
tinguished personalities of those times used to support-the Baud-
dha viharas financially and otherwise too. Adequate finances were
provided to the aradhaka artists by the royal kingdom. They were
appointd in the viharas for aradhana. The royal kingdom had its
full control over these artists. We come to know from a cave-
inscription found in Saraguja state that there was a devadasi
named Sutanuka in the vihara situated there. She had an affair
with the aradhaka of the vihara. Both of them were given severe
punishment for that.

- There were a number of celebrations and festivities which in-
cluded music vocal, Instrumental and Dance in the Society of
Buddha period. The Travelogue of Fa-hi-yan clearly indicates such
celebrations which took place in Magadha. These social cel-
ebrations were known by the term Samaja or Samdaja. The inscrip-
tions of Asoka provide ample proof that such group celebrations
(Samajja) were regularly organised in the society. In Vidhura Pan-
dita Jataka we get a description of a samajja in which all men and
women had presented music and dance's. We come to know from
Sigalovada Suttanta that akhyanas were also sung in such social
festivities'”. As in the modern age, grand music concerts are or-
ganised in beautiful auditoriums and great personalities of the so-
ciety are invited, similarly, in that age also, group celebrations
were organised on the tops of mountains and other pious places
and the respected members of the society were specially invited to
attend those functions'®. Visuddhimagga describes a celebration in
which 500 female dancers were invited .

Pekkha or Preksa was the technical term for Nazya in Buddha
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age. The director of Natya was called Natacarya. The epithet of
Natagamani was used for the foremost Nata. The Natas used to
entertain the audience with the presentation of different types of
acting on the stage — yo so nato rangamajjhe samajja- -majjhe sac-
calikena janam haseti rameti®®. In the presentation of a drama,
nati was also there with the nata. Natis did not command respect
in the society because sometimes they indulged themselves in the
business of their physique by way of decoration and their expertise
in the arts of music and Dance. We get a peculiar reference in
Kuéa Jataka where it is mentioned that the king having no projeny
from his wives used to send them in the form of dharmanatis to
other males of their choice for conception?'.

The enjoyment of a note (svara) presented by playing on an
instrument is called instrumental music. According to Bharata-
muni, musical instruments have been classified into four groups
— tata, avanaddha, susira and ghana as follows:

tatam tantrikrtam jhieyam
avanaddham tu pauskaram.
ghanam talas tu vijiieyah
susiro vamsa ucyate.

(Natya-Sastra - XXVIIL2.)

The references of all these four types of instruments are found
in Buddhist Literature. Musical instruments using stretched
strings — be they of grass, animal gut or metal wire and which are
played by fingers (e.g. svaramandala, tambira) or by the help of
kona or trikona (e.g. vind, sitara and saroda) or gaja (e.g. violin,
sarangi, isaraja and dilaruba) or stick (e.g. santiira) — are called
tata instruments (cordophones or stringed instruments). Among
the tata instruments, the following are referred to in Buddhist
Literature — vina, parivadini, viparfici, vallaki, mahati, nakuli,
kacchapi and tumbavina. In fact, all these are the different types of
vinas.

20. Gamanisanyuita, 4, p. 306; KANE, History of Sanskrit Poetics, p. 323.
21. Jatakakalina Bharatiya Samskrti, Viyogi, p. 14.
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Wegetthe teference of nineteen types of vinas in the Sangita-
makaranda composed by Narada. They are kacchapi, kubjika, ci-
tra, vahanti, parivadini, Jaya, ghosavati, jvestha, nakuli, mahati,
vaisnavi, brahmi, raudri, kiirmi, ravani, sarasvati, kinnari, sairan-
dhri, and ghosaka. Originally, there was only one type of vina
which was multiplied in different types of vinas with different
numbers of sirings in them and also with different ways of playing
in due course of time. This fact is brought out by Somesévara in his
Manasollasa:

Tantribhedaih kriyabhedair vinavadyam anekadha.
(I11.572).

The tata instruments referred to in Buddhist Literature are in
fact different types-of vinas. Vina was the general term for tata
instruments in those days. Vina was the most popular instrument
of that time. Dighanikaya mentions that the music presented with
the playing of vina is so pleasant to the ears of the listener that
even Buddhadeva, who had renounced the world was attracted by
it. The story runs thus: there was a Gandharva named Paficasikha
who fell in love with Siiryavarcasa, daughter of Tumbaru, a famous
Gandharva. Depressed in his affair, one day, he was singing a pa-
thetic song with the playing of vina. The co-ordination and har-
mony presented by the notes produced by playing on vina and the
words of that pathetic song were such that compelled Lord Bud-
dha to be pleased and applaud the music thus: Oh! The effect of
music is imperishable.

Fine Arst like music etc. received royal patronage. A number
of concerts and competitions of the vina players were organised in
which winners had the privilege to receive awards and royal
patronage. In those days, there were a number of expert vina-
players. Masila Jataka presents testimony to the efficient playing of
vina in those days. There is a story that jealousy arose between
two: Masila, the famous vina-player of Ujjayini and Guttila, the
famous vina-player of Varanasi. Although, Masila had learnt the
secret intricacies of vina playing from Guttila himself, but now he
wanted to defeat him in vina-playing. A competition between the
two was organised in the royal assembly. Guttila started his grand
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performance on vina. He, while playing on the seven strings of the
vina, broke its strings one by one and continued to play notes on
the remaining strings. During the last moments of his perform-
ance, when all the strings had been broken, the notes were still
resounding as if they were coming out from the vina-danda itself.
This brings to light the fact that the technique of producing more
than one note at a time by the karsana of the strings of vina was
popular in those days. Vina was played with the help of kona.
The instruments hollow from inside and covered with the hide
of animals and which are played upon by hands or sticks are called
avanaddha or anaddha instruments (Membranophones). Accord-
ing to Bharatamuni, there were one hundred types of avanaddha
instruments but he has not given detailed description of each of
them. Avanaddha intruments referred to in Buddhist Literature
are mrdanga, panava, bheri, dindinia and dundubhi. Danda was
used for playing on mrdanga. A number of konas and vadana-
dandas have been found in excavations carried at the following
places: Kausambi, Ramanagara, Rajaghata, Mathura and Bhita.
The instruments which are played by striking with a stick or rub-
bing are called ghana instruments (idiophones). Any two pieces of
solid struck or rubbed together can become an idiophone. These
do not require any special kind of tuning and can be played as they
are made. Ghanta, jhallari and kamsyatala were among the famous
ghana instruments popular in those times. Instruments that use
air directly or indirectly to produce sound are called susira (wind)
instruments (Aerophones). In most of the wind instruments, air is
made to vibrate and is the cause of tones, but in some cases, as in
the harmoniam, air is only a means to vibrate a reed which gives
out a note?2, Among the susira instruments referred to in Buddhist
Literature are $ankha, tiirya, kurala, $riga etc. In ancient times,
playing of tiryas was popular on the auspicious occasion of child-
birth and marriages etc. and also at the time of battle for which we
get different terms e.g. mangala-tarya and yuddha-tirya. There
were yama-tiryas also for the announcement of time. The sounds
pleasing to the ear of auspicious tiryas could be heard not only on

22. B.C. DEvA, Musical Instruments of India, p. 103.
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earth-but-also-in-the-path-of-Gods?:

In the age of Buddha, besides svara, grama and mircchana,
the singing of ragas also came into being. It was the general
opinion that sweet music can attract even animals and birds. A
number of researches are being carried out these days in this re-
gard. In Vocal and Instrumental Music, the presentation of the
notes-in their exact form and their sweetness are wiost essential.
The presentation of notes in their exact form means the very cor-
rect use of notes and the sweetness means that the presentation of
the notes of music should be pleasant to the ears of the listener.
Visvaratva is a great defect of gana or vadana. If a person presents
visvara note, the effect of music vanishes. It was the firm belief of
the musicians in those days that a short susvara-gana (Song pre-
senting exact notes) is far better than a long visvara-gana (Song
presenting wrong notes). N i _

To conclude, it can be said that all the three aspects of music
e.g. Vocal, Instrumental and Dance were in their developed stage
in Buddha age. People used to sing. Singing was accompanied by
the playing of numerous instruments. All the four types of instru-
ments were played. Alongwith music vocal and instrumental,
dance was also very popular Hundreds and thousands of dis-
tinguished female dancers were specially invited on specific oc-
casions for their dance-performances. Music had a peculiar place
in drama also. Arts like music and drama received royal patronage
for their development. Music was utilised for both the purposes:
paramarthika as well as erotic. Bauddhas favoured that music only
which did not come in the way of their spiritual practices. For the
worship of music aradhakas and devadasis were permanently ap-
pointed in bauddhaviharas. Royal kingdom had its full control
over them. The group performances of music were organised on
the auspicious occasion of the famous festivities like giragga, sa-
majja, and nakkattakilam. On these occasions, singing of the natya
and akhyanas was also presented alongwith music.

Keeping in view the references found in Buddhist Literature
pertaining to music and dance, it can be inferred that their au-

23. Tevijjasutta, Dighanikaya, 251, Law, p. 224.
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thors were well-versed in vocal music, instrumental music and
dance. They had sound knowledge of all the four types of instru-
ments prevalent in their times. They had not only the theoretical
knowledge of these instruments, but also expertise in their practi-
cal performance, otherwise, they could not have successfully de-
scribed minute intricacies of the various instruments and their
playing in their works. It appears that these authors had mastery
over the knowledge of trividha-sangita (threefold music) and its
various aspects such as occasion of playing particular musical in-
struments, their co-ordination with singing and dancing etc. To
understand the real meaning of various words used by these au-
thors in their works in the context of music, it is desirable to have
an interpretation based on Sangitasastra (musicology) otherwise it
is difficult to appreciate their works in its real perspective.

A brief account of the music pertaining to Buddhist Literature
is presented here. During that period, what was the exact form of
all the three aspects of music; did musicians and artists command
high respect in the society; what was the influence of the music of
Vedic age on the music of Buddha age; what was the influence of
the music of Buddha age on the music of the classical Sanskrit age
etc. are some topics on which researches are urgently needed.
Researches done on these topics will bring to light new facts
which will highlight the importance of Buddhist Literature.
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