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Abstract: Hindustani Light Music (HLM), including forms such as ghazal, bhajan, geet, 

thumri-influenced popular genres, and film-based light classical idioms, has historically 

evolved through interaction with multiple musical traditions. Among the most influential 

external forces has been the sustained encounter with Western music during the colonial period 

and in the postcolonial era of broadcasting, recording, cinema, globalization, and digital media. 

This review synthesizes historical, musicological, and cultural scholarship to examine how 

Western musical elements, such as harmony, orchestration, instrumentation, formal structure, 

tonal organization, rhythmic treatment, recording technology, and performance aesthetics have 

been integrated into HLM. Rather than treating Western influence as a unilateral process of 

“Westernization,” the review argues that HLM demonstrates selective adaptation, creative 

hybridization, and contextual indigenization. Western elements have expanded expressive 

resources, enabled large-scale orchestral textures, facilitated cross-cultural communication, 

and contributed to the global circulation of Hindustani-derived light music. At the same time, 

scholars note concerns regarding tonal dilution, simplification of raga grammar, 

commercialization, and uneven power relations embedded in colonial and global cultural 

exchanges. By organizing existing research into historical phases, technical domains, genre-

specific applications, and contemporary trends, the paper proposes a framework for 

understanding the “fruitful uses” of Western musical elements as those adaptations that 

enhance expressive range while preserving identifiable Hindustani aesthetic principles. The 

review concludes with research gaps and recommendations for future empirical work on 

performance practice, audience perception, digital production, and pedagogy. 

Keywords: Hindustani Light Music; Western musical influence; musical hybridization; 

ghazal; bhajan; geet; orchestration; harmony; instrumentation; cultural exchange. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Hindustani Light Music occupies an intermediate space between the rigorously codified world 

of khayal, dhrupad, and instrumental classical performance and the broader sphere of popular 

and devotional music. It draws on raga-based melodic idioms, poetic traditions, semi-classical 

aesthetics, and accessible performance formats. The category is fluid, but commonly includes 

ghazal, bhajan, geet, light classical songs, and many raga-informed film compositions. 
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From the nineteenth century onward, Western music entered North Indian musical life through 

military bands, missionary institutions, colonial education, urban theaters, gramophone 

companies, radio broadcasting, cinema orchestras, and later television and digital media. This 

encounter introduced new instruments, harmonic thinking, ensemble practices, notation 

systems, recording techniques, and performance conventions. Yet the relationship was not 

simply one of replacement. Indian musicians selectively borrowed, adapted, resisted, and 

recontextualized Western elements according to local aesthetics and audience expectations. 

This review asks three questions: 

1. What Western musical elements have had the greatest impact on HLM? 

2. In what ways have these elements been used fruitfully—that is, productively and 

creatively—within Hindustani melodic frameworks? 

3. What tensions, limitations, and research gaps remain in the literature? 

2. REVIEW FRAMEWORK 

This is a narrative review of musicological, historical, ethnomusicological, and media-studies 

scholarship on Hindustani light and semi-classical music. The synthesis integrates evidence 

from studies of colonial musical exchange, film music, ghazal performance, devotional song 

traditions, orchestration practices, and contemporary fusion cultures. The emphasis is on 

conceptual integration rather than quantitative meta-analysis. 

3. HISTORICAL TRAJECTORY OF WESTERN INFLUENCE 

 

Figure 1: Historical Phases of Western Influence on Hindustani Light Music 

Source: Adapted from Indian Music and the West; The Life of Music in North India. 
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Figure 2: Major Western Musical Elements Incorporated into Hindustani Light Music 

Source: Compiled by the author based on Indian Music and the West and Popular Musics of 

the Non-Western World. 

 

Figure 3: Western Instruments Used in Hindustani Light Music 

Source: Adapted from Behind the Curtain: Making Music in Mumbai's Film Studios. 
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Table 1: Evolution of Western Musical Influence in Hindustani Light Music 

Phase 
Approximate 

Period 
Key Western Inputs Relevance to HLM 

Colonial contact 19th century 

Military bands, brass 

instruments, staff 

notation, public 

concerts 

Exposure to ensemble 

performance and Western 

instrumentation 

Early recording 

era 
1900–1930s 

Gramophone 

technology, fixed-

duration recording 

formats 

Condensation of 

performance structure; 

standardization of song 

forms 

Broadcast and 

cinema era 
1930s–1960s 

Studio orchestras, 

arranging practices, 

harmony, Western 

instruments 

Major expansion of 

orchestration in film songs 

and light-classical 

repertoire 

Post-

independence 

popular culture 

1960s–1990s 

Jazz, Latin, rock, 

electronic keyboards, 

multitrack recording 

Hybrid textures in ghazal, 

geet, devotional 

recordings, and film 

music 

Global and 

digital era 
1990s–present 

Digital audio 

workstations, global 

collaboration, 

streaming platforms 

Transnational fusion and 

algorithmically mediated 

circulation of HLM 

 

Scholars generally agree that the decisive institutional mediators were recording companies, 

radio, and cinema, which created demand for standardized arrangements, larger ensembles, and 

technologically reproducible soundscapes. 
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4. WESTERN MUSICAL ELEMENTS INCORPORATED INTO HLM 

4.1 Instrumentation 

 

Figure 4: Framework of Musical Hybridization in Hindustani Light Music 

Source: Developed by the author based on literature reviewed from Farrell (1997), Manuel 

(1993), and Booth (2008). 

 

Figure 5: Impact of Western Musical Elements on Different Genres of Hindustani Light 

Music 
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Source: Author's compilation based on published studies on Ghazal, Bhajan, Geet, and Hindi 

film music. 

 

Figure 6: Conceptual Model of Fruitful Uses of Western Musical Elements in 

Hindustani Light Music 

Source: Developed by the author from the reviewed literature. 

Key instruments: harmonium, violin, piano, acoustic guitar, electric guitar, bass guitar, drum 

set, accordion, synthesizer, and later digital keyboards. 

The harmonium is especially significant: though of European origin, it became deeply 

embedded in North Indian vocal accompaniment. The violin followed a similar trajectory in 

art music and light music contexts. Guitars and keyboards became common in film and stage 

ensembles, providing harmonic pads, arpeggiation, and timbral variety. 

Fruitful uses: 

• Enhanced timbral palette and portability. 

• Flexible accompaniment for touring artists and radio studios. 

• Creation of atmospheric introductions, interludes, and codas. 

• Facilitation of ensemble arrangements without abandoning raga-based melody. 
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4.2 Harmony and Chordal Accompaniment 

 

Figure 7: Integration of Western Harmonic Chords in Hindustani Light Music 

 

Figure 8: Chordal Accompaniment Supporting a Raga-Based Melody 
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Figure 9: Harmonic Layering in Modern Hindustani Film Songs 

Traditional Hindustani music is fundamentally melodic, with drone and modal elaboration 

rather than functional harmony. Western-influenced HLM frequently introduces triadic chords, 

sustained harmonic pads, counter-melodies, and orchestral voice-leading. In many film songs 

and modern ghazal recordings, chords support the melodic line while avoiding rapid 

modulations that would clash with raga identity. 

Fruitful uses 

• Richer emotional shading in romantic and reflective genres. 

• Support for cinematic narrative transitions. 

• Greater accessibility for audiences familiar with global popular music. 

• Possibility of orchestral and choral textures around a raga-derived melody. 

Critical concern 

Musicologists caution that heavy chord changes can obscure characteristic raga phrases, 

especially in ragas with microtonal nuance or asymmetric scalar behavior. 
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4.3 Orchestration and Ensemble Arrangement 

 

Figure 10: Western-Oriented Orchestral Arrangement in Hindustani Light Music 

 

 

Figure 11: Typical Ensemble Structure Used in Film-Based Hindustani Music 



 Journal of Advances and Scholarly Research In Allied Education 
Vol.23, Issue No.3 June 2026, ISSN 2230-7540 

 

 

Tanvi Shukla  www.ignited.in 575 

 

Figure 12: Integration of Strings, Brass, and Woodwinds with Vocal Melody 

Western orchestral thinking influenced the use of strings, brass, woodwinds, and percussion 

sections. Arrangers developed layered textures in which the vocal melody remained central 

while orchestral interludes provided contrast. 

Fruitful uses: 

• Expanded dramatic scale in film-based light music. 

• Textural contrast between verse, refrain, and instrumental interludes. 

• Greater expressive coordination between lyrics, melody, and background score. 

4.4 Formal Structure and Song Architecture 

Recording duration limits and cinema storytelling encouraged more standardized forms: intro–

verse–refrain–interlude–verse–refrain–coda. Semi-classical songs often became more concise 

than concert khayal presentations. 

Fruitful uses 

• Improved broadcastability and memorability. 

• Compatibility with commercial recording and film editing. 

• Clearer sectional organization for large ensembles. 
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4.5 Rhythm and Groove 

 

Figure 13: Layered Orchestral Texture Supporting Hindustani Light Music 

Performance 

 

 

Figure 14: Schematic Representation of Western Orchestration Techniques in 

Hindustani Light Music 
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While tabla-based tala remains important, HLM increasingly employs drum set grooves, Latin 

percussion, swing-influenced patterns, pop backbeats, and electronic rhythm programming. 

Fruitful uses: 

• Danceability and broader popular appeal. 

• Flexible tempo management for stage performance. 

• Integration with contemporary production aesthetics. 

5. GENRE-SPECIFIC IMPACTS 

5.1 Ghazal 

Modern concert and recorded ghazal often combines raga-oriented melodic movement with 

chords, strings, guitar arpeggios, and restrained percussion. The poetic text remains central, 

while Western arrangement techniques create a contemplative ambience. 

Fruitful uses 

• Enhanced lyrical intelligibility through sparse harmonic support. 

• Creation of intimate soundscapes suitable for recordings and small venues. 

• Wider urban and international audience reach. 

5.2 Bhajan and Devotional Light Music 

Bhajans have adopted harmonium, guitar, keyboard pads, choral textures, and simplified 

harmonic progressions, especially in congregational and recorded settings. 

Fruitful uses 

• Ease of participation for mixed musical backgrounds. 

• Portable accompaniment for community worship. 

• Efficient studio production for devotional albums. 
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5.3 Geet and Film-Oriented Light Classical Music 

This domain shows the strongest Western orchestral influence. Composers frequently use 

strings, woodwinds, brass, guitar, piano, and later synthesizers while retaining raga-derived 

melodic contours. 

Fruitful uses 

• Large emotional and cinematic range. 

• Memorable orchestral hooks and interludes. 

• International marketability of raga-informed songs. 

6. CASE-BASED PATTERNS IN THE LITERATURE 

Although individual compositions differ, studies repeatedly identify a common pattern: 

1. Melody remains the primary carrier of raga identity. 

2. Harmony is generally subordinate rather than modulatory. Chords tend to reinforce the 

tonal center and avoid rapid key changes. 

3. Orchestral interludes provide contrast while the vocal line preserves Hindustani 

phrasing. 

4. Rhythmic grooves are modernized without fully abandoning tala consciousness. 

5. The most successful hybrids are selective rather than exhaustive. 

7. CULTURAL AND AESTHETIC CONSEQUENCES 

Positive outcomes 

• Expansion of expressive resources beyond drone-plus-percussion textures. 

• New opportunities for collaboration across musical traditions. 

• Increased global visibility of Hindustani-derived light music. 

• Development of professional arranging, studio production, and ensemble practices. 

• Accessibility for listeners with little prior exposure to classical raga performance. 
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Critiques and concerns 

• Reduction of raga complexity for commercial convenience. 

• Equal-tempered tuning potentially masking microtonal inflections. 

• Formulaic harmonic accompaniment leading to stylistic homogenization. 

• Marginalization of traditional accompanists in some production contexts. 

• Colonial and global power asymmetries shaping perceptions of “modernity.” 

Importantly, contemporary scholarship increasingly rejects a simple “purity versus 

contamination” model. Instead, it frames HLM as a site of negotiated modernity where 

musicians actively choose among available musical resources. 

8. DEFINING “FRUITFUL USES” OF WESTERN ELEMENTS 

Based on the reviewed literature, Western musical elements can be considered fruitfully used 

when they satisfy four conditions: 

Condition Explanation 

Melodic integrity The raga-based melodic contour remains perceptible and 

functionally central. 

Textual intelligibility Poetry, devotional text, or lyrical meaning is not obscured by dense 

arrangement. 

Contextual 

appropriateness 

Harmony, instrumentation, and orchestration are adapted to genre-

specific expectations (ghazal, bhajan, geet, film song, etc.). 

Creative reciprocity Borrowed elements are reinterpreted within Hindustani aesthetics 

rather than copied mechanically. 

 

Under this framework, a lightly harmonized ghazal, a raga-informed film song with orchestral 

interludes, or a congregational bhajan using guitar and keyboard may represent fruitful 

adaptation, whereas arrangements that erase modal identity or poetic clarity may not. 
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9. CONTEMPORARY TRENDS 

 

Figure 15: Influence of Modern Music Technology on Indian Musical Production 

 

 

Figure 16: Cultural Fusion of Indian Classical Music and Contemporary Performance 

Practices 
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Figure 17: Adaptation of the Harmonium in Indian Classical Music Traditions 

• Digital production: DAWs, virtual instruments, and remote collaboration have 

lowered production barriers. 

• Streaming-era aesthetics: shorter introductions, clearer vocal mixes, and cross-

platform compatibility influence arrangement choices. 

• Fusion circuits: independent artists increasingly combine raga phrases with jazz 

harmony, ambient textures, folk instruments, and electronic beats. 

• Pedagogical convergence: some institutions now teach basic harmony, arranging, and 

recording alongside raga training, though this remains uneven. 

10. RESEARCH GAPS 

The literature is rich in historical description but thinner in empirical evaluation. Key gaps 

include: 

1. Audience-perception studies comparing responses to drone-only versus harmonized 

arrangements. 

2. Acoustic analyses of tuning, intonation, and microtonal retention in harmonized HLM. 

3. Ethnographic work on arrangers, sound engineers, and session musicians. 

4. Platform studies examining how streaming algorithms affect musical structure and 

instrumentation choices. 
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5. Comparative research across regional light-music traditions (e.g., Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi, 

Marathi, Bengali, and diaspora contexts). 

11. CONCLUSION 

The review demonstrates that Western musical elements have significantly reshaped 

Hindustani Light Music, especially through instrumentation, harmony, orchestration, formal 

structure, rhythmic treatment, and production technology. Their impact has been most visible 

in ghazal recordings, devotional light music, film-oriented geet, and contemporary fusion 

practices. Yet the evidence does not support a simple narrative of Western replacement of 

Indian tradition. Rather, HLM has evolved through selective adaptation and creative 

hybridization. The most fruitful uses of Western elements are those that expand expressive and 

production possibilities while preserving recognizable Hindustani melodic identity and textual 

clarity. When harmony is supportive rather than dominating, when orchestration frames rather 

than obscures the vocal line, and when new technologies serve rather than supplant raga-based 

aesthetics, Western elements function as productive additions to the HLM ecosystem. Future 

scholarship should move beyond descriptive accounts toward empirical, performance-centered, 

and audience-centered research capable of measuring how these hybrid practices are created, 

perceived, and transmitted in the digital age. 
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