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REMEMBERING

To me MLV Amma was many 
figures rolled into one—
teacher, mentor, parent, friend 

and guide. It was she who shaped me 
into the person I am today.

For the most part, she was an 
unconventional guru. She never 
taught lessons nor gave leads on how 
to perform. It was all there for us to 
learn. 

na gurodhikam tattvam na gurodhikam 
tapah |
na gurodhikam gyanam tasmai 
sreegururave namah ||

(There is no truer principle than the 
guru; no greater penance than the 
guru; and no knowledge loftier than 
the guru; to that guru, I offer my 
prostrations.)

I have many vivid memories of my 
guru. The abundant affection she 
showered on me at different stages 
of my musical journey cannot be 
fully expressed in words. In the 
several years of my association with 

MLV Amma—travelling together, 
doing her chores and learning all the 
time—I gained several insights into 
her personality and music. She had an 
instinctive flair to assess, understand 
and even see through people. 
Whatever her opinion, her ever 
smiling countenance and twinkling 
eyes would reveal nothing, her honest 
charm reaching out to whomsoever 
she interacted with. She was a picture 
of self confidence, taking things in 
her stride and letting her combative 
spirit do the rest. Her magnanimous 
and open-hearted nature was there for 
all to see. Even in trying times, her 
charitable disposition would come to 
the fore. MLV Amma  believed that a 
woman who deliberates too much is 
lost. And that is why she just stood up 
and delivered time and again!

MLV Amma was more than a mother 
to me. After five years of tutelage, 
one day, I told her that my parents 
had finalised an alliance for  me. She 
seemed quite worried and repeatedly 
asked me if I was sure about the 

person and whether I had discussed 
my musical career with him as my 
whole future would depend on my 
choice. She then insisted that my 
fiancé should meet her. When that 
happened, MLV Amma unequivocally 
told Ragunathan that she was going 
to entrust him with an uncut diamond 
and that it was his solemn duty to 
help it acquire polish and glimmering 
radiance, while ensuring marital 
harmony. That was why she was 
Amma to me and for many others too.

Yet another unforgettable incident 
was when I accompanied her for 
vocal support on her trip to the U.S.A. 
in 1980. At a concert in New York, 
when her voice was not at its best, 
she casually and confidently  made  
me sing a major part of the kutcheri. I 
was moved by the confidence she had 
in me. I must have acquitted myself 
well because, when after the concert, 
some university students wanted me 
to sing a chamber concert for them 
in Stonybrook University, MLV 
readily agreed and even asked her 
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accompanists A. Kanyakumari and  
Mannargudi Easwaran to accompany, 
encourage and inspire me. That 
concert was very special and is still a 
cherished moment in my life.

In the thirteen years of  my association 
with her, I never saw her practise at 
home. No going over of raga alapana, 
akara sadhakam, swara repetitions, or 
even important korvais. She would 
just go with the flow of thought and 
her creativity. She would practise only 
if she was learning something totally 
new. Even then, she would make us 
sing it and then sing along with us. In 
no time she would master the brand-
new composition. She would sing 
rare ragas like Sivasakti, Oormika, 
Hamsavinodini, Gamanasrama, 
Sekharachandrika and Bhavani when 
most artistes were content with 
sticking to the standard ‘top 5’. She 
had tremendous courage and supreme 
confidence. As someone once said, a 
tiger may hesitate to jump across a 
moat but not MLV Amma! 

I wish to share anecdotes—some that 
I heard from MLV Amma herself  
and a few others from those who 
knew her, like the late Sulochana 
Pattabhiraman.

In the years when her guru GNB 
was at his peak, several gramophone 
records of his popular kritis used to 
be released. On a particular day, when 
MLV was with him, he was practising 
Radha sameta Krishna. The recording 
was to be on the following morning. 

As MLV was leaving, he told her 
not to sing the kriti anywhere until it 
was recorded and released. But MLV 
being the enterprising and musically 
adventurous artist, she sang it in a 
concert the very next day. When GNB 
came to know of it, he was incensed 
and is said to have admonished her. 
However, he relented a week later as 
he realised the genius and integrity of 
MLV and could not see her hurt. That 
was the kind of mutual respect the 
guru and sishya had for each other’s 
music.

MLV had great regard for mridanga 
maestro Palghat Mani Iyer. They 
happened to be faculty colleagues 
at the Rishi Valley School in 
Madanapalle. By that time Mani 
Iyer had relaxed his rule about not 
accompanying female artists on the 
mridangam and had started playing  
for his sambandhi D.K. Pattammal. 
When MLV expressed her desire  
to sing with his mridangam 
accompaniment, his response was,  
“If  I don’t play for your music, 
my musical journey will never be 
complete”. 

In the 1960s, the irrepressible 
Subbudu was at his caustic best. 
Once, after recovering from a nasty 
bout of fever and still suffering from 
a recalcitrant throat, MLV happened 
to meet Subbudu in the lobby prior to 
a concert. She seemed to have openly 
expressed her apprehensions about 
his presence. That evening the ragam-
tanam-pallavi was an intricate one 

with a lot of kanakku. At the end of 
the concert, Subbudu complimented 
her for her flawless rendition. Without 
any hesitation, she acknowledged 
that the pallavi was composed by her 
violinist Thiruvallur Subramaniam. 
Meanwhile, the violinist disclosed 
that the idea of the pallavi had been 
discussed only in the car on the way 
to the hall. MLV had grasped the 
essence and delivered it in the concert 
immediately. Such was her musical 
acumen and amazing ability to absorb, 
present, and  also add  her own creative 
touches to it.

“Challenges do come by the day; you 
need to overpower all of that and rise 
above to win. No challenge is bigger 
than the calling you have within you 
to overcome the challenge.” This 
was my guru’s maxim in life. As for 
her music, her soul was secure in her 
existence. She was a simple woman 
who never longed for immortality. She 
did her best to remain unhurt in the 
face of several crises in her personal 
life; nothing could take anything 
away from the magic of her legendary 
music. If MLV was the complete 
musician, her daring innovations and 
spontaneity were the hallmarks.

As for me, MLV Amma was, is and 
will always be the unquestioned queen 
amongst Carnatic musicians of all 
time. Her music lives forever!        n

(The author, a renowned Carnatic vocalist, 
recently organised MLV 90 to  celebrate  
her guru’s 90th birth anniversary) 


