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Varnam

‘Varnam-s’ are one of the most important structured lessons in 'Abhyasa Ganam'.
These are scholarly compositions and elaborate melodies replete with raga bhava,
containing several important, unique, unusual and appealing phrases of the raga. So, it
requires dexterity, knowledge, technique and good musicianship to sing a varnam.
Varpam is not only an advanced study piece but a fine concert opener too. In a way,
Varnam-s are a bridge between the Learning stage and the Performing stage.

Significance of Varnam-s

‘Varnam’, literally means colour. In the context of varnam as a musical form, it denotes
the various shades of melodic movements — sthayi, arohi, avarohi and sancari. Varnam-s
lay the foundations of raga-s and gamaka-s - which are the essence of raga-s.

The study and practice of varnam -s are of utmost importance both to the vocalist and
instrumentalists, as they facilitate voice culture and enrich finger techniques. The svara
passages are a good basis for the performer to learn the technique of kalpana svara-s.
Also practicing varnam-s in multiple speeds gives one a good, steady sense of rhythm.
The more a person learns and practices a number of varnam-s, more is the expertise one
acquires for Manodharma and finesse of public performance.

Types of Varnam-s

Varnam-s are of different types like — Tana Varna-s, Pada Varna-s, Daru Varna-s,
Ragamalika Varna-s.

1) Tana Varnam - Normally performed in music concerts in the madhyama
kala, the Tana Varnam has plenty of vowel extensions in the lyrics and the words
are generally in praise of God or a Guru (teacher) or patron (usually Kings) or in the
Nayika-Nayaka bhava. It has lyrics only in the pallavi, anupallavi and the caranam.
Tana Varna-s are known for their ‘Tanam’ like progressions of svara-s which
enhance the rhythmic qualities of the composition.

Example: Ninnukori - Mohana raga - Adi tala



Pada Varnam- These are mostly featured in dance performances, although
some Pada Varnam-s are rendered in music concerts. Also, known as Cauka
Varnam-s, these are normally sung in a very slow tempo in order to depict the
emotions. The theme of sahitya here is generally love, but may also be devotional
or in praise of a patron. In the Pada Varnam, all sections have lyrics.

Example: Pankajaksi - Kambhoji raga - Adi tala

Daru Varnam - This is a special type of Varnam in which the pallavi,
anupallavi and carana sections have the svara and sahitya part as in any other
tana varnam but the Muktayi Svaram has jati and also sahitya for its svara part.
Jati-s are composed for the Carana svara-s also. These are also mostly featured
in dance performances.

Example: Mate Malayadhwaja - Khamasraga - Adi tala

Ragamalika Varnam - This is more like a Tana Varnam but consists of a
garland of raga-s, featured in all the sections of the Varnam.

Example: Valaci Vacci - Navaragamalika - Adi tala

Theme of Varnam-s

Varnam-s have been composed in several evocative raga-s, usually expressing romantic
or devotional sentiments or in the praise of a God or a patron or in the Nayika-Nayaka

bhava.

Talam

Varnam-s have been set to various tala-s like Adi, Ata, Jnampe, Ripaka, Khanda Jati
Triputa and such other long Tala-s and the mode of reckoning the talam of a varnam is 4
akshara-s per each kriya.



Structure

The varnam consists of two halves:

a) Purvanga - the first half consisting of three sections, namely, the pallavi,
the anupallavi and the muktayi svaram.

b) Uttaranga - the second half consisting of the caranam and the ettugada /
carana svara-s.

The pallavi and anupallavi, usually consisting of two avarta-s each, are sung
consecutively, followed by the muktayi svara, which may be of two / four avarta-s. One
then goes back to the pallavi to render the whole Purvanga in multiple speeds before
going on to the Uttaranga.

The Carana of a varna is also known by other names as ettugada pallavi, upa pallavi and
citta pallavi having only one avarta with lyrics followed by four or more carana svara-s.
The Carana is repeated at the end of each carana svara. Usually, carana svara-s are
passages which progressively increase in length and complexity. The first carana svara
is usually of the length of one avarta containing dirgha svara-s. While the second carana
svara may also be of the length of one avarta, the subsequent carana svara-s may be
longer with a combination of dirgha svara-s and hrasva svara-s. The last carana svara is
the longest and may be of two or more avarta-s. The Uttaranga is also to be rendered in
multiple speeds.

Languages used : Telugu, Tamil and Sanskrit

Popular Composers

Govindasamayya is considered to be the first composer of varnam-s and Paccimiriyam
Adiappayya is known as ‘Tana Varna Margadarsi’. Other composers of Varna-s are -
Pallavi Gopala Ayyar, VTna Kuppayyar, Tiruvottiyur Tyagayyar, Patnam Subrahmanya
Ayyar, Mysore Vasudévacarya, Ramnad Srinivasa Ayyangar, Vina S&shanna and many
more. The Tanjore Quartette have composed many Pada Varna-s. Some of the modern
day composers are Tiger Varadacari, Muthiah Bhagavatar, G.N. Balasubramanyam, Dr.
M. Balamurali Krsna, Lalgudi G. Jayaraman etc.



Special feature of Varnam

In earlier days, a section called ‘Anubandham ’ existed after carana svara-s in which the

sahityam of the muktayi svaram would be sung followed by the pallavi. The anubandham
used to link the end of the varnam back to the pallavi.

Examples:
i. Viriboni - Bhairavi Raga - Ata Tala (Paccimiriyam Adiappayya)
i.  Nivé gatiyani - Kalyani Raga - Triéra Mathya Tala (Syama Sastry)

E R I N

This book, second in the series of ‘Abhyasa Ganam’, aims at acquainting the student
with a good knowledge and vocabulary of melodic phrases in various Raga-s before he
proceeds to learn the advanced lessons of ‘Sabha Ganam’. These lessons have been
written in a simple and easily understandable format with diacritical marks, which enable
the students pronounce the Sahitya accurately.

We very much hope this book will be beneficial for all students of Music and serve the
purpose of teachers and students alike.

| am ever indebted to my Parents and Gurus in Music and take this opportunity to convey
my regards to them.

‘Sangeetacharya’ Dr. Vyzarsu Balasubrahmanyam



The sytem of transliteration adopted in this book has been represented by the
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