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Violin – East or West? 

D.K.Hari & D.K.Hema Hari, Founders, Bharath Gyan 

 

 

Violo, Violino, Violin 
Violin is a musical instrument that is famous in the West, and is an integral aspect of any musical 

performance there. The word Violin has its origin in the Italian word Violo, Violino. The earliest 

pictures of this instrument in the western world is from the paintings of Gaudenzio Ferrari, dating 

to 1530s. The strings of the Violin bow is made up of horse tail. 

 

Earliest Painting of Violin by Gaudenzio Ferrari 
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Violin 

World Violin Day and International Day of Violin 
World Violin day is celebrated every year on 13th December. 

Also International Violin day is celebrated on June 17th every year, on occasion of the birthday of 

Igor Stravinsky, a pianist and composer, who lived between 1882 and 1971. 

Fiddle 
The Violin is also known as fiddle, as one fiddles with its strings. 

There is a popular American musical film by name, “Fiddler on the Roof”.  
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Four Sisters 
Violin is part of a family of 4 sisters. 

1. Cello 

2. Viola 

3. Bass 

4. Violin 

 
Violin Quartet 
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So, how did Violin become so popular in Europe? 

Amati Violin Makers 
Amati is the name of a family of Violin makers from Italy, who lived between 1538 and 1740. The 

earliest among them is Nicolo Amati. This family popularized Violin in Europe, and so much that 

today Violin is mostly regarded as a European instrument. 

 

Nicolo Amati 

 

Stradivarius Violins 
Stradivarius is one of the popular violins created by the members of Italian family Stradivari, led by 

Antonio Stradivari.  

Antonio Stradivari started his career as an assistant of Amati and developed the Violin. His 

signature design in the Violin is the stylized F shape on both sides to give a better tonal quality. His 

Violins are considered to be unique and prized possessions and were played even 200 years after 

his times. 
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Antonio Stradivari 

Violin in India 
Violin is regarded as a European instrument.  

But, how far is it true that Violin didn’t exist in other parts of the world, and India? 

Violin has been for the last couple of hundred years been an integral part of Indian music, especially 

Carnatic music, even though it is said to be an instrument from the West. In the last hundred years, 

Violin has taken a permanent place in Carnatic music. 

Baluswamy Dikshitar 

In colonial India, the early South Indian Carnatic musician to learn Violin from a European teacher 

is Baluswamy Dikshitar, who lived between 1786 and 1858. 

 

Baluswamy Dikshitar 
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Sri Muthuswamy Dikshitar 

Baluswamy is the third brother of Sri Muthuswamy Dikshitar, the illustrious triumvirate of Carnatic 

music. 

 

Muthuswamy Dikshitar 

Muthuswami Dikshitar was also an illustrious Veena player, apart from being a composer. 

Muthuswami playing Veena and Baluswami playing Violin have practiced and performed together 

many a times, thus making violin popular and acceptable in Carnatic music circles. 

Saint Thyagaraja, Muthuswami Dikshitar and Shyama Shastri are today remembered as the 

Triumvirate of Carnati music. 

 

The Triumvirate of Carnati music. 
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Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar 

Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar is a pioneering musician of Carnatic music Padathi, who in his musical 

performances always had a Violin by his side. 

He was the one who set the Carnatic stage performance system that was followed by other 

musicians for next many decades and more. Here we see him using a Violin accompaniment for his 

stage performance.  

 

Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar  

East meets West 

West meets East with Pandit Ravi Shankar 

West meets East is an album created by Yehudi Menuhin, an American Violonist from Britain and 

Indian sitar maestro pandit Ravi Shankar, which was released in United Kingdom in January 1967. 

Mutual Admiration 

The last few decades of 1900s, saw the mutual admiration of two streams of Violin, Carnatic and 

Occidental. 

Yahudi Menuhin is One of the greats in Western music. 

Galaxy of Violinists in Carnatic Tradition 

Yehudi Menuhin’s interaction with a panorama of Indian Violinists and mutual respectful exchange 

of thoughts and ideas between them, have been all round enriching. 

Yahudi Menuhin met a series of other musicians from India. It was an active respectful 

collaboration between them, as Yehudi Menuhin had great respect for India. He can be called an 

Indophile, who had great admiration for India and its hoary musical tradition. 
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T Chowdiah 

T. Chowdiah is one of the great violinists of India, from Bengaluru. He brought out an important 

innovation in the Violin. In order to make it suitable for Carnatic music, he devised a 7 string Violin. 

Thus the Violin was transformed into a completely different instrument, with greater volume of 

sound. 

 

T. Chowdiah 

Speaking about T. Chowdiah’s expertize, Yehudi Menuhin had once said, “I find it difficult to play 

with three string. I wonder how he is playing with 7 strings”. 

Today, fittingly, there is a Chowdiah Memorial Hall in Malleshwaram, Bengaluru, uniquely and aptly 

shaped as a violin. 

 

T Chowdiah Memorial Hall 
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Violin Trio 

South Indian music over the last few decades have been proud to have a Violin trio,  

1. Shri Lalgudi Jayaraman 

 

 

 

Yahudi Menuhin and Lalgudi G Jayarama 
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2. Dr. T N Krishnan 

 

 

3. Parur Gopalakrishnan 

 

All these three have interacted and were respected by Yehudi Menuhin. 

Dr .L Subramanian 

Yehudi Menuhin also performed together many times with the Indian ace Violinist, L Subramanian. 
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Dr. L Subramanian performing with Yehudi Menuhin 

Violin in Indian temples 
Imprints of Violin can be found in ancient temples of India and Sri lanka. 

 
 

http://www.bharathgyan.com/


Experience the Knowledge of India 
                

                                Violin – East or West? 

 

 

 

Bridging Worlds Thru Knowledge Page 13 of 24 www.bharathgyan.com  

 

Dhanur Veena / Violin Sculptures in ancient temples 

 

At Chidambaram Nataraja Temple 

We have interesting sculpture of Violin at the Chidambaram Nataraja temple, from the Chola period.  

 

Chidambaram Temple 

Shiva is revered as the embodiment of PanchaBhuta, the 5 elements. 

• Chidambaram for Akasa 

• Kalahasti near Tirupati for Vayu 

• Thiruvannamalai for Tejas or Agni 

• Jalakanteshwar near Trichy for Apah 

• Ekambareswar in Kanchipuram for Prthvi 

More on Panchabhuta concept in our book and film, Creation – Srishti Vignana. 
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Chidambaram which represents the Akasa tattva is dedicated to Shiva in His aspect as Nataraja of 

Cosmic Dance. There are innumerable ancient sculptures found at temple. One of the sculptures 

dating to 1200 CE, shows an instrument similar to the Violin of our times.  

 

In the Inner Praharam of Chidambaram 

At Tirumukoodal Temple 

Similarly, another sculpture of lady playing Dhanur Veena can be seen at Tirumukoodal Temple, 

near Mysuru. 
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At Tirumukoodal Temple near Mysuru 

 

This temple is located at a place called Tirumakudal Narsipur, the place of confluence of rivers 

Cauvery, Kabini and Spatika Sarovara. This place is called by this name, due to the presence of a 

Narasimha temple. This confluence is famous for the Mysure Cauvery Sangamam which happens 

once in 12 years. 

 

Tirumakudal Narsipur 

More on the significance of Pushakaram in our ebook – Kumbhamela Pushakaram. 

The presence of Violin in these sculptures, are indicative of the fact the Violin was prevalent in 

India, before it made its advent in Europe. 
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Ramnatha Swamy Temple 

Ramanatha Swamy temple is located in the southern tip of India. This is the temple where Sri Rama 

had installed a linga in worship of Shiva, before undertaking his journey to Lanka, to annihilate 

Ravana.  

 

Rama praying to Shiva Linga 

This linga at Rameshwaram is among the 12 Jyothrlinga. 

 

Ramanatha Swamy Temple 

The Ramanatha Swamy temple has one of the longest corridors in the world, for temples. 
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Longest corridor at Ramanatha Swamy temple 

 

In this temple at Rameshwaram, Violin can be identified in one of the sculpture panels. 

 

Panel in Ramnatha Swamy Temple with Violin 

This temple and the linga was established by Rama. Rama is dated to 5100 BCE. Which means that 

this temple has 7118 years of antiquity. 
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More on Dating of Rama, and the various events of His life in our book and film – Historical Rama. 

 

More on Jyothirlinga in our book and film, “Understanding Shiva”. 

 

 

In Sri lanka 

There is another ancient temple in In Sri Lanka at Jaffna.  In a sculpture in this temple, the Violin, 

Dhanur Veena is depicted. It is interesting to note here that the original Tamil word for Jaffna is 

Yazhpanam. Yazh is an ancient traditional stringed musical instrument. It is similar to the European 

Lyre. 
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                                     Lyre                                                                                         Yazh 

Ganesh Kumaresh 
Ganesh Kumeresh are the popular Violin duo. Kumaresh is currently doing research on the origins 

of Violin which he calls Dhanur Veena, as possibly being the genesis of modern day Violin. 

 

Ganesh Kumaresh 

For more on his research, access: 

http://ganeshkumaresh.org/about%20GK.html 
 

Dhanur Veena 

Dhanur, dhanush 

Dhanur comes from Dhanush, meaning bow, and is also akin to Dhanur Veda, knowledge of fighting 

with bow.  
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Dhanur Veena 

Since Violin is a stringed instrument like Veena, but with a bow, it is called Dhanur Veena. 

How did this idea of Dhanur Veena travel all the way to Europe in the medieval period? 

It is not only the instrument Violin but also the 7 notes of Sapta Swara that have travelled to 

medieval Europe. 

SaReGaMa to DoReMiFa 
Sapta means 7 and swara means a note. Sa, Ri, Ga, Ma, Pa, Da, Ni are the 7 notes, often called Sargam 

in short. These 7 notes became transformed into 7 notes in western classical music, namely Do, Re, 

Mi, Fa, So, La, Ti. 

Today the world has largely settled down to Western Classical music comprising of 7 notes – Do, Re, 

Mi, Fa, So, La, Ti. 

The Gregorian chants widely sung in Europe in the 1500s have been shown to be a close cousin of 

the Sama Veda of India. They sound similar to the Sama Veda when listened to in parallel. 

An Italian monk Guido d’ Arezzo, also a music theorist of the Medieval era, is credited with having 

formulated the popular, 5 line, Staff notation for writing music and the 7 notes, “Do Re Mi etc.”, also 

called Solfege or Solmization system of learning to sing by sight or reading notes. 

    

Guido d’Arezza – Statue at Arezzo 
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Plaque Outside Guido’s House 

While all these theories may explain the origin of the actual letters Do Re Mi etc. used for denoting 

the 7 notes, all these theories have left one question unanswered.  

How did most music systems of the world end up with only 7 notes and the frequencies for 

these notes, such as Do Re Mi and so on, match with the age old Indian 7 notes Saptaswara or 

Sargam? 

India has not only preserved its music tradition going way back to Bharata Muni’s Bharata Shastra 

of a few millennia ago but also furthered its classical music into 2 distinct styles – the northwest 

influenced Hindustani style and the southern Carnatic style.  

The southern style earned its name from the word Karnatak for that region. Another angle to this 

name, is the colloquial allusion of the word Karnatakam is to anything old, antique, traditional. The 

word Karnatak is also given a sublime explanation by some, as that which is also pleasing to the ear, 

since Karna means ear and Aattam, Ataka is explained as that which is a performance for the ear 

from nataka which means a performance. 

These 7 notes are not arbitrarily taken notes, but as explained by the literature of Bharata Muni, are 

notes taken from Nature itself. 
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Each of these notes have been inspired by an animal or bird, so chosen that the note they represent 

are not only ascending in order of frequency but the sounds they make are also such that, in 

humans too each of these sounds / notes progress gradually from the naval to the lips. 

These 7 notes form a scale. 

So contrary to just being random notes, the 7 notes were carefully chosen keeping in mind  

 The progressive location of the nodes, point of origin or vibration of the note’s sound 

 The progressive frequency of the note 

 The pleasing value of the note 

It was a harmonious blend of the laws of physics, biology, psychology and metaphysics. 
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So while in India, the source from where we derived these sounds is available, the sources for 

European notes do not exist. We have roots for these sources, and it comes from Nature. These 

Indian notes predate the European notes by many millennia giving credence to the perspective that 

the Saptaswara could well have travelled along with a host of other concepts from India to Europe, 

in pre-medieval era. 

Similarly the idea of Dhanur Veena also could well have gone from India, in the pre-medieval era 

and come back to India, along with the colonialists, in the post medieval era as Violin. 

In our book Brand Bharat – Roots In India, we speak more about Indian music tradition being 

based on the combinations of 7 notes, called the Saptaswara.  

 

Dhanur Veena became Violin? 
Along with these notes, the ancient instrument Dhanur Veena also has followed in its footsteps to 

Europe, and centuries later has come back to India as Violin? 

Violin Easy Acceptance 
Here we see that the instrument Violin has a fairly quick and easy acceptance in Carnatic music. 

This could well have been because of the already pre-existing ethos and practice of Dhanur Veena, 

when the Violin was reintroduced in a big way, in the last century, had a quick and easy acceptance 

in the tradition bound Carnatic music milieu. 

GST 
Under the present GST rules, Indian musical instruments are exempt from GST. Violin, because it is 

construed as a foreign musical instrument comes under GST taxation slab. With this understanding, 
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if we can bring to the fore that Violin also, Dhanur Veena is an Indian origin instrument, then Indian 

made Violins can be removed from the GST tax slab. 

Relish Dhanur Veena and Violin 
Today, Violin is considered one of the most popular musical instruments of the world. Let us relish 

the music emanating from Violin, Dhanur Veena. 

Email bharathgyan@gmail.com 

Website www.bharathgyan.com 

Blog http://bharathgyanblog.wordpress.com 

Twitter http://www.twitter.com/bharathgyan 

Facebook http://www.facebook.com/bharathgyan 

You Tube http://www.youtube.com/user/bharathgyan 

Our Books Avail  

In India https://www.sattvastore.com 

Outside India http://www.amazon.com 

Teleshop 1 800 258 8888 (India Tollfree) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.bharathgyan.com/
mailto:bharathgyan@gmail.com
http://www.bharathgyan.com/
http://bharathgyanblog.wordpress.com/
http://www.twitter.com/bharathgyan
http://www.facebook.com/bharathgyan
http://www.youtube.com/user/bharathgyan
https://www.sattvastore.com/
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=D.%20K.%20Hema%20Hari&search-alias=digital-text

