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WAY OF LIFE

All I understand of my 
Karaikudi tradition of veena 
playing are the strength and 

power of its teaching, practising 
it and making it a way of life. My 
mother Rajeswari Padmanabhan was 
a ninth generation descendant of 
the tradition. The way art is passed 
on in such a lineage is testimony to 
how far we can continue despite 
changing times and hardships. Music 

as a “way of life” is no fancy phrase in 
this tradition, for an insider’s point of  
view is often rare and to bring the 
grandeur of practice to a fruitful 
understanding takes time.

My journey into music began long 
before I knew the difference between 
music and language. My mother was 
my guru. The difference between the 
roles of mother and teacher was kept 

dim all through my life. The demand 
it created was tremendous as we had 
to cope with each other’s growing 
needs. 

Our day started as normally as in any 
other household, but would have an 
extra tinge of sounds from the brass 
vessels in cooking that would spark 
a raga delineation or tala pattern or 
attempts to identify the swara-s or 
a song or a pallavi. Unforgettable 
were the days when we (my two 
younger brothers, Sundar Rajan, 
Maheshwaran and I) would stick our 
ears to the kudam (resonator) of the 
veena and listen to a “private concert” 
in our minds while she was playing or 
teaching her students. Her words of 
advice were very few but the direction 
came from the music itself and we 
were aware of every nuance of the 
music pregnant with meaning. I would 
often join other students in learning 
or just watch her teach. Frustrating 
were the moments when I was not 

Rajeswari Padmanabhan (1939-2008)

Vainika vidushi Rajeswari 
Padmanabhan was born 

in Kollur in 1939. She was the 
daughter of Lakshmi Ammal and 
the granddaughter of Karaikudi 
Subbarama Iyer (the elder of the 
Karaikudi Veena Brothers). From 
the age of five, she was under the 
tutelage of her grandfather Karaikudi 
Sambasiva Iyer (the younger of the 
Karaikudi Brothers) and remained 
under his guidance until his demise 
in 1958. She also learnt vocal music 
from Mysore Vasudevachar. She 
worked and taught for many years 
at Kalakshetra where she retired 
as Principal. She has composed a 
few varnam-s and tillana-s, and has 

composed music  for the dance-drama 
Kumbheswarar Kuravanji.  She was 
among the pioneers responsible for 
designing the portable veena as well 
as a new acrylic melam. She is the 
recipient of many awards including 
the prestigious central Sangeet  
Natak Akademi award, and the 
Kalaimamani award given by the Tamil 
Nadu Eyal Isai Nataka Manram. 

Rajeswari was so named as she 
was born during Sree Vidya pooja. 
An ardent Sree Vidya upasaka, she  
passed away on 15th  August 2008 
which happened to be the day of 
Varalakshmi pooja. (See also Sruti 
51/52 and 92).

My mother, my guru

Sreevidhya and Rajeswari	 SIDNEY SMITH
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