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 Rabindra Sangeet occupies a distinctive position within Indian art 

music, shaped by a complex interaction between written notation, oral 

transmission, and pedagogical practice. Unlike strictly notated Western 

classical traditions or exclusively oral folk systems, Rabindra Sangeet 

evolves within a hybrid framework in which musical texts coexist with 

living performance traditions. This paper examines how notation 

functions not as a rigid prescriptive system but as a mnemonic and 

interpretive guide; how oral tradition sustains stylistic nuance, affect, 

and contextual meaning; and how pedagogy mediates between these 

two modes. By situating Rabindra Sangeet within broader debates on 

orality and literacy in music, the study argues that its pedagogical 

ecology preserves both fidelity to Rabindranath Tagore’s musical 

vision and creative continuity across generations. 
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Introduction 

Rabindra Sangeet, the extensive collection of songs by Rabindranath Tagore, combines poetry, melody, 

and philosophical thought. This paper discusses the preservation and teaching challenges of Rabindra 

Sangeet, focusing on the balance between notation and oral tradition. It explores three aspects: the role of 

notation, the importance of oral transmission, and adaptable pedagogical models. Tagore's educational 

philosophy underpins Rabindra Sangeet, emphasizing music as a means for holistic development, moral 

awareness, and self-realization. The pedagogy embraces both notation and oral learning, fostering a 

reflective approach that prioritizes emotional and philosophical engagement over mere technical skill. 
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Ultimately, it presents Rabindra Sangeet as a transformative educational model that integrates art and life 

while promoting humanistic values. 

Theoretical Framework: Orality, Literacy, and Music 

Rabindra Sangeet exemplifies the continuum between oral and literate musical traditions, functioning as 

a hybrid tradition where notation serves as an aide-mémoire rather than a complete depiction of sound. 

While notation captures basic melodic contours, rhythmic frameworks, and lyrics, essential elements 

such as ornamentation and emotional nuance are conveyed through oral transmission. This framework 

allows for an analysis of Rabindra Sangeet as a negotiated tradition influenced by both textual authority 

and embodied practice, reflecting a blend of indigenous Indian traditions and modern educational 

principles. It elucidates how Rabindra Sangeet has been composed, preserved, and taught, balancing 

fixity and fluidity across generations. 

Orality and the Guru–Shishya Paradigm 

In the Indian musical tradition, knowledge transmission is primarily oral, relying on listening, imitation, 

and practice under a guru's guidance. Rabindra Sangeet pedagogy follows this model, focusing on 

elements like svara-intonation and emotional nuance. Oral transmission facilitates the communication of 

intricate interpretative details that written notation fails to capture. This process promotes relational and 

experiential learning, enabling students to internalize not just musical forms but also aesthetic and ethical 

values, thus preserving the living and performative essence of Rabindra Sangeet. 

Notation in Rabindra Sangeet: Function and Limitations 

a )Literacy and the Role of Swaralipi (Notation) 

Rabindra Sangeet pedagogy emphasizes musical literacy through swaralipi (notation) alongside orality. 

Tagore recognized the dangers of purely oral transmission, prompting the introduction of systematic 

notation to maintain melody, rhythm, and structure. Notation serves as a pedagogical guide rather than a 

strict authority, facilitating consistency and authenticity in learning while allowing for interpretative 

exploration via oral methods. This approach preserves and standardizes the music while valuing the 

importance of lived musical experience. 

b) Historical Development of Notation 



         The Academic                                                                            Volume 3 | Issue 12 | December 2025 

Dr. Surajit Roy                                                                                                                             Page | 1362 

Tagore himself recognized the necessity of documentation for preservation and dissemination. Early song 

collections and later institutional publications, especially those associated with Visva-Bharati, attempted 

to standardize notation to prevent distortion. These notations typically employ simplified staff-like or 

swara-based systems, prioritizing accessibility over technical exhaustiveness. 

c)  Notation as Guideline, Not Prescription 

Unlike Western staff notation, Rabindra Sangeet notation does not claim total authority over 

performance. It encodes melodic direction and rhythmic structure while allowing performers interpretive 

space. Gamakas, microtonal inflections, and expressive pauses—essential to the affective world of 

Rabindra Sangeet—are rarely exhaustively specified. 

d) Canon and Control 

Notation has also served an institutional role, particularly in educational and examination contexts, where 

it functions as a benchmark of authenticity. While this has aided preservation, it has also raised concerns 

about over-standardization, potentially constraining expressive individuality. 

Oral Tradition: Transmission of Style and Meaning 

a) Guru–Shishya Dynamics 

Oral transmission remains central to Rabindra Sangeet pedagogy. Through imitation, repetition, and 

correction, students absorb subtleties that cannot be captured on paper. This process mirrors the Guru–

Shishya Parampara of Indian classical music, though adapted to modern institutional settings 

Embodied Knowledge and Aesthetic Sensibility 

Oral tradition conveys not only musical detail but also aesthetic orientation—how a song should feel. 

Issues of diction, emotional restraint, devotional intensity, and philosophical inwardness are 

communicated through lived musical interaction rather than textual explanation. 

Variability and Lineage 

As Rabindra Sangeet is transmitted orally, variations naturally emerge across performers and pedagogical 

lineages. Rather than undermining authenticity, such variation reflects the tradition’s vitality, provided 

that the core melodic and lyrical identity remains intact. 
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Pedagogy in Rabindra Sangeet 

a) Institutional Pedagogy 

Institutions such as Visva-Bharati, music colleges, and cultural academies have formalized Rabindra 

Sangeet education through graded syllabi, examinations, and standardized repertoires. In these contexts, 

notation often serves as the initial point of entry, supplemented by guided listening and demonstration. 

b) Pedagogy Beyond the Classroom 

Private tutelage, community-based learning, and familial transmission continue to play a significant role. 

Here, oral methods dominate, with notation used sparingly or retrospectively to reinforce memory. 

c) Balancing Fidelity and Creativity 

An enduring pedagogical challenge lies in balancing faithfulness to Tagore’s compositions with the 

evolving sensibilities of performers and audiences. Effective pedagogy encourages disciplined adherence 

to melodic structure while fostering interpretive sensitivity rather than mechanical reproduction. 

Contemporary Challenges and Transformations 

The digital age has introduced new modes of transmission, including audio archives, video tutorials, and 

online notation resources. While these technologies enhance accessibility, they also risk flattening 

stylistic diversity if treated as definitive models. The pedagogical task today is to integrate digital tools 

without displacing the relational, dialogic nature of oral learning. 

Hybrid Education: The Tradition and Modernity of Rabindra Sangeet 

Rabindra Sangeet exemplifies a hybrid educational model that harmonizes tradition and modernity 

through a dialogic synthesis of orality and literacy. Rooted in Indian musical ethos, it integrates classical 

rāga structures, folk and devotional traditions, and the guru–shishya paramparā, emphasizing embodied 

learning, emotional depth (bhāva), and ethical cultivation. At the same time, Tagore’s engagement with 

print culture, systematic notation (swaralipi), and institutional education situates Rabindra Sangeet within 

modern academic frameworks, enabling preservation, standardization, and wider accessibility. The 

pedagogy rests on the interdependence of oral transmission and written texts: notation provides structural 

stability, while oral instruction sustains interpretative nuance and expressive vitality. This balance allows 

Rabindra Sangeet to adapt to socio-cultural changes without fossilizing tradition. Its humanistic and 

interdisciplinary orientation—linking music with poetry, philosophy, nature, and ethics—further 
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distinguishes it as a holistic educational practice. Overall, Rabindra Sangeet functions not merely as a 

musical repertoire but as a model of hybrid education, demonstrating how cultural traditions can engage 

modern institutions while retaining depth, flexibility, and ethical purpose. 

Comparative Overview: Notation, Oral Transmission, and Pedagogy 

Dimension Notation in 

 Rabindra Sangeet 

Oral Transmission Pedagogy (Mediating 

Practice) 

Mode of Knowledge Written / visual 

 representation of 

 melody, rhythm,  

and lyrics 

Aural–oral, 

embodied, 

experiential 

Structured synthesis of 

written and oral modes 

Primary Function Preservation,  

reference, 

standardization 

Transmission  

of style,  

nuance, and affect 

Systematic teaching, 

evaluation, and 

continuity 

Degree of Fixity Relatively fixed but 

skeletal 

Flexible and 

adaptive 

Moderated fixity with 

guided interpretation 

Musical Detail 

Conveyed 

Swaralipi, tala 

framework, text 

Gamaka,  

phrasing,  

tempo nuance,  

emotional tone 

Selective emphasis on 

both structural and 

expressive elements 

Authority Institutional and 

 textual authority 

Guru lineage 

 and performer 

authority 

Shared authority 

between institution and 

teacher 

Role in  

Authenticity 

Ensures canonical 

stability 

Sustains living 

tradition and stylistic 

depth 

Balances fidelity with 

interpretive legitimacy 

Limitations Cannot capture  

full expressivity 

 or  micro-variation 

Risk of variation or 

drift without 

reference 

Risk of over-

standardization or 

rigidity 

Historical  

Roots 

Modern 

 Documentation 

 efforts (Tagore,  

Indian Guru–

Shishya 

 Parampara 

Modern institutional 

and semi-traditional 

frameworks 
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Visva-Bharati) 

Contemporary  

Form 

Printed collections, 

digital notation 

Live teaching, 

recordings, 

performance practice 

Classrooms, 

workshops, online–

offline hybrid models 

Cultural  

Significance 

Archival and 

preservative 

Aesthetic, affective, 

and communal 

Educational and 

intergenerational 

continuity 

Conceptual Implications for Pedagogy in Rabindra Sangeet 

 Rabindra Sangeet pedagogy rejects the rigid separation between orality and literacy, presenting 

them as complementary modes of musical learning. 

 It is rooted in Rabindranath Tagore’s holistic educational philosophy, which prioritizes creativity 

and experiential knowledge over mechanical or standardized training. 

 The pedagogy integrates oral transmission and written notation as supportive tools, emphasizing 

embodied musical understanding. 

 It fosters aesthetic sensitivity and emotional intelligence through experiential and reflective 

engagement with music. 

 Philosophical depth and cultural adaptability are central, encouraging pluralism and contextual 

sensitivity rather than purist approaches. 

 The teacher–student relationship is based on personal mentorship and emotional attunement, 

challenging impersonal, standardized models of music education. 

 Overall, Rabindra Sangeet proposes a transformative model of music pedagogy that balances 

tradition with innovation and unites artistic, philosophical, and humanistic values. 

Conclusion 

Rabindra Sangeet is sustained through a dynamic interaction between notation, oral tradition, and 

pedagogy, where each element complements the others. Notation ensures continuity, oral transmission 

preserves nuance and embodied expression, and pedagogy mediates their integration within a living 
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tradition. Rooted in Rabindranath Tagore’s holistic educational vision, this hybrid pedagogical model 

transcends rigid binaries, prioritizing creativity, experiential learning, and aesthetic engagement over 

mechanical training. By integrating philosophical reflection, cultural adaptability, and personal teacher–

student mentorship, Rabindra Sangeet pedagogy nurtures emotional intelligence, ethical awareness, and 

pluralistic sensitivity. Ultimately, it offers a transformative and humanistic model of music education that 

balances tradition with innovation and affirms music as a vital, relational, and life-affirming educational 

practice. 

 

References Books   

 Tagore, Rabindranath. Gitabitaan. Kolkata: Visva-Bharati Granthaan Bibhaag. 

 Tagore, Rabindranath. Sangeet Chintaa. Kolkata: Visva-Bharati Granthan Bibhag. 

 Ghosh Shanti Deb,  Rabindrasangit Bichitra (Hardcover Bengali Edition) ,Ananda Publishers (1 

January 2013) 

 Bandopadhyay Biren and Kanika Bandopadhyay, Mitralay Kolkata (Publication date: 1959). 

 Wade, Bonnie C. Music in India: The Classical Traditions. New Delhi: Manohar Publication. 

 Farrell, Gerry , Indian Music and the West : Gerry Farrell, Oxford University Press 

 Powers, Harold S. Indian Music and the West. , Oxford University Press. 

 Ong, Walter J Orality and literacy: the technologizing of the word, Routledge, London; New 

York   

 

 


