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Abstract
The Karnatik Tabla: Cross-Cultural Music Synthesis

in South Indian Percussion Performance

By
Michael Paul Lindsey

The Karnatik tabla is a new tradition of performance practice concerning
the tabla (drum) of North India. This tradition is propagated amid the diaspora
of tabla culture in Chennai, a major city in the southern Indian state of Tamil
Nadu, and is distinguished by a synthesis of musical elements from both North
(Hindustani) and South (Karnatik) Indian music.

The context of Chennai, a city abounding with Karnatik musical culture,
and the innovative musical spaces in which Karnatik artists have come to
perform have facilitated the development of this tradition. The incorporation of
the tabla into the Tala Vadya Katcheri, a percussion ensemble genre of Karnatik
music that developed from the music practices of Hindu temples and religious
ritual, has enabled the cross-cultural music synthesis that defines the aesthetic
of the Karnatik tabla.

This thesis explores the social and sonic realms of the Karnatik tabla
through a discussion of the history concerning percussion ensembles in Karnatik
music and a comparative analysis to another tradition of the tabla propagated
within the city of Chennai, by using musical repertoire collected from private

instrumental study and transcriptions of live recorded performances.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This thesis analyzes two traditions of the tabla, the drums particular to
Hindustani music, propagated within the South Indian city of Chennai (formerly
known as Madras). The instrument, whose name is derived from Arabic meaning
simply “drum,” originated within the geographic sphere of North India and has
been the primary accompaniment instrument for Hindustani vocalists and
instrumentalists since the 18th century. Until the early decades of the 20th
century, the musicians whom played the tabla, known as tabliya, and other
percussionists were limited solely to the role of accompanist. Beginning in the
early 20t century however, artists such as the preeminent tabliya Ahmed Jan
Thirakwa (1891-1976) and the legendary Ustad Allah Rakha (1919-2000)
helped posit the tabla as a solo-performing instrument. As the tabla entered the
solo spotlight, a plethora of new musical spaces were created for the
instrument’s practitioners. Tabla artists capitalized on this increase in
performance space and through their creativity and ingenuity developed the
solo tabla into a rich and diverse performing tradition. This thesis presents an
investigation into a new musical space for the solo tabla that has facilitated the
development of a unique musical tradition that I have named the “Karnatik
Tabla.”

My research is primarily derived from the time I spent living in Chennai,

India. During the course my three year stay I learned the tabla from two



teachers: Nagarajan Sundar, a multi-percussionist in Chennai who was trained in
both Hindustani and Karnatik percussion traditions; and Rajesh Dhawale, a tabla
artist of the Mehboob Khansaheb gharana, a pedagogic lineage within the
Farukhabad gharana (school) of tabla performance. From these musicians |
learned two distinct traditions that were divergent in their approaches to
performance practice. The tradition with which Dhawale instructs is a musical
tradition that reflects an adherence to his respective musical heritage - the
Farukhabad gharana. In contrast, Sundar propagates a tradition of tabla
performance that he has developed that synthesizes compositional principles of
both genres of Indian music - Hindustani (North Indian) and Karnatik (South
Indian). This musical synthesis has been facilitated by the musical space the
Karnatik percussion ensemble, also known as the Tala Vadya Katcheri, a
dynamic performing body that developed into a solo-performance genre from
the musicological discourses in South India during the early decades of the 20t
century. Throughout this thesis [ will constantly refer to performing ensembles
within Karnatik musical culture, about which deserves further clarification.

The term ensemble, coming from French meaning “together” or “the
whole,” refers to a small collective of performing musicians. In addition, when
defining the musical space of an ensemble, the term also implies a quality of
performance that involves an exhibition of co-operation among performing
members.! In the context of Indian classical music - including both Hindustani

and Karnatik traditions - the presence of ensembles has remained specific to

1 “Ensemble,” The Oxford Dictionary of Music Online, accessed May 15, 2011.



Karnatik performance practice. Both genres of Indian classical music maintain
themselves predominantly as solo performance traditions subject to a rigid
socio-musical hierarchy of performance roles and spaces. Leading a musical
performance in both traditions is the soloist, either a vocalist or instrumentalist,
whom is accompanied by various melodic and rhythmic accompaniments. The
soloist is the deciding authority on all musical matters, while the accompanists
maintain a subordinate role to that of the soloist. Throughout the course of the
performance, it is the nature of both traditions of Indian music for the
accompanists to interact musically with the soloists but never to dominate or
deter attention away from the soloist. With regard to the musical role of an
accompanist, Daniel Neuman writes,
It appears that the musical role of the accompanist, at least as it was
traditionally conceived, implied no necessary creative component or
particular grading of talent and consequently was largely interchangeable
between people. It was a role in which the ‘personality’ of the
accompanist could be treated as a constant and was not required to be
expressed.2
Although one may consider the musical company present during a
performance of Indian music to be an ensemble with regard to the presence of
multiple musical personnel, the term is a poor choice of nomenclature. The
musical hierarchy that is embedded within the performance practices of Indian

music limits and places boundaries on the musical interconnectivity between

soloists and accompanists. Such a hierarchy detracts the perception of unity and

2 Daniel Neuman, The Life of Music in North India, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990, p. 144.



connectedness that represents a key distinction to the definition of the word
ensemble. In contrast, the performing ensembles about which are discussed
throughout this thesis, as I will show, do not operate in accordance with such
marked stratification. Rather, the musical space that they occupy is an integrated
and dynamic musical environment in which the artists can not only interact with
one another, but also engage in a musical conversation that can propel musicians
to new levels of technical proficiency and virtuosity.

The content of this thesis is divided into two parts: the first part traces
the history of the Karnatik percussion ensemble to its emergence as a solo
performing body while the second part is devoted to an analysis of the tabla
traditions of my two respective mentors. Chapter 2 discusses the history of
performing ensembles within the socio-musical milieu of South India. Musical
ensembles, known as melas, were an important entity of the ritual practices of
South Indian Hindu temples and monastic courts. Musicians in these ensembles
were typically of lower caste distinction and were thus limited with regards to
the access of musical spaces and information. However, despite these social
barriers melam musicians and their practices became integrated within the
musical spaces associated with higher art music forms and came to be a chief
factor influencing musical taste by the turn of the 20th century.

Chapter 3 discusses the musical renaissance Karnatik musical culture
underwent during the early decades of the 20t century. Fueled by the tenets of
the Orientalist accounts written by British colonials, the musical elite of South

India urged a reformation of Karnatik music performance practice with the



intent of articulating a classical musical tradition. In specific, the musical elite
argued that the presence of musical practices associated with melam music
detracted from this classical aesthetic and was criticized greatly. This chapter
traces the reform efforts of the musical literati in Madras, which resulted in the
ultimate expulsion of melam practices from Karnatik art music forms and the
creation of the solo percussion ensemble - the tala vadya katcheri.

Starting with chapter four my thesis changes focus from the socio-musical
milieu of Karnatik music to that of the Hindustani tabla. Chapter 4 presents an
overview of the nomenclature regarding the social and musical distinctions of
tabliya and the relevance of these distinctions amongst contemporary tabla
artists. In chapter 5 I begin my musical analysis focusing on the tabla tradition of
one of my primary tabla teachers, Rajesh Dhawale. Dhawale is a proponent of
the Mehboob Khansaheb gharana, a pedagogical lineage of musicians within the
greater scope of the Farukhabad gharana of tabla performance practice. Through
an analysis of collected repertoire and a recorded performance, I illustrate the
various compositional approaches that define this musical tradition and those
that correlate to the musical characteristics of the Farukhabad tradition. In
chapter 6 I analyze the tabla tradition of my other tabla mentor, Nagarajan
Sundar. The tradition of tabla that Sundar propagates features a synthesis of
Hindustani and Karnatik compositional devices, which is facilitated by his
participation in the musical space of the Karnatik percussion ensemble. |

illustrate these various compositional approaches through an analysis of



repertoire obtained through instruction and a recorded performance of a tala

vadya katcheri in which Sundar is a participating performer.



Chapter 2
From the Temple to the Court: The History of Percussion
Ensembles in South Indian Musical Culture

The featuring of melas, performing musical ensembles, has remained an
important particularity of Karnatik music practice for centuries. The Karnatik
percussion ensembles that have facilitated the creation of the instrument
tradition forming the premise of this thesis maintain links to their origins in the
performing ensembles that were used in the ritual music practices of the Hindu
temple and royal courts of pre-modern India. Present in this musical culture was
a distinction of caste and gender that formed a distinct hierarchy among
musicians, which defined limits to the performance and instruction of music.
Within this hierarchy, the members of the ensemble communities were from the
lowest tier of social distinction and being so, were restricted access to musical
genres and spaces dominated by those of higher social distinction. Yet, despite
these lines of social demarcation, the performances of Karnatik percussion
ensembles that exist today occupy the same musical space of those within the
classical idiom.

In this chapter I examine the musical place of ensembles within Karnatik
music. Through an investigation into the sociology and politics of Karnatik
musical culture commencing in the 16t century - the time from which
contemporary Karnatik musical practices maintain their origins - [ will show

how the members of these ensembles overcame barriers of social and musical



hierarchies to merge their musical traditions and identities into the musical

space of higher art music.

Zongmans, M;&,Mﬂmm&
Figure 2.1 Map of India (1760). Available from the University of Texas,
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps (accessed June 25, 2013).



The Place of Music and Musical Ensembles in South India
“The place of music in man’s life is high indeed. ...It is a soul food for the higher
man. ...In the emotional, mental, and higher planes, music soothes a man'’s soul,

transforms his being and makes him realize his divinity.”3

-Zamindar of Seithur, opening address of the Madras Music Conference, March
29,1929

From its very beginning, Indian music and dance has maintained an
intimacy with the Hindu religion and sadhana, religious ritual. Being so, the
primary arenas for many musical forms and practices in South India were the
temples and adjoining monastic courts, known as mathas (singular: matham),
which, up until the mid-19t century, dominated the social, economic, and
political landscape.* Music played an integral part of Hindu idol worship and
ceremonial procession, being held in every temple and court in southern India,
no matter its size or wealth.5 The temple was the ultimate focal point of society
in pre-modern South India and its relationship to the court was particularly
strong - strong to the extent that their respective leaders were envisaged in
reference to each other: the deity as a king and the king as a deity. The abundant
wealth of the court system provided a stable base for the propagation of many
South Indian cultural practices, with music and dance being of specific interest to

many kings and ruling dynasties. In particular, the courts at Tanjore, Mysore,

3 Journal of the Music Academy, Madras, 1929, p. 25 (hereafter JMAM).

4 Burton Stein, South Indian Temples (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1978),
pp. 3-4.

5 P. Sambamoorthy, “Musical Instruments of Southern India,” JMAM, No. 1, 1930,
p. 48.



Ettiyapuram, Ramnad, and Travancore, to name a few, were some of the major
patrons of Karnatik musical culture until the decline of the royal court system
during the 18t and 19t centuries (see figure 2.1).6

Within the temple and court, musicians and dancers were employed,
often in great numbers, to facilitate ritual worship and accompany ceremonial
functions. The corpus of musicians that were maintained by temples and courts
comprised two primary musical ensembles: the periya melam, “great ensemble,”
and chinna melam, “small ensemble.” The periya melam (see figure 2.2), was a
musical body consisting of various wind and percussive instruments whose
primary musical function was to facilitate religious ritual. The number of musical
personnel in the periya melam varied greatly but generally consisted of 4 to 5
musicians and ranged up to as many as 30.” Comprising the ensemble was the
lead instrument, the nadasvaram, a double-reed aerophone, along with a tavil, a
double-headed membranophone; sankhu, a conch shell; talam, a pair of hand
cymbals used to demarcate sections of the performed rhythmic cycle; and an
ottu to provide the musical drone. The musical repertoire of the periya melam
was primarily devotional songs and hymns that were used during the course of

idol worship or ceremonial procession.

6 Lakshmi Subramanian, “The Reinvention of a Tradition: Nationalism, Carnatic
Music and the Madras Music Academy, 1900-1947,” Indian Economic Social
History Review, 36, 2 (1999): 138. Also see S. Seetha, Tanjore as a Seat of Music
During the 17, 18, and 19t Centuries. Madras, 1981, pp. 8-23.

7 C.R. Day, The Music and Musical Instruments of Southern India and the Deccan.
Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corporation, 1891, p. 95.

10



Fgure 2.2 Periya Melam e i procession during t
Ernakulathappan festival, Ernakulam, Kerala. Photo taken by author, 2006.

The chinna melam was an ensemble whose functions were associated
primarily with dance performances. This community of artists consisted of
dancers, known also as devadasis, and their instructors, known as nattuvars,
whom provided the rhythmic accompaniment.8 Initial accounts regarding the
instrumentation of the chinna melam include the sarangi, a bowed fiddle;
mridangam or tabla, drums specific to South and North India respectively; sruti-

upanga, drone; and tala or jalra, cymbals.? Additionally, several other percussion

instruments came to be included within the ensemble such as the kanjira, a

8 See Sambamoorthy, “Musical Instruments” and Day, Music and Musical
Instruments, pp. 93-8.
9 Day, Music and Musical Instruments, p. 97.

11



frame drum with single jingle; ghatam, clay pot; and morsing, a jaw harp. The
musical repertoire of the chinna melam consisted primarily of padams, love
songs, jantis, songs drawn from drama and dance, and swara jatis, musical notes,
which were used to form highly complex rhythmic patterns that could be

replicated through intricate foot movement in dance.

Social Developments and Implications during the Nayaka Kingships

The musical developments that were initiated during the Nayaka
kingships (1532-1673) in South India generated a social hierarchy among the
diversity of professions within the performing arts. Throughout this time the
vitality of musical culture remained dependent upon royal patronage, in
particular the court at Tanjore (also known as Thanjavur), which had
established itself as a major polity and arbiter of South Indian culture for many
centuries prior.10

By assuming an active role in musical transmission and discourse, the
Nayakas attempted to set guidelines for the standardization of musical forms
and spaces alike. Musical transmission and scholarship were greatly promoted

by the Nayaka kings, many of whom had formal training in music and composed

10 The city of Tanjore, up until the decline of the court in the mid-19t century,
was a major melting pot of Karnatik musical culture, with accounts of artistic
benefaction from the court extending as far back as the 10th and 11t centuries.
Inscriptions within the great Rajarajeshwaram Temple at Tanjore, built by the
great Chola King Rajaraja I (reigned 985-1014 CE) in the beginning of the 11t
century, detail that of the 850 personnel employed by the temple 400 were
devadasis and 67 were musicians. See Vidya Dehejia, Art of the Imperial Cholas
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), p. 64, and S. Seetha, Tanjore as a
Seat of Music.

12



music themselves.!l Among the most important patrons of the arts during the
Nayaka realm were the poet princes Raghunatha Nayaka (1600-34) and
Vijayaraghava Nayaka (1633-73). Under their initiative and sponsorship, two
significant treatises regarding the standardization and canonization of Karnatik
music were written: the Sangita Sudha by Govinda Diksitar and the Chatur Dandi
Prakasika (1660) by Venkatamakhin, who outlined the 72 melakartas, or parent
scales, of Karnatik music. The outlining of the 72 melakartas was landmark for
its systematic classification of Karnatik music theory and set the precedent for
the standardization of the emerging musical tradition.1? As a source of reference
for musicians, the melakarta system provided a methodical framework for
musical instruction from which artists could formulate and execute melodic
combinations during the course of practice.13 The melakarta system is still in use
today and remains the primary pedagogic tool for the dissemination of Karnatik
music.

The standardization and canonization of musical scholarship during the
reigns of the Nayaka kings was mirrored by a compound grouping of musical
practice and conceptions within the musical space of the temple and royal court.
Corresponding to this assemblage of musical culture was a socio-musical
hierarchy that was based on patronage, training, and function of individuals

within the field of the performing arts. Established in this hierarchy was a series

11 Lakshmi Subramanian, From the Tanjore Court to the Madras Music Academy: A
Social History of Music in South India, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006,
35.

12 Jpid., p. 10.

13 Ibid., p. 35.

13



of implicit borders within Karnatik musical culture that defined the musical
spaces and genres that were available based on an artist’s socio-musical identity.
Within this emerging sociology of Karnatik musical culture were court-based
intellectuals who compiled, wrote, and critiqued musical treatises, court
musicians who were of high-caste (Brahmin) and had access to formal musical
training, and ritual singers and dancers (devadasis) who were of lower caste and
whose work often navigated between the temple and court. Included within this
tier of lower-caste (non-Brahmin) musicians were the performing members of
the periya melam and chinna melam.

The distinction between Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic participation in
Karnatik musical practice is of chief significance within the context of the
temples and royal courts of South India. As mentioned earlier, music and dance
shared an intimate relationship to Hindu religion and practice. The safeguarding
of Hindu religious hymns, scriptures, and the effecting of religious rituals and
ceremonies were long-standing practices administered by the Brahmins, a caste
of priests that occupied the uppermost tier of early Indic sociology.# Because of
music’s close relationship with the Hindu religion and its rituals, access to
musical education and transmission was afforded similarly to only those persons
of higher castes. Brahmins or bhagavatars, musician-teachers of high caste, held
the highest categories of musicians and dominated the transmission of musical
forms that were seen as of higher cultural character, complexity, and devotional

aesthetic. On the contrary, musicians of lower caste distinction predominantly

14 John Keay, India: A History (New York: Grove Press, 2000), pp. 29-31.

14



played instruments that provided either rhythmic or harmonic accompaniment
and were limited to the musical space and transmission of musical forms of
lower artistic consideration and religious fervor.1>

However, regardless of their lower social distinction, musicians hailing
from non-Brahmin communities cohabitated the musical spaces dominated by
members of higher social distinction. Non-Brahmin participation in musical
ritual and ceremony included the performing members of the periya melam and
chinna melam alike - the musicians within the periya melam belonging to a
hereditary line of musicians that hailed from a caste of Telegu-speaking barbers
known as Mangalavandlu while the men and women in the chinna mela were
from a similar yet more amalgamated class of musicians from the Melakara
caste.16 Despite their marked social difference, the musical contributions
afforded by the periya melam and chinna melam were of paramount importance
to the effectiveness with which religious ritual and ceremony was executed.

In addition to the establishment of social roles among Karnatik musicians,
a hierarchy of that which constituted “higher” musical forms in relation to
“lower” forms of music also became clarified through the musical initiatives of
the Nayaka kings. During this time musical forms such as the kriti and kirtana,
which drew content largely from devotional poetry, had become canonized as
higher classical forms. Due to their perceived higher musical aesthetic, the

transmission and performance of these higher compositional forms was only

15 See Day, Music and Musical Instruments, pp. 5, 95-97.
16 Jpid., p. 95-7.

15



acceptable by those persons of the uppermost social strata and confined
primarily to the musical space of the monastic court. Because of their distinction
as being from lower caste, the performing members of the periya melam and
chinna melam were seldom given access to proper musical training from master
musicians or allowed to perform the higher and often more secular art forms
inherent within the milieu of the royal court. Musicians from lower caste
lineages, on the other hand, were only permitted to learn “lower” musical forms,
which included love songs and other songs that leant themselves to dance and
drama such as varnams, sabdams, padams, javalis, and tillanas.'”

However, because of the intimate milieu in which Karnatik musical
culture was maintained, the stratification of the socio-musical hierarchy
between musicians was not completely rigid, which allowed for the flux of
musical information across borders of social distinction. The performance
repertoire of the periya melam and chinna melam, for example, drew influence
from aspects of higher and more secular art music that was showcased within
the royal courts. The kirtana, a devotional form of that employs the frequent use
of refrain; alapana, an a-rhythmic expository presentation of a raga, as well as
detailed musical development of musical ideas intrinsic to a raga’s emotional
aesthetic, or rasa, were musical forms and practices distinct to court music yet
adopted by the periya melam and chinna melam alike. The selection of ragas
performed by the periya melam was also chosen with regards to the season, time

of day, and those factors deeming certain melodies or compositions as

17 Subramanian, “Reinvention of a Tradition,” p. 136.
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auspicious - a practice that is distinct within both genres of Indian classical

music still.18

Musical Canonization and Standardization during The Maratha Kingships
The emerging socio-musical identities of South Indian musicians were
fortified more concretely during the burst of artistic creativity and output during
the Maratha kingships (1676-1856). Throughout this period, the primary locus
of Karnatik musical culture remained the court at Tanjore, where, like their
predecessors the Nayakas, the royal courts had an active role in standardizing
musical performance, scholarship, and training.1° The collaborative efforts
between the musician and the court throughout the Maratha kingships produced
a new standard of musical grammar and instruction models for later musical
generations. As well, efforts by the courts to articulate a canonical standard of
sampradaya, traditional music, helped lead to a redefining of both the practice
and profession of music in South India. Conceptions of melody, rhythm, and
musical structure were redefined by the musical compositions of Tyagaraja
(1767-1847), Muthuswamy Dikshitar (1775-1835) and Syami Sastri (1763-
1827), three celebrated composers who came to be known as the Trimurthy or
“Trinity” of Karnatik music. Collectively, the musical compositions of the Trinity

transcended the previous notions of music, which, as I will discuss further in the

18 Day, Music and Musical Instruments, p. 95-8.
19 Seetha, Tanjore as a Seat of Music, pp. 64-88.
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subsequent chapter, redefined a new musical standard that would come to
influence the discourses concerning the classical aesthetic of Karnatik music.20

The musical influence of the Trinity in South India had drastic
implications concerning the perception and place of the professional musician
within the sociology of Karnatik musical culture. In addition to expanding greatly
the musical repertoire, the transmission of higher musical forms, vis-a-vis the
Trinity, was rearticulated as a primary means of bhakti, or devotion. Because of
this association to bhakti, the professional musician became a romanticized
figure within South Indian society, whose personal devotion to God superseded
all other worldly endeavors. Tyagaraja, in particular, is noted as one of the most
important and beloved composers in Karnatik music and idealized the figure of
the devout musician-performer. Tyagaraja embodied his devotional pursuits
primarily in his kritis, three-part musical forms, in which he combined the
simplicity of the devotional idiom with the complexity of art music. For
Tyagaraja and the other composers during the 18t and 19t centuries the kriti
became the vehicle for both melody and personal salvation.?!

In addition, the efflorescence of the Karnatik Trinity perpetuated and
strengthened further the social distinctions already present within Karnatik
musical culture. Throughout the Nayaka and Maratha kingships, music
instruction remained a closely guarded practice. Musicians during this time were

commonly drawn from families with previous ties to musical culture, with

20 Subramanian, Tanjore Court, pp. 36-41.
21 Ipid., pp. 38-40
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instruction coming typically from a family member, relative, or from a larger yet
close-knit community of musicians. Tyagaraja, Dikshitar, and Sastri were all
from priestly or higher castes and had been initiated into musical culture within
the court systems of South India. Because of their familial heritage and social
distinction, each composer within the Trinity was afforded access to proper
musical training under master musicians that were employed by the royal
courts. Similarly, access to musical training and the compositions of the Karnatik
Trinity was heavily guarded and only afforded to those of high caste while not
being available to various socio-musical identities that had emerged during this

time.22

Social Mobility Among Performers of Non-Brahmin Communities

With the re-articulation of musical concepts and identities during the
Maratha kingships, the roles within Karnatik musical culture became more
evident. Matthew Allen Harp, a noted Indo-ethnomusicologist, identifies four
main distinctions that emerged within Karnatik musical culture: (1) The God-
intoxicated singer of devotional songs - epitomized by Tygaraja - who refused
payment for musical performances and teaching and considered musical
practice a pursuit of religious devotion, (2) The professional court musician,

master musicians, or asthana vidwans, whom were of high caste and were

22 Such a practice of exclusivity has been a common method by Indian musicians
(from both Hindustani and Karnatik traditions) to preserve the “purity” of their
musical tradition. By referring to a gharana, school, or parampara, a musician
identifies himself to a musical lineage that validates and asserts his or her
musical authority. See Daniel Neuman, The Life of Music.
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attached to specific courts or wealthy estates owned by zamindars, (3) Groups of
non-Brahmin Hindu ritual and artistic specialists, which included the periya
melam, chinna melam, and devadasi communities, and (4) travelling musicians
that were not attached to specific temples or courts whom specialized in drama
and various musical genres.?3

These four social distinctions of musicians above formed a hierarchy that
defined the musical genres and spaces to which an artist maintained access.
However, these socio-musical barriers did not inhibit the movement and
mobility of musicians of lower castes into musical spaces in which they were
prohibited. Because of the overlap of musical spaces between the temple and
court, devadasis and other non-Brahmin artists belonging to the periya melam
and chinna melam were able to occupy performing positions of higher social
order, such as those within the court setting. As Harp suggests, the propinquity
of these socio-musical identities within the musical spaces of South India
allowed for an exchange of musical information and training across hierarchical
distinctions of caste and community. Accounts exist of devadasis and
nadaswaram vidwans, players of the nadaswaram, being skilled in the art of
ragam tanam pallavi, an elaborate musical form specific to art music that
involves the melodic and rhythmic exposition of a raga, often shortened to just

pallavi.?* The celebrated Veena Dhanammal (1867-1938) and her mother

23 Matthew Allen Harp, “Tales Tunes Tell: Deepening the Dialogue between
‘Classical’ and ‘Non-Classical’ in the Music of India.” Yearbook for Traditional
Music, Vol. 30 (1998): 37-41.

24 Subramanian, “Reinvention of a Tradition,” p. 142.
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Kamakshi Ammal are two such musicians who, despite coming from a family
belonging to the devadasi community, were afforded access to musical training

with musicians of high caste and acclaim as well as higher musical forms.

Further Opportunities for Social Mobility during Karnatik Music’s Shift
from Tanjore to Madras

Starting in the mid 19t century, Karnatik music began to undergo a great
social and musical transformation. The decline of the court in Tanjore spelled the
end of royal patronage for musicians and resulted in a subsequent migration of
musical culture to the urban centers of colonial Madras. After being maintained
under the auspices of the royal courts for centuries, music was now thrust into a
milieu in which its future and transmission was dependent upon the
consumption and patronage of the Indian public audience. In Madras, musical
performance was used for a variety of public and private functions, but as music
grew in popularity it also became a marker of status and culture for particular
social spheres.2> The urban elite of Madras established musical institutions
known as sabhas, which held concerts and symposiums that helped disseminate
Karnatik music to a wider audience. In contrast to the active role the monastic
courts had in articulating and promoting guidelines to the standardization of
musical transmission, the musical space within the sabha was contrastingly less

regulated, which as I will show in Chapter 3, had a great impact on the

25 Subramanian, Tanjore Court, p. 42.
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renaissance of Karnatik music that occurred during the early decades of the 20t
century.

The lack of standardization within the musical space of the sabhas
provided another opportunity for the movement of non-Brahmanic musicians
into the milieu of high court music. As musicians migrated to Madras, they
brought with them a musical culture that was informed primarily by the musical
practices of the temple and courts. In particular, the practice of maintaining a
variety of percussion accompanists, whom were primarily members of the
chinna melam, became a common performance observation. Contained within C.
R. Day’s Music and Musical Instrument of Southern India and the Deccan is an
illustration entitled “A Musical Party” (Figure 2.3) that illustrates this practice.
Charles Russell Day, a lieutenant of the Oxfordshire Light Infantry stationed in
South India at the end of the 19t century, was one of the primary colonial
writers of Indian music who influence greatly the Indian musicological
discourses of the early 20t century; a topic that I discuss in further length in the
next chapter. Pictured in the center of the image with his hand raised is the
soloist, whom is accompanied by an ensemble of varied accompanying
instruments. From left to right these instruments include the mridangam,

kanjira, veena, (soloist), tanpura, violin, and ghatam.
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A MusicaL PArTy.

Figure 2.3 “A Musical Party” from C.R. Day, Music and Musical Instruments, p.
98.

Also of note in this image is the seating of the accompanists in relation to
the soloist, which reflect the socio-musical hierarchy inherent within the context
of a musical performance. In this arrangement, the soloist, who would be
distinguished as being from high caste, sits in the center and faces the audience
directly - a position exuding the musical authority to which his social distinction
ascribes. The melodic and rhythmic accompanists, whom are generally from
lower caste, are oriented around the soloist in a manner that conveys both their

social and musical subordination to the soloist.2¢

Conclusion
By the turn of the 20t century Karnatik music had left the precincts of the

monastic court and entered the public sphere. In doing so, its propagators were

26 See Neuman, The Life of Music, pp. 136-144.
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leaving a highly regulated and amply endowed musical space that had stressed
that standardization of musical forms and spaces for one that was perpetuated
by the capitalist demands of modern India. By taking advantage of their social
and political circumstances, the musicians and dancers of the periya melam and
chinna melam, despite being from lower social distinctions, had made their way
into the musical space of higher art music, and by doing so, were forging a new
socio-musical identity within the discourses of modern Indian music. However,
as [ will discuss in the next chapter, the musical contributions of these identities
came under the scrutinizing scope of music critics and Indian musicologists,
many of whom were charged with the pro-Hindu nationalist movements of early
20t century India. Together, these two factions attempted to rid Karnatik music
of the influence from percussion ensembles and by doing so, allowed for the

creation of a new musical space within modern Karnatik music.
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Chapter 3

Musical Taste, Nationalism, and Drumming: The Karnatik Percussion
Ensemble in the Public Sphere

“No more is heard of the soft and restful rendering of the great passion modes,
with graceful glides and long drawn notes, the favoured haunts where the spirit
of the raga forever dwells! The age of Melody is gone; that of the Drum, the
Morsing, and the Kanjira has succeeded!”?” [original emphasis]

-Unknown author, Journal of the Music Academy, Madras, 1933.

Coinciding with Karnatik music’s shift to the public sphere in the late 19t
century was a change in musical aesthetic concerning Karnatik performance
practice that caused great controversy amongst audience attendees. The
presence of melas and sangeetha melam, varied musical ensembles that
consisted primarily of a variety of percussion instruments and their musical
practices respectively, had come to inform and dominate the musical program of
concert performances. In contrast to the songs composed by the Trinity, which
Orientalist accounts of Indian music from the 18t and 19th centuries had
articulated as bearing a distinct classical standard, musical practice had become
tala (rhythm) oriented.

To the music literati of Madras, who had become the new custodians of
Karnatik musical culture, the overbearing presence of percussion was the cause

of the controversy concerning the ill-received shift in musical taste. While the

27 Journal of the Music Academy, Madras, Vol. IV, Nos. 1-4, 1933, see editorial
“The Decline of Taste” (hereafter JMAM).
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presence of a diversity of percussion instruments was of paramount importance
to the ritual musical practices of the musical spaces of the temples and pre-
existing monastic courts, many within the social elite saw the incorporation of
such ensembles as anachronisms associated with Karnatik music’s pre-modern
aristocratic patronage. More importantly, they argued, the presence of
percussion ensembles in early modern Karnatik music had jeopardized the
purity and solemnity with which music was once identified, sparking a fury of
musicological debate concerning the classicism of Karnatik music in South India
during the beginning of the 20t century.

This chapter traces Karnatik music’s dissemination to the Indian public
from the mid-19t century through the period of musical reform in the first half
of the 20t century. During this time the musical literati of Madras took an active
stance to refurbish the state of music. Influenced by the discourses of the Hindu
nationalist movements of India and the Orientalizing works of colonial authors
on Indian music, the realm of Karnatik music performance was assessed and
subsequently modified to articulate a classical music idiom. Efforts were made to
standardize and regulate the katcheri, or public concert, format by members of
the social elite through the establishment of music appreciation societies and
privately owned music associations known as sabhas. The ultimate arbiter of this
cultural reformation was the Madras Music Academy, founded in 1928 at the
suggestions of the Fourth All-India Music Conference held in Madras the year
prior. Through the performance and discursive mediums afforded by the newly

established academy, Karnatik music instruction and performance became
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highly regulated and standardized. This reformation of Karnatik music
ultimately expelled the presence of ensembles of percussion accompaniment
from the classical music stage. However, due to their enduring popularity among
the musical audiences of South India, such percussion ensembles remained
within the music spaces of Madras and became solo performance bodies in their
own right under the guise of the Tala Vadya Katcheri. Such percussion
ensembles continued to flourish in popularity throughout the later half of the
20t century and continue today as a unique and dynamic facet of Karnatik
musical culture. It is within such a musical space that the creation of the tabla

tradition central to the argument of this thesis has been facilitated.

Finding a New Musical Space: Karnatik Music’s Shift to the Public Sphere
As Madras superseded Tanjore as Karnatik music’s chief locale in the
mid-19th century, it became the primary melting pot of Karnatik musical
culture.?8 Music and musical culture had been present in Madras since the city’s
coming to prominence as a major colonial city in the 18t century. Occurring in
the 19t century, a time when many of the disciples of the Karnatik Trinity —
Tyagaraja in particular — came to settle in the city and propagate their respective

traditions, the space afforded for music as a public and private form of

28 That is not to say, however, that all musical culture left the city of Tanjore.
Many musicians did in effect shift to Madras to seek other forms of patronage
but often maintained ties with the musical communities in and around Tanjore.
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entertainment in Madras increased greatly.2° A subsequent surge in musical
interest, particularly surrounding performances of harikatha or
kathakalaksepam, forms of dramatic musical theatre that combine song and
script, accompanied the migration of musicians and musical culture from the
Tanjore court and by the turn of the century music was one of the primary forms

of entertainment available to the Madras public.

Realizing that they could capitalize on the public demand for music,
members of the Madras elite established musical appreciation societies that
provided a medium for musical consumption and instruction by the Indian
public. The first music association that was established in Madras was the Gayan
Samaj (1883), which aimed, “to promote the cultivation of music as a domestic
amusement among the Hindus who were now passing their B.A.’s [bachelors of
arts] in the educational movement of the nineteenth century.”3? Paralleling this
agenda was a push fo