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THIS BOOK GREW OUT OF THREE SEMINAR PAPERS THAT I WROTE BETWEEN 2006–07. The idea of knitting them together as a single narrative was very largely my editor’s who convinced me that there was a book waiting to be written. I was initially hesitant having finished a book on music in south India just then, and apprehended the possibility of sounding repetitive. However, the hesitancy vanished when I actually set out to examine the subject of music and its troubled engagement with modernity, this time not as the biography of an institution but as snapshots of the principal actors who constituted the changing world of performance. Going back to my material I realized that the story had immense potential and that our entrapment in the world of textual representation meant that the focus was never on the practitioner but on the critic and the self appointed connoisseur who chose to represent the artist not from the point of view of his dilemma but that of his own anxiety and self-reflexivity. To this day I regret that I failed to engage with my own music teacher who was, in so many ways, a remarkable individual and a realized musician. Growing up in modern India as a middle class girl, wrapped up in the excitement of youth and self-absorption, and only partially, even absentmindedly, interested in the music lessons, I learnt to love the form but failed to give it and its practitioner the attention they deserved. I do not claim that I have the means to recuperate the musician in history nor that I have done so in these pages. All that I have tried to do is to see how the emerging functions of criticism, pedagogy and performance positioned the musician in a changing public space and how the exercise in most cases was an extension of the connoisseur’s prerogatives. This is not to deny that biographies have been written of musicians, but barring a few like Namita Devidayal’s lyrical novel, The Music Room, or the writings of Indira Menon on the Madras Quartet, these have tended to be small directories of well-known and endlessly churned out facts.

I have, in developing my ideas, immensely benefited from a long and deep association with Jon Barlow whose interventions have always tended to be quirky, thereby forcing me to think out of the box. My parents have been immensely supportive emotionally and intellectually, sharing their time and assistance in many ways — going through my translations with a fine toothcomb and even venturing to do some freehand translations. I have also greatly benefited from talking to my younger brother whose passion for music and for Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer gave me access to that magical world of affect that I talk about. My students in Jamia and J.N.U. have provided me with what only they can do best— a sounding board to bounce off ideas that helped me in various stages of writing. My growing association with Aditi Deo a doctoral student has been immensely engaging, both at a personal level as well as at an academic one. Aditi spent a week with me in Delhi where we listened to music together, discussed our interests and research problems late into the night. The sessions were stimulating and helped me considerably in formulating my arguments. The seminars that I attended in Kolkata (2005) Mumbai (2007) and Boston (2007) brought me in close association with academics whose work I have long admired and drawn from.

The material that I have consulted has been drawn principally from the Roja Muthiah Research Library in Madras, the Sahitya Akademi and Sangeet Natak Akademi in Delhi, the NCPA library in Bombay and the National Library in Calcutta. The staff in all these institutions has been extraordinarily generous in supporting my unreasonable demands— I would be remiss if I were not to single out my aunt Vijayalakshmi, librarian in the Sahitya Akademi and her colleague Padmanabhan, who gave me all the assistance that I could ask for. Likewise Sundar and Muthumalati of the Roja Muthiah Research Library went out of their way to scan material and speed post them to Delhi making my research that much easier. And finally a very big thank you to Professor Mushirul Hasan who gave me a wonderful space in Jamia to work, teach and research. It is to him that I dedicate this work.

Readers who are unfamiliar with the world of Karnatik music may be baffled by the list of proper names and of musical concepts and forms that pepper this narrative. I hope the glossary provides some relief.

New Delhi, February 2008
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It is obvious on the very face of it that it is this Academy of Karnatik music and these Sangeetha Sabhas that ought to give the lead to the whole of Southern India in the matter of our musical development and especially in arriving at and fixing that common standard. What Madras does today, the rest of the presidency will come to do in course of time. It is from here that all movements political, social or musical spread through out the province. Besides as far as I know there are no Sabhas or Academies of the kind that we have here in the mofussil; therefore, it is not too much to hope that our Academy and our Sangeetha sabhas will take the initiative in this matter. They ought to do it for this, if for no other reason, that no other organization can do it. If they too fail to do it, will not the public lay at their doors the charge that they are guilty of a gross dereliction of duty?

P.S. Iyer, 1921



A DEVOTED AMATEUR AND CONNOISSEUR, WHO SPENT HIS LIFE LISTENING TO music and promoting the cause of a modern institutional approach to music education in Madras, P.S. Iyer, was referring to the newly established Academy of Karnatik Music in which he was personally involved.1 Like so many of his contemporaries, he embodied all the expectations and anxieties of the middle-class Brahmin elite of south India, who by the 1920s, were ready to assume the responsibility of directing and safeguarding the region’s musical tradition by incorporating it and its practitioners within a modern organizational structure. Convinced that professional musicians and traditional practitioners were incapable of training students or of assuming the custodianship of the authentic art, Iyer spoke in favour of a radical reconstitution of the art form, to be achieved through professional bodies (sabhas and samajams) that would produce a blue print for a standard classical version of music for the region. The lead had to come from the city and its professional elite—a decision that was fraught with significant implications presaging a fundamental transformation of the musical landscape of southern India (Tamilnadu in particular) making it almost entirely urban-centric. Moving away from the larger constituency of temple ritual and consumption in the hinterland, the urban elite strove to establish a new aesthetic conception of music performance and appreciation in the secular arena. This found practical expression in the formation and activities of music associations or sabhas that within a short time became critical sites of a new disciplinary formation. As a key element in the construction of new publics, they played a major role in positioning classical music and dramatic entertainment in the cultural life of Madras city. Radically distinct from older and earlier performative spaces and associations, the sabhas emerged as critical agents in the configuring of musical aesthetics and standards articulated through the refined katcheri or concert, which, in many ways in the twentieth century context, was comparable to a descriptive catalogue accompanying art collections and exhibitions. Just as a catalogue accompanying a curated show in a museum gallery highlights selectively those items that are seen to embody a particular style or genre or even period, the concert was restructured in a manner to represent what the new custodians saw as the classical style. Consequently, the katcheri became more than just a performative space where the performer enjoyed the freedom to capture the attention of his audience—rather it became a tightly organized space where the performer was expected to abide by conventions and by a fairly fixed repertoire that carried with it, the carefully assembled markers of classicism.

The newly refined modern concert format facilitated the display of music as an object with textual explication, sharply different from the emotive and non-verbal forms of experiencing music in the context of ritual and religious practice. Additionally, the katcheri played a critical role in the consolidation of a new audience and its regime of expectancies and tastes by emerging as that site where the audience could be fore-grounded as privatized owners of interiority that was emotional and spiritual.

Safeguarding this domain of experience and expertise was the modern critic who emerged in the same period, in the context of an expanding literary and journalistic culture. While initially, music criticism was part of a more generalized discourse of musicology and music appreciation, it subsequently entered the more public domain of vernacular weeklies, as part of entertaining social columns covering aspects of Madras’s cultural life and milieu before emerging as an explicit disciplining tool to streamline music performance that could not be completely ignored by the performer or by his corporate sponsors. The critic was, at the same time, in a unique position of mediating the space between the performer and his/her audience and of recording the dominant trends of the times in a way that was fundamentally different from earlier appraisals of performance and the art form. The validation of aesthetic standards was expressed through regular reporting and criticism, which had the power to make or break reputations, and to demand standards of performance from musicians and artistes. The emergence of the modern music critic embodied even more clearly, shifts in the changing world of performance which was being reconstituted by new agents, who from their location in the new mansions of music brought, as Amanda Weidman has recently argued,2 their modern subjectivity into play in their engagement with music, producing in the process, a new politics of voice and vocalization.

A third constituent in the changing world of music was the modern music school or college that was also seen as a vital catalyst and an indispensable tool in accelerating music’s engagement with modernity. Most of the sabha leaders were explicitly in favour of modern music education, which they argued, had to be integrated into the school and university system with a definite curriculum, thereby ensuring a scientific and systematic mode of transmission besides creating an informed audience that could respond more presciently to classical music and safeguard its standards from dilution. The incorporation of music into the system of modern education became, for a brief while, a pet obsession with the Madras elites for whom scientific instruction held out immense prospects of defending the authentic version of the classical music tradition as it had historically evolved in Tamilnadu, especially since the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. What many of them did not factor in was the difficulties in locating the traditional guru and his methods within the new pedagogy, and the irreconcilability of the gurushishya parampara with the modern classroom system that brooked no hierarchy in principle and was ordered around very different principles of instruction, evaluation and intention. The difficulties became apparent within a few years of experimentation, when the issue of modern scientific instruction came under more serious scrutiny and exposed the contradictions that were built into the modern project of recasting music, a consequence of what Weidman calls, the conditions inherent in the curiously double life that music lived in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The simultaneous association of music in south India with technical and mathematical attributes (in full display, in certain departments) along with the emotional and melodic dimensions of aesthetic experience produced predictably divergent discourses about the most effective modes of transmitting music, and these were periodically punctuated with murmurs of nostalgia about the traditional guru and of regret over the new breed of cunning music teachers who had to deal not only with middle-class girls of mediocre talent but also with their ambitious and over-caring parents.3

The interplay of new aesthetic formulations with the ethical and artistic aspirations of the middle-class surfaced with the emergence of the modern music commentator and critic whose interventions, in fact, set the tone for the ongoing public debate about standards, classicism and the classical-popular divide in the domain of music. The debate was central to the articulation of a new and transformed public cultural sphere that played a major role in audience formation and constituting its expectations, and consequently, in shaping the normative model for performance and its appraisal that modern institutions like the universities had to take responsibility for. On the other hand, the didactic scope of performance was stressed time and again, not only as an integral element in educating the audience, but in enabling it to participate more fully and directly in identifying with the music and its performer, and thereby, become part of the enchanted magic space within a non-ritual domain. Why there was a need for such a space, how it was assembled and how it fitted into the modern project of establishing a secular space for classical entertainment, how it maintained its linkages with the new and modern institutions of education and entertainment, what its implications were in forging and fracturing cultural practices, are some of the questions that this collection will address. Some of these issues find reflection in Amanda Weidman’s study of the violin and the politics of voice in south India, where she argues, the colonial encounter produced a particular engagement with the notion of the ideal and modern singing voice, and with the violin as the most appropriate vehicle for negotiating what was Indian and what was not. This collection, while acknowledging the importance of Weidman’s formulations, will interrogate the idea of the modern being entirely produced in and being constitutive of the colonial encounter. Even if we assume that the engagement and improvisation with the violin ‘the colonial instrument that went native’ embodied the movement towards the Indian modern through a colonial instrument, how true could this be of vocal music and vocal practices? Furthermore, how self-consciously was the modern produced? How did musicians negotiate the modernist agenda of their immediate patrons and audience? What were their specific inputs into the agenda? Was it merely a case of playing out the rhetoric in performance or was there a degree of self-awareness when they factored in technological changes that the art form had to accommodate in the context of recording and amplification? Did they completely jettison old ways of learning and old musical values that they had imbibed in their own youth and which they adapted to a new context? Was not adaptation always a recurrent pattern of Indian music and musical thought, as Lewis Rowell4 argued, for an earlier period? These questions are of some relevance, for unlike north Indian music, where only a few practitioners were directly brought in as collaborators of the project, a greater number of musicians in southern India played a key role in articulating conventions about vocal practices and sound production, occasionally invoking traditional practices of breath control and sadhakam, while at other times, segmenting and reinventing their practice for the modern concert attending audience.


Sabhas and the Middle-Class in Madras

The formation of sabhas as a social formation in twentieth-century Madras forms the starting point of our study. These associations were multi-faceted; functioning simultaneously as a new socializing space in the city, as a major patron of the arts, an arbiter of cultural taste and standards and a provider of a very distinct and different performative space. The new city sabhas, emerging in the latter decades of the nineteenth century were, in terms of their functions and membership, markedly different from the older performance venues located in temples and mathas of Tanjore and Tirunelveli or even in courts and individual salons. The contrast will stay with us right through the study especially as it is useful in emphasizing the special and specific profile of the sabhas as sites of modern disciplinary formations relating to the practice of non-ritual music. This, as mentioned before, was achieved through a new aesthetic conception of performance reverberating through the redesigned and redefined concert format or katcheri paddhati that became, even for schools and teaching institutions, the main blue print to follow. In other words, the collection maps the changing musical landscape in modern south India from the latter decades of the nineteenth century, when a complex convergence of social changes and cultural practices associated with the formation of a new urban elite generated competing discourses of aesthetics, authenticity and meaning, and split the performing tradition into high art secular music and popular ritual music.

Sabhas, however, were not static bodies impervious to change and challenge. Not all of them adhered to a similar agenda—nor were all of them interested in issues of cultural debate and custodianship. However, many of them emerged in the early-twentieth century as concerned organizations capable of providing classical music entertainment to its members, and thereafter, of redefining and setting the tenets of classicism in music. Such a situation wherein some sabhas became major and responsible speaking bodies assuming the onus of safeguarding standards, tradition and authenticity (the sampradayam) emerged largely in the context of a major transformation of the public sphere in early-twentieth century Madras and, more specifically, in response to the auditory changes within the listening public in the wake of the unprecedented popularity and spread of musical entertainment in Madras city from the latter decades of the nineteenth century. The growing appeal and availability of musical and music related entertainment generated serious questions among the middleclass about what classical music ought to be, and how it was to be presented and preserved, and made distinct from a range of other styles and forms.

The anxiety of the new patrons derived from a renewed and inflected appreciation of integrating those elements of cultural practice, which had artistic appeal and also carried vestigial elements of memory and inheritance and a field of association, into a modern set up. Here, sabhas had a big role to play as providers of musical entertainment in a transformed public space. What did this mean for members and those who constituted a ticket buying audience? For the former, sabhas were seen to represent a modern organizational form that gave the members the right to raise issues of organization and styles of functioning. In 1901, a letter to the editor of the newspaper, Madras Mail pointed out how poorly some sabhas in Madras were organizing cultural events like the kalakshepams (religious-musical discourse that were a form of extremely popular entertainment) and how they incurred ‘the displeasure of the citizens in the way they manage other functions’. Citing the instance of the Bagawatha Katha Prasanga Sabha, it pointed out that while the sabha was


… progressing on the patronage of the public day by day, but the Directors of the Managing Committee do not look to the comfort and of the members of the public who attend. They have on the rolls six hundred [or] seven hundred members if I am right but instead of being satisfied with the collections from the members they sell tickets at an enhanced rate to the public who are non-members … making the hall overcrowded. I would also state that the hall will not hold more than 700 to 800 people and I have seen instances where more than 1500 should have been admitted to the meetings. On the other hand, they do not consider the inconveniences the public are put to and the sickness … thanks to the impure air formed on account of such overcrowded meetings. The same sabha neither distributes copies of their annual reports or balance sheets to their members and do not even convene general body meetings at least once a year although the sabha is purely a public one. Under these circumstances, I would urge upon the authorities of the Sabha to look into these grievances ad do the needful in future.



The letter ended with the note that other subscribers would appreciate the writer’s sentiments.5

What the letter does suggest is how members and subscribers envisaged the sabha as an adjudicating body organized on democratic lines, and how they expected a certain measure of participatory control over its proceedings. This translated over time into a collective concern over cultural issues and the question of standards with the result that sabhas became speaking bodies which took the initiative to set conventions of performance and become sites of legitimation for classical music. From the very beginning, in fact, sabhas invented themselves as arbitrating bodies that would take the responsibility for raising general awareness of music; by inviting and sponsoring accomplished musicians, they hoped to educate their audiences and thereby, create a genuinely growing space for classical music. By the 1930s when sabhas had proliferated all over the country, this idea was firmly entrenched and expressed regularly and consistently. For example, speaking on the occasion of the Kanpur Sangeet Samaj in 1933, S. N. Ratanjhankar, a pioneer in modern music education and an accomplished singer, remarked that musicians had to do all in their power ‘to educate their audience, create a taste in them for the right type of music by a proper exposition of it and fit them out to meet it, instead of flattering them by easy tickling commonplaces. This is only possible when the audience consists of cultured people and music is the main function and not where music forms a minor item in a ceremony just to keep the guests engaged for a while and make them forget their appetites till the table is laid. Music on such occasions is like a girl in rags soliciting every indifferent passerby and addressing them Sir, may I have a morsel? Classical music especially has no reason to present itself at such places unless it is demanded for its own sake and the people are in readiness to receive it.’6 Contemporary publicists discriminated between responsible sabhas whose function was to provide and regulate music of good quality and which subsequently became important associations to seek membership in, and those that did not follow these tenets.

In Madras, the profile of the sabhas as reforming and socializing spaces was even more tightly integrated into the elite’s self-description as cultural custodians and participants of a shared set of practices that had to be scrupulously protected, especially in the context of their relocation from an older ritual space to a modern secular one. The context for the emergence of the sabhas is, therefore, important and a critical starting point to begin our study.




Politics of Associations: Articulating Sabha Culture

The articulation of a full-fledged sabha culture was part of the larger social transformation that Madras underwent from about the latter decades of the nineteenth century. The formation of western educated professional elite groups was accompanied by a concerted effort to build associations that would represent the larger interests of the group beyond the local level and to project a clearly articulated identity that was grounded in an understanding of shared cultural and political values.7 This involved, generally speaking, a commitment to modern ideas of self-government, representative politics and social reform, while at the cultural level, it encompassed the possibility of retrieving traditional arts and practices, investing them with new significance and aligning them thereafter, to a national ideal of cultural regeneration. It was in this context of what Pamela Price has referred to as the formation of the new publics that sabhas or cultural associations for music related performance began to emerge and proliferate.8 For Price, these new associations constituted a new formation in that it represented the mobilization of a self-identifying group engaged in activities intended to build opinion or influence government policy beyond the local level. The formation of sangeetha sabhas9 was part of the same ‘public’ formation, in the consolidation of a collective cultural habit. There were commercial considerations as well; the growing popularity of musical theatre and religious discourses in Madras from the latter decades of the nineteenth century, when musicians from Tanjore, (the principal centre of music until the midnineteenth century) came and performed in the city created a market demand for entertainment leading to the establishment of associations. Consequently from the very beginning, sabhas performed a dual function; to make arrangements for performance with an eye on the ‘box office’ as well as to invent themselves as arbiters of good taste and sponsors of classical music. As elite institutions in terms of their social composition, sabhas were especially mindful of their role as custodians of classical culture, a preoccupation that became marked from the 1920s. Sabhas in due course became an extension of the elite’s social life and expectations with the result that a distinct sabha culture emerged in the city and which became coeval with notions of status, respectability and taste. From the 1930s, sabha culture became an object of reflection in literature and popular writings as well, where it was occasionally lampooned and caricatured as a manifestation of misguided elite snobbery, and at other times, reinforced as a significant marker of good taste and sensibility. The noted litterateur and critic Kalki Krishnamoorthi (1899–1954) was especially ironical in his weekly pieces, ‘Aadal Paadal’, where he made fun of sabha secretaries running after subscriptions and seeking the patronage of city luminaries and only marginally interested in the art form and its practice.

This was not so when the first associations of sabhas came into being. As organizations representing the urban elite, sabhas tended to define themselves as modern bodies, constituted to address issues of entertainment and musical taste at a time when the project of retrieving their cultural inheritance assumed importance and urgency. While most of the premier sabhas were based in cities, there were occasional instances of provincial associations and music related initiatives, cases in point being the Tanjore Sangeeta Vidya Mahajana Sangam organized by the connoisseur, Abraham Pandithar10 in 1912, and the publication of the music journal Karnata Sangeetam (in Tamil) in Coimbatore. This music journal was launched after the Second World War in Coimbatore, the purpose being to ensure a standard in performance, standardize melodic conventions and compositions.11 What tied the sabhas, and even the more informal associations, together and gave them a degree of unity was their leadership which was assumed by a largely, if not predominantly, western educated elite that assumed the double responsibility of proving musical entertainment and regulating its standards.

The first formal music association we come across in south India, for instance, was the Madras branch of the Gayan Samaj (1883), that represented a concrete attempt on the part of the city’s music connoisseurs to disseminate music among the middle-class, ‘to promote the cultivation of music as a domestic amusement among the Hindus who were now passing their B.A’s in the educational movement of the nineteenth century’.12 This involved a series of arrangements that included the organizing of concerts on a regular basis, establishing guidelines of music instruction and sponsoring a publication programme of music related texts and treatises. More sabhas followed largely in response to the popularity of musical entertainment in the city, so clearly revealed in the statistics of L’Armand and L’Armand:13 in 1895 the Krishna Gana Sabha was started in Georgetown followed by that of the Jagannatha Bhakta Sabha, Triplicane Sangeetha Sabha, Mylapore Sangeetha Sabha, memberships in which were thrown open to the public on payment of monthly subscription.14 By the 1920s there was a plethora of sangeeta sabhas, partly a consequence of individual initiative and partly because of a steady democratization of music’s audience. Rangaramanuja Ayyangar mentions in his reminiscences how he with a few friends was in charge of a sabha and managed to organize annual conferences on special occasions; how, for instance, he along with Srinivasa Iyengar and E. Krishnier was able to organize the Tyagaraja Aradhana celebrations in 1920.15 The nature of the participation and patronage, especially of the new elite, came into full display when Pandithar convened the Tanjore Sangeeta Vidya Sangam in 1912 and testified to both the interest of the new professional classes as well as to the importance they accorded to music as a valuable cultural resource and marker of taste.16

The activities of the sabhas went through distinct phases. Initially they responded to the growing demand for musical entertainment coming in the wake of musical discourse or harikatha performances and of the influx of traditional performers from Tanjore into Madras. The decline of Tanjore from the second quarter of the eighteenth century, partly as a consequence of languishing Maratha power that lost its vitality in the wake of British incursions into the region, had its repercussions on the arts scene. With the decline in court patronage, Tanjore ceased to be the principal cultural centre by the first half of the nineteenth century and was superseded by the rise of Madras as the city of opportunities, generated by the interest of its local notables, whose initial investment was informed by notions of ritual display and status but which eventually became an informed concern with issues of aesthetics and trusteeship of culture. The influx of performers—musicians and dancers, and harikatha exponents into the city had the important effect of maintaining an artistic and cultural continuity with Tanjore, besides constituting and consolidating an audience for music. The popularity of music and music related entertainment also had the additional effect of enhancing its commercial value, which posed the inevitable conundrum of defining the performance—whether it was popular or whether it carried other artistic possibilities and manifestations that could not be categorized as popular. The question of classicism in itself became pressing even as sabhas proliferated, and was a direct consequence of a new and collective concern among the middle-classes about their artistic inheritance and the need to validate it for themselves as much as for their colonial superiors. Consequently, the unprecedented popularity of musical entertainment produced an inevitable angst about standards, so much so that by the 1920s, the commercial aspect was seen by aficionados of the city to be diluting the quality of musical performance. As P. S. Iyer observed in his contributions to the Madras dailies, sabhas had become suppliers of music to the public at low prices. The initial enthusiasm for supporting music related research and establishing guidelines for performance had given way, with the result that they had become ‘cheap imitations of western societies’ and hastily organized concert suppliers.17

By this time, the importance of raising the bar for classical music had become a key preoccupation with the new patrons of the city. This assumed the form of creating a new body that could undertake studies of Karnatik music, run a publications programme and set standards for classical music performances. As mentioned earlier, for Iyer, the lead had to be given by Madras.18

Iyer’s observations clearly overlooked the network of temples and mathas in south India that remained important as patrons of music in the second half of the nineteenth century especially the Tiruvavuduthurai matham or indeed, the more modern initiative of Abraham Pandithar who organized the Tanjore Sangeeta Vidya Sangam in 1912. The latter initiative had been especially important for several reasons; it reflected the increasing interest evinced in cultural issues by networks of the literate gentry connected with colonial administration at the district level, the currency of ideas of standardization and authenticity, and new modes of pedagogy and preservation. At the same time, the initiative directly addressed the issue of local musical culture and traditions of Tamil compositions patronized by religious organizations and mathas in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. As Abraham Pandithar remarked on the occasion of convening the conference, ‘as we are making researches into srutis and ragas, we found it expedient to organize a sabha of vidwans so that they may be systematized. But it is a matter of regret that many other keertanams are in use at the present time the ideas of which are not clear even now. We desire very much that the Tamilians of south India should hear more than they do now the singing of Tamil keertanams and devotional compositions like Tevarams, Tiruvachakam. All keertanams in alien languages should first be interpreted before they are sung.’19 What he was effectively stating was the need to foreground local musical practices and compositions that did not enjoy the same circulation in the concert circuits of Madras. The statement also anticipated an important controversy regarding the issues of music and language.

Pandithar’s initiatives did not, however, reflect the general orientation of the city’s sabhas whose chief agenda at this time, was to provide diverse kinds of entertainment and present an inclusive repertoire accommodating as many kinds of compositions and styles as possible, but without necessarily taking on board the issue of maintaining standards. Iyer’s critique in the 1920s, therefore, was directed at the crass commercial preoccupations of the sabhas and raised the issue of declining standards forcefully. His articles emphasized the urgency of establishing common standards that would distinguish classical music from non-classical music, and which would be safeguarded by sangeeta sabhas providing classical music entertainment of high standard, thereby validating it. On his own initiative, he founded the Academy of Karnatik Music, which he hoped, would (along with other sabhas in the city) ‘give lead to the whole of southern India in arriving and fixing a common standard. There are a few men in these sabhas who are justly regarded as musical experts. These men should hold a preliminary meeting for the purpose of setting certain details as to the way musical reform should be carried out as to evolve a common standard out of the welter of popular tastes that prevails at the present day’.20

Implicit in this suggestion was the way in which sabhas were required to reinvent themselves as arbiters of standards, thereby initiating a new kind of relationship between individual subjects (listeners) and the object (music), and isolating in the process, a body of knowledge that was defined as classical and authentic, and producing a new disciplinary formation to fit in with both performance as well as with institutional needs of modern education. The manner in which the new societies and associations embarked upon a taxonomy of compositions, styles, melodic arrangements gestured towards the sensibilities and orientation of the new class of listeners and patrons who created and simultaneously participated in what came to be known as ‘sabha culture’ that was identifiably different from an earlier listening culture associated with sadas organized in temples and mathas.

Sabhas became critical instruments in the larger process of secularizing music in modern India but with an important difference that distinguished it from the European experience as postulated by Kant, who had argued for a realm of aesthetics separate from religious experience in the late eighteenth century, a distinction that endured into the early twentieth century. According to his reasoning, as Beck has pointed out, religion and music had to be viewed as separate aspects of the human enterprise that were each associated, in the fashion of German theologians Friedrich Schleiermacher and Albrecht Ritschl, with a single psychic function. In practical terms, this meant that the temple and concert stage were considered venues for separate genres of musical performance: one for religious experience and the other for secular amusement.21 This dichotomy, which was rejected in Europe subsequently, assumed quite a different shape in the Indian context where the secular staging of performance brought with it considerations of classicism associated with elite entertainment replete with new notions of ethico-aesthetics and spiritual ideals of music. The redefined concert became an important site for not merely validating classical music, but for educating the newly constituted audience and for facilitating an ambient milieu in which the performer and audience could collectively identify with the transcendental and spiritual dimensions of music. It was this overriding concern of maintaining standards and spirituality that produced a series of ambivalent responses very regularly from the sabha sponsors; while on the one hand, they definitively rejected the older modes of patronage and participated fully in the modern experience of a transformed public space, they were uneasy about over-democratization that threatened to undermine the very basis of classical music which was seen as an elite preserve and as a valuable and precious resource that could not be corrupted by crass commercialism. The situation was summed up succinctly in 1945 when, in an address to the Madras Music Academy, the premier sabha of the city, the chief guest, the Raja of Ramnad observed:


The advantage in this [i.e. the sabha] is not at all disputed, since it gives chance for more number of people to hear and appreciate the art several times over. But then let us compare both [i.e. royal patronage and the sabhas]. While the former institutions enriched the artistes and perfected the art, the latter only enriches the audience, and the consequent degeneracy in art is slowly creeping in by the backdoor, due to the hurried visits of these bhagavatars from sabha to sabha which do not give them the leisure necessary for sadakam or practice which is the only way to attain the perfection or the height which they are capable of. By their having too many performances their health which is an essential factor to have sweetness or jeevan in their voice or sariram which gets impaired. Take the present case in our music world—why can we not look back beyond four or five musicians at the most as the outstanding artistes? I am certain it is due to the malady I have mentioned above.22



He suggested that sabhas had to be more self-regulating, and that a combination of older forms of support and the new sabhas would be more conducive to artistic development.
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