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ABSTRACT:  

While East Asian and Western musical interculturality have begun to be addressed, little 
attention has been paid to its potential in South Asian and Western music. My research 
around the violin—an instrument long idiomatic to both cultures—focuses on the 
distinctive approaches to interculturality of two composers, Walter Kaufmann (1907-
1984) and Shirish Korde (b. 1945). While Kaufmann relies on an imaginative saturation 
of South Asian raaga blended with Western genres and forms, Korde engages with South 
Asian music in a more holistic manner, tying together various facets of raaga along with 
South Asian classical genres, forms, and aesthetics in a unique synthesis (following 
Yayoi Everett’s classification terminology) of South Asian and Western art music. 
Although Kaufmann worked for All-India Radio and wrote two acclaimed 
ethnomusicological textbooks on South Asian music, his study of Indian music tilted 
toward the gently paternalistic, producing classic Orientalist tropes within some of his 
compositions. In this context, I will elaborate on the evolution of Indian and Western 
musical interculturality since the British Raj through presentation of Kaufmann’s Violin 
Sonata No. 4 (1940) and Korde’s Vak for Solo Violin and Taanpoora (2017); I also 
perform Kaufmann’s selected composition in a style that more appropriately balances 
Indian and Western aesthetics.  
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For several centuries, Indian music has been extensively Otherized and exoticized 

by the West. Nonetheless, a growing body of Western musicians versed in music outside 

of the Western tradition find self-expression through composing and/or performing music 

that could be characterized as intercultural. Everett points out that there are a  

 

“growing number of composers who have positioned themselves as ‘cultural brokers’—individuals who 

have acquired understanding of more than one set of cultural principles and who function as mediators 

between native and foreign cultural groups in initiating dialogues…In contradistinction to earlier paradigms 

of exoticism, mature compositions by these composers display (1) greater command and knowledge of 

specific [foreign] musical practices, and (2) refinement in their compositional procedures for integrating 

cultural resources.”1 

Figure 1 

In her use of the term “broker,” Everett points to 

shifts in the longstanding power struggles between 

East and West. A composer as a “broker” navigates 

fluidly between idioms, creating innovative points 

of conjuncture that can bring a new musical 

language to life.  

While acknowledging a need for more 

refinement, Everett has proposed three levels of 

interculturality within which Western musicians 

might work. Transference, syncretism, and 

synthesis each imply an increasing sophistication in 

the integration of the foreign idiom (See Figure 1).  
																																																								
1	Everett, Yayoi and Lau, Frederick, Locating East Asia in Western Art Music (2004), 5.	
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 Much less attention has been afforded to the synthesis2 of South Asian and 

Western music; my work with the violin—idiomatic to both cultures—attempts to 

address this void. I examine two Western pieces (Walter Kaufmann’s Violin Sonata No. 4 

and Shirish Korde’s Vak for Solo Violin and Taanpoora) that utilize the Indian idiom in 

their own distinct ways. I contend that Kaufmann’s approach represents syncretism and 

Korde’s approach embodies synthesis.  

 

Walter Kaufmann: Violin Sonata No. 4, I. Moderato  

Walter Kaufmann (1907-1984) lived in Mumbai from 1934 to 1946 and worked 

as a music director for All-India Radio. He studied Indian music extensively and wrote 

two large monographs on the subject. His studies on Indian music, while painstakingly 

thorough, were also gently paternalistic.3  

In the first movement of his Violin Sonata No. 4, Kaufmann primarily invokes the 

Indian raaga by imaginatively saturating it within Western sonata form.4 In order to 

adhere to sonata form, with its requisite sections and changes of keys, he treats raaga5 

more along the lines of a Western scale rather than a melodic-type of the Indian tradition, 

																																																								
2 Here I used “synthesis” as a general term for the fusion of distinct musical idioms, 
rather than as a reference to Everett’s official categories of interculturality.			
3 Kaufmann suggested altering the raaga for film scores, which was “too gentle to be 
distinguished” in that medium, and was an advocate of Indian music’s adoption of 
Western notation. (Amit Gangar, “The Music that Still Rings at Dawn, Every Dawn” 
Goethe Institut, 74).  
4	Please see the score of the entire first movement in the appendix. 	
5 In the West, raaga is often equated with mode, yet raaga is actually much more specific 
and multi-faceted than a skeletal set of tonal relationships, but nevertheless also much 
less set than any composed melody. A raaga could potentially be equated to a human 
being. The tonal material (equivalent to the Western mode) would form the skeletal 
structure, while various other aspects (characteristic phrases, emphasized notes, slidings, 
ornamentations) of the raaga, serve to “flesh out” the skeletal structure to give the raaga 
a unique identity, personality, and even aura. 
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and thus creates varied moods as opposed to the predominant rasa6 (emotional essence) 

that extends throughout the traditional performance of raaga.  

  Kaufmann is able to deviate from the tradition of the raaga primarily by altering 

the traditional function of certain notes. The notes of Shivranjani transposed to the key of 

F (the key of the Sonata) are: 

F – G - A-flat - C - D 

Because Shivranjani is considered a “lighter” raaga, accidentals are permitted; in order 

to maximally empower the rasa of karuna (sympathy/pathos), A-natural is often added, 

typically before A-flat. The descending motion from A-natural to A-flat, and further from 

G to F, creates a sense of longing characteristic of the raaga.7 A-natural, as an added 

note, is used to provide variety and color, and is used sparingly, with discretion.  

 In order to anticipate the move of the tonal center from F in the primary theme 

area (mm. 1-23) to A in the secondary area (mm. 24-46) Kaufmann uses the third degree 

of the raaga (A-flat) as a G# and as a leading tone to A, and thus uses the note A 

ubiquitously in the first theme area (see Figures 2 and 3). In using G# as a leading tone, 

Kaufmann inverses the general role of G# and A in the raaga, both of which traditionally 

descend to the to the tonic of F. Examples of G# used as a leading tone can be seen 

throughout.   

 

 

 

																																																								
6 In both Hindustani and Carnatic music, when raaga is rendered by a gifted artist, it is 
said to elicit a particular rasa (Sanskrit for essence or nectar) in the listener. 
7	An explanation and aural example of this can be heard here, beginning at (00:03:40) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKXdY7saCYA&list=RD7QuDEx3_Ygo&index=2	
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Figure 2 (first thematic area centered around F)        Figure 3 (second thematic area centered around A) 

 

 

 

 

 Additionally, Kaufmann writes his Sonata to a Western sound aesthetic. In order 

to “level-the-playing-field” I have added an aalaap (traditional opening improvisation) 

with ornamentations and slides characteristic of raaga Shivranjani. (See figure 4 and 

compare to Sonata in the Appendix). 
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Figure 4 

8 
 

 
 

																																																								
8 For an informal performance of the first movement with added Indian aesthetics, please 
listen here: 
https://youtu.be/egZYFRmSAWk	
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With regard to meter, Kaufmann employs a complex meter of 3+3+2 (with 

variants). Such a metrical cycle does not exist in Indian music. Nevertheless, employing 
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such a cycle allows for the obscuring of strong beats—highly evocative of the Indian 

idiom.  

Taking into account these particular utilizations of Indian raaga within a modified 

Western framework, I have classified this work within syncretism.  

 

 

Shirish Korde’s Vak for Solo Violin and Taanpoora 

Korde engages with South Asian music in a more holistic fashion, integrating 

various facets of raaga with South Asian classical genres, forms, and underlying 

aesthetic to create a unique synthesis of South Asian and Western art music. Indeed, his 

work Vak arguably creates a new musical genre. Korde aims explicitly for a new 

understanding of what a balance between Hindustani and Western dimensions might 

entail. Some of the features include: 

 

1) Along with the Western violin, the use of an actual Indian instrument, the taanpoora, 

to imitate Indian timbres rather than Kaufmann’s reliance on the piano, for example, 

to create an orientalist-style drone.  

 

2) The privileging of the Dhrupad sequence of aalaap, jor,  and jhaala—whose hallmark 

is an increase of speed in each successive movement—as opposed to the well-entrenched 

Western sequence of fast—slow—fast. The successive increase in kinetic energy helps to 

bring out the rasa of the raaga.  
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3) The use of raaga grounded largely in tradition—that is, as a melodic system with 

characteristics extending beyond a collection of tones. These characteristics include 

but are not limited to:  

 

a. use of specific melodic phrases and cadences,  

which, married to the raaga, help to bring out its rasa (essential mood). The raaga of 

Vak is Lalit—a unique raaga in the Hindustani system, marked by its absence of a note a 

perfect-fifth from the tonic. The swaras (notes) of Lalit, starting from E are: 

E – F - G# - A – B-flat – C - D#  

The unique tone collection of Lalit creates two centers of magnetism (E and A), instead of 

the one magnetic center of the tonic. The result is a blurring of which note is actually the 

tonic center. This is one of the characteristics of Lalit, essential to its rasa of devotion.  

The magnetic centers of E and A “swirling” around these centers characterize 

Lalit. The swirling consists largely of the notes D# and F hovering longingly around E, 

and the same could be said for B-flat and G# hovering around A, with a frequent 

descending slide from B-flat to A.  

Hindustani violinist’s Abhishek Sinha’s performance of Lalit9 bring these 

characteristics of the raaga more to life. In the first minute of Sinha’s performance, we 

hear the hovering around the tonic, E. This is very similar to the style of the entire letter A 

section of Korde’s Vak, where E is the center around which primarily D# and F revolve.  

(See Figure 5). 

 

																																																								
9	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NQ4gN1YO5J4	
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Figure 5 

 

 

While Korde endeavors to stick to the tradition of the raaga, his underlying 

compositional process involves the creation of Western-style matrices, kindly shown to 

me by the composer himself. Korde mapped out all the pitch-class sets possible in Lalit, 

amongst other processes, before beginning composition (shown below with a “tonic” of 

C). (See Figure 6) 
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Figure 6 

 

 

 

The pitch class sets which also correspond to the phrases that are used often in 

Lalit.  

(0, 1, 2) or F—E--D#;  

(0, 1, 3) C—Bflat—A; and  

(0, 1, 4)  or G#--F—E.  

 

C—Bflat—A can be seen at the end of these phrases:  

 

Figure 7 

 

mm. 56-60 of mvmt. I, Aalaap  
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Figure 8 

 

 

mm. 96-104 of mvmt. II, Jor 

 

 

G#--F—E can be seen at the end of this phrase from the third movement. 

Figure 9 

 

mm. 146-148 of mvmt. III, Jhaala 

These phrases exist in numerous other areas as well, both obvious and more occult.  
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b. Slides, ornamentations, overall aesthetic  

The use of an aesthetic inspired by Indian music is obvious. The piece teems with 

indications for slides, delicate ornamentation, and ad-libidum like rhythmic indications. 

These different aesthetics, while Indian in their inspiration, also have parallels with 

spectral music, with its emphasis on timbres and sound aesthetics as elements of musical 

structure and meaning.  

 

 

c. Overall melodic trajectory 

The melodic trajectory in many performances of Hindustani music reserves the 

climax of the piece for the end, followed by a quick, dramatic descent. Taking Sinha’s 

aalaap as an example,10 we do not hear the high-point of the performance until 11:30 of 

the 13-minute performance. In Vak we hear a similar melodic trajectory. (See Figure 10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
10 Sinha, YouTube Video as previously mentioned 
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Figure 10 

 

 

More imaginatively, Korde also equates this arc with the trajectory of divine Kundalini 

energy central to the Indian tantric tradition which, once awakened, travels up the spine 

to open the third eye, eventually to settle back down in the center of the heart.  

Because of their simultaneous embodiment of both Indian and Western traditions, 

these various compositional and performance aspects may signal genuine interculturality. 

They have become synthesized in such a sophisticated manner that they are no longer 

Western or Indian but have become, in colloquial terms, their “own thing.” They are their 

own genre.  
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Conclusion 

While the focus of this presentation has been to illuminate two distinct approaches 

to the interaction between the Indian musical idiom within a Western work, it is also 

important to acknowledge barriers to interculturality between Indian and Western music. 

In its status as Other, Indian music has historically experienced extensive 

feminization, and this has given rise to psuedo-spiritualization, paternalism, and 

commodification by the West—which still continues to this day. Deeply respectful 

Western musicians may still, even subconsciously, imbibe orientalist views and 

compositional/performance tendencies. On the other side, Indian and Western music have 

not enjoyed a smooth history, and Indian classical music has become somewhat of a 

conservative, perhaps defensive tradition.11 Any sort of “fusion,” however artfully done, 

may often not be regarded as worthy in the eyes of many Indian classical musicians.  

 Even leaving aside the contentious colonial past, there are many possible reasons 

for this defensiveness. One reason is the fundamentally different constructions of Indian 

and Western classical music. Indian classical music is highly improvisatory, and is a 

composer-performer tradition. Western classical music is by and large a work-centered 

tradition. Are these approaches irreconcilable? If part of the rendering and aesthetic of 

Indian classical music involves on-the-spot inspiration (divinely-inspired as some 

																																																								
11 The “protective” nature of Indian classical music could be seen in the adoption of the 
Western violin into Carnatic (South Indian classical) music, and its viewing as a 
“ventriloquizer,” or shock absorber, of Western influence on Indian music. (See Amanda 
Weidman, Singing the Classical, Voicing the Modern, Chapter 1).  
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musicians assert), or something close to it, is something disrespectfully diminished when 

hewn into a work in the Western fashion?12  

 Other reasons include rasa— the emotional essence of the raaga. If the raaga is 

overly manipulated, it loses its rasa. When this essence undermined, does the Indian 

component of intercultural music lose its standing?  

 Western classical composers and performers must search within and ask 

themselves if their reasons for engaging with a foreign idiom come from a genuine, 

respectful, and informed place, or if they arise from lesser ambitions, such as a formerly 

acceptable desire to “renew” one’s creativity, or to distinguish one’s career by “mining a 

region” for its artistic jewels. We can anticipate many important conversations in the 

coming years.  

   

	

 

 

 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

																																																								
12 Christopher Small, Musicking, (Wesleyan University Press: 1998), 52-53. Small has 
interesting insights on the philosophical separation of the body and mind found in 
Western culture, which he believes has contributed to the work-centered musical culture.  
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Appendix: 
 
Kaufmann, Violin Sonata No. 4 for Violin and Piano(Kindly supplied by the Indiana 
University Jacobs School of Music, William and Gayle Cook Library) 
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Korde, Vak for Solo Violin and Taanpoora  
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