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CARNATIC MusIC TodAy 
Loud and not so clear    V. Ramnarayan

Early in its life, Sruti carried out 
a survey of the Carnatic music 
scene, in which it made the 

following observations:

The modern kutcheri takes place in a 
rather casual manner, seldom starting 
on time, with the audience and others 
drifting in and out all the time and  
few of them staying for the whole 
concert. The eight o’clock exodus and 
coffee break during tani avartanam 
also find mention in the article. 
The survey also noted the declining 
popularity of concert music except  
for a handful of star performers 
attracting crowds.

The survey accused sabha audiences 
of treating concerts like social 
occasions. Interestingly, it suggested 
that the omnipresent television 
improved the quality of the audience. 
Before its advent, sabha members had 
no alternative entertainment to distract 
them from sabha programmes. The 

membership included an assortment of 
music, dance and  theatre enthusiasts, 
with the result that all three sections 
landed up at every concert as that was 
the only way they could spend an 
evening of bonhomie and small talk 
with their friends. Dance enthusiasts 
did this during music concerts and vice 
versa, and drama lovers too enjoyed 
the evening likewise. Once television 
came to Madras, only those interested 
in the particular entertainment on offer 
at the sabha, be it music or dance, 
attended concerts, with the other 
sections of the membership staying 
home to watch TV.

The survey left out the handful of 
sabhas which offered dinner to its 
members post-kutcheri. Here you 
witnessed the hugely diverting 
spectacle of members joining the rest 
of the audience just 15 minutes before 
mangalam, tempted by the aroma of 
the splendid food on offer.

Poor acoustics and high decibel levels 
of sound and the tendency among 
artists to demand its increase are some 
of the other ills the write-up laments. 
It also talks about the huge unwieldy 
halls built for dance (!) and drama 
audiences in mind. (Imagine dance 
demanded large spaces, something 
unthinkable today)! Barring a few 
exceptions, most of the halls were 
poorly equipped and maintained.

“The typical kutcheri scene is thus 
nothing to gloat about: the setup is 
aesthetically displeasing and not 
conducive to an enjoyable experience 
which might be considered the object 
of the exercise. Perhaps it was never 
better but that is not much of a 
consolation.” 

The last sentence is the killer. Perhaps 
it was never better! The tragedy is that 
it is not much better today, though 
there is greater awareness of the 
need for good acoustics, aesthetics 
and decorum among artists, listeners 
and organisers. Though punctuality 
is perhaps better maintained at least 
among the major sabhas, there is still 
room for improvement, with far too 
many organisers making allowances 
for the poor traffic in the city (here I 
go, being Chennai-centric, an age-old 
weakness of mine). The balancing of 
sound and volume management still 
seem to be a challenge among those  
in charge of the audio at concerts, 
with artists often complaining of  
lack of feedback, and different sections 
of the audience complaining of 
loudness and inaudibility at the same 
time. There are halls where you can 
hear the music at a satisfactory sound 
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level in some parts of the premises and 
not at others. 

And of course, there is the menace 
of talkative listeners and those who 
sing along! It is difficult to choose 
between the two species as to which 
is the greater threat to your peace of 
mind and enjoyment of music. As 
recently as during the first week of the 
2017-18 music season, I had to change 
three seats during a Music Academy 
concert to escape two singing mamis, 
only to find a third vocalist, a mama 
this time. In sheer desperation, I fled 
the scene to try to find solace in the 
men’s room.  There, believe it or not, 
I found yet another mama, entirely 
lost to the world while standing before 
the stall, deeply immersed in an 
elaborate niraval in Kharaharapriya, 
taking off where the vocalist on stage 
had reached just a few minutes ago. I 
wonder how  Tyagaraja would have 
reacted to this unique homage to his 
music.

Some major sabhas have given good 
acoustics the importance it demands. 
Not only have a few of them invested 
in expensive audio systems like 
Bose, they have apparently appointed 
acoustics experts to man those 
systems. Some of these halls with 
advanced audio equipment are meant 
for activities other than music concerts, 
and can be way beyond what Carnatic 
music can afford. For example, the 
Mutha Venkata Subba Rao Hall on 
Harrington Road is well known as 
a drama venue rather than one for 
music performances, mainly because 
it is built for far larger audiences than 
a Carnatic music kutcheri attracts. 
Egmore’s Museum Theatre is another 
venue with good acoustics, though 
unlike in the distant past it requires 
microphones post renovation many 
years ago. This has not been much 
exploited as a Carnatic music venue, 

unlike the third floor facility at the 
Alliance Francaise on College Road. 
A very pleasant surprise was sprung 
by recent concerts organised by 
music enthusiast and entrepreneur 
Mahesh Venkateswaran, author of 
the Madrasana series of concerts 
in collaboration with Sean Roldan, 
Carnatic vocalist turned film music 
composer-cum-fusion musician and 
sound expert. A veteran light design 
expert from theatre, Victor Paulraj, 
came to the party too by lighting the 
stage tastefully.

The Musiri Subramania Iyer residence 
has hosted hundreds of concerts for 
years now, featuring almost every 
musician of worth in a quiet residential 
setting. A couple of years ago, Oli 
Chamber Concerts curated a series of 
Carnatic vocal music recitals (after  
violin maestro T.N. Krishnan gave 
the programme a flying start at 
Arkay Convention Centre, another 
intimate space), which took us back 
to the halcyon days of the art, as 
artist after artist, young or old, gave 
us a sample of the inner music they 
often hid from the public gaze as it 
were. The music was intimate, it was 
true rasanubhava, without fanfare, 
but not dull and dreary. These were 
mikeless chamber concerts attended  
by small gatherings of 40 to  
70 listeners, and often held in private 
homes when not hosted inside the 
tastefully designed interiors of a 
boutique. Some of the musicians 
discovered a new side to their  
music, in fact they were reminded  
of the relatively pure  beginnings 
of their careers in music, when they 
sang for family and friends in private 
spaces. 

In what I hope is a welcome trend 
amidst listeners and organisers, the 
number of chamber concerts seems 
to be on the increase. The music  

company Charsur has started 
recording such recitals in very 
nice private settings, and another 
niche purveyor of music and dance  
events, The Artery, has been offering 
concerts in a beautifully refurbished 
old house. 

Some old deficiencies in vocal 
music continue, even among talented 
artists. Poor enunciation of lyrics 
and vocal indiscipline often lead to 
indifferent rendering of sahitya. I 
was listening to a Music Academy 
concert of a young vocalist, when a 
Telugu speaking neighbour pointed 
out several mispronunciations during 
an otherwise creditable performance. 
Whether the song is in Tamil, Telugu, 
Kannada, Malayalam or Sanskrit, 
it is important to get the words 
right, internalise the meaning of the 
lyrics and sing with the appropriate 
emotion. I am not suggesting drama 
or melodrama on stage, but only 
calling for the avoidance of absurd 
misinterpretation of the lyrics 
consciously or unconsciously. Also, 
one of the unfortunate legacies of 
the 20th century concert paddhati 
has been the speeding up of several 
songs for effect with disdain for their 
import. This is the ‘filler’ or quickie 
culture that serious musicians ought to 
eschew. Some do, but most don’t.

I wrote the following in a Sruti 
column not long ago: “If their 
mutilation of kritis is bad enough, it 
is in raga alapana that some of our 
vocal contortionists seem to plumb 
the depths, the sheer variety of their 
aural aberrations, calculated, it seems, 
to shame a ventriloquist’s dummy. 
True, you must be a shameless votary 
of musical utopianism if you expected 
that near-extinct quality of akaram 
that the old textbooks mandated as 
essential for a good voice in Carnatic 
music, but how do you explain 
some of the strange and exotic vocal  
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effects increasingly perpetrated by 
singers whom many young aspirants 
are likely to assume as their role 
models? Most of such apologies for 
manodharma seemed tailored to the 
microphone, an easy way out for  
lazy voices.” 

My view that importance is not given  
to voices in Carnatic music is not  
shared by many musicians and 
aficionados. While the unique nature 
of gamaka in Carnatic music is said 
to preclude the need for the accent 
on sruti suddham obsessively laid 
in Hindustani music, some go to the 
extent of altogether dismissing the  
need for a good voice in a Carnatic 
vocalist, and cite examples of 
great musicians who were not so 
well equipped in this department. 
Regardless of the system of music 
practised, it is difficult to disagree 
with the view that musicians can 
overcome weak voices. We know of 
great Carnatic vocalists who have had 
to battle poor voices all their lives 
and who worked tirelessly to achieve 
musicality and precision of sruti. 
Not every singer is blessed with the 
gift of a good voice and those who  
have toiled hard to master their 
weaknesses deserve huge respect. It 
is the lazy vocalists—who neglect 
their voice or stray from the sruti in 
reckless pursuit of speed and briga 
pyrotechnics—that seriously damage 
the credibility of the very system, 
especially when they are established 
names and young listeners and 
musicians look up to them. 

When Sruti magazine was launched, 
there was widespread apathy in the 
Carnatic music world to ragam-tanam-
pallavi. The magazine and its editor  
N. Pattabhi Raman then launched 
what it titled the Pallavi Project, 
which succeeded in reviving that 
important component of Carnatic 
concert music. Today 35 years later, 

ragam-tanam-pallavi is recognised 
as vital to our concert music. Every 
young musician equips heimself with 
the capability of rendering pallavis 
of often considerable complexity. 
Pallavi challenges are held as part 
of competitions to select champions 
among young musicians. Musicians 
crowned as Carnatic Music Idol and 
other winners of titles a few years 
ago have now graduated to senior 
slots in the December season circuit. 
It is fashionable, even de rigueur to 
present difficult-to-master pallavis in 
major concerts in India and abroad. 
We in Sruti should no doubt be proud 
that we played a small part in this 
grand revival of an art and science 
that was threatening to disappear, 
but we have in the process perhaps 
unleashed in our musicians an urge to 
pursue complexity in music at the cost 
of its emotional quotient, disregarding 
the sheer beauty of raga music. 
Ideally should not the raga swaroopa 
be reflected in every phrase of both 
kriti rendition and manodharma in 
a concert? Isn’t that the quality of 
nuanced sangeetam that we celebrate 
in the music of the Dhanammal bani, 
with almost every musician of calibre 
acknowledging the inspiration that 
music has provided them? Then why 
do we miss that quality in the music 
that some of these self-confessed 
worshippers at the Dhanammal altar 
offer us in their own performances? 
Happily, some young vocalists who 
appear to have drawn inspiration 
from the torchbearers of the bani  
are attempting to make course 
corrections, showing a new found 
enthusiasm for genuine raga music.

Moving on to another aspect of 
Carnatic music, we need to deal 
with the dilemma instrumentalists 
in Carnatic music face. Everyone 
knows that there has been a sharp 
decline in audience interest in solo 
instrumental music concerts, unlike 

the case in the north. Some of our 
finest instrumentalists who dominated 
the 20th century concert platform 
as soloists have acknowledged the 
huge impact the vocalist giants they 
accompanied on stage had on their 
own music. The fact that they played 
second fiddle to a great variety of 
vocal styles enriched their styles and 
repertoire and they became more 
complete instrumentalists in the 
process. In this century, however, even 
excellent violinists have to be content 
with being accompanists most of the 
time with very few opportunities to 
be lead soloists. Flautists and veena 
artists have fewer concerts than 
before because they are specialists in 
instruments not commonly used as 
accompaniments. We know of young 
instrumentalists eager to perform 
solo concerts, virtually chafing at 
the shackles, because of lack of solo 
opportunities.   

To return to the theme of audience 
deportment at concerts, the recent 
explosion of technology and smart 
phone usage and widespread 
dissemination of ‘sangeeta gnanam’ 
across a variety of platforms mean 
that listeners not only click away to 
share instant stills and video with 
their friends and followers, they also 
boast sufficient musical expertise 
to simultaneously ‘review’ these 
concerts, either going gaga over their 
favourites or tearing apart their pet 
aversions. With mainstream media 
sparing less and less space for concert 
reviews, even lacking qualified critics, 
social media criticism has assumed 
alarmingly large proportions. While 
this is an inevitable consequence of 
the democratic process facilitated by 
the Internet online space, it has also 
led to reckless self-expression. Is there 
an alternative path?

(to be continued)


