
[image: Cover Image]


A Southern Music

The Karnatik Story

T.M. Krishna

[image: Image]


 

 

 

To 
Sangeetha Sivakumar
musician
my conscience
my wife


Contents

[image: Image]

Dedication

Foreword

A Note on Reading

BOOK 1: THE EXPERIENCE

1.    Music: A Narrative

The overture

2.    The Intent of Music

Going to the source

3.    Imagination, Creativity, Improvisation

Creating in the moment of imagination

4.    The Fundamentals

The building blocks of Karnatik music

5.    The Tune in the Word

A note on compositions

6.    Creativity Unbound: Manodharma

The art of improvisation

7.    The Rendering Unfolds

How musicians unveil the music

8.    The Concert Unravels

The modern kutcheri and its rituals

9.    The Karnatik Concert Today: A Critique

Some fresh angles

10.  Voicing the Note

The gift of voice, its training and use

11.  A Matter of Style

Individuality in music

12.  Studying the Song

Musicians and musicologists – striking a discordant note

BOOK 2: THE CONTEXT

13.  A Song in the Dance

Karnatik music and Bharatanatyam

14.  A Distant Cousin

The connection with Hindustani music

15.  The Melting Pot

An examination of fusion music

16.  The Sound of Cinema

Karnatik music and the celluloid

17.  Meaning the Word

The texture of language in Karnatik music

18.  The Shrine and the Song

The role of religion in art music

19.  A Man’s World

Gender inequality in the Karnatik world

20.  An Unequal Music

Caste and discrimination

21.  The World So Wide

Karnatik music in the US

22.  The Musician and the Machine

Technology in Karnatik music

BOOK 3: THE HISTORY

23.  The Raga’s Trail

A note on the evolution of the raga

24.  The Tala’s Beat

How the tala system evolved

25.  A Thing Composed

A historical survey of compositions

26.  The Song Within

The evolution of manodharma

27.  The Song on Stage

The Karnatik performance

 

Epilogue

Select Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Index

About the Author

Copyright


Foreword
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It is all too rare that a great artist reflects deeply, systematically and in a communicative manner on the particular artistic tradition of which he or she is a part. The very idea of such reflection is rather exotic, indeed improbable: a musician sings, a painter paints, a poet writes verses. The attempt to explain what goes on in the hidden reaches of the artist’s mind may even be inimical to the actual business of making art happen. A Telugu verse, still circulating orally, tells us that it is fruitless, even ridiculous, to ask a poet about his own productions:


The beauties of a poem are best known
by the critic.

What does the author know?

The beauties of a woman are known
only to her husband.

What does a father know?



But in the case of music, for example, who exactly is the father (or, for that matter, the husband)? The doubt voiced by the poem applies, mutatis mutandis, to great performers, who are, as everyone knows, creative artists in their own right. In short, ‘doing’ and ‘reflecting’ may well be mutually contradictory. Some egregious examples come to mind, such as Glenn Gould’s incomprehensible recorded talks on Bach’s Goldberg Variations (a composition for which he gave us two very different, equally unforgettable renditions, the first recorded in 1955 and the second, shortly before his death, in 1981). When I first listened to the pedantic near-gibberish of these talks, I thought to myself: ‘Please stop the torrent of words, just play the pieces!’ A great musician always tells us – very eloquently – what he or she thinks just by making music, as a dancer does by dancing.

But occasionally there is an exception to this rule, and the book before us surely fits this description. T.M. Krishna is my favourite male vocalist of Carnatic music in this generation. He is a consummate master of the intricacies of this most subtle of musical traditions, with its vast expressive range enlivened by disciplined precision, sensitivity and nuance. I think he preserves, in some natural and unprepossessing manner, something of the intimate, gentle, profoundly emotional character that was clearly central to modern Carnatic singing in its earlier, formative phase – at the Maratha Tanjavur court, for example, and later in the new middle-class salons that sprung up in places like Manali (near early-colonial Madras) and Ettayapuram. This artist is also very well aware of his place within the continually evolving tradition, and he has much to say about the practices of performance in its theoretical frame and historical contexts. He has, in effect, given us a detailed meditation on all major aspects of Carnatic music – a glimpse, one might say, from behind the visible surface of the kacceri, from some point deep within the artist’s heart and mind, remote from the microphones and even from the magic of what we can hear with our ears. Interestingly, he also has much to say on ultra-modern musical forms, including film songs and popular music, which to his great credit he sees as, in some senses, continuous with the classical tradition.

There are fascinating discussions of specific, sometimes quite technical topics and domains (the long chapter on rhythm, for example; and the fine presentation of what raga means to a performer). We also see an unusual historical sensibility informing the entire book and coming to sustained expression in the chapter on the evolution of Carnatic music over the last four centuries. A connoisseur of Carnatic singing will find here surprising articulations of what goes on in the mind of a supremely skilled performer in the course of a full-scale concert. How much is conscious at the moment when sound emerges from the throat (or perhaps from some more unfathomable place in the body)? How does the long process of training, replete with criss-crossing technical knowledge on many levels, translate into the gift of active interpretation of the musical and verbal texts? There are things that we, the listeners, will never know (and probably should not think too much about) – and yet a window, at moments amazingly transparent, has been opened for us by a performer of unimpeachable authority.

If I had to pick one topic of special importance, I would go for those passages where T.M. Krishna speaks of the performer’s creative role vis-à-vis the composer and his texts. One could argue that, in this respect, both the Carnatic and the Hindustani streams allow, even require, the performer to go well beyond what is considered normative in Western classical music. Indeed, it is impossible even to begin to understand a Carnatic kriti in live performance without an awareness of this critical, active re-creation by the skilled performer. It is not only a matter of improvisation, at various possible points; rather, the creative Carnatic singer in some sense mingles with the composer throughout, a not unconstrained, yet surprisingly autonomous, partner to the expressive process. We have reason to be grateful to an artist who not only embodies this truth in practice, but who has also found accessible words to make sense of it.

This is a passionate book written by a person capable of strong feeling – capable, that is, of love. You can hear this personal quality, along with the tremendous force of practice and experience, in the way he writes: ‘The raga exists in a trained listener’s mind even before it is heard.’ ‘Time is not only a measure; it is a living entity that defines and redefines our sense of ourselves as individuals and as a people… The most beautiful part of time in music is the idea of created time.’ ‘Creativity that is born out of purely structural rules that are imposed on a raga lacks the organic quality of creativity.’ The author is therefore interested, as he tells us, in the way ‘rules cease to be conditions’. He is sometimes ironic: ‘We think of both a person standing on his head for twenty-four hours and a rendition of raga bhairavi by a vidvan as “awesome”.’ He can be refreshingly irreverent: ‘The biggest problem with musicologists is that they study Carnatic music as a science.’ Though he embodies a tradition given to various competing orthodoxies, he is open to experimentation. Thus, needless to say, passages of his book sound deliberately provocative and will certainly generate controversy, as befits a vital artistic tradition that has proven capable of repeatedly renewing, even re-imagining, itself over the course of six or seven generations. This book is testimony to that vitality. My hope is that it will reach readers who love Carnatic music without knowing much about it – without knowing why they love it – and that it will move people who have never heard a Carnatic kriti to discover what they have missed. As for the connoisseurs, T.M. Krishna has given them a candid view of how a true master of the art conceives of what he does, what he hears, what he has learnt, and what he thinks is still to come.

David Shulman

Hebrew University, Jerusalem


A Note on Reading
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Dear Reader,

How would you read a book – or this book? ‘Just pick it up and start reading.’ True, and much as that would be entirely your call, I’m tempted to leave you with one more thought. With a book of poems, you hop, skip and jump, but with a novel you would follow the author’s stream. In a book of essays, the continuity exists in the overarching idea the author holds and which permeates the whole book. But that idea reveals itself to greater effect if the essays are read in a certain order. This is a personal note on how I would read this book, if at all I were the one picking it up!

A Southern Music has been arranged into three broad sections: the Experience, the Context and the History. Each section is selfcontained, but the chapters in the second section of the book, the Context, can be read in any order at any time. However, I would advise the reader not to move to the History before going through the Experience. After all it is experience that gives us insight into history. Within sections, you could do crossovers if you wish, except in the Experience section, which is ideally read as is. I have avoided diacritical signs to make the reading easier. However, this requires the reader to be conscious of the nuances in Indian languages.

I hope this letter will help you to not just read but enjoy the book.

Warm regards,

[image: Image]

TMK


Book 1

The Experience

‘When I paint my object is to show what I have
found and not what I am looking for.’

– Pablo Ruiz y Picasso


1

Music

A Narrative
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No one journeys through life alone. From nowhere almost, a companion joins in and keeps step right through – music.

Whether flowing out of the hollow of the bamboo or taking complex forms in the musical imagination, music has been and remains an integral part of human existence. It mirrors every moment of a person’s life, not just one specific time. It is life itself. Music is something intimate, a friend, guide, teacher, protector, challenger, aphrodisiac, stimulator and much more. Even in those who believe that they are tone-deaf or not musically inclined, certain songs and tunes rouse emotions.

We know this, but what is music? A difficult question, because how do we view something so intimate with detachment? Can it be defined? Even more importantly, does it need to be defined? But whether it needs to be defined or not, it certainly needs to be understood; so important it is to our beings. It needs to be understood in order to give us a concept of what it is we hold so close. It also needs to be understood because, by understanding something so vital to us, we understand something of ourselves.

The specific combination of sounds that becomes music can be explained in technical terms, but to the receiver, it is a stimulus – an intricate stimulus. It is not the sounds themselves, but what they do to us that makes those sounds ‘music’. The senses define something to us as music.

So the sounds need to have a certain quality to be called music. This ‘quality’ is not a technical property of the sounds, but acoustic and emotive. It is in and through this that we discover the musicality of sounds, discover music. One may argue that, in order to make this interaction happen, there has to be a technical relationship between the sounds that are generated and our aesthetic receptors. While this may be true, when we respond to music, we are not responding to or sensing the technical quality, we are sensing the acoustic and emotive quality. It is in this experience of being made and being experienced that music may be said to ‘happen’, or be created. I use the word ‘created’ advisedly: music lies not in the sounds, but in the way they arise, unfold and travel to the receiver like great creations. The receiver includes the person generating the sounds. We are all receivers, the maker of the music as much as the listener.

Is music the creation of human activity? All of us say that birds sing, but do they? What is it about the chirping of some birds that makes it a song? It is the human relationship with what we believe is ‘song’. The idea that the bird sings is ours, not the bird’s. Its sounds are related to its own existence and life cycle, perhaps hormonal changes or physical reactions. The bird does not intend to make music. A mating call, for instance, is a signal to prospective partners. Does this sound need to be beautiful? For their purposes, probably. But what is beautiful to us is not necessarily beautiful to the bird; we are defining the beauty of the sound as we perceive it. Whatever acoustic, emotive or biological stimulus the bird responds to, it is not to the music in the sound – at least not as we understand music to be. When humans respond to the music in a bird’s song, we are being conditioned by our experience of music in life. Music in nature is not nature’s music. It is by human yardsticks that we determine beauty, symmetry, essence and the like.

Even among humans, what is considered music today is completely different from what was considered music a thousand years ago. There is a claim that animals, birds and plants respond to music. If they do, what music are we referring to? Would we say that they too evolve in their response to music? The claim that non-human life too responds to music has been debated by scientists with no clear conclusion.

But the veracity of that claim is not the issue here. The fact remains that the response, or lack thereof, of any other being does not impact the creation of music. Music is a human activity and so is its experience. It is not an accident, but a conscious expression of life defined within the human sphere. Many would say that music, indeed art itself, deals with a person’s personal feelings conditioned by experience. The reader may feel that I find this assertion acceptable.

Let us break this assertion down. With both the artist and the conscious connoisseur, the experience of art can leave the sphere of personal feeling. Art removes one from the site of personal sense to that of an impersonal sense of experience. This is not a sterile or self-fulfilling movement, but an immensely wholesome and fulfilling one. Let me explain. The individual is drawn completely into the world of the art, and there develops a personal relationship with it. The personal nature of the experience lies within this created space, yet it remains impersonal because the felt experience is not just about the individual’s own conditioned feelings as much as it is about the quality of the art being experienced in itself. This experiencing of the art is definitely far more than a manifestation of personal human feelings or needs.

In the construction of this essay, I have placed two types of experiences that art can give us: one that is about ourselves, and another that is purely about the created. Both exist, of course, and all of us experience them. There are two elements that play a role in defining the experience: the art form itself and the receiver. Not all forms of art intend to transport the receiver beyond the realm of his or her personal self. Some forms cater squarely to the personal nature of one’s being. But there are art forms that intend to move every individual beyond the space of personal feeling towards one of created emotion: the space of the created art. In order to experience music beyond personal confines, the receiver also needs to be a serious seeker of art and aware of the art itself. Without that insight, the receiver may not be able to inhabit that created space, for the music will be received as personal feeling alone, and to that extent be incomplete. At the same time, a truly evolved connoisseur may be able to draw out a sense of emotional abstraction from an art form that is primarily aimed at personal emotion, purely by her attitude towards it. The seriousness and appropriate attitude towards understanding art have to be cultivated by every art seeker.

Aesthetics

Coming back to the idea of defining and understanding music, there is a specific word that comes to mind: aesthetics, from the Greek ‘aisthetikos’. Unless we spend some time with this word, it will be impossible to formulate ideas regarding music. We use aesthetics to describe personal tastes and sensibilities, or in the context of pretty, beautiful or pleasant things. A culturally conditioned sensibility. What is aesthetic to an Indian may not be so to a Russian. If we hold to this understanding, it will make a discussion on music a non-starter. We need to rethink – or rather think more deeply about – our understanding of aesthetics.

Aesthetics is primarily about the senses, as in aesthesia. But it is not about what you sense, but how to sense. This may seem illogical; how is it possible to tutor one on how to sense? But this is exactly what aesthetics is about. In aesthetics, one is not overly worried about an individual’s preferences, but more about the object that has generated a certain feeling in him. The point of reference is not the person but the object. Greek words ending with ‘tikos’ relate to a body of empirically arrived ideas, that is, through serious observation and experience.

Therefore, aesthetics is a body of philosophy that tries to understand the aspects of an art form that give it its identity and content. Aesthetics in arts is about the understanding of art. It would include an understanding of intent, structure, form, changes, developments and history, thereby also examining why an art form is what it is. Aesthetics does not judge art on the basis of taste. Through this understanding, one tries to discuss and critique art.

It is also possible for an individual to hold a personal liking for an aspect of something – music, for instance – and yet understand that what is liked is aesthetically destroying the essence of a specific aspect of the music. Here I have presented aesthetics as an objective rather than a subjective idea.

Now if we look at music in terms of aesthetics and see it as a combination of sounds that gives us an aesthetic experience, we have a completely different understanding of music. At a personal level, it gives us pleasure through our senses, but from an objective point of view, it is a combination of sounds that have been given a certain form, content and organization, which has an impact on the senses. Aesthetics is the understanding of this form, content and organization. Let us look at beauty within this context. It has a personal manifestation and a sense beyond the personal. We need to go beyond the personal in order to grasp the idea of beauty. Similarly, we must develop the capacity to critique music on the basis of the aesthetics that define it, rather than our personal sensibilities. In the course of these essays, I will strive to write from this impersonal, objective stand, not my personal predispositions, instincts or sensibilities.

Instinct in Musical Experience

The human response to music is initially instinctive. As soon as we hear any form of music, there is an involuntary reaction, a flicker of recognition, an acknowledgement of an earlier association reflected in a deep breath. The standard understanding of instinct is that it is an involuntary response, independent of reason or experience. How much of ‘instinct’ is genetically coded – can it even be? The amorphous nature of ideas such as art and knowledge makes such associations futile, in fact irrelevant. For the sake of social parity, it is better left alone. We already have communities claiming greater intelligence based on prejudiced and discriminatory science. But this I can say: even if instinct is an unpremeditated and unrehearsed prompting, it is finessed by the sounds that we heard in our homes and the environments in which we grew up. These stimuli connect the subconscious mind with our past experiences. Every lived experience places a layer of impressions on our mind, and we build on it right through life – layers of resultant opinions, likes and dislikes. Our initial response to the stimuli of music emerges from all these.

Conversely, when we hear music that does not relate to any of our experiences, most often, the immediate response is of unease. This is rare, as more often than not, the mind makes immediate connections with our previous experiences of music. But when it does happen, there is discomfort and even dislike for the strange music. If we hear it over and over, new connections are created, which may allow us to build a relationship with the musical form that had seemed unfamiliar, even unwelcome.

Purely at the level of feelings and memory, music triggers images and emotions that also establish our relationship with it. We must realize that these responses are more about us than the music. When music reiterates feelings that touch us at a deep level, it seems closer. It reminds us of places, people, thoughts and dreams and can sift even the most distant event from our memory. Music transcends melody and rhythm; it is a deeply personal emotive experience that connects to our life through our senses. This is what makes music meaningful in our normal life. Beyond comprehension, grammar and form, what makes music intimate is its ability to reveal ourselves to us. Therefore, when a person likes or dislikes a form of music, there are possibly many layers of cause and effect encompassing the musical, social and, of course, the personal. From this personal space of an instinctive response, with its subtle ambient texturing, the aesthetic moves on to the larger created space of shared art. But I want to take a step back now, to the ‘original’ moment of response to music.

The Fleeting Moment

I wonder whether there exists something else as well – something that lies just before the ‘instinctive’ response. Is there a slice of a moment, a space so thin as to be invisible almost, where stimuli and sense intersect? In this minuscule time frame exists an experience that does not admit of even the narrowest baggage of conditioning. But this space passes quickly, so quickly that we may not even realize that it was ever there. There are times when a stimulus appears all of a sudden – like a beautiful ray of sunlight from behind a mountain when we least expect it – and for a moment, there is just ‘pure sense’. That slice of a moment precedes the recognition of the ray of light as beautiful or even as sunlight.

Response to stimuli is not linear – pure sense, instinct and cognitive response – though it may often appear in that order. Music can give us a pure sense experience that lasts for a merest moment as also, equally, for a long time, coming much after instinctive and cognitive reactions. I would like to connect this experience with what I referred to earlier as an ‘impersonal’ sense of experience. Impersonal and pure senses are not counter-indicative. In this state, the experience is at the cusp of the sensual, and the music is devoid of the individual’s own identity. This is not only rare, but also requires that the experiencer be an aesthetically evolved person. It is interesting that an individual has to reflect the instinctive and be simultaneously immersed in the cognitive to finally live in the art itself. The final state is that of the true aesthete.

Serious engagement with music cannot be dependent on instinct. It has to be cultivated through aesthetic study. The receiver grows from unconscious predisposition to conscious disposition. The highest form of conscious disposition, though, is completely unselfconscious.

The reason that instinctive experience lasts for only a fraction of a second is that we react to the stimulus of music by creating identities and categorizing it. This is an essential function of our mind that gives us a sense of security. This identification process gives us the strength to say ‘I recognize’ or ‘I know’. Quite often, a classical musician will say, ‘This film song sounds like such-and-such raga.’ The opposite too can happen. A lay listener could say, ‘This raga sounds like that film song.’ These are examples of creating associations based on known qualities. These associations are relevant to both the listener and the musician. Both do exactly the same thing, the only difference being that the understanding of music comes from their differing roles and the intensity of engagement. When a musician sings, he is creating identities based on his conditioned comprehension. It is therefore very important to understand how these connections with identity define the essential character of each musical form. After all, it is musicians who define the music. It is their mind that fashions the form, shapes its essence.

The Musician and the Self

I would like to look at these interconnections in two ways: first, when they are created by organic and evolutionary processes though enhanced by individual expression, and second, when they are the result of the musician’s own battle for self-identity. In evolutionary change there is no doubt a role for the individual self, but the role is governed by the threads that have been handed down to him. In the self-oriented change, that thread is lost.

When we look at history, we find that the process of identity recognition led to the development of various schools of thought. We can philosophize about the need for this process, but the fact remains that it exists. The reiteration of an identity by successive contributing musicians establishes a form. This does not mean that the identity is a closed box of inflexibility, for the possibility of change, improvisation and evolution continues to exist. Inside every impression, there lies a possibility of redefinition.

A living thought is never idle; it is being constantly redefined and rejuvenated, and over a period of time, is perceived as an original idea. The beauty lies in the fact that there exists a continuum within every level of thought when it is a part of the organic evolutionary process. This continuum is created because thinkers recognize the essential elements that build the form and create their own story from them. After a while, there appear different versions of the same story, each keeping the core characters and principles intact. Each story also changes when handled by different storytellers, thereby increasing the depth, with the core remaining intact. This is what I call tradition, and many of the organic changes in Karnatik music seem to have evolved through this fascinating metamorphosis.

The word ‘tradition’, of course, can be interpreted in so many different ways that we seem to understand it as something that a large number of people have done repeatedly over a period of time. Understanding what tradition is becomes especially relevant in the context of classical art forms. In the world of Karnatik music, we use the word tradition, or sampradaya, to justify almost every act for which we have no explanation. This is essentially an escape route. Tradition is not a repetitive act; it is change that retains within it the essential threads that define the whole. Every banyan tree is different; in many ways, each tree is so unique that it can be defined individually. Banyan trees have also changed through millions of years of evolution, and yet, all of them share certain qualities. These are the elements which, when put together, define a banyan tree. This is tradition.

When we do not view it in this manner, we battle with problems of identity and form. Is identity then just the will of a person? Can the will of every individual create divergent forms? In this case, the identity we are battling is not music, but ourselves. In the search for self-identity, we are willing to ignore or not seek the threads that have been handed down. This is a problem we face not just in contemporary music, but right through musical history.

There have been musicians and musicologists of various periods who, in the battle within their own selves, have changed tradition. It is not an issue of what is right and what is wrong, but something we need to comprehend, so that we may gauge what we have lost, gained or changed. Where a certain change that is not in sync with the musical evolutionary thought is implemented and even accepted, the music is adapted in order to include it. And very soon, the new adaptation becomes tradition. Sometimes, as individuals, we do not spend enough time to understand the evolutionary process, and make decisions on the basis of influences that are outside it. I would prefer not to use the terms ‘internal’ or ‘external’, as every influence is a result of the interaction between the two. But it is important to understand the form, change and development of thought in an art form in order to absorb external influences, and yet retain the essential elements that make the music. When there is a lot of external influence on a musician lacking internal introspection, the end result is a musical direction that is disconnected. The acceptance or the lack of that is not the issue, but the aesthetic repercussions of such directional changes is a matter of concern.

Convention, Tradition and Sampradaya

These terms are interchangeably used in the context of music. Conventions are accepted norms that are followed by the community, and tradition is viewed as ideas that are repeated and passed down. We have already discussed the nuanced view of tradition. In Karnatik music, the word sampradaya means both conventions and traditions. The differentiation between the two is probably thought of as irrelevant – the result of which is a situation where all changes are considered to be within the spectrum of sampradaya. This gives all musicians the right to claim something as their sampradaya, while simultaneously abdicating the responsibility of comprehending these traditions, if at all they exist. This is a licence that we wield to establish our connection with the past.

Many of the practices that we follow come under the category of convention, which are often the result of a single musician’s actions. Once this is followed by her students and emulated by other musicians, it comes to be established as a sampradaya. These conventions (sampradaya) are often at loggerheads with tradition (sampradaya), but reconciliation is not what we seek. We accept convention as being a part of the whole traditional system. It is interesting that we do not see conflict. This is due to two main reasons: first, the stature of the musician who created this convention supersedes logical analysis. Second, its wide, inherited acceptability creates a sense of collective history, which secures our belief systems in the antiquity of the music itself.

Conventions are also generated due to social, religious and political influences, necessitated by the need for acceptability within a context. These changes can either be true to the musical tradition or divergent, but the context makes them acceptable. Religious beliefs too play an important role in influencing art forms. These lead to complete changes in the essence of the music as the very survival or the popularity of the art is challenged.

For example, Tamil ritual theatre forms today present stories from contemporary themes to sustain viewer interest. One could view these as superficial changes, as the form, style and presentation are retained. But techniques used to portray contemporary stories may lead to changes in storytelling methods. In my view, even when the context demands a change, it is important for artists to be sensitive to the form and intent of the art form. In a challenging environment, though, it is very difficult to strike a balance. This is similar to the challenges faced by people working in traditional textiles and trying to modify their designs and products for today’s customers. This directly influences design tradition, but the need for survival is a serious and essential concern.

One wonders whether there is another way of dealing with this problem. Can we bring society around to rediscovering the beauty of the traditional form rather than compromising the form to meet social needs? It is far from easy, of course, to negotiate the complexity of evolving social tastes and preferences. As an integral part of social thought, religion directly influences artistic expression. The birth of most art forms came from the search for the mystical and unknown, a fascination with nature’s mysteries, creation and connection to the gods. It is true of every civilization that many conventions are borrowed from religious beliefs and accepted into artistic tradition. Usually, these changes result in a major realignment in the art form.

Tradition in musical evolution is the result of the movements of the past leading to change in the present, while retaining the essential core elements. It may be influenced by individuals and the social context, but all these are secondary to the integrity of the musical form. Individual changes and conventions are driven by the need of the individual or by factors of survival, which take precedence over the art form. History reveals that all these various changes – whether traditional, individual or social – interact with each other. In the unravelling of this complex basket of interactions lie the form, structure and intent of an art form.

In my opinion, for the better understanding of music as it is today, it is imperative that every musician explores the idea of sampradaya. This involves sieving through collective organic thought, and individual and socio-political conventions. This process of introspection will also come to define every musician’s own musical thought. Being part of the organic history of music is the way to retain qualities that give each musical form its unique identity. This becomes even more relevant in an age when we have stimuli from so many different sources. These stimuli, without doubt, influence our orientation towards Karnatik music. In this environment, unless we comprehend our music as a continuous river that travels in time, adapting and changing to different environments, we will not be one of the travellers on that river. We may create a dam and divert the water, but this will change the natural flow. It is up to each one of us to decide how we want to experience music and, by experiencing it, contribute to its journeys.


2

The Intent of Music

[image: Image]

What does music mean to me?

This is a question that every music lover engages with. The connections between the music and the listener are both intellectual and emotional. These create preferences for different forms of music, different hierarchies and gradations in our mind. These hierarchies are not fixed; they can meander and change in the course of our lives, with certain constants holding their ground.

In spite of these gradations, it is still perfectly possible for two totally different forms of music to generate equally strong emotional responses. The excitement generated, for instance, from listening to a song by the Beatles can be the same as that from a composition in the raga kadananakutuhalam. The cultural background, instruments, system and intonation in those two are completely different, yet they evoke a similar experience. Technically, of course, it is possible to establish commonalities. Be that as it may, the almost similar emotional response generated by two distinct musical forms remains intriguing. This sometimes results in the naïve belief that the intent of all music is the same.

We do need to investigate the following questions: If we can relate emotionally to different forms of music in the same way, what is it that sets apart one form from the other? Is all music then the same? Are all the differences that we perceive based purely on our conditioning? These thoughts lead us to a deeper investigation of the nature of music, the role of music in society and what it means to an individual.

Let us attempt such an investigation. Our emotional response to music is driven by the senses. As discussed in the previous essay, various factors contribute to that response. Many people believe that, irrespective of the form of music and its nature, or what may be called the ‘kind’ of music, its most important function is to touch our hearts. For some, the important thing about music is the ‘excitement’ it generates, or some other such response. It is important to remember that the kind of music we listen to also connects with and reflects our own character and psychological state at a given point of time. Depending on one’s emotional state, some kinds of music may prove to be deeply affecting, even disturbing.

Quite apart from that emotional charge, every form of music has its own historical and contemporary role based on the social and cultural scaffolding that society has raised around it. Here, the role of music is the result of the nature of its origin, its journey and its function within the social construct. This social and externally positioned intent drives its form, governs its nature and performance, and controls the environment in which it operates. We must note that sometimes the scaffolding is constructed even as the music is evolving. When this occurs, the intent that existed before the social framework could begin to evolve in a different direction.

The word ‘intent’ is, therefore, essential to an understanding of why music takes on a certain form. Unravelling this is rendered difficult by various factors including tradition, convention and the personal choices of individuals. Nevertheless, this investigation and the resultant discovery open our mind to why it is that we can get so deeply involved with a specific art form over others. Consider for a moment the structure of a house and that of an office. Both buildings will host human beings, but the very nature of why they were built governs the use of the space and material, as well as factors like structure and accessibility.

What is the purpose of an art form? It can vary from being religious, playing a supportive role to other art presentations, community building, societal and personal events, or it could be a form that in its intent is purely art itself. All these have a direct impact on the form and development of the art. As socio-political formations evolve, so does the art form; it constantly adapts in its own subtle manner to these changes. Critically and analytically understanding the various societal roles of an art form is necessary if we are to identify the ways in which the form has changed over the years. It is imperative that this examination be separated from studies of emotional responses, since it is clear that diametrically opposite art forms can evoke similar emotions.

Sometimes, as an art form is influenced by social, political or religious factors, it can modify and even change character in order to adapt to the circumstances. Of course, when I say the art form ‘changes’, I am referring to the role of the form’s practitioners. This can, at times, lead to a blurring between two art forms – the result of an overlapping of intent between the two. These modifications can lead to an overlap in the emotions that they evoke. The cognitive relationship between an individual and two art forms can then come together. This leads to dichotomous responses and perceptions and can go on to a realignment within the form and structure of the art. It is, therefore, neither feasible nor quite correct to analyse the journey and evolution of a form of music at an emotional level, as that will lead to emotive correlations between completely divergent stimuli without reference to the larger and more complex causes of this similarity and its significance.

Another aspect of the social nature of music is that each form has its audience groupings, the nature of which is defined by cultural backgrounds, exposure and social divisions – the field ripe for the creation of hierarchies. The role of the form in society and the generic perceptions of it define its access to people as well as the size of audience groupings. It is also true that musical forms that have very clear community roles tend to have larger audiences. The social composition of the group too is usually defined by the origin and nature of the music. Classifications exist within and between these communities, so there is no avoiding these complex social formations.

Certain art forms are considered by their practitioners and patrons as ‘elevated’, by others as elitist. Other forms are held in disdain by the so-called elite, even regarded as crass or uncultured. These differences are often determined by social hierarchy, depending on the communities that nurtured and supported the art. This differentiation too needs to be excised from the discussion in order to pursue the question of intent. Sophistication, a sense of culture and refinement, is a subjective perception. For the British in the seventeenth century, Indians as a category were uncultured. What was the basis of this notion? It was nothing more than the wholly false notion that culture as practised in British society was superior. Today most Indians, especially those living in urban India, nurse similar perceptions of what is crude and what is sophisticated. For instance, in Tamil Nadu, most people tend to be overtly expressive and have heightened emotional reactions. Unsurprisingly, many socalled English-educated sections of society are uneasy with such responses. What does this show? Just this, that these sections are influenced by Western notions of what is cultured and nurse the classist illusion that holds unrestrained emotional expressiveness as being somehow inferior.

The idea of sophistication also seems to imply it is something that requires a higher order of sensitivity, a certain cultural plinth reflective of the higher social echelons. This leads to the conviction that the art and culture practised, preserved and propagated by this class is of a higher standard than that of those in the ‘lower’ levels of society. It is significant that this idea is not the hallmark of the relevant ‘class’ alone; it is prevalent in the social environment as a whole. People who have improved their financial position tend to imitate the behaviour of those already at that level of society, and enthusiastically support the preferred art forms in order to be regarded as part of that category of taste and discrimination. The support and appreciation of these art forms are considered hallmarks of an evolved human being. In reality, this is a social phenomenon. The appreciation of all art forms is a product of cultivated association. Art forms are not to be compared with one another.

Obviously, the intent governing the formulation of the art form will drive its evolution, just as the social factors do too. A notable and noticeable feature in the evolution of an art form is internal stylization. Stylization is only relevant within each art. The process of evolution – the differentiation from previous interpretations – results in the separation of various styles based on internal comparison. The word ‘internal’ here refers to the fact that these changes occur within the spectrum of the art itself. This does not take away from the fact that all such changes are also being guided by ‘external’ dynamics that come from society.

Let us now look at the various forms of music in south Indian society and try to understand their role within the larger canvas of the arts.

Folk Music

I am reminded of a conversation I had with Dr Harold Powers, the well-known ethnomusicologist from Princeton University, many years ago. He said, ‘The classifications of folk and classical are purely social. As musical forms are appreciated by more people in the higher sections of society, the music transforms into classical and the aesthetic is reconstructed.’

This was the first time I heard of this interpretation. Like any classical musician, until then, I had assumed that folk forms are less systematized or developed and are intended to so remain. This leads me to the big question: what is folk?

We refer to forms like kootthu (a theatre form from Tamil Nadu) or even Yakshagana as ‘folk’, implying that they belong to a less evolved genre. This is misleading. Almost all performance art forms that we describe as folk are highly evolved – in the sense of what in actual fact constitutes the art form, and not perceptions about it. It might then be asked: why then the categorization, why refer to these form as folk music? I think Dr Powers’s remark was extremely insightful.

Our perception of folk art is purely social and is class-based. The audience groups for these art forms are drawn from rural environments, or the underprivileged and lower-income groups. These folk performances, usually held in temples or at local congregations, are integral to the social or religious calendars of the communities. These art forms are used to represent traditional narratives that connect with living social beliefs and practices. They are sustained by a community of artists whose training in these forms is traditionally carried on by families or communities that have grown into these art forms for centuries.

A superficial observation of these arts would lead us to untrue and simplistic conclusions. To arrive at an understanding, we must address grammar and theory. Grammar and systems can be written or oral. Even written grammar was not handed down to us as the final word. It is the result of gradual changes in practice. Therefore, the perceived prerequisite that a classical form must have a written grammar is not, strictly speaking, appropriate. While folk art forms do have a well-developed grammar and organized system, these are not necessarily written down as formal theory. The learning process, which is practice passed down the generations, may be more by observation than a codified training methodology. Therefore, students imbibe the inherent grammar, theory and systems at a subconscious level. The theoretical base has evolved over a period of time, in which practitioner, listener, student and society have been interacting. It would therefore be erroneous to believe that these forms do not have a developed theory. What we could say is that, in some performing arts, the line of theorization and the schools of musicology are active partners to practice; while in others these are not developed as separate areas of study.

Some forms are part of ritual performances. This is an interesting and important dimension where these forms have an aesthetic structure, presentation and system, but their intent is an integral part of a community’s religious practice. Therefore, when we take them out of the context of a ritual rite or requirement, and present them as an individual art presentation within our modern perception of performance, they lose an integral part of their identity. At the same time, we cannot exclude the distinct possibility of the transformed nature of their out-of-context, but nonetheless authentic, presentation creating an altogether new aesthetic identity and intent. The creation of Bharatanatyam from Sadir (its form in the days when it was practised only by the devadasis), which was a ritual-related yet distinct art form, is a case of transformed existence. It is also very likely, as in the case of Sadir, that even while functioning within its ritualistic ‘home’ environment, the art form had evolved into something more than a ritualistic offering. The seeds for this evolution are anterior to its ritualistic identity. Sometimes changes are forced upon them, and that is when these forms, no longer a part of their roots in ritual practice, can find their very survival under threat.

So then, what is folk music?

Folk music refers to music or songs that are part of a community’s lore – lullabies, songs sung during festivals or during important events in life, like birth, weddings and funerals.

There is no audience, as that term is commonly understood, to receive this expression of music. The receiver and the giver together express aesthetic intent through their emotional state. Anybody who is part of the community that has inherited a specific song can render it. This natural expression through music of elemental emotions at landmark occasions can be said to fall within the description of folk music. This music does not have a subconscious system that governs its identity, but is defined by the community’s own context and cultural history. Therefore, let us be careful, respectful and mindful when we classify music as ‘folk’.

Film Music

In the Indian context, this is the musical expression that dominates our sense receptors. Radio and TV channels present cine-music through the day. Its popularity is as unquestioned as it is unprecedented. Films are made in almost every Indian language, and their songs hover on people’s lips. It is impossible to be part of contemporary society in India today and escape the sounds of film music. The reach of cinema is, of course, the central reason.

Cinema is the most dominant form of artistic expression globally, and especially so in India. As a direct result, film music too is unmistakably the driving force of popular musical aesthetics. But film music did not materialize in a vacuum. Interestingly, and even incredibly, in its earlier and formative phase, film music depended heavily on classical music. Its melody and rhythms were derived from classical music and many actors, who sang their own songs those days, were either classical musicians or had received training in classical music.

Over time, this changed and music for films evolved into a separate genre. Just as stories, storytelling methods and techniques changed in Indian cinema, so did its music. Film music is a versatile and amorphous form that constantly reinvents and reinterprets itself in response to the major influences of the day. In that sense, film music does not have to retain any specific musical quality – a fact that makes its identity difficult to define. The only constant in film music is its highly resilient and adaptive relevance within the context of the cinema.

It is important to note here that dance is a very important part of music in Indian cinema. The role of music in the context of cinema makes for an interesting study. It is part of our cultural history and not a recent interpolation – a natural extension of the symbiotic connection between drama, music and dance in the Indian cultural context. Theatre in ancient Indian art presentations included all these forms of expressions. Ancient Indian theatre art was inseparable from music and dance. This is reflected both in ancient Sanskrit and Tamil literature. Today Koodiyattam, Yakshagana and Bhagavata Mela are living examples of this tradition. Even Indian theatre in the early part of the twentieth century followed this practice, with actors using songs and dialogues to express themselves. Therefore, music and dance in our cinema are a continuation of our cultural history, very much a part of our theatrical tradition.

What is the role of music in cinema?

It is very clear that its role is to support, enhance and express emotional situations. Every song is positioned to provide the viewer with a deeper experience of a particular moment in the story or the character’s state at specific moments. Therefore, songs appear to express love, sorrow, longing, separation and so on. Beyond this, music also plays a subtle role as a background score within scenes, between dialogues and during silent moments. In fact, the more ‘frightening’ scenes would impact the viewer far less if there were no sound, no music to enhance the visual. The music that we hear enhances, even constitutes, the visual experience. The dance sequences in the movies also help express the same changes.

Does this mean that film songs do not have an intrinsic value? Do not people hear the songs even before they see the movie and continue to play them, later, independent of the film? Of course they do, and this is significant. The intrinsic musical value of the songs cannot be denied. But the fact remains that if the movie did not exist, these songs would never have been composed. Sometimes we even relate songs to actors and identify voices of certain playback singers with certain actors. This too is a result of the relationship between music and cinema. Enjoying film music for its beauty is definitely possible, but the intent of its creation still remains rooted in cinema.

Namasankirtana and Bhajan

These religious musical performances, specific to Hinduism, are prevalent all over India and form a very important part of the religious fabric of society. Parallels in other religious streams include choral singing in Christianity, qawwalis in the Sufi tradition and shabadkirtan in Sikhism.

Three great saints – Shridhara Ayyaval, Bodhendra Sarasvati and Sadguru Svami of Marudanallur – who lived between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries in south India, propagated the practice of Namasiddhanta, or chanting the lord’s name. Another saint-singer, Sadashiva Brahmendra, contributed to its spread. The basis of this movement was the belief that chanting the lord’s name was the easiest way to moksha. This developed into a tradition where songs were sung in praise of the various gods and goddesses. Therefore, Namasankirtana was encouraged, developed and spread to involve people in the collective singing of the lord’s name. This was an important tool to keep Hindus together and spread Hinduism.

Over many centuries, Namasankirtana has gained a very important place in the lives of south Indian Hindus, especially the brahmin community. It is believed that this musical tradition was originally structured by Bodhendra Sarasvati, though the present format is credited to Sadguru Svami, who evolved a performance practice that is still current, using compositions written by saints from various parts of the country. The performance practice was standardized and the range of composers greatly enlarged. This made Namasankirtana acceptable to people of different languages as it included the abhangs of Tukaram, kirtanas of Purandaradasa and Annamacharya, the bhajans of Mirabai, ashtapadis of Jayadeva, tarangas of Narayana Tirtha and the outpourings of Tamil composers like Arunachala Kavi.

Namasankirtana presentations in the south have one main singer, with one or two additional singers who support and provide chorus, accompanied on the violin and mrdanga. Sometimes the tabla and dholak are also included in the percussion ensemble.

It must also be mentioned that Namasankirtana seems to have evolved in Tamil-speaking regions during the Maratha rule (seventeenth to nineteenth century) since the kirtan tradition had long been popular in west India.

Collective bhajan singing is but an extension of the Namasankirtana tradition. In collective bhajan renditions, there is usually a group that leads the community in singing compositions on various gods and goddesses. The result is a highly charged atmosphere. Sometimes people go into a trance. There is no audience here; every individual is a participant who contributes to this religious fervour and the increased devotional and emotional heightening that many experience.

What is the role of music here? It is obviously to contribute to the religious experience. The music is such that everyone can sing; the tunes are simple and repetitive. One does not need musical training to sing along in this tradition, only religious fellow feeling. The focus is on the lyrics, which are largely eulogies to gods and their names. The multiple repetition of lines heightens the experience.

Namasankirtana involves a trained group of musicians who render religious songs to a group of believers. Therefore, there is a performance-like aspect to it. Yet the audience will join in at specific points as directed by the lead singer. Even if these are presentations by trained musicians, their role is similar, since the lyrics focus on religious fervour, the names of gods, mythological stories or spiritual messages dressed in beautiful music. The focus is on giving oneself up to a religious experience triggered by singing the lord’s name and being entranced by the stories and the philosophical import of the songs. The singer provides this with the fervour with which he sings.

Harikatha

Harikatha or kathakalakshepam arose in the nineteenth century with the migration of kirtankars such as Ramachandra Bava and Morkar Bava from Gwalior to Tanjavur. This is a beautiful form of storytelling that remains vibrant in many parts of south India. It is a musical presentation where mythological, religious and spiritual stories come to be narrated. The main presenter uses history, music, poetry, mythology, philosophy and contemporary experiences to communicate the story. The aim is to convey through stories what is regarded as the moral, religious and spiritual values expressed in Indian philosophy to a listener. The storyteller is usually accompanied by musicians. The story is woven within a prescribed traditional format, but the choice of songs and narration are left to the exponent. During the course of the narration, the performer constantly cross-refers to various other mythological stories, quotes and treatises to emphasize the religious idea. The intent of traditional Harikatha – as the name suggests – is to relate the ‘story of the lord’. These stories convey various aspects of the lord’s character, deeds and benevolence. The compositions, by various poets and composers, are not necessarily presented as a whole. Specific sections are selected to convey emotions, messages of moral values that are woven into the movement of the story. This makes the Harikatha exponent a multifaceted personality with innumerable talents – a linguist, musician, scholar, historian, didactician and, of course, storyteller par excellence – with the ability to switch from one role to another during the performance.

As far as the role of music in Harikatha goes, the focus is on the lyrical content of the compositions. While we cannot deny the musical ability of many great Harikatha exponents, the fact remains that their focus is on the meaning of the lyrics and not on the musical value of their presentation. Harikatha exponents give special emphasis to the lyrics; the music is subservient to the story.

Western Popular Music

Many forms of popular Western music over the last century can be traced to the African American community in the United States. From its Spirituals came Gospel and Blues. From these rose rhythm and blues (R&B) and the earliest forms of jazz, American folk music, country music, rock ’n’ roll and bluegrass. Hip Hop arose from later forms of jazz, and all forms of rock progressed from rock ’n’ roll. Many musical forms developed among the African American community were an expression of social inequalities and an assertion of identity; it was musical entertainment that also empowered.

The fact that a lot of modern popular music arose from social and religious protests, especially among the African American community, has influenced its lyrical content. Right through history, these forms have been used to express protest, rage against oppression, proclaim freedom and strength. Whether it is slavery, war, sexuality or gender inequalities, popular music has brought these issues boldly into public purview. This was especially evident during the 1960s and 1970s when musicians such as Pete Seeger, Woody and Arlo Guthrie, Bob Dylan, John Lennon and CSNY used their music to raise awareness of social issues. David Crosby, Graham Nash, Pete Seeger and Arlo Guthrie were even seen recently during the Occupy Wall Street protest of 2012. Out-and-out popular singers have composed songs that speak about various issues – Michael Jackson on race, for instance.

At the same time, the role of stage performances, music videos and discos give us an insight into another important facet. For performers like Elvis Presley or Michael Jackson, the dance and the physicality of the presentation were as important as the music itself. Similarly, the audience’s involvement in that visual experience is an equal part of the music. In fact, they are inseparable.

Popular music is part of the popular dance culture. Discos and dance floors constantly play many popular numbers, and the music, along with the lighting, is part of the experience. Dancing is an integral part of many of these musical forms, and the intent of the music is very closely knit with participatory dance. The exhilaration from this experience is a very important intent of the music. Therefore, these forms of music generate a sense of excitement in an individual, which the lights and the atmosphere of the performance enhance.

Music videos too interpret the music to give the viewer a visual experience of intrigue, thrill and excitement. The whole package together is the experience. This interrelationship between the visual interpretations, innovative lighting and music is what makes popular Western music interesting. Here the function is not just music itself but the larger experience built on dance, lights and music. This also makes the music participatory, leading to a communal experience. Once again, the origins of these musical forms seem to have a role in this subtext. One must note that dance and physicality refer here not only to a forceful dance expression, but includes even the slowest and subtlest moves that popular music evokes.

As we can see, there are two very strong elements that unite Western popular music. Depending on the genre and the performer, the weightage of the two aspects vary, but they do, nevertheless, exist. Some believe that popular music has not been used as a powerful social tool over the last couple of decades and has completely focused on movement, with electronic and dance music dominating.

There are some forms of non-classical Western music that do not fall into this category and need to be understood and treated differently. Jazz, for example, has evolved to become art music, which we shall discuss next, while blues and Hip Hop remain a social musical expression.

Over the last century, Western popular music has become an important part of the listening culture of urban south India. In its popularity, it is now only second to cinema music. There are many Western music bands in the south playing different genres, some even trying to create the ‘same music’ using south Indian languages.

Karnatik Music as Art Music

Karnatik music is a most interesting form in its function within the social fabric and its own evolution. What makes it so is that its function is based on the musical aspects that constitute its existence. These are: raga, tala, composition and improvisation.

The function of the musician is to express the various melodic and rhythmic aspects of the music with a complete understanding of its aesthetics and grammar. The musician is neither conveying a social message nor helping interpret a certain theatrical act or delivering a religious experience. The experience begins and ends with the musicality of the form. Like many musical forms, Karnatik music has a complex religious history. But I do believe that even while it was practised in courts and temples in different presentations, it had collectively far more than the immediately perceived religious, social or political intent. The history of the music and its aesthetic formations naturally moved the music beyond its social and religious context. Some ritual practices of which Karnatik music was a part were such that they encouraged an art music temperament. The music, as a collective musical identity, has always had a strong art music orientation despite its various socio-political contexts and practitioners. Within the modern context, Karnatik music has a presence separate from the temples and courts. But this is only an extension of the collective art music identity that the form had developed in those spaces. Over the centuries, Karnatik music evolved to explore the abstract areas of melody, rhythm and prosody, creating an aesthetic unit that is experienced as a whole. Karnatik music, like other art music forms, has also developed a line of study in theory that constructs and deconstructs the music.

There is no denying the fact that most lyrics in the Karnatik music repertoire are religious in nature. This creates a serious overlap of experience for the listener. The challenge of perception is when compositions with religious import are rendered in art music presentations. This is due to two factors. One, many compositions that were created for the art music repertoire found their way into other forms, like Harikatha, due to the religious nature of their lyrics. Two, many poems that were religious outpourings also found their way into Karnatik music.

The role of lyrics, meaning and syllabic form will be discussed separately. But I must mention here that, within the context of an art music form such as Karnatik music, lyrics go far beyond linguistic meaning. The nature of the composition changes, depending on the intent of the performance. A Karnatik music composition, when presented as part of Namasankirtana, has a different role when compared to its presentation in a Karnatik concert. In Namasankirtana, the composition is a religious passage conveyed through the vehicle of music. This is why sometimes you find performers explaining the meaning, relating an incident or story about the deity referred to in the lyrics.

When presented in a Karnatik music concert, the focus is on the beauty of the language, its sounds, syllables and their interactions with the raga and tala. The musician has to bring out the various shades, yet contain them within the aesthetic spectrum. This complete musical experience is what we refer to as art music. Art music is about creating art objects that are abstract creations, which give birth to an aesthetic form. The interaction between various components that constitute the music creates these artistic images. The result is an aesthetic experience without external intent.

A Karnatik musician has a responsibility towards this intent. During a concert, the musician delves deep into the aesthetic identity of the music. In this journey, she takes the audience along. This does not mean that the music becomes dry or devoid of feeling. This is a misconception. Raga, tala, composition and improvisation are not mere technical tools; they exist only if they have emotional quality. An object of art is a creation of emotion, not of theory. The music is a manifestation of the musician and will contain the essence of his lived experience.

A person’s understanding of emotion is born from life experiences. In life, the stimuli for a certain emotional state may be definable, its nature identifiable, but the feeling itself is only the experience and cannot be defined. This nature of emotion naturally leads to the abstraction of this experience in pure art, including art music.

This does not mean that the musician is transferring a life experience into the musical creation. The transference is in the emotional idea that is being abstracted. Whether or not the musician is actually feeling that emotion at the moment of creation is immaterial. What matters is her ability to bring the abstraction of the emotional world into the music. The constructions of an art music form allows for the expression of this abstraction. The musician’s personality is directed towards the art objects, and this involvement is complete. In order to achieve this, the musician uses melody and rhythm. This emotion is not about the lyrical meaning or the musician’s feelings.

Art music is about giving the idea of emotion a representation in music. This representation is impersonal as it is about capturing and giving to the world the essence of different shades of human emotion. Music is a piece of art, which creates an aural world of emotions. The lyrical content may be religious or social, but that is not the musician’s focus.

However, as the musician is also an individual, his religious or social beliefs will influence his thought. Should he set them aside? While in the world of art music, the musical intent should supersede the personal, I would be the first to admit that this happens only in an ideal situation. A true understanding of art music will be when the musician realizes that, within the context of art music, there is no reason for the creation of music other than the music itself.

Forms referred to as classical music have traditionally been categorized as art music and possess the characteristics discussed above. Originally, along with developed grammar, rules, forms and history, art music was also expected to have a written tradition – possibly because the theories of art music began in the West. But, as awareness of music systems around the world increased, it was noticed that highly developed art music systems did not always have a written tradition. These musical systems were transferred orally, but had the characteristics of art music forms. The intent to express music as itself within set parameters and to create objects of art, celebrated as aesthetic creations, is a distinct quality of art music. There exist forms of music beyond the traditionally accepted realm of ‘classical’ that are also art music forms, such as jazz. Hence, it is important when making these distinctions in art forms, to lift from descriptions of art music, the heavy mantle of the term ‘classical’.

Does this mean that other forms of music do not create art objects? They definitely do, but these objects are not self-contained, as the intent of the music is not to create purely melodic or rhythmic art objects. These art objects are but a result of a larger role that the music plays within the context of its intent.

The various musical systems discussed here have audiences in different parts of south India. This is not a comprehensive discussion on the various performing art traditions that use music, but just a sample of the different roles music plays within each form. This distinction gives us an understanding of music for music’s sake, not as a philosophical stance, but as the basis of art music. Any discussion on the aesthetics of Karnatik music must be driven by this clear intent that the form has when presented as art music. Only such a discussion can lead us to a comprehensive understanding and give us the strength to question prevailing notions about Karnatik music.
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Imagination, Creativity, Improvisation
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To imagine is to live in the reality of today and also in the essence of tomorrow. Imagination is the ability of the mind to think of that which does not exist today – combining what exists now in ways that have not been done before, or even bringing together older experiences in newer ways.

Every individual imagines numerous possibilities around living one’s life in the normal course. But life is not just about living; it is also about the possibility of creating worlds that do not exist, sounds that have never been heard before or sights that seem improbable. These are real in the mind. In this imagination lies the courage to fight for today, to work and find the happiness of the day. Every possibility drives humans to push the boundaries of living. If not for this, there would be no tomorrow to look forward to and no reason for action in our daily existence.

Yet imagination arises from the present through human interaction with the world around. The possibilities generated by imagination are not pulled out of thin air, but born out of what exists, which in turn is the result of the past. When we link the past and present, we see a continuum, and within this change exists. In the spark of the imagination is born this constant environment of change.

Imagination may be born out of the complexities, even the frustrations of reality, the sheer beauty around us or the compelling needs of the present. If we take this line of thought a little further, we can ask: Is the imagined indeed new when it has its roots in today? If today did not exist, what would we imagine? Imagination is viewed as the source of creating something new. The basis for this is the continuum of the past and present. Therefore, the newness is not in the source, but in how that source is transformed as a result of the human ability to imagine. We are creating a world in our mind, where the known is relearnt, twisted, shifted, expanded, exploded and transformed. This view is as applicable to life itself as it is to an endeavour. Within each field, the known changes, the environments are different, the history is specific but the process of imagination is the same.

Can Everyone Imagine?

Yes, of course. Then how is it that certain people seem more imaginative than others? This differs from person to person, but there is scarcely a person who does not imagine, each in a different, even unique way. But does one recognize imagination? Not by looking for it in the act itself, but in the openness to receiving life around us as a stimulus and recognizing its capacity to transform thought. Often all the stimuli from life pass us by, and we do not even realize that they were actually gifts. Once we recognize all life’s experiences as ways of opening our thought, we become aware of imagination. This awareness is the birthplace of imagination. In a state of ignorance, without that awareness, we may even miss the moment of imagination when it passes us. This does not mean a lack of imagination, but it does reflect a lack of openness to life. Once we sense this, every stimulus is an opportunity – and from it is born the capacity to create images that are beyond our interaction with the world through our senses.

In the arts, the words imagination and creativity are often used as synonyms and all artists are deemed to possess this quality. However, I see the two words as being different, even if they refer to the conjuring up of things that are fresh or not experienced before. While imagination is an activity that remains in the world of the mind, creativity is the result of it leading to a tangible creation in the temporal world. Therefore, great imagination need not result in creativity, but it is the source of creativity. The spark for imagination is experience, and the spirit of creativity is imagination. The act of creation is closely linked to the instinct of imagination. When humans ‘imagine’, they are experiencing their creations in the mind. These do not translate into creativity unless moved from the mind into the real world. Creativity involves the actual act of creation. This in a way is the translation of ‘that which is imagined’ into the reality of the present. Great artists are those who are able to make this move.

While all of us imagine, why is it that the imagination of everyone does not lead to creativity? Because if imagination has to be creative, it has to be accompanied by something else as well: deep understanding. This is essential for the spark of imagination to be more than fantasy. Essentially, the creative individual needs depth of perception. This depth is multilayered, with the past and present serving as a continuum as well as a stimulus to further evolution. Even the most radical and path-breaking ideas come from the same deep understanding within which acceptance and rejection play a part. I do not refer here to studied learning, but to a process of seriously comprehending the elements, their existence and various perceptions of them. The understanding I speak of is a result of observation and introspection.

Another ‘essential’ for creativity is skill. An artist may translate the images in her mind onto the canvas to create paintings, but a person without the skill to paint cannot do so. Here, skill plays the role of an enabler. It enables better understanding and creativity. Without this, it would be impossible for ideas to transform into tangible creations.

This then leads us to look at imagination and creativity in a slightly different way. Every individual has imagination; it is awareness that differentiates the imaginative from the others. Similarly, if one recognizes imagination, develops understanding and skill, every individual could be creative. I am not a scientist, but I do not believe that creativity is purely the result of genetic predisposition. In fact, we do not know exactly how genes play a role in influencing amorphous ideas such as imagination and creativity. The circumstances of one’s environment and life provide different stimuli, which in turn can transform one into a creative individual. All things remaining the same, all of us have the capacity to be creative in our own ways and in our chosen areas. One should not compare two individuals on the basis of who is more creative, but instead appreciate the process of creativity that is alive in both. This is what I mean by saying that every individual has the potential to be creative.

It is important to also understand that it is the constant interaction between a field of activity and society at large that stimulates imagination and leads to creativity. This is why imagination can be born only from the understanding that the environment in which one is placed, indeed life as a whole, is a stimulus for creativity. When this combines with a deep insight into the specific field, it leads to wonderful creativity that could redefine it.

There is therefore a continuum between the reality of one’s physical environment and the imagination that leads to creativity. Unless this chain is interlinked, the creative process is not complete.

Is Everything ‘New’ Creative?

Today, the word ‘creativity’ is used rather loosely, merely to signify something that is new. A sound that has not been heard before, a gymnastic act that has not been seen, a new product are all viewed as results of creativity. In such an environment, it becomes very difficult to separate true creativity from the rest. There is a difference. Just because we have not seen something before, it need not be creative.

Creativity is more than an action of difference. It is also much more than a display of ability or skill, which are merely enabling factors for creativity, not the cause of it. An individual’s ability can result in actions that have not been attempted before or in the creation of new articles. This is a result of skill development. A truly creative exploration occurs when this creation is facilitated by ability but has added to the aesthetic, functional or experiential body of the field. How does a certain expression contribute to the specific field?

In music, for example, true creativity contributes to the aesthetic dimensions of the art, that is, both its technical and experiential qualities. It is when a musician is able to blend the two not adhesively but organically that he makes his precise contribution. This is born out of introspection on the various elements that go into the making of music. There is a larger picture to be viewed when we talk about creativity that is beyond the individual. Every truly creative action transforms and changes the nature of the field in question, yet remains rooted in the past and present. The rootedness is in the understanding, interpretation, negation or acceptance of the past and present.

That leads us to the next logical question: does creativity exist in an act repeated through time by many? If vases in the same design are made over centuries, does that constitute creative art? This question has haunted theorists for a long time. Is this art or craft? In music, does the same phrase in a raga rendered numerous times by many musicians reflect creativity? My position is that both are creative if they still induce in the receiver the illusion from abstraction that is the essence of art. Who could deny that a phrase in a given raga does not have the same freshness, or move one to the same extent when rendered by all musicians? Only some can take a listener beyond the actuality of the phrase and induce an emotional abstraction. We may know the phrase – even understand its exact form – yet the experience is real. One may argue that this is due to familiarity. If that were the case, the phrase would evoke the same response, no matter which musician rendered it. But it does not, not even if all the musicians render it technically in the same fashion.

Artists who take the phrase beyond its technicality, infuse it with creative emotion. In their rendition of the phrase, there exists a transformation from the actual to the abstract. The vase too is art and a creative act if it is possessed of this quality of creating an idea of emotion from artistic abstraction.

Creativity in music, along with its actual existence in the real world, also plays a very important part in what may be called the world of pure abstraction, which is akin to the world of pure thought or philosophic experience. Creative music creates an illusion beyond the technical qualities of raga, tala and the like. It transports the mind into the realm of an abstract experience, which has a deep emotional quality that is beyond oneself and is yet personally completely absorbing. The spark of imagination leads to introspection and from the understanding that follows comes the creation. The process need neither be sudden nor gradual. It is not the speed, but the quality of that which is created that matters.

Such creativity comes from the natural introspection of a truly committed musician. Over a period of time, it bursts out into creative expressions. This is a continuous subconscious activity, where the various inputs, stimuli and ideas combine with ability, introspection and understanding. When these factors come together in perfect unison, creativity can appear to be ‘sudden’. The individual is not necessarily conscious of the creative flow. To a superficial mind, such creative expressions may seem sudden, but to a deeper consciousness their evolution will be clear.

On the stage of creativity, there is yet another player – improvisation. Integral to Indian art music, improvisation is what sets every individual apart from every other. Improvisation is defined as the ability to perform, recite or compose with no premeditation, extempore, whether in music, poetry or any other field. While performing, there are numerous ways in which the Karnatik musician explores melodic and rhythmic possibilities without any conscious thought. But this is not completely devoid of preparation. Musicians prepare almost constantly, leading to a level of internalization where the rules of the music and its aesthetics are embedded in the psyche. In this state, true creativity emerges through improvisation. It is unrehearsed and extempore, but behind it lies a vast hinterland of preparation that cannot be discounted. Without creativity, the very objective of improvisation is lost and we will be stuck in the conscious known.

Creative Freedom

When the ideas of creativity and improvisation are discussed, there comes in another vital concept: freedom. To be creative is understood to mean going beyond the received parameters, prescribed and ‘understood’ possibilities; to break conditions with no restrictions whatsoever. Here it is assumed that, in conditions of such complete freedom, a musician has the opportunity to do whatever he wants. But that is a rushed understanding of freedom in the world of creativity. With creativity, ability, freedom of thought and action comes a great deal of responsibilities of keeping the aesthetics of the artistic form in place. Again, true creativity cannot exist if the artist is not continuously mindful about the past and the present.

In this understanding of the rights and responsibilities of the creative imagination also lives, very importantly, the right of negation. The negation I refer to is not a frivolous act. It is a serious movement taking art in a certain direction. When we negate something, it is not a question of saying ‘I disagree’, but an act of understanding. Negation is neither negative nor rebellious. True negation is sensitive. It has to be sensitive, as the strength of negation is the result of an understanding of that which we want to negate. Therefore, sensitivity towards that which exists or existed is imperative. This sensitivity is impersonal, dispassionate and brutally honest. It is an honesty born out of the very same introspection that leads us to acceptance. ‘I negate because I understand, I negate because I truly feel and I negate because it is not about me’ – even in negation, a creative expression is connected. The world of freedom exists within the spectrum of the aesthetics that constitute the basic nature of the art form. The form, structure and intent of the art are the bases on which an individual has to build her creativity. Thus, freedom is also generated from within the aesthetic construction. When a creative interpretation negates an artistic thought, it is doing so on the basis of the insight from the aesthetics. Freedom, therefore, must respect these fundamentals.

The Musician’s Inner Being

The creative changes that a musician can contribute are determined by her inner being and her attitude to artistic freedom and responsibility. Freedom is unlimited in creativity, but needs to be tempered by the individual’s sincerity towards the world she seeks to influence and change. This is what separates creativity from anarchy.

The artist’s personal imagination – transforming into creativity through introspection, understanding and improvisation – is what imbues her with an identifiable and distinct creative personality and a true artistic quality. Not that acquiring such a personality should be the artist’s goal, of course.

To imagine, create and to touch the old world anew is what makes the magical journey of the artist. Artists neither belong to any special community, nor are they a unique set of people. To be an artist is in the essence of a human being. It is in every one of us to breathe life with the expanse of imagination, embrace it in our thoughts and give with our body. We are all artists.
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The Fundamentals
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In the very instant that we hear a melody or an instrument we are used to, we can identify the music or at least its nature. In fact, the sound evokes in our conscious mind a cognate melody or a beat. We feel and imagine the music of which we have heard only a snatch. In this imagination lies the distinctive identity of the music: its melodic movement, the rhythmic interplays, the poetic flow and its overarching impact.

The core nature of the sound, its essential movement and rhythm remain constant across the different styles of musicians or instruments within a form. This constant is the unique and distinctive thread that binds all musicians to a common idiom. It is not a restrictive bond, but an empowering one, allowing every musician to build her own interpretation around a stable core. It is from within this mutuality that the musicians live, identify and create magical identities of their own from which they create the composite sound that lies at the heart of their music. This is the sound that emanates from the form of music itself, its essence – the indefinable filament between the listener and the music. To understand the nature of this ‘sound’ and its facets is to understand the nature of the music itself.

The distinctive character of a musical form has many components, which gives it a unique nature beyond the technical details. The form’s emotive layers are built using this quality. Within this we have structures that have evolved over centuries. Of course, the sound that we hear today is not the same as the one heard 200 years ago. But the relationship between now and then is beautifully etched within the landscape of music. We can analyse these aspects in terms of technicalities, but they will make no sense unless we try and capture the experience of the sound both for the trained and the untrained ear. This is as much about the listener as about the musician. The process of the listeners’ evolution is important, as sensitivity to various nuances and subtleties play a very important role in their appreciation of the music.

Karnatik Music

To many, Karnatik music is an acquired taste. It is not something most people will seek out or want to spend an evening with unless they have acquired a taste for its unusual nature. Unusual because – though it has similarities with its north Indian cousin, Hindustani music – its essential melodic and rhythmic sounds do not relate easily to what is superficially considered beautiful. Those who seek to bring this experience within the accepted, generic parameters of appealing musical sounds may find the music difficult to accept.

Words like ‘melodious’, used in the traditional sense, may not readily apply to Karnatik music. This is because what people may believe to be out of tune or ‘besur’ in Hindustani are illusions derived from the habituated experience of what is considered tuneful in another form. I do not intend to even remotely suggest that Karnatik music is intrinsically out of tune – not at all. It is to stress that the understanding of its tune and pitch requires nuancing.

In order to truly grasp this concept, we need to understand svara in the very specific context of Karnatik music.

Svaras

All musical sounds are expressed in terms of notes, which we refer to as svara. We usually perceive svaras as fixed pitch positions (an idea I will come back to). The exact positions of these svaras have been identified by the human ear, and not by mathematical analysis, a separate area of study available today. All melodic forms have their basis in svaras, which are articulated as sa, ri, ga, ma, pa, dha, ni in ascending and sa, ni, dha, pa, ma, ga, ri in descending pitch positions. These are truncations of words that refer to each pitch position: shadja, rishabha, gandhara, madhyama, panchama, dhaivata, nishada.

In Karnatik music, if we were to sing the svaras, beginning with sa sequentially in the ascending order, we will move higher in pitch position. Once we reach ni, we will repeat the svara sa. This sa is in the higher octave. Similarly, when we move from sa down to ri, we reach sa in the lower octave. Basically, when svaras are repeated on higher octaves, they are double the frequency of the previous manifestation and, at lower octaves, half the frequency of the previous manifestation.

Five svaras (ri, ga, ma, dha, ni) have multiple pitch positions within an octave. Each svara – other than sa and its fifth pa – have two to three pitch positions. For example ri has three positions; they are all ri, but each sounds different and are assigned different names. Similarly, a few svaras share the same pitch position, but the interpretation depends on the melody they represent. The history of these pitch positions is over 1,500 years old, and there is a reason for the present set of twelve svaras and sixteen names (see Chart 1).

Chart 1: The twelve svaras and their sixteen names







	Pitch Position
	Svara
	Name




	    1
	Sa
	Shadja (S)


	    2
	Ri1
	Shuddha Rishabha (R1)


	    3
	Ri2/Ga1
	Chatushruti Rishabha (R2) / Shuddha Gandhara (G1)


	    4
	Ri3/Ga2
	Shatshruti Rishabha (R3) / Sadharana Gandhara (G2)


	    5
	Ga3
	Antara Gandhara (G3)


	    6
	Ma1
	Shuddha Madhyama (M1)


	    7
	Ma2
	Prati Madhyama (M2)


	    8
	Pa
	Panchama (P)


	    9
	Da1
	Shuddha Dhaivata (D1)


	  10
	Da2/Ni1
	Chatushruti Dhaivata (D2) / Shuddha Nishada (N1)


	  11
	Da3/Ni2
	Shatshruti Dhaivata (D3) / Kaishiki Nishada (N2)


	  12
	Ni3
	Kakali Nishada (N3)




Every pitch position increases in pitch as we ascend the octave. Therefore, each pitch position of ri is higher than the previous ri as we ascend the octave. Now I will try and describe why there are two names given to the same pitch position (see Chart 2). Depending on the melodic context, the third pitch position given to ri (shatshruti rishabha) can be the first pitch position of ga (shuddha gandhara). Though their pitch position and frequency are exactly the same, in one melody they will be uttered as ri and the other melody as ga. The melody will define whether it is ri or ga. The specific role of each svara in the melody and the relationship between svaras will determine whether the svara is ri or ga. In other words, you could have two melodies wherein the same pitch position is ri in one and ga in another. Readers must understand that all these pitch positions are uttered as sa, ri, ga, ma, pa, dha, ni in music, and not by the descriptive words given to them. In all that history, these positions were determined by the test of the ear. Music can be viewed as the specific use of these svaras within definite melodic contexts, but that is not how Karnatik music, or for that matter Hindustani music, derives melodies.

Chart 2: Pitch positions with variable identities







	Pitch Position
	Svara
	Name




	    3
	Ri2/Ga1
	Chatushruti Rishabha (R2) / Shuddha Gandhara (G1)


	    4
	Ri3/Ga2
	Shatshruti Rishabha (R3) / Sadharana Gandhara (G2)


	  10
	Da2/Ni1
	Chatushruti Dhaivata (D2) / Shuddha Nishada (N1)


	  11
	Da3/Ni2
	Shatshruti Dhaivata (D3) / Kaishiki Nishada (N2)




The Tambura

We must turn here to the one instrument that can be said to hold within itself the very essence of classical music. So unobtrusive is this instrument, so self-effacing in its positioning on the stage and so tender of nature, that it is almost taken for granted. And yet it is absolutely indispensable. I refer, of course, to the tambura or tanpura, as it is known in Hindustani music. This instrument usually has four strings that are tuned to specific pitch positions and provide a melodic foundation for the music. This is a constant.

What is this constant? Sa takes the role of the ‘tonic’: this requirement comes from the fact that all melodies are based on the identity of the svaras, which can be stabilized only if there is a reference pitch position in the beginning. If we do not have this fixed reference, every pitch will sound like a different svara each time, which would mean that melodies cannot be defined. This is referred to as the tonic. Once the tonic is fixed, all the other notes move and express themselves with reference to it. Therefore, every svara is positioned on the basis of the sa. Moving up in pitch position from the tonic sa to ni is referred to as madhya sthayi (middle octave). If we move to the next higher pitch position, which would be sa once again, we will be rendering the same sequence in tara sthayi (higher octave). If we were to move lower in pitch position from the madhya sthayi sa, we will be rendering the svaras in mandara sthayi (lower octave) (see Chart 3). Now to be even more precise, the madhya sthayi sa is the tonic.

Chart 3: The three octaves
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Note: A dot above the svara represents Tara Sthayi. A dot below represents Mandara Sthayi.

This tonic is fixed not on a musical basis, but on the basis of the singer’s voice or the instrument’s timbre. Every human being talks at a different pitch; similarly, each person’s natural singing pitch is different. In the case of a solo instrumental performance, the tonic is fixed based on the timbre quality sought by the musician. Once this tonic is established, it cannot be changed during a concert. The role of the tambura then becomes to establish and sustain this tonic – the base or foundation on which every melodic expression is woven. Every piece is presented with the same tonic reference, thereby creating, through the tambura, a constant aesthetic reference for music.

The tambura is tuned so as to highlight the tonic sa in madhya sthayi and tara sthayi along with pa, the fifth svara from sa in the madhya sthayi. Here occur two concurrences around ‘shruti’. First is the sound that emanates from a perfectly tuned tambura, and the second an equally important connotation meaning the tonic itself.

The human voice or any melodic instrument has a limited range of about three octaves once tuned to a given tonic (see Chart 4). Therefore, all Indian classical music in general can be expressed within a range of two octaves, one complete octave plus half in a higher and half in the lower octave. In this, the tambura gives the musician unique and irreplaceable support.

Chart 4: The usual range of the human voice
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Beyond that, the tambura means much more to Indian music and the musician. It is the life-giver, the soul of our music. In the sublime resonance of its four strings lies the matrix of Indian classical music. This might seem eulogistic, but it is exactly what a musician feels. The experience of the tambura exists in the collective sound of the four strings. The tuning of the four strings is a difficult task. The subtlety that lies in tuning each string and the correlation between them, which leads to the final moment when all four are in unison, is indescribable. A whole world of melodies comes together, yet lies hidden in the tambura’s unified sound. Only a musician who has experienced this sanctity can be a true musical vehicle. In the internal absorption of the tambura’s resonance, music happens.

When a person enters an auditorium and hears the sound of the tambura, he internalizes its resonance. Many see it as meditative. To me, it is even more – the very sound of musical reality, a musical awakening that is beyond feeling. I have even met people who have found the sound of the tambura overpowering. It is as if the sound would not leave them; it haunts their senses to such an extent that nothing else registers. In a way this is true, but as we grow into the sound, the musical experience is quieter.

The Gamaka

Any discussion on Karnatik music has to visit the life of the svara in that world. An important inhabitant there, with a mobility, fluidity and character of its own, is the three-syllabled word, the gamaka. It is known widely in the Karnatik world, has been developed into an intricate system with subtle variations and nuances each of which bears a character, it is recognized instantly, valued immensely, applied with diligence by musicians and observed closely by experts. Yet, there is something elusive about it. The gamaka can be described in approximations to its meaning, it can be illustrated, it can be explained, but it cannot really be defined. It is described in terms of the svara’s oscillation.

Gamakas have been explained as melodic ornamentations applied to svaras, giving them mobility around their specific pitch positions. The moment we accept this explanation, our understanding of a svara turns visual. It appears as a fixed entity with a given identity around which the gamaka is devised. This would imply that each svara is a distinct musical unit that preexists independently of the gamaka. This is not true. As svara enters the realm of music, it acquires the shape of a micro-musical versatility. When that happens, a svara moves from being a mere sound to becoming music. This metamorphosis is complete when the svara draws the concept of gamaka into its own meaning. The gamaka becomes part of the svara’s own voltaic energy. The two concepts, two words – svara and gamaka – are not independent of each other. The svara is a musical form only because of the gamaka. Therefore, within Karnatik music, gamaka is an expression of the svara and the svara’s musical identity binds it to the gamaka. In other words, the svara does not exist without gamaka. The term that can be used to describe a pitch position would be ‘svarasthana’.

The svara’s main function in Karnatik music is to give us a microcosm of the larger melody. But it cannot do this entirely on its own. It does so through a process of interaction. The svara, acts with other svaras to create smaller melodic units, which in turn define the larger melody. How does a svara, the ‘micro’, express the macro? It does so by representing an aspect of the larger melody, not by its fixity or rootedness, its immobility on a scale, but through its movable nature. Therefore, every svara can move, bounce, slide, glide, shiver or skip. How and to what extent a svara can be expressive depends on the nature of the larger musical identity it is part of and the nature of the other svaras within that macro identity. Svaras in some ways are like cells in a body. The cells (svaras) are determined by the content and function of the tissues (smaller melodic units), yet the larger human being (melody as a whole) is embedded in every cell, within the DNA.

Each svara has a clear role within the smaller melodic unit and the larger melody, but here lies what may be called the svara’s beauty. While doing what it does to the larger melody, it also goes through a certain activity within itself. There, inside its ‘self’ lies, like a genome, the macro identity of the entire melody. Thus, the svara is a complex melodic unit that has different interpretations, depending on where and when it occurs in the melody; it is unique yet contains the macro identity. Without these interpretations then, the svara does not exist as a melodic atom.

In the modern context, it is accepted that about eight different types of gamakas constitute the svara identity. Within the svara’s complex melodic identity also lies the possibility that it could be expressed as a stationary pitch position. One should also remember that even these eight ways of rendering svaras can be further divided, depending on the musician and her musical interpretations. Yet, the primary intention, which is to reinforce the identity of the macro melody, cannot be lost.

What does this mean to the listener? Someone listening to Karnatik music for the first time may notice a shake, jump, roughness and toughness in the music. This leaves one with the feeling of a lack of pitch or tonality – a perception that arises from the fact that svaras are like a set of moving sounds that subtly merge with each other to create a flow of melody. The beauty of these svaras is that the same svara has numerous ways of presenting itself within the same melody. Each time the svara is rendered, it presents yet another feature of the larger canvas with minute changes having occurred in its form. Each such shade provides another window to the melody, another approach to the musical passages. The svara seems to be exploring nooks and corners between pitch positions. Each expression is within the music, and none is arbitrary. If anything, it is very precise. This makes the effect very different from musical genres that express themselves mainly through pure and clear pitch positions.

Sometimes, this leads to a perception that Karnatik music lacks feeling when compared to other forms. This is because of our conditioning in emotive reactions to music. Every musical movement in Karnatik music has emotive appeal, if only we can open our minds to possibilities beyond conditioned grooves.

The Raga

While I have used the word ‘melodies’ as being the defining aspects of svaras, the appropriate term is raga. There is a reason why I have refrained from using this term until now, and it is because the prevailing descriptions do not adequately express the idea of the raga. It is not an easy concept to understand, but once understood, it unlocks musical understanding. The raga is a musical, technical, acoustic, emotional and psychological identity. Many musicologists have tried to define a raga, but have been unable to do so conclusively. A classical description of the raga is ‘that which delights the mind’ or ‘sound that is embellished by musical tones’. Some scholars have recognized two aspects of a raga – the experience of its melody and its aesthetics structures.

Intrinsically, raga is both a technical and an experiential identity. The factors that go into a raga are svaras, in the holistic sense as described earlier, and the phrases (smaller melodic units) that have been formed through the ages, as established by compositions in their core. Every raga usually has a minimum of five svaras; the maximum is, of course, all seven. Phrases are melodic motifs that collectively give a raga its aesthetic form. They contain combinations of svaras that are based on the aesthetic value of the phrase and are not derived from a manipulation of the svaras. Every svara, phrase, movement or pause has evolved organically over centuries in the hands of musicians and composers. This is encapsulated in the compositions that have been orally handed down. We cannot sing a raga by just knowing the svaras that go into it; it is not a play of permutations and combinations. Each svara has a different role in a raga; the context within a phrase determines the svara and the svara determines connections between phrases. All these have to constantly establish the image of the raga. The svara has numerous identities within each raga. Its relationship with other svaras constantly changes its form, making their interplay contextual.

The phrases themselves are interesting ideas. They are not clearly defined with a demarcated beginning and an end. Each phrase is an open-ended idea. While a core identity is recognized, each time a musician renders these phrases, the form will vary. The way each phrase connects to another will also change. Like a creeper, the raga, even as it turns and twists in the musician’s hands, remains the same.

Does the singing of these phrases make a raga? No. Every movement is a manifestation of the raga’s unspoken qualities, which constitute its emotional charge. The svaras and phrases themselves evolve over time into emotional triggers. These are formed as much by their sound and texture, as they are by what we are used to and the emotional images that musicians create.

Musicians use various methods to express the raga. Voice texture, intonation, volume and other vocal methods are used to transmit the raga emotion. But this is not a conscious or taught action. The emotional charge may differ each time the raga is sung, but the raga itself will be the same. The emotional charge of the day will determine even the technical movements, but rests in the raga without disturbing the essential technical components of its identity. We must also factor in the composition’s textual contribution to the raga’s emotional landscape. The lyrics create a subconscious canvas of emotions, which charge the mood of the raga and reinforce its identity. This does not foreclose any expansion of the canvas, but the established emotional connections remain strong. While I believe that, in art music, the actual linguistic meaning is not the primary function of the lyrics, I cannot deny that it influences the musician’s emotional state.

Psychologically, the raga exists in a trained listener’s mind even before it is heard, because of constant listening, practice and conditioning. The phrases and emotional experience lie deep inside. When even a single svara is heard, the connected listener starts singing the raga in her mind. The nuances are generated as much in the mind as they are by the musician. This imaging is essential for the raga’s identity. The cognition that is brought about by constant listening and performing is an important part of the raga continuum. When a musician starts rendering a raga, his first intent is to tap into the listener’s ingrained cognition. Once the raga identity has pervaded the listeners, the musician will venture into a deeper exploration. When a new phrase is rendered, it could reiterate older phrase associations, or it could initially register as an unusual occurrence, and may even seem out of place. Once again, constant rendition and listening establishes the phrase and brings it within the raga.

Does this mean that any phrase can be added? What then remains constant?

The svaras, their associations and established phraseology are the raga’s primary constant determinants. The raga’s aesthetic and experiential identity lies within its musical atom: the svara (the holistic svara + gamaka). This is why, in Karnatik music, compositions play a crucial role in raga definition. We are handed down the raga’s musical shape through compositions. All changes that occur have to be within this established ‘given’. It seems like some mega principle of vague value, but is actually the working methodology in which lie the strength and character of raga identity. Every raga also has a certain acoustic identity, which gives its svara, phrase and the raga itself a traditional range of persona. Within this range lies the raga. If this is breached, the musician is not rendering the said raga, but melodic lines sans the raga form. I like to refer to this acoustic identity as the ‘sound’ of the raga. That sound extends from the micro to the macro, and is closely associated with cognition.

There are, of course, certain points of acoustic crossovers between ragas, which are part of their aesthetic evolution. Musicians must be aware of this while rendering the raga.

In its totality, a raga is a combination of musical heritage, technical elements, emotional charge, cognitive understanding and aural identity.

The Idea of Time

As much as melody gives Karnatik music a distinct identity, the rhythmic side of the form gives it a structure that is unique in the world of music. This is possibly the best-known fact about Karnatik music: its complex rhythmic system and the techniques of playing various percussion instruments.

Before we address rhythm, we need to understand the role of time in music. Among its meanings, the word ‘time’ also refers to a limited stretch of continued existence and a moment at which, or duration in which, things happen. These suggest that time refers to some kind of movement. It also means that there is a connection between that which is stretched and that which is not. In these two aspects of movement and connection exists time. Time has existed both as a horological and philosophical question in most civilizations, with varying interpretations given to its significance and impact. When the thought of time occurs to us, we tend to recollect events that have happened in the past, or are happening at the present moment, even what lies ahead. This clearly establishes that time exists because there are events or actions.

Time, however, is not perceived by these ‘action’ moments alone.
OEBPS/9789350298220.jpg
A SOUTHERN

T.M. KRISHNA






OEBPS/images/c4_f1.png





OEBPS/images/c4_f2.png
thayi Mandara Sthayi Madhya Sthayi Tara Sthayi
(Octave)

vara_ |S[R[G[M[P[D[N[S[R[G[M]P]D[N]S P[B[N

Typical Musical Range





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
it

=]
HarperCollins Publishers India





OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





