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Musical Investigation A


( UL STS

Musical Investigation:
British Rock of Led Zeppelin (1"970’s) and
Indian Hindustani folk: Calcutta Slide-Guitar

The British rock band Led Zeppelin and Indian Hindustani folk Calcutta slide
guitar have many similar traits in every element of music. The three songs which will be
examined are “White Summer/Black Mountain Side” and “The Battle of Evermore” by
Led Zeppelin, and “Aanandam” by Debashish Bhattacharya. /

Melodig/traits of “White Summer/Black Mountain Side” and “Aanandam”
include similar raga\tﬁ,/heavy omam;c/ntéﬁon, polytong}ity, dyna}mics, and impro_x_z_i/sation.

A raga is a pre-determined scalc::}f ‘motif in Indian folk music which the player

-

e
improyises around.! The opening ragas in both songs are similar, not only in their notes

and note values, but also in their dynamics. The opening dynamic of both “White
Summer/Black Mountain Side” (excerpt 1a) and “Aanandam” (excerpt 1b) acts as a slow
crescer{cj,odéadir{gjnto the improvisation. This also includes a slow introductory dIO{ig,,,. o
which sustzii/l}ls’"throughout the song. The omamen}ation of both pieces is due to their
liberal use of improvisation, a skill Led Zeppelin infused in their music from studying
Indian culture. One of the most apparent ornaments used in both cultures is portamento,
or the indi&g,ﬁom one string to another without defining the intermediate notes (exc;rpt
2a, 2b). Both of these pieces are considered polytonal, due to their constant switching

from one tonality to the next, although it is subtler in Led Zeppelin (excerpt 3a), and

more apparent in Indian folk (excerpt 3b).

i
From “The Raga Guide,” Nimbus Records



The rhythmic\:ﬁements of “White Summer/Black Mountain Side” and
“Aanandam” include a largely simple duple Wér, utilize synco;_\)/ation, and have stmilar
taa\li I say largely simple duple meter because the introduction of both songs, or the
meditative period is free of the boundaries of meter, however when the aspects of
melody_, harr;lony, and rhythm combine, the meter becomes apparent. A taal/1sa sort of
rhythmic raga. It is again a predetermined rigcthm which is open to modification by the
player or group” The taal which is estab[ished in “Aanandam” is as follows:
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this of course is open to ornamentation and improvisation in order to follow the raga.
Led Zeppelins taal is the nearly the same as that of “Aanandam,” only it contains longer

note values and a faster tempo:
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and it even utilizes the table along with a rock g.rén set. As you can see, the triplet
followed by a Ieadin_g/nc{e into the next repetition is an Indian trait shared by both
cultures. Syncopation is utilized largely after the meditative introduction when the taal
joins the raga and presents a tempg/ and time signature. Syncopation is one of the most
widely used rhythmic techniques in Indian music (dictation 4a), and in Led Zeppelin
/‘.'.(dictation 4b). In the Indian piece, you can hear the slide \g/gﬁar slightly off beat with the
tabla in the backgroﬁnd, and in the Led Zeppelin piece, the accompanyi\n’g,tabla can be

heard off ;hythm with the drum set and guitar.
P
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From “Understanding Raga and Taal”



The ha.n@f;nic features of the pieces “The Battle of Evermore” and “Aanandam”
include ostanvaﬁ, droncy"and again polytonality. The ostanati and drones of the pieces are
.’ v

apparent from the very beginning. The drone in “Aanandam is dictated as follows:
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however, it is heard as being much thicker and vibrato {excerpt 5a). Thisisduetoa
common Indian technique in which they allow for the neighboring strings around the one
being played to vibrate, creating a multi-pitched ‘911&{ or str\’l/i/m/ This same technique is
used in the ostanto of “The Battle of Evermore” (excerpt 3b). Polytoggkity in all three
pieces is not only found in the melody, but also in the harmonic accompaniment. In “The
Battle of Evermore,” the ostanati follow the melody as it changes tonality (excerpt 6a).
The tenaliiy/ehanges from major te'minor, to major t(fy'-nor, then finally settlesona
major tonal\i-tyor the majority ot; the song. “Aanandam’ and “White Summer/Black
Mountain” however, are polytonal throughout.

The texturs/o‘r‘/nlost world music, including Indian'folk, is hete@/honic. This
trait is not only shared by “Aanandam,” but also by “White Summer/Black Mountain
Side.” The defining factors which prove a song 1s heterop_l}gnic is if it constantly
modifies it melodic _Iines, and if all the eit;ments of music act independently. The
constant modiﬁcati,on of a melodigjline is apparent in “Aanandam,” the main raga is
skewed and shaped while still following its original scallilar form. This modification of
the melody is very apparent in Led Zeppelin as well, specifically, “White Summer/Black

Mountain”. The move towards heterophony in this western band was due to the strong

x/ Indian influence in the 1970’s, and the new incorporation of improvisation into rock.




ngZm and song/ﬁfuctme are the most comparable traits of both “White
Summer/Black Mountain Side” and “Aanandam”. Both cultures include a variant of C%;l
and response. In “Aanandam,” the slide guitar ca/l/}-s 6ut, and then waits for a response.

%
The response is given by the tabla, in the same rhythm which it was given (excerpt 7a).

Ve

Led Zeppelin uses call and response in a different method, they use it within the same

instrument. In this excerpt, you will hear the higher part of the guitar calling to the lower
e
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part, and hear communication between the two (excerpt 7b). The most important
comparison, however, is the following; Both “White Summer/Black Mountain Side” and
“Aanandam™ utilizé the three parts of a traditional Indian Hindustani folk sogg( They
begin with a meditative passage, followed by the introduction of the raga anc}jg,al, and
finally the combination of the two and the conclusion. This was, and is the classical
format for all Indian folk music, and Led Zeppelin incorporated it among other things
into “White Summer/Black Mountain Side”. Excerpt 8a shows the progression through
the three parts of “White Summer/Black Mountain Side,” and excerpt 8b shows the three-
piece progression of “Aanandam.”

The timWf all three pieces relate to one another, and are used in nearly the
same context. Timbral aspects and instruments to be explored are the tabla, tampura,.
string vibrg}'eﬁ: and most importantly, tuning with regard to slide /guitar. The tabla is
used in both “White Summer/Black Mountain Eide” and “Aanandam™ for the same
reasons, to keep a rhythm, and to play the taal.. Although the tabla is present in Led
Zeppelin, there is also a drum set, which sometimes overpowers the tablas. Tampuras are

used in both “The Battle of Evermore” and “Aanandam”. Again, their purpose is

concrete, to provide a dron/g:, for which the music and improvisation can float along. The



tampuras can be heard at the beginning of tlysbngs and all the way throughout (excerpt
Sa, 5b). String vibration is a defining factor in the sound of Indian folk zﬁusic. Indian

s

folk tribc/e; would build their instruments so the strings are close t(}gether, allowing for the
surrounding strings to vibrflt/e‘"’ Led Zeppelin mimics this in both “White Summer/Black
Mountain Side,” and can also be heard in nearly every song post dating those two. Most
importantly, the tuning of Led Zeppelin’s lead guitarist, Jimmy Page, tuned his guitar in
“White Summer/Black Mountain Side” from EADGBE to DADGAD in order to have a \/
more open and folk sound. The repetition of D and A allows for the chords to be spaced

I

widely, and create a drone—ii]:ce;,_effect.3 Tuning down to a DADGAD, or sometimes
NI

called slide G tuning, also loosens the strings, allowing for much more string vibration. ’\/
Remarkably, Debashish Bhattacharya tunes his slide guitar /t_p the exact same tuning, and
for the exact same reasons. This open tuning also takes some boundaries off of the
instrument. With less open notes it can play within more scales, I;aking it a more
effective improvisation instryaem.

While Led Zeppelin is mainly a band to sit back and listen to, these two pieces
offer largely the same feel as “Aanandam,” which translates to “joy,” allowing for a

meditative, relaxed song. \/
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From “Alternate Tuning Guide: DADGAD Tuning”
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