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MILITARY MUSIC USED IN VEDIC WARFARE
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The Vedic literature is the earliest extent record of the Aryan and it reflects a stage of
cultural, social, political evolution in India. It sheds a good deal of light on the system of
government in that period. The king was the head of both the civil and military
administration. The Vedic Aryans fought with the Dasas for their settlement, cattle, land, etc..
They developed a very high code of warfare. The army of one of the king went to the
territory of the enemy king. In the Vedic period, there are four types of armies, viz.
charioteers, cavalry, infantry and elephantry. They used various types of weapons like bow,
arrows, lance, spears, thunderbolt, etc.. They covered their body with coat of mail called
varman, they used helmet to cover and protect their heads and handguard to protect their
hands from the friction of bow-string in the warfare. Besides these, the warrior used various

arts, principles and ethics in their warfare for winning a war.

The Vedic works contains in itself the knowledge of various arts. Among the various
arts music, dance, playing on various musical instruments occupied an important place in the
life of the Vedic Aryans. Music was considered as a great importance. The history of military
music in India goes back to the early Vedic period. Warfare music was one of the important
features of the Vedic warfare. At that period, singing was given the prominent place. The
Rgvedasamhita contains the Danastutis, which were sung in praise of kings and nobles.!
These were probably like ballads. It also contains a long battle song, which is sung in praise
of the brave deeds of a hero. 2 They were proficient with vocal and instrumental music There
are three types of instruments, viz. percussion, wind and string. Among these, percussion
instrument like drum or dundubhi, wind instrument like flute made of bamboo and stringed
instrument like vina or lute. Such instruments were used both in peace and war. The Vedic
Aryans and the Dasas were proficient in the art of war. They used various musical
instruments in their war. Besides the fighters, there were also musicians, drummers, dancers,
the camp followers etc. in every troops of the Vedic warfare. They encouraged the soldiers by
rousing their military mettle playing on warlike tune. Various musical instruments like

dundubhi, bakura, karkari etc., which were used to encourage the soldiers. The loud, deep
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and sonorous sound of these instruments spread to a long distance and heartened the fighters.

It was also used as battle signal, calling upon all fighters to assemble.? Sayanacarya in his

commentary says- dudubhif ketumat prjiianavat yatha sarvaijiiayate tatha vavaditi bhrsam
sabdam karoti/ asvaparnah asvapatana asvavahasca nah asmadiyasca narah purusah sam

caranti Satrubhiryuddhamana vartantell*

The instruments used in producing battle-music were many and varied, viz. drum,
tambourine, trumpet, conch-shell, horn etc.. Some instruments are found to be used at the
time of sacrificial and festive occasions and others are both in war and peace. War music was
played when the army marched; it heralded the beginning of the battle. There are musicians
and drummers in every army squadron to encourage the soldiers by rousing their military
mettle playing on warlike tune and thus spur them on to action. The Rgvedasarihita contains
a hymn in praise of the war-drum.® The Atharvavedasarihita © also contains hymns in praise
of the battle-drum, wherein it is described as loud-noised, thundering like a lion, exciting the
weapons of the warriors and overpowering hostile plotters. The drum was called dundubhi,
which is an onomatopoetic word, so called on account of the sound it emitted when stuck.
The word dundubhi is frequently mentioned in the Vedic literature.” It was a kettledrum and
and an earth-drum. The war-drum is used to become the warrior more stronger.2 Their sound
enables the warriors to defeat the scattered sections of the enemy. It is thus capable of beating
off the enemy.®The loud noised of the drum, which act like a warrior, whetting the voice,
dominates the enemies. The drum thunder loudly against the enemies like a lion, about to
conquer.’® The drum, with the divine voice, bring the warrior with strength t.** In the
Rgvedasamhita, the dundubhi is praised to drive out the foemen to the remotest distance
associated with the Gods and Indra.*? Sayanacarya in his commentary says-he dundubhe sa/
tvam indrepa anyaik devaih ca sajith saha diraddaviyah diradapi dirataram Satrin
asmadivan apa sedha apagamayall*® In this regard Yaska states- dundubhiriti
Sabdanukaranam drumo bhinna iti va dundubhyaterva syadvadhakarmanah //** The drum
was made of wood (vanaspatya)®and covered with the skin of an antelope ' but usually
with the skin of cow.!” The Purohita of the king sounds them thrice and hands them over to
the warriors as they go forth to battle. All musical instruments are washed, dipped into a
mixture which contains the fragrant substances of Tagara and Usira'®; they are next anointed
with the dregs of ghee. The drum was the shouting herald followed by the army.*® The army
marched through forests and villages infusing terror in the hearts of the enemy and the

females of enemy by the noise of the fearful drum.?° The sound of the string of the bows and
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of the drum defeat the enemy.?! The drum works wonders, because it is sharpened the
Brahman of the Purohita.?? In a Rgvedic verse, Uliilekhaka was praised to make the clearest
and loud sound, as the drum of conquerrors.?® Sayanacarya in his commentary says-
Jayatamiva dundubhih/ yatha yuddhe jayam prapnuvatam rajiam — dundubhiz  mahantam
dhvanin karoti tadvat//?* The Vedic literature mentions another drum also, called bhimi
dundubhi which was used at the time of wars.?® Gargara is another type of instrument which
produces sound like that of a gargara and used in the war. Sayanacarya in his commentary
says- gargarah gargaradhvaniyukto vadyaviseso yuddhe ava svarati bhayam S$abdayati/?®
According to Wilson, it means a drum.?’ In the Santiparvan of the Mahabharata also states
that to encourage crowds in battle made some noises as these be made ksvedah kilakila and
krakaca, with horns and drums. 28 In the Arthasastra, Kautilya mentions zizrya karas (trumpet
blowers) and assigns them double the wages of ordinary musicians.?® However, the sound of
the trumpet (ziarya ghosa) is mentioned as one of the means to signalise nayaka’s orders to his

troops.3°The kettle-drums were beaten between the night watches in a fort or camp and that a

surprise attack was often announced by the blare of trumpets and drums.

Bariikura or bakura was another musical instrument which was used in times of war.
Bakura is mentioned in one passage of the Rgvedasamhita, where it is said that the ASvins
made light for the Aryan by blowing their bakura against the Dasyus.3*Actually the word
bakura means the thunderbolt. Sayanacarya in his commentary explains the word bakura as-
bakuro bhasamano vajrahll*? According to Yaska, it means one who gives light, or who
inspires awe, or who runs effulgent. He explains the word bakura as- bakuro bhaskaro
bhayariikaro bhasamano dravatiti vall*® In another verse of the Rgvedasarihita, bakuram is

used as an epithet of drta, the combined words denoting a wind instrument of some kind.3*

Karkari was another musical instrument used in Vedic warfare. It was probably the
name of a wind instrument of music which emitted a shrill, sharp and loud sound likes that of
a clarion. This musical instrument was mentioned in the Vedic Sarnhitas.>*Acoording to
Macdonell and Keith, it was probably the name of a lute.3® The Maitrayanisamhita mentions

that cattle branded on the ears with a mark resembling a lute- karkari karnyah// 3’

Besides the musicians, there were also dancers in every troop in the Vedic period. The
art of dancing was developed as the pastime of both men and women. The dancers danced in
their wild excitement, keeping time with the loud and sonorous sound of the war-drums,

before the battle took place. In the Rgvedasamihita, there is clear mentioned of Indra dancing
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in the battlefield %, and of men dancing with bamboo-sticks.>® The passage varisamiva
yemire is mentioned in a Rgvedic verse, which according to Wilson, means they have raised
like a bamboo. The Scholiast says, they have elevated Indra, as tumblers raise a bamboo pole,
on the summit of which they balance themselves, a not uncommon feat in India; or as vamsa
means also a family, it may be rendered, as ambitious persons raise their family to
consequence.*® Sayanacarya interprets this passage as follows-vamsamiva/ yatha vamsagre
nrtyantal silpinah praudham vamsamunnatam kurvanti/ yatha va sanmargavartinah
svakiyarm kulamunnatar: kurvanti tadvat//*! Yaska states this verse as- gayanti tva gayatrinah
prarcanti te’rkamarkino brahmanastva Satakrata udyamire vamsamiva. vamso vanasayo
bhavati vanandcchiiyata iti val**The dancer danced the weird war-dance to encourage the
warriors to fight bravely in the battlefield. They danced not only to excite and encourage

themselves and their comrades to fight bravely, but also to terrify the enemy with loud yells.

Thus, it can be said that various usages were used in warfare during the Vedic
period. Among these usages, military music was considered as a great importance. The
instruments used in war were many and varied. Among these, drum, tambourine, trumpet,
conch-shell, horn, etc. were prominently used in the battlefield. People set their heart and
mind on music which was a very important source of recreation. The Vedic people like to
dance also. Music was used to encourage the soldiers in the battlefield. In epic period also
military music was used in the battlefield. Therefore, the musicians with their musical

instruments accompanied to the army to the battlefield like the modern military brand
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