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Abstract 

Indian Classical Music is considered as the one of the oldest music traditions in the world. Over the 

years, the Indian music has undergone many transformations. One of the transformations is the 

shaping of light music compositions. Though, light music compositions are mainly meant for the appeal 

of general public, it has a wide spread audience base. There is a deeper relationship between classical 

music and light music. Classical music has influenced the creation of light music compositions in many 

ways. Be it film songs, ghazals, qawwalis, bhajans etc. it has provided the foundation for the tune, 

rhythm and emotional projection. This article explores the importance of the Indian Classical Music 

and its aspects like Raag, Taala, Bhaava etc. in creating light music compositions. It also throws light 

on the noticeable change in the influence of Indian Classical elements in the modern day music 

compositions. 
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Introduction 

Classical in Indian music “Broadly refers to music based on ragas and performed as per the rules laid 

down in the ancient and medieval treatises.” [1]. Light music often referred as Laghu Sangeet is “The 

music which is not included within classical music” [2]. The roots of Indian Classical Music can be 

traced back to the times of Vedas.  Among the 4 Vedas namely Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda and 

Atharvaveda, it is the Samaveda that shows the most significant development in the field of music. 

Though originated from the Vedic traditions, Indian classical music got bifurcated into 2 distinct styles 

namely Hindustani (North Indian style) and Carnatic (South Indian Style). Many attribute this 

transformation to factors like invasion of Muslim rulers, influence of Persian, Urdu language. 

 

Raga which is the melodic structure and Taala which is the rhythmic pattern is the basis for both these 

styles of Indian music. Improvisation, especially in the Hindustani classical style is the most important 

element. There are many musical forms in Indian music. Indian musical forms can be broadly 

categorized into 3 categories – Classical Music, Semi-Classical Music and Light Music. Some 

musicologists clubbed Semi-Classical and Light music together. Light music is the music which is 

easily understandable and is normally meant for the general public. The light music form is more 

flexible compared to pure classical and semi-classical forms. 

 

Classical music has influenced very much for the creation of light music songs. It need not follow all 

the grammatical aspects of classical music. Though light music is free from the rigidity of the classical 

music aspects, it borrows few melodic and rhythmic elements from classical music. We see many light 

music compositions which are completely classical music based. There are many forms of light music. 

Few of the popularly known light music forms are film songs, bhajans, ghazals, qawwali, patriotic 

songs, folk songs etc. Tune and the lyrics are the two important aspects of the light music. Compared to 

classical music, lot of emphasis is given on the lyrics, while shaping these light music compositions.  
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Classical Music and Light Music 

The important aspects of Classical music are  

1. Raga: “A melodic form in Indian classical music consisting of particular scale, notes, having an 

identifiable melodic shape and with an associated mood” [3]. 

2. Taal: In music “Taal is that measure of time, which through the process of lengthening and 

shortening of durations, controls manifestations such as singing, instrumental music and dance.” 

[4].  

 

The major aspects of light music are tune, lyrics, taal. As the light music is less serious in nature, 

anything pleasant to hear can be called as light music. There are many varieties of light music. Few 

popular light music forms in India are film songs, bhajan, ghazal, qawwali, folk song, patriotic song 

etc. Lot of emphasis is given to lyrical part and the tune in these forms of music.  

 

Indian Classical elements in light music 

Classical music is much older than the light music. In fact we can say that Indian classical music is the 

mother of all these forms of light music. Every Raag with its own combination of notes creates a 

specific emotional mood or flavor. Every Raag has a different aesthetic experience. This aesthetic 

essence could even be experienced through these light music compositions. We see usage of many 

elements of classical music in light music. In the compositions, especially of 20
th

 century, classical 

music aspects were largely used especially in film songs.  

 

Indian Classical Music and Film music 

Film music is the form of music which is liked by the public at large. These are the songs that appear in 

the movies. India has seen many legendary music directors. Many tunes of film songs created by these 

legendary music directors, were usually based on classical music Raags. Few of the legendary music 

directors of the 20
th

 century were R.D.Burman, S.D.Burman, Naushad, Madan Mohan etc. Most of the 

music directors of the 20
th

 century were trained in classical music. Their film music compositions 

frequently echoed the structure of the classical Raags.  Moods of the classical music Raags were 

portrayed through these film music compositions. It brought the beauty of classical music to the mass 

audience. Few of the film songs like “Hum Ko Man Ki Shakti Dena” from the movie Guddi based on 

Raag Kedar, “Jaago Mohana Pyaare” from the movie Jaagte Raho based on Raag Bhairav, “Jab Deep 

Jale Aana” from the movie Chitchor based on Raag Yaman, “Laaga Chunri me Daag” based on the 

Raag Bhairavi from the movie Dil Hee To Hai are few of the popular film songs based on the classical 

music raags. 

 

We see many classical music bandishes (a song in Hindustani classical music terminology) being used 

in the film songs, like “Alabela Saajan Aayo” based on the Raag Ahir Bhairav in the movie “Hum Dil 

De Chuke Sanam”, “Jaago Mohana Pyaare” based on the Raag Bhairav in the movie Jaagte Raho, 

“Bola Re Papihara” based on the Raag Miya Malhar in the movie Guddi etc. Raag Yaman, Raag 

Bhairavi, Raag Darbari Kanada, Raag Bhairav, Raag Pahadi, Raag Pilu are few of the Raags which 

were widely used in the film songs. As there is no strict adherence to the grammar of the Raags, many 

film songs were usually composed using swaras or notes belonging to a different Raag than the 

fundamental raag. This added to the beauty of these film songs. Over the years, and even today, there 

has been a noticeable decline in the use of classical music elements in film songs. Most modern film 

songs are not based on Raags or cannot be clearly attributed to any specific Raag.  
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Indian Classical Music and Bhajans 

Bhajan means “A form of devotional song in a simple musical format which can be rendered easily. 

The term is derived from the Sanskrit „Bhaja‟ which means to worship” [5]. Bhajan is essentially lyric 

oriented. The lyric may range from about two to 10 lines. Though the Bhakti movement started in the 

6
th

 and 7
th

 century in the South, there was a significant surge in Bhajan writings between 14
th

 and 17
th

 

centuries. Saints like Kabir, Meerabai, Surdas, Tulsidas etc. wrote many Bhajans in praise of Lord. 

Though Bhajans were primarily devotional, they often upheld social and moral values.  

 

These Bhajans were composed and set to music using suitable classical raagas. Though requirement of 

following all the rules of the raag is not essential, yet in many Bhajans, especially older ones, we see a 

glimpse of the classical raags. Since Bhajans are primarily devotional in nature, they are composed 

using simple melodies based on classical raags. Though there are artists who are specialists in Bhajans, 

nowadays even classical music artists often perform these bhajans during their concerts. Simple 

rhythmic patterns (Taal) like Bhajan theka, Dadra, Keherwa etc. are used to set Bhajans to rhythm. 

Many of these bhajans were also used in the films. Some of the widely used raags for the composition 

of Bhajans are bhoop, yaman, khamaj, kafi, malkauns, bhairavi, shivaranjani etc. Some of the popular 

bhajans based on classical raags are „Vaishnava Janato Tene Kahiye Je‟ based on the raag khamaj, „Jo 

Bhaje Hari Ko Sada‟ based on raag bhairavi and sung by Pandit Bhimsen Joshi, „Mai Saanware Rang 

Rachi‟ based on raag bhairavi and sung by Pandit Jasraj, „Shri Ramachandra Kripalu Bhajumana‟ based 

on raag Yaman Kalyan and sung by Lata Mangeshkar. 

 

Indian Classical music and Ghazal 

Ghazal is “A variety of poetry written in Arabic, Persian & Urdu language. Shaikh Shadi is one of the 

earliest names connected with the ghazal”. A ghazal is primarily a dialogue with the beloved. Ghazal 

poetry is normally romantic in nature. Many ghazals are also centered on the theme of separation of 

lovers. Though the requirement of following the rules of the raag are only coincidental, these ghazals 

were often tuned keeping in mind classical raags. Ghulam Ali, Jagjit Singh, Mehadi Hasan are some of 

the popular names of ghazal singers. Ghazal compositions have been deeply enriched by the influence 

of Indian classical music. We see the shades of these classical raags through the ghazals. As the content 

of the ghazals are normally bent towards romantics and pain of seperation, normally raags of shrungar 

ras (aesthetics of romantic love) and karuna ras (pain and sorrow) are chosen to compose these ghazals. 

Some of the raags normally used to compose the ghazals are keerwani, charukeshi, khamaj, jhinjhoti, 

yaman, shivaranjani, darbari kanada etc. Sometimes, improvisations in the form of Alaap also happens 

during the course of the performance of ghazals. These improvisations are normally classical music 

based.  

 

Indian Classical music and Qawwali 

Qawwali is “A form of devotional vocal music of the (Islamic) Sufis, which is mystical in content”. 

There will be a lead singer supported by a group of accompanying vocalists who keep rhythm with the 

clap of hands. The Qawwalis are normally sung in very high pitch. At some points, even the audience 

also joins in this state of spiritual stir. Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, Qawwal Bahauddin Khan, Munshi 

Raziuddin etc. are some of the popular Qawwali singers. Many of these Qawwali compositions are 

based on classical raags because of which there is a close bonding between Indian classical music and 

the Qawwalis. While Qawwalis do not rigidly follow the grammatical rules of the raags, they 

frequently capture their emotional depth expression. Many Qawwalis have also been incorporated in 

film music. Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan was one of the prominent artists who infused classical music 
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extensively into his Qawwali performances. “Woh Hata Rahe” based on Raag Mishra Jhinjhoti, “Dayar 

Ishq Mein” based on Raag Darbari Kanada, “Zehaal E Miskeen” based on Raag Khamaj are some of  

the popular Qawwalis based on Raags. Improvisation in the form of Raag Alaap happens during the 

course of the Qawwali performances.  

 

Indian Classical music and Patriotic songs 

Classical raags have played significant role in the composition of many patriotic songs  In fact few of 

these compositions are purely raag based, like “Vande Mataram” in Raag Des, our National Anthem 

“Jana Gana Mana” based on Raag Gaud Sarang etc. “Saare Jahan Se Acha” based on Raag Mishra Pilu 

is another popular patriotic songs. Many patriotic songs have also been feature in Indian films. “Ae 

Watan Ae Watan” in raag bhairavi, “Mera Rang De Basanti Chola” in raag bhairavi, “Ye Jo Desh 

Mera” based on Raag Des are some of the filmy patriotic songs.  

 

Indian Classical music and Folk songs 

Folk songs are the songs which originates in regional and traditional cultures. The language of these 

songs are simple in nature. The tunes of these songs are also very simple and easy to sing. Many of 

these folk songs are based on classical raags. Raag khamaj, raag pahadi, raag bhoop, raag des etc. are 

some of the popularly used raags for composing folk songs. The adherence to the rules of the raag in 

these folk songs is purely coincidental. Numerous singers trained in classical music have gone on to 

specialize in folk song performances.  

 

Conclusion 

Light music is one of the many by-products of Indian classical music. Though there are many forms of 

light music, each one is connected to classical music one or the other way. Also the classical music 

training allows artists to handle complex compositions with ease. Classical music is the backbone of 

light music. The famous Bollywood singers like Lata Mangeshkar, Shreya Goshal, Sonu Nigam, Arjit 

Singh etc. are all classical music trained. Music instruments such as Tabla, Harmonium, Flute etc. 

which are extensively used in light music are all rooted in classical music traditions. Classical raags 

provides a structure framework that enables composers to craft thematic songs according to the desired 

mood or context. Almost all the famous music directors are classically trained. Now a days there is a 

noticeable decline in the use of classical music elements in light music songs, leading to deterioration 

in their overall quality. Therefore, old light music melodies, many of which were based on classical 

raags are still very popular amongst the general public. We should never forget that light music could 

not have existed without the foundational influence of classical music.  
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