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The four fold classification of Musical Instruments by Bharata is 

followed in India from ancient times. These four types of musical 

instruments are Tat Vadya (chordophones), Sushir Vadya (aero 

phones), Ghan Vadya (idiophones) and Avanaddha Vadya 

(membranophones). Santoor belongs to the category of chordophones 

or the string instruments, mentioned in Sanskrit texts as Veena. There 

is also mention of Shat Tantri Veena (a string instrument with hundred 

strings) in Sanskrit texts, which is supposed to be the origin of the 

present Santoor.  

Santoor looks like a trapezoid wooden box, 30cm wide on one side and 

60 cm wide on the other side, with a length of 60 cm. The frame is 

made of either walnut or Maple wood. There are 120 strings stretched 

on 30 bridges arranged in a set of 15 on each side. A set of four metal 

strings pass over each of them which are fixed to iron pegs that can be 

turned for tuning the instrument to the notes of the desired Raga or 

melody. It is played with a pair of light wooden millets, held in both 

the hands that are curved at their striking end. It is played sitting in 



Padmasan or Sukhasan position (with folded legs), placing the wider 

side of the instrument in the lap of performer while supporting the 

narrower side on a triangular wooden stand. The broader side is for 

base notes of low pitch while the narrower side provides high pitch 

notes. 

In the music encyclopedias the Santoor is found under the category of 

‘hammered dulcimer’. Popular with a similar name Santour in Iran 

Iraque and Turkey it has 72 strings. In China it is the ‘Yang Qin’ of 45 

strings. Santoori in Greece, Kentele in Finland and Cimbalon or 

Zimbalon of Hungary and Romania are also similar instruments. 

Although Santoor has long been a part of the classical music repertoire 

of Persia and Arabia, it came on the horizon of classical music in India 

only in the later half of the 20th century. Earlier it has been used in the 

Himalayan Valley of Kashmir as an accompaniment to the traditional 

Sufiana Mausiqui, the music of Sufi mystics. The sweet sound of this 

instrument charmed the music lovers, though it was also criticized for 

its limitations as far as the classical music was concerned.  

For an instrument to be accepted as classical, it has to be able to 

emulate the nuances of human voice, which was called ‘Gatra–Veena’ 

in ancient Sanskrit texts. The nuances like Meend (glassendo) for 

instance, that is to pass unbroken from one note to another as 

opposed to staccato. Thus Santoor was criticized as an incomplete 

instrument incapable of expressing crucial classical nuances. Gradually 

stalwarts like Pt. Shiv Kumar Sharma made innovations in the form 

and technique of Santoor and established its status as a full-fledged 

classical concert instrument on the global stage. He increased the 

number of bridges from 25 to 29, expanding the melodic range to a 

full three octaves as opposed to one and a half scale of the Kashmiri 

Santoor. He also reduced the number of strings with three strings on 



each bridge with a total of 87 strings. This brought about greater 

clarity and took less time to tune. To ensure the tonal quality he 

matched the Komal (flat) and Teevra (sharp) notes in the chromatic 

scale. He also introduced a technique of gliding the Kalam or strikers 

along the strings very delicately to emulate the vocal ‘meend’ (sliding 

from one note to another), so vital to pure Hindustani classical music. 

His system of tuning and structural configuration of strings allows him 

to coax maximum precision from his note reproduction and alluring 

note combinations. 

Along with Pt. Shiv Kumar Sharma, there have also been other 

exponents like Pt. Bhajan Sopori and Pt Lal Mani Mishra who worked 

hard to give Santoor its classical status. Born into a family of 

musicians, Pt  Bhajan Sopori belongs to the Sufiana Gharana of 

Kashmir and has explored over a period of time, various dimensions of 

Santoor. He has balanced the Kalam (strikers) with boles and has 

attached the Tumba and tarab to his Santoor for enriching the tonal 

quality. Combining the Gaayaki (vocal) and Tantrakaari (instrumental) 

technique he has named his style as ‘Sopori Baaj’ His style sounds 

different from that of Pt. Shiv Kumar Sharma because he belongs to 

the Sufiana tradition of Kashmir, where Santoor was played along with 

singing the Sufiana Kalam. He has added more bridges to reach till the 

Mandra pancham of the lower octave. His Santoor has 43 bridges and 

100 strings distributed differently in sets of even three and two, even 

one. His santoor starts from the note Shadaja and goes upto three 

octaves. 

The famous Veena player from Banaras Hindu Univercity, Pt. Lal Mani 

Mishra also added to the classicism and popularity of this instrument  

He played Santoor in the orchestra of the famous dancer Uday 

Shankar and traveled with him across the country and abroad 



popularizing this instrument. His disciple, Om. Prakash Chaurasia is 

one of the well known Santoor players like Ulhas Bapat, Tarun 

Bhattacharya, Satish Vyas et al. The new generation playing this 

instrument is also well represented by artists like Rahul Sharma and 

Abhay Rustam Sopori. Female artists like Shruti Adhikari and 

Charukeshi Ashane are also worth the mention. 

Associated with the Pinaki Veena of Lord Shiva, Santoor was originally 

played with the Shaivaite Hymns in Kashmir before the Muslim 

invasion. Then came the Sufiana Tradition of Mukaam from Parsia, but 

it maintained its original tradition says Pt. Bhajan Sopori who belongs 

to the Sufiana tradition of Kashmir which continues to exist in Jammu 

and Kashmir even today. Gradually Santoor made a place for itself in 

the world of classical Hindustani music with the hard work research, 

and innovations of its practitioners. Today it enjoys both, a prestigious 

place amongst the classical instruments of India and also immense 

popularity globally.  

 


