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Abstract
This paper delves into the intricate voice culture techniques required to perform Carnatic music, with a special emphasis on the 
ragas Todi and Bhairavi. Voice culture, in the context of Indian classical music, involves refining vocal techniques to achieve 
precision, tonal clarity, and emotional depth while maintaining the unique stylistic nuances of the genre. Both Todi and Bhairavi 
are considered as ‘Ghana ragas’ the ragas which are suited well to sing ‘Taanam’ which demands a sophisticated approach to 
voice modulation, control to execute. These ragas, known for their emotive richness and ancient origins, feature prominently 
in compositions ranging from the pre-Trinity period to contemporary times. Their defining phrases and embellishments play a 
crucial role in bringing out the essence of the ragas, and any deviation from these elements may compromise their identity. This 
paper emphasizes the importance of understanding and practicing techniques such as open akaram singing, avoiding tonal flaws 
(gayaka gunadoshas), and achieving seamless coordination between body and mind. Additionally, it highlights the individual 
journey of voice culture, where singers adapt their practice to suit their unique vocal qualities, guided by years of dedicated 
training. Through analysing specific compositions, the paper sheds light on the advanced nuances of voice culture required to do 
justice to Todi and Bhairavi, thus contributing to a deeper appreciation of the sophistication inherent in Carnatic vocal artistry.
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Research Paper

Introduction
This paper sheds light on how the term voice culture is 
generally perceived in the context of different genres of 
Indian Music and what kind of unique elements of voice 
culture are required to sing Carnatic music in particular. 
Complex nuances of voice culture to render the Carnatic 
ragas Todi and Bhairavi are explored in detail with 
examples from compositions.

Understanding voice culture
Voice culture in generic terms can be defined as a set 
of voice modulations that can either be incorporated or 
not incorporated to sound in a specific way, mostly to 
suit a specific genre of music. It can also be termed as a 
training method to help a vocalist [A Singer] gain control 
over one’s voice to sing in a desired manner. Most 
vocalists are trained to intuitively perceive the voice 
modulations [The fine tuning of pitch or tone of voice 
that helps the audience to clearly understand speech or 
music produced from one’s voice.], voice production 
and nuances required to sing their own genres of music. 

Not only do different genres of music demand different 
voice production mechanisms and mannerisms but 
different types of compositions within a genre of 
music might also need a different approach to voice 
production. There are also instances where one person 
gets trained in two genres of music and the mannerisms 
used to produce voice for two genres are so different 
that the singer experiences behaving (body language, 
expressions) differently while singing each genre.

Voice culture in Carnatic Music
The training in Carnatic music is scientifically 
systematized from basic to advanced level. However, 
learning the lessons alone is not going to ensure the 
right voice culture. To be taught to sit in the right 
posture, relaxed movement of jaws, relaxed shoulders, 
maintaining oral hygiene and gut health etc are some 
physical aspects which a vocalist needs to take care of.  
When it comes to voice production, choosing the right 
Sruti [Sruti translates to pitch] is very crucial. One needs 
to understand the limits of one’s voice, so that they don't 
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abuse their voice while experimenting with range. One 
needs to avoid talking/singing for too long or shouting 
etc to help maintain one's voice in the long run. Keeping 
a stress free mind is another aspect that not only allows 
the smooth voice production but also helps to explore 
the Manodharma [Manodharma refers to the creative 
elements of performing in Carnatic music] aspects with 
more clarity.
Language plays a significant role in voice production as 
each language has its own set of phonemes. Languages 
like Sanskrit and Telugu etc are most suited for human 
voice as they don’t have phonemes that strain the 
voice. This aspect is another significant feature of 
Carnatic music where majority of the Carnatic music 
compositions are in these languages.

Evolution of sounds in Carnatic music
Carnatic music is heavily inspired from nature or 
Prakrithi. The origin of the seven notes is ascribed 
to the sounds made by animals (Sambamoothi) like 
peacock, bull, goat, heron, cuckoo, horse and elephant. 
Over a period of time, with the evolution of languages 
and culture, a lot of new sounds were added to various 
aspects of Carnatic music. For example, the sounds 
like ta, na, da, ra, da, nom, tom, etc that are used in the 
singing of Tanam [Tanam is one of the creative aspects 
of performing in Carnatic music] in Carnatic music were 
inspired from the sounds of drums which inspired the 
‘jathis [Jathis are the rhythmic patterns or units]’ used in 
Natya [Natya translates to Dance]. 
Creative aspect in carnatic music called Manodharma 
gives more importance to the emotions produced by 
sound more than the language. For example, alapana 
[Alapana is one of the creative elements of Carnatic 
music] fully depends on limited sounds where the sound 
of ‘Aa’ is given priority. Tanam uses a set of sounds but 
the exposition mostly happens with the word “Anantha” 
repeated multiple times. The neraval [Neraval is one of 
the creative aspects of performing in Carnatic music] 
aspect has a maximum of one line of sahityam [Sahityam 
is the lyrical aspect of Carnatic music] that is explored 
within the limits of the chosen raga with a variation in 
melody each time. 

Why the Ragas Bhairavi and Todi
The ragas Bhairavi and Todi have a great importance 
in Carnatic music and they are popular (Subramanian, 
1). Both of them are considered as ghana ragas which 
means they are most suited for tanam singing.

Striking features of Raga Todi 
 1. Symmetric scale - Distance between the notes 

of poorvangam [Poorvangam is the first half of 
a composition or murchana] (S-R-G-M) is same 
as the distance between the notes of uttarangam 
[Uttarangam is the second half of a composition 
or murchana] (P-D-N-S).

 2. Sarva svara gamaka vareeka rakthi ragamu - It’s 
a sampoorna raga (Ramanathan,1463) having 
oscillation for all notes. 

 3. The placement of the seven swarasthanams 
[Swarasthanam refers to the placement of the 
notes both practically and mathematically] in this 
raga provides for maximum scope in manodharma 
exposition. 

Striking features of Raga Bhairavi
 1. Sampoorna ragam but Bhashanga ragam with 

anyasvara [Anyasvara refers to a foreign note] as 
Dhaivata [Dhaivata is the 6th note of the seven 
solfa notes S, R, G, M, P, D, N] in Arohana 
[Arohana is the ascending arrangement of the 
seven notes] (Usha, 13).

 2. G-R-G as Vakra prayogam [Vakra Prayoga refers 
to the zig-zag pattern of notes in Arohana or 
Avarohana of the moorchana of a raga] in Arohana 
adds unique flavour.

 3. Provides a lot of scope for Manodharma 
(Ramanathan, 21).

 4. According to Sangeeta Sampradaya Pradarshini 
all twelve notes are heard when this raga is sung.

Both of these ragas boast a vast number of compositions 
composed from Pre-trinity [Pre-Trinity period refer to 
the time period before the Tyagaraja, Muthusvami and 
Shyama Sastri, the trinity of Carnatic music] period as 
they are very ancient ragas. Both ragas have a variety 
of compositions from simple to complex level. They 
are emotive ragas with their unique defining phrases 
and embellishments. They might sound like completely 
different ragas without those raga-chhaya (defining) 
phrases.

Voice culture needed to sing Compositions and 
Manodharma in Todi and Bhairavi:

1. Good breath control 
Ex: To sing composition like Kamalambike, a navavarana 
[Navavarana refers to a set of compositions related to 
the worship of Srichakra] composition in the raga Todi 
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 S ; N ;     | nsrsndD       dnS sgr rN     ||  S ; ; ;      | N D ; ;         ;   R   S,n                 
 Ka ma       la -- ---         - -  mbi - -          ke - -         Aa - - -        - sri- tha-

 snD D P | P ; pm G        mpdp pm G ||  gr R G ; | pm G R ;      S r s  s r N           
 kal - - -    pa- la - -         thi - - ke - -      - - - Chan  - -  -   di      ke --  - - -
 S ; R S    | R ; G R         S ; R N    || N R  N D   | N D D N       S ; ; ;                       
 Ka ma -     nee - -          ya - - -      (a)ru na - -     -  -  shu-        ke - -

 S ,r G ;    | M ; N ;          n d D P ;  || ppmmg ; ; ; | G M D P    dm P , D ,     
 Ka- ra-     vi -  dru         tha- - Shu    ke - -  - - - -  Ma - - -       - -  ma va
This demands good breath control for two reasons. One is to not break the words so that meaning won’t change. 
Another is that there is a beauty in linking each note with the next one, each with a fixed duration and oscillation.

2. Strong, well-trained voice to be able to sing the nokkus
 Example: In Kamakshi swarajathi[ Swarajathi is a type of Carnatic music composition  which has importance 
in both dance and music concerts]  in raga Bhairavi 

 N ,  | ;  ;      ||  D ,    |      ;   ;     ||  P ,   |    ;    dn    ||     S ,  |    ; s     r     ||  (Kaamakshi)
 Kaa                           maa                            kshi         am   ba     kan chi
 
 N ,  |        ;  ;    ||  D ,     |      ;   ;    ||  P ,  |    ;    dn   || S , |    ; d  n   ||
 Kaa                           maa                            kshi          am   ||  ba.      a nu  ||
 
 s   r g   |   m   p  m   g    ||  R  ,   |    ;     N      || S r | 
g m P ||
 di    na  mu       Ma  ra va ka        ne  -      -   Nee || paa  da | mu  le    dik ||
 
 d       n     s    |    N     d    p     ||  m G   |     R   g  r   ||
 ka     nu  chu        nam mi  ti        ni Sri       Kan- chi ||
In this composition, each note has a long duration which won’t sound nice and bring raga flavour when sung as a 
plain note. Hence, we use ‘nokkus’ to enunciate on the syllable for each aksharakala [Aksharakala refers to one 
musical unit of time as a pleasant surprise in a composition full of oscillating notes. This is also the reason why 
the sangatis in kritis are first sung plain and then slowly progressed into heavy gamakas to highlight the beauty of 
the oscillations with a background of simple sangatis.] to bring out the beauty of each note. In the context of raga 
alapana, these nokkus get translated into the right syllable at right places to bring out the impact of a phrase. Beauty 
of plain notes too sometimes comes off.

3. Voice training to be able to sing at least two and half octaves comfortably
 Ex: In the Bhairavi ata tala varnam [Varnam is a type of composition in Carnatic music], the muktayi 
svaram goes like this
 G G R S  R S N N  D N S R || M M P P D D N N  P P P - D  D D - N N  N - S S R ||  
 P D N S  R G M P || D P - M D  P , - N N || D D - D P   P M - N D N - P D N  M P D N   S R N D || 
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M G R S  R N S R R G , M  P D - M P , - D N S ||  N R , S   N D - S , || , N D P   P , , M 
|| G R - S ,  , - R N D ||
Here, the lowest note is Mandrasthayi [Mandra sthayi is the octave below the middle octave which we take as 
reference for pitch] Madhyama [Madhyama is the fourth note in the seven notes S,R,G,M,P,D,N] and the highest 
note is Tarasthayi [Tara sthayi is the octave above the middle octave which we take as reference for pitch] Madhyama 
(Varadhachari,9 Oct,2018). Which means without a voice that can easily transcend three different octaves, it is not 
possible to sing these kinds of compositions.
For raga Todi, when the alapana is being sung, one can observe that there actually aren’t any notes in both lower and 
higher octaves where the raga demands to be stopped exploring beyond because of the property of the raga Todi. 
One can sing as low or high as one’s voice permits. It means, sky is the limit for exploring raga Todi.

4. A keen ear to observe the nuances and ability to execute them while singing
 Ex: In the composition Gajavadana in raga Todi, there is a chittasvaram
G ; R S  G R - G G   G ; -mpmp    G , r  ; S  - | G ; R R - G R N D  -  G ;  R  R   G ; ; ;   ||
G S G R  - G G G M - G P G D   G N D M -  | GM DM  GM N D  -  G M P D   N ; ; ;   ||
G G M  - G M P D N - G G M P  D N S R   | G G M - G ; R S N  -   G G R N  DM G R ||
G G M M   D D N N - G G  R S  N D N S   |  G G RN  ;  D N S -       G M N D M G R  || S R
We can observe that the entire chittasvaram revolves around the note Gandharam [Gandharam is the third note of 
the seven notes S, R, G, M, P, D, N]. But the way Gandharam is sung is different in different contexts like janta 
prayogam, approaching from avarohana krama, approaching from arohana krama, daatu prayogam. This is a great 
example to show how one needs to have a keen ear to observe and learn the different nuances in rendering each note 
in different contexts within a composition.

5. Ability to control and modulate volume to bring out the beauty in a given phrase
 Ex: In the composition Chintaya ma Kanda, in raga Bhairavi, 
- one cannot sing the lines ‘anga soundarya vijita madanam’ and ‘antaka shudanam kundaradanam” with the same 
volume and modulation. The composer tries to bring out the beauty of a particular word in sahityam with the most 
appropriate tune for the same. When singing the word soundarya    - N , ,   D R SRS ND
  Soun  da    rya   (Subbarama, 232)
- he tries to bring out the beauty element, hence the volume too needs to be softened for the intended impact. 
Similarly, Antaka shudanam refers to the destruction of evil and hence singing soft does not match the context.
It’s important to note that modern day carnatic music has an impact of Hindustani music and hence when compositions 
like Abhangs [Abhang is a type of compostion in Marathi bhajan music] are sung at the end of the concert, it’s the 
complete change in flavour of the voice and rendering that’s making the audience receive this refreshing change 
happily (Ranjani-Gayatri, 11 March, 2019). Similarly, modern day film music directors are fusing the Carnatic 
music compositions with western music instruments which is again well received by majority listeners.

Conclusion
There aren’t any generic methods for everyone to be taught to make them produce their voice a certain way. 
However, learning and practicing a specific genre of music over the years, one can gain practical knowledge of 
how their genre is different from others at a micro level. Though imparting good techniques like understanding and 
practicing plain notes, avoiding gayaka gunadoshas like singing with nasal tone or clenching teeth etc, singing in 
good akaram (opening mouth with relaxed jaws), coordinating the body and mind brings out the best in a performer, 
right voice culture is developed over the years when one practices while being completely aware of the behaviour 
and nature of one’s own voice and it’s a unique experience for each vocalist.
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