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 The raga system of Carnatic music is complex and top-level professional 

musicians are expected to be well versed in the 72 primary melakarta (parent) ragas as 

well as the endless janya (child) ragas.
252

 These scalar collections have endless 

configurations and each present their own unique challenge to the student in both musical 

and technical aspects. Every raga must be navigated technically appropriately, but also 

must convey the emotional language of the raga, the bhava.
253

 The ragas have extra-

musical components which are equally as important to the Carnatic listener as the 

collection of notes used. While the swath of ragas and the tradition they embody is 

extensive, a Western performer may still approach the style without being overwhelmed 

by the amount of material by following the pedagogical approach initiated by Purandara 

Dasa. By progressing through simple devotional songs, more involved rhythmic and 

melodic compositions, and finally kritis, a Western learner follows a natural track which 

leads them to proficiency. It takes a lifetime for professional jazz musicians to learn all of 

the “standard” tunes, and in the same way it takes years for someone to achieve mastery 

in the playing of ragas in the Carnatic style.  

 The gamakas present in each raga necessitate an extreme level of attention to 

detail and subtlety in musical performance. Gamakas not only include grace notes or 

shakes, but inflections of pressure on specific notes as well as slides and bends between 

pitches. Performers must achieve a high level of control in order to fully display the 

idiosyncrasies of the gamaka, especially when attempted on the saxophone. By nature of 

closed tone holes and mechanical construction intended for projection and clarity, 

rendering subtle changes in pitch and smooth, graceful ornaments is markedly difficult on 
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the saxophone. Gamakas cannot be accurately displayed in Western notation; they can 

only be written in general and reductive terms. To fully understand and incorporate these 

gamakas into one’s performance of Carnatic music, diligent listening of masters, such as 

Kadri Gopalnath, must be undertaken. A student must approach this listening practice 

with a high level of musical scrutiny, carefully considering how each gamaka is rendered 

and how it contributes to the overall impression of the raga. While this document 

replicates some of the physical modifications to the saxophone that Gopalnath applied to 

his personal instruments, these alterations are not explicitly necessary for accurate 

performance of gamaka and other musical inflections found in Carnatic music. 

 Close study of Carnatic music engages with pitch accuracy and reproduction in a 

way not typically encountered in Western musical traditions.  All Carnatic musicians sing 

the compositions they perform, even if they are primarily an instrumentalist.
254

 The 

practice of singing compositions using the swara syllables and the lyrics requires each 

student to have an acutely attuned ear and a strong sense of pitch, especially considering 

the slight variations in pitch that are prevalent in Indian music. While microtones are not 

explicitly stated in the construction of commonly performed ragas (i.e., notes which 

describe a raga fall within the 12 chromatic pitches available on a Western keyboard) 

many of the gamakas and ornaments are microtonal in nature.  

 As described earlier in this work, sruti is the concept of pitch that can take on 

multiple meanings in Carnatic music. It can refer to the drone which is present in all 

compositions, but it can also describe the smallest interval of pitch delineation. As 

Western musicians continue to listen to and engage with Carnatic music they will 

develop this acute sense of pitch at the microtonal level. Pitch differences may be 
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difficult to hear when listening to a singer or string instrument, such as the veena or 

violin, but the microtonal falls and slides are more easily discerned by a Western 

saxophonist when listening to Kadri Gopalnath. 

 Improvisation as it is rendered in the alapana, nirival, and swara kalpana represent 

the highest level of integration of all of the musical elements described in this study. 

Manodharma sangita, improvised music in all of its forms, necessitates mastery of ragas, 

tracking of the tala, and an understanding of the stylistically appropriate passages and 

phrases used in Carnatic music. Musically convincing improvisation requires close study 

of performers, including Kadri Gopalnath and all of his gurus, and any other Carnatic 

musicians one may be interested in. The benefits of practicing musical improvisation in 

regards to one’s whole musicianship is encompassed in numerous studies and academic 

works, but the most fundamental benefits include improved creativity and fluency in 

one’s musical performance. Christina Larsson’s literature review of the benefits of 

improvisation in music education and musical performance (from the British Journal of 

Music Education) provides a point of departure for further study of improvisation’s 

musical and educational benefits.
255

   

 Practicing improvisation engages all aspects of musical creation and gives the 

Carnatic student the opportunity to integrate what they have learned from this study. 

Transcription of improvisations performed by Kadri Gopalnath included in this work 

provide short examples of how a master of the style approaches improvisation, but the 

amount of transcription provided is limited and cannot hope to represent the entirety of 

improvisation in the Carnatic style. Transcription is most beneficial when carried out 
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personally by the learner and this is the avenue that the author encourages those 

interested in performing Carnatic music to pursue. Appendix C lists recordings 

recommended for further study of Gopalnath’s recorded output. 

 The legacy of Kadri Gopalnath’s performance career provides the Western 

saxophonist a musical inroad to Carnatic music and how it may be implemented on a 

Western instrument. An understanding of the history, associated culture, and musical 

elements of the Carnatic style combined with study of Gopalnath’s performance career 

establishes a foundation for life-long study. It is not feasible to fully describe a 3,000-

year-old musical tradition in this work, or any single document, or to become proficient 

in this style in a limited amount of time. As with learning any style of music, full 

competency in the Carnatic tradition can only be achieved through years of study, 

listening, and immersion. Saxophonists are benefited by Kadri Gopalnath’s pioneering 

career and legacy, and it is my hope that some may use this document to launch their 

study of his life, performances, and the music of South India. 



 

97 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Aarvalan. “Chembai: Artist With a Strong Voice and a Noble Heart.” Times of India, 

September 1, 2016. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/tracking-indian-

communities/chembai-artist-with-a-strong-voice-noble-heart/.  

Acharya, Sowmya. “The Formation and Evolution of Carnatic Music.” Acharyanet, June 

15, 2021. https://www.acharyanet.com/carnatic-music/.  

Ananthakrishna, P. “Swarajathi.” Carnatic Connection, April 13, 2021. 

https://carnaticconnection.wordpress.com/2021/01/02/compositional-forms-in-

carnatic-music/.  

Aravind, CV. “Kadri Gopalnath: The Man Who Brought the Saxophone Into Indian 

Homes.” The News Minute, October 12, 2019. 

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/kadri-gopalnath-man-who-brought-

saxophone-indian-homes-110400.  

Childs, Nicholas James. “A Pedagogical Study of the Saxophone through the Lens of 

Acoustic Niche Hypothesis.” Doctoral dissertation, Florida State University, 

2019. 

Connolly, Candida. Indian Melodies for Alto Saxophone - 

Styles/Techniques/Ornamentation. London: Schott, 2006. 

Darbar Festival, “Dr. Kadri Gopalnath | Kalyanavasantham | Saxophone.” YouTube 

video, 0:28 – 1:13. July 25, 2021. https://youtu.be/_2hcQ_65jZM. 



 

98 

 

Darbar Festival, “Kadri Gopalnath | Raga Hamsadhwani | Saxophone.” YouTube video, 

0:00 – 9:42. May 2, 2021. https://youtu.be/r4j7GqneRx8. 

“Dr. Kadri Gopalnath.” Darbar Arts Culture Heritage Trust, 2019. 

https://www.darbar.org/artist/Dr.%20Kadri%20Gopalnath.  

Flanders, Herbert Stanley II. “Engaging Hybridity: Indian Hindustani and Carnatic 

Practices in the Western Classical Saxophone Tradition.” Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Georgia, 2016. 

Gopalnath, Kadri. “Adapting the Saxophone to Carnatic Music.” Chembur Fine Arts 

Society. Reading, 2000. http://www.carnatica.net/sangeet/saxophone1.htm. 

Gopalnath, Kadri. Chidanandam. Released 2009, Swathi’s Sanskriti Series, compact disc. 

Gopalnath, Kadri. Divine Melodies. Recorded 1997, Released 2012. Aananda Audio 

Video, compact disc. 

Gopalnath, Kadri. Gem Tones. Avasarala Kanyakumari, M. R. Sainatha, and Bangalore 

Rajasekar. Released 1992, Globe Style, compact disc.  

Gopalnath, Kadri. Sri Tyagaraja’s Pancharatna Kritis. G. Suresh, Denkani Kottaimani, 

and Avasarala Kanyakumari. Released 2000, Kosmic Music, compact disc. 

Govind, Ranjani. “Gopalnath Hits A High With 100 Year Old Sax.” The Hindu, February 

9, 2014. https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/bangalore/kadri-gopalnath-hits-a-

high-with-100yearold-sax/article5668511.ece. 

Hal Leonard Publishing Corporation. (2004). The Real Book.  

The Hindu. 2015. “Rhythms From the Gods,” December 31, 2015. 

https://www.thehindu.com/features/kids/more-about-the-suddha-madhyama-

melakartha-ragas/article8049774.ece.  



 

99 

 

“History.” Music Academy Madras, 2020. https://musicacademymadras.in/history/.  

Hutchings, Shabaka. “Tracing the Roots: Kadri Gopalnath, a Lifetime of Pioneering 

Indian Carnatic Music.” Le Guess Who?, July 19, 2018. 

https://leguesswho.com/news/tracing-the-roots-kadri-gopalnath-a-lifetime-of-

pioneering-indian-carnatic-music.  

“KADRI GOPALNATH: ‘Saxophone Samrat.’” Sruti, no. 396 (2017): 22. 
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APPENDIX A 

LIST OF TERMS 

Aksaras Individual beats within the tala. 

A’kshiptika Introduction section in an alapana. 

Alankara Rhythmic training exercises in complex talas. 

Alapana Free, melismatic improvisational music played before a composition. 

Angas  “Limbs,” larger groupings of aksaras within the cycle of a tala. 

Annupallavi “Continuation of the sprouting,” section of a composition which originated 

  in the kriti. 

 

Anudrutam One beat of the hand in the tracking of the tala through kriya. 

Arohana Ascending path of swaras within a raga. 

Avarohana Descending path of swaras within a raga. 

Avarta  One complete cycle of a tala. 

Bhajans Simple, devotional songs implemented in early stages of musical training. 

Bhakti  Expression of devotion in the Hindu faith. 

Bhashanga Ragas which include a “foreign” swara. 

Bhava  Gestalt or overall feeling of a raga. 

Brahman Highest social caste of India, many prominent composers belong to this  

  caste. 

 

Brihaddeshi Sixth-eighth century CE text attributed to Matanga Muni first describing  

  ragas. 

 

Caranam “Feet,” section of a composition after the pallavi. 
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Carnatic Pertaining to the music and culture of southern India. 

Chakras 12 groupings of six ragas which further classifies the melakarta ragas. 

 

Chakravarthy “Emperor.” 

 

Devadasi “Servants of god,” female members of Hindu temples well-versed in  

  literature and the arts.  

 

Drutam Combination of a beat and a wave in the tracking of the tala through kriya. 

Gamaka “Graces,” ornamentations applied to specific notes in a raga. 

Ghatam Idiophone made of a clay pot and used as secondary rhythmic   

  accompaniment. 

 

Gitams  Pedagogical compositions for young Carnatic performers. 

Hindi  Primary language spoken in northern India. 

Hindustani Pertaining to the music and culture of northern India. 

Jatis  “Families” of tala, based on the number of aksaras within each cycle. 

Janta  Type of gamaka characterized by stresses. 

Janta Varisai Etude-like composition focusing on repeating a swara twice in a row and  

  emphasizing the second. 

 

Janya  “Child” ragas derived from the 72 melakarta ragas. 

Jaru  Type of gamaka characterized by slides or glissandi. 

Javalis  Type of dance compositions usually performed at the end of Carnatic  

  concerts. 

 

Kalpita Pre-composed music in the Carnatic tradition. 

Sangita 

 

Kampita Type of gamaka characterized by oscillations or shakes. 

Kanakku “Calculated” part of the tani avarttanam, rhythmic figures are highly  

  complex. 

 

Kanjira Membranophone used as secondary rhythmic accompaniment in Carnatic  

  music. 
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Kannada Dravidian language spoken in southern India, official language of   

  Karnataka. 

 

Kirtana Simpler version of kriti, more devotional in nature. 

Kriti  Long-form compositions best suited to foster improvisation. 

Kriya  Physical metering of the anga of a tala through claps, finger taps, and  

  waves. 

 

Kutcheri “Court,” format of a Carnatic concert used to the present day. 

 

Laghu  Sequence of a beat and successive finger tapping in the tracking of the tala 

  through kriya. 

 

Manodharma Improvised music in the Carnatic tradition. 

Sangita 

 

Madhyama “Primary octave” of a Carnatic performer’s playing range 

Stayi 

 

Madhyama Improvised music of a medium tempo performed after the alapana and 

Kala  before the kriti. 

 

Makarini Closing section in an alapana. 

 

Malayalam Dravidian language spoken in southern India, official language of Kerala. 

 

Melakarta 72 “parent” ragas which contain all swaras in both ascent and descent. 

Morsing Jaw-harp used in Carnatic music as secondary accompaniment. 

Mridangam Double-sided Carnatic membranophone, used for rhythmic    

  accompaniment. 

 

Nagaswaram Carnatic double reed aerophone, primarily used in ceremonial settings. 

Nirival  Improvisational type in which one line of a kriti is repeated with new  

  melodic settings. 

 

Padams Type of dance compositions usually performed at the end of Carnatic  

  concerts. 

 

Pallavi  Preliminary sections of a composition (“sprouting”), also improvised  

  music around a pre-composed theme 
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Periya Melam “Temple ensemble,” outdoor ensemble associated with religious and  

  cultural events. 

 

Prayoga Small musical phrases which convey emotional content within a raga. 

 

Puspasutra Fifth-second century BCE text describing pre-raga pitch classifications. 

 

Raga  Pitch collections (scales) used in both Hindustani and Carnatic music. 

   

Ranj  Sanskrit word meaning “color” or “shading” from which raga is derived. 

 

Sancara Small musical phrases which convey emotional content within a raga. 

 

Sangraha Alapana that is brief and only introduces main ideas of a raga. 

 

Sankirtanam Complex compositions originally written to accompany dance. 

 

Sanpurna Alapana that is extended and explores all musical possibilities. 

 

Sanskrit Sacred, classical language of Hinduism, many compositions are composed 

  in Sanskrit.  

 

Sarali Varisai First exercises which combine raga and tala for an early-stage learner. 

Sargam Pedagogical notation of Carnatic music, displays swaras by their first  

  letter. 

 

Sarva Laghu “Time flow,” part of the tani avarttanam that is easily followed and  

  simplistic. 

 

Shehnai Hindustani double reed aerophone. 

Sitar  Hindustani chordophone, most prominent melodic string instrument. 

Solkattu Syllable system used in counting and organizing rhythmic subdivisions. 

Sruti  Sustained drones, distinctions of pitch level. 

Sruti Petti Bellows-operated aerophone used to produce a drone (sruti box). 

Swarajathis Complex compositions originally written to accompany dance. 

Swara   Rhythmic and melodic improvisation which uses syllables of the swaras. 

Kalpana 
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Swaras  “Solfege” syllables used to describe the seven fundamental notes. 

Swarasthanas Use of subscript numerals to indicate 16 possible formations of swaras. 

 

Tabla  Hindustani membranophone, twin hand drums. 

Tala  Rhythmic cycles governing Carnatic compositions. 

Talam  Small cymbals used in Periya Melam ensembles. 

 

Tambura Long-necked lute which provides a continuous drone in Carnatic   

  performance. 

 

Tamil  Dravidian language spoken in southern India, official language of Tamil- 

  Nadu. 

 

Tani  Improvisation of the rhythmic performer at the end of a composition. 

Avarttanam 

 

Tavil  Double-headed membranophone used in Periya Melam ensembles. 

 

Telegu  Dravidian language spoken in southern India, official language in Andhra  

  Pradesh and Telangana. 

 

Tillanas Type of dance compositions usually performed at the end of Carnatic  

  concerts. 

 

Uncavritti Devotional performance practice in which musicians traveled door-to- 

  door to sing to worshippers. 

 

Vakra  “Crooked” ragas which briefly change direction in their ascent or descent. 

Vardhani Main body section of an alapana. 

 

Varnam Etude-like composition which begins most Carnatic concerts. 

Vedas  Ancient Hindu texts (1500 – 900 BCE), contain hymns and chants. 

Vidwan Master teacher or guru. 

Vina (veena) Carnatic chordophone, long-neck lute used as a melodic instrument. 

Yatra  Religious pilgrimage to a sacred location. 
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APPENDIX B 

RECOMMENDED RECORDINGS 

 For longevity and consistency, a Google Drive folder is linked here containing 

files of each performance transcribed in Chapter 8. The Darbar Festival’s YouTube 

channel is a valuable resource for Carnatic music, but most videos in its library are edited 

down from full performances. The full concerts are available on the festival’s website, 

but a paid subscription is required for access.  

 Kadri Gopalnath’s recorded output is extensive, both of commercial recordings 

and professionally produced and released live performances. Due to the large size of 

material from Gopalnath, the author suggests the recordings below as starting points for 

listening, transcribing, and further individual study. These recordings present fragments 

of Gopalnath’s career from early phases through the 21
st
 century. Information for each 

recording can be found in their corresponding entry in the Bibliography of this document. 

All are commercially produced recordings and are available on music streaming 

platforms at the time of publication. 

Gem Tones (1992) 

Divine Melodies (Recorded 1997, released 2012)  

Sri Tyagaraja’s Pancharatna Kritis (2000) 

Kinsman (2008, featuring Rudresh Mahanthappa) 

Chidanandam (2009, live performance recording)
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APPENDIX C

TRANSCRIPTIONS IN CONCERT PITCH 

 

 Below are copies of the transcriptions presented in Chapter 8 of this document 

transposed to concert pitch for any reader who does not play the saxophone but wishes to 

engage with the material. 
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APPENDIX D 

DEGREE REQUIRED RECITAL PROGRAMS 

DMA Degree Required Solo Recital 1 
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DMA Degree Required Chamber Recital (Performed with the Doclé Reed Quintet in 

residency at the University of Florida) 
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DMA Degree Required Solo Recital 2 
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DMA Degree Required Solo Recital 3 

 


