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Dr. T.S. Sathyavathi is a discerning musician and a brilliant  
speaker. Her felicity with languages, sharpness of intellect, mastery 
over the subject matter and ability to assess the expectations and  
limits of her audience come across powerfully in her lectures. The 
Madras Music Academy is honouring her with the Musicologist  
award for 2017.

Sathyavathi learnt Carnatic music first from her mother and elder  
sister Vasantha Madhavi and later from Dr. R.K. Srikantan. She also 
learnt to play the mridangam from Bangalore K. Venkatram and  
became quite proficient at it. Sanskrit scholar Lakshmi Tatachar 
guided her in Sanskrit at the Bangalore University. In a way, she had 
unwittingly acquired the prerequisites for studying musicology.

Veteran musicologist B.V.K. Sastry steered Sathyavathi towards  
formal musicology. He had a large collection of music-related books 
acquired during his travels around the country. He often asked her 
to read Sanskrit books for later discussion. On one such occasion, 
he gave her a copy of Abhilashitartha Chintamani (Manasollasa).   
“I must say that he virtually handed the topic for my doctoral  
research on a platter!”said Sathyavathi. She was awarded a Ph.D  
from the Department of Sanskrit, Bangalore University for her research 
and subsequent thesis on “The contributions of Abhilashitartha 
Chintamani to Indian music”. After that she started taking up many 
lecture assignments.

Sathyavathi acknowledges the role of  the Karnataka Gana Kala 
Parishat in giving an early boost to her career by offering her many 
opportunities to present concerts and lecture-demonstrations.

Once, when she was quite young, she was sitting in the front row 
in a concert and following Palghat Mani Iyer’s tani avartanam by 
tapping the tala. The maestro asked everyone in the audience to stop  
keeping the tala and asked her alone to continue. “I still consider 
that thrilling gesture the ultimate approval of my sense of rhythm,” 
Sathyavathi recalls.

When she was in her eighth standard, Sathyavathi directed  
B.V. Karanth’s musical  Kissa Gautami and played the role of  
Gautami after having listened to it just once. After that she was 
recognised as an ‘ekasantagrahi’. 

Another unforgettable series of incidents happened while 
Sathyavathi was attending a programme at the Music Academy, 
Madras, in December 1984. Due to a last-minute cancellation,  
T.S. Parthasarathy was scrambling to fill the next afternoon’s lecdem 
slot. T.B. Narasimhachar, the music critic from Bangalore, confidently 
recommended Sathyavathi’s name. “I ended up presenting a lecture 
on the music of Purandaradasa with less than a day’s preparation.” 
Harikatha exponent T.S. Balakrishna Sastrigal showered praise 
on Sathyavathi at the end of her lecdem and said that she had all 

the qualifications needed for a career in 
Harikatha. She went on to receive the Best 
Lecdem award. Subbudu, in his review of the 
programme, remarked that Sathyavathi should 
have been given a concert opportunity. The 
very next music season, she presented her first 
concert at the Music Academy.

T.S. SATHYAVATHI
“Rasa reigns supreme”

Does the study of musicology influence your 
concerts? 

Music and musicology are two sides of the 
same coin and a knowledge of both is essential 
for a good musician. But we must understand 
that not all questions are answered by 
musicological texts, since the documentation 
of Indian music and its history are broken and 
often confusing. Let me give a few instances: 
In the 12th century treatise Manasollasa, there 
is no mention of ‘vachana sahitya’, which 
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was already at its peak then. In Swaramelakalanidhi, 
Ramamatya makes no mention of Purandaradasa, who 
must have been a contemporary. Ragas and gamakas have 
been given differing definitions in different texts.

At the end of the day, anubhava (experience) is the only 
tool that can determine the auchitya (appropriateness) of 
when, what, how and where something must be presented. 
Auchitya plays a major role in defining the aesthetics of 
our music. 

Experiencing rasa is the goal of all fine arts. In a concert, 
I like to focus purely on rasa. I use ideas of practical 
musicology that would add beauty and variety to the 
concert. I present the essence of what I have learnt, and 
do not get into the details of source, evidence and logic 
that support my choices. As an example, if I feel like 
presenting the ‘tri-anya swara’ version of Anandabhairavi 
raga, knowing the inappropriateness of presenting it for 
Dikshitar’s compositions, I may decide to present it for a 
Dasa sahitya instead. 

Your lectures and workshops on pallavi singing are  
big hits. Can you tell us about your experiments with  
pallavis?

Like many young musicians, I enjoyed the intellectual 
challenge of singing pallavis when I was young. Inspired 
by vidushi R.A. Ramamani, who was an acknowledged 
expert in avadhana pallavis, I tried singing a pallavi 
while marking  chatusra gati on the right hand and tisra 
on the left hand and succeeded after a few attempts; I 
later presented it on stage. After the success of my first  
avadhana demonstration, I received several requests  
for the same. I tried to make it more complex each time  
and even presented raga-tala-malika-avadhana pallavis!

After many years of this tight-rope walking, I realised  
that I did not enjoy the immense focus and intellectual 
analysis involved in this exercise, despite the accolades 
it brought my way. I instantly gave up singing pallavi  
in concerts. I warn young musicians not to get  
carried away by pallavi singing and advise them to “get it 
and forget it”! 

You have studied and given lectures on many  
vaggeyakaras—from the Carnatic trinity to a modern 
composer like Pu.Ti. Narasimhachar. How have the aesthetics 
of compositions changed? 

Change is inevitable. It should come as no surprise that  
the aesthetics of compositions also change with the times. 

Pu.Ti.Na is a modern vaggeyakara with many ‘sangeeta 
roopakas’ to his credit. His musical ideas are original 
and aesthetically viable. Many of his songs, like the 
Kolalanoodu Govinda from Gokula Nirgamana retain 

their appeal even outside the context of the musical-opera. 
Despite this, there are those who question his composing 
merit because some of his songs have been set to different 
tunes by others. 

My counter argument to such blind notions of composing is 
this: If Tyagaraja’s song Ne pogadakunte is sung in Varali 
as well as in Subhapantuvarali, would we fault Tyagaraja 
or question his musical vision? Do we overlook all the 
other evidence of his creativity?

The music community has an unfortunate tendency to 
praise composers who bring nothing new to the table, 
while disregarding composers who introduce novel  
ideas. Knowing this, I would say that composers need not 
look for anyone’s approval to start composing. Neither 
should they carry the burden of comparing themselves 
to the Carnatic trinity. Even if their compositions do not 
immediately get recognised, they may appeal to a new 
generation of singers and listeners. 

What is your approach to teaching Carnatic music?

Carnatic music being highly interpretative in nature,  
a lot of my emphasis is on the art and science of  
interpreting compositions. I train my students to  
approach a composition through an understanding  
of the composer and vice versa. As a result, if a few of 
my senior students were to study a certain notation 
independently, you can expect their interpretations to be 
very similar. 

I encourage my students to get a university degree in  
music, if they are so inclined. Pursuing a formal degree 
allows them to dip into musicology, exposes them to 
teachers and students from different musical lineages,  
and opens new avenues for a career in music. In addition,  
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a knowledge of Sanskrit and regional languages will be a 
big advantage in interpreting compositions. 

Many of your programmes have been digitised, live-streamed 
and uploaded on to the internet. Would you agree that 
the internet has been helpful in the documentation and 
propagation of Carnatic music? 

Yes, to a certain degree. Regrettably, there are some 
negative trends that could  harm our music. 

Initially, easy access to recordings by different artists 
from different eras seems like a great thing. But I find that 
students of music often get confused by different renditions 
of the same composition, unless they have a good guru to 
guide them. 

Another phenomenon is the presence of many 
anonymous music critics and experts online. It is 
hard to gauge the objectivity and credibility of online 
reviews and discussions. I am convinced that debates are  
meaningful only when they happen among acknowledged 
scholars and in respected forums, with opinions and  
names recorded. 

Many aspiring artists are studying the online strategies  
of successful artists, rather than studying their  
musicianship. Listeners are also gravitating towards an 
easy-listening style of digitally-enhanced Carnatic music 
and are unable to digest the music of an M.D. Ramanathan 
or a Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer. 

I am afraid there is the very real danger of authentic  
music and musicians getting lost in all this cacophony.

Any interesting anecdotes or tidbits from your musical life?

One of my favourite pastimes is to determine a musician’s 
personality through her music. I have even presented 
the results of my psychoanalysis of famous musicians 
in a couple of lectures. People who knew the musicians 
personally expressed surprise at the accuracy of my 
conclusions.

In a lighter vein, I am so captivated by abhinaya that  
I would have become a classical dancer or a stage actor if  
I hadn’t become a musician.

(Srilatha Krishna is a Carnatic vocalist, teacher and writer)


