








Oothukkadu Venkata Kavi, Rhythmic Virtuoso

thukkadu Venkata Kavi rhythmically in his Kalinga Narthana

Thillana, as he sees young Krishna dancing in his mind’s eye on
the swaying serpent Kalinga. The composer’s genius can be seen in
the way a particular word in the song resembles the hissing of the
serpent. Replete with the dancing of intricate jatis (rhythmic syl-
lables) and flowing lyrics, this song is a dramatic introduction to this
great Carnatic composer.

\‘Taamita Tajjam Taka Tajjam Takadika Tajjam Taam,” sings Oo-

Oothukkadu: Where Krishna Danced on a Serpent

More formally known as Oothukkadu Venkata Subbaiyer, this com-
poser dedicated his life (ca. 1700-1765) to “Kaliya Narthana Krishna”—
the name of the presiding Deity in Oothukkadu town, which is fea-
tured like a secondary signature in his many compositions. He was
born Venkata Subramaniam, the eldest of five children, to Tamil
Smarta parents Subbu Kutti Iyer and Venkamma in Mannargudi near
Thanjavur. Later they moved to the village of Oothukkadu.

Venkata Kavi’s family Deity was Goddess Kamakshi, but his mind
and heart were enraptured by Kalinga Narthana Krishna. The great
poet composed on a staggering range of topics. He composed operas
on the Mahabharata, Ramayana and Srimad Bhagavatam. Around
200 of his songs in his Bhagavatam opera musically bring to life
scenes from the tenth canto of the Purana, colorfully depicting Sri
Krishna Leelas. He also composed songs on Vinayaka, Saraswati, Siva,
Karttikeya, Devi (including the famous Kamakshi Navavarana kritis),
Rama and Anjaneya. In addition, he composed songs on great saints
such as Shuka Brahmarishi, Valmiki, Vyasa, Kannappa Nayanar, Jay-
adeva, Andal and Bhadrachala Ramadasu. His compositions show
that he was inspired by the devotion of the 12 Alvars, 63 Nayanmars
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and composer-saints such as Purandaradasa and Tulsidas.

During the Maratha rule in the Tanjore region between the 17th
and 19th centuries, the Bhagavata mela tradition flourished in South
India, especially in villages like Oothukkadu. Our virtuosic composer
Venkata Kavi was influenced by this tradition, which might explain
his many operas and works that were suited for music, dance and
theater, as well as the handful of songs in Marathi. Venkata Kavi was
never keen on publicizing his music, and would sing his songs in iso-
lation, mostly at night, once refusing to sing at the king’s court upon
invitation. Venkata Kavi was married to his devotional music, and re-
mained a celibate for life.

Lord Krishna as Guru

As a youth, he wanted to learn formally from a great musician called
Shri Krishna Yogi. However, Krishna Yogi did not accept him as a
disciple, for reasons unknown. The disappointed Venkata Kavi went
to his mother, who advised him to surrender to Lord Krishna in the
Kalinga Narthana temple. It is believed that the Lord appeared before
Venkata Kavi and blessed him with musical knowledge. Thereafter,
Venkata Kavi started composing and referred to Lord Krishna as his
guru in many songs.

We have around 600 of his compositions today, which were origi-
nally scribed in palm leaf manuscripts by his family. His dazzling
creations are known for their unpretentious devotion, humility and
state of blissful exuberance. Like other saintly composers in his time,
Venkata Kavi traveled to temple towns such as Srirangam, Kanchi-
puram, Madurai, Udupi, Pandharpur, Chennai, Sikkil, Palani and
Tiruvarur. We know this through the songs he dedicated to the pre-
siding Deities of these holy lands.

Musical mastery: With traditional
Carnatic musical notation in the background,
Venkata Kavi sings as Krishna dances on

the head of the venomous serpent Kaliya.

Master of Language, Rhythm & Melody
When conversing with the Lord, he sang in
Sanskrit. When he sang about (and as) the
folk of Vrindavan, he used colloquial Tamil. To
communicate deep philosophical truths, he
wrote in scholarly Tamil. Venkata Kavi’s cre-
ations are incredibly rhythmic and so full of
rhyme that if one were to simply read the lyr-
ics, the appropriate tala would fall into place!
His songs melt our hearts with devotion for
the mischievous young Lord Krishna. These
compositions were not popular in his own
time, largely due to the fact that he did not
take on disciples who would propagate them.
His works were brought to the mainstream in
the 1940s by legendary Harikatha exponent
Needamangalam Krishnamurthy Bhagavatar,
one of Venkata Kavi's brother’s descendants.

BAANI SEKHON

Tamil Treasures on Lord Krishna

Venkata Kavi composed several musical operas as well as ragamalikas

in Tamil. His hugely popular Tamil songs include the mellifluous “Alai

Payude” and "Pal Vadiyum Mugam.” His song “Maadu Meikum Kanne”
is an enchanting dialogue between little Krishna and his mother Yas-
hoda, in which she tells him not to go outside, and he gives her a long

list of reasons as to why he should do just that!

“Thaye Yashoda,” another masterpiece, was secretly noted down and
learned by Rudra Pashupati, a nadaswaram player of Tanjore court
who admired Venkata Kavi’s soul-stirring renderings. In this song, the
Gopis of Vrindavan complain to Yashoda about the incessant pranks
of her mischievous son Gopalakrishnan. One of the verses of the song
presents the complaint of an exasperated Gopi thus: The other day,
we welcomed two guests to our home. After eating, they fell soundly
asleep on the verandah. Kannan saw them sleeping. He had just fin-
ished eating butter and had some on his hands. He smeared the but-
ter on their mouths and disappeared. When we discovered the butter
was missing, we went in search of the thief. The guests were caught!
Kannan had eaten the butter, but our guests, with butter on their
mouths, were blamed. What mischief! What songwriting!
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*k Download “Oottukkadu Venkata Kavi” app
on Google Play or the App Store to immerse
yourself in the composer’s songs and enjoy
the excellent website: venkatakavi.org

%% Listen to the hugely popular Maadu Meikum Kanne
by vocalist Smt. Aruna Sairam: youtu.be/iDKEbj-PDYk

% Watch rhythmic and energetic music/dance
performances of Kalinga Narthana Thillana on YouTube,
such as: youtube.com/watch?v=sU1SNjnGcPo

SHUTTERSTOCK

A Song by Venkata Kavi

Parvai Ondre Podume
Ragam: Surutti, Talam: Adi, Language: Tamil

Just one mischievous glance from Krishna's eyes is more than
enough for me.

So what if these two celestial treasures of the conch and the lotus
were forcefully given to me; | would still treasure a single glance
from Krishna’s eyes more.

With a face (and dark curls) like a dense black cloud and eyes so
luminous that they make one wonder if they are the sun and moon,

Will you not open those oceans that are your dark eyes just a bit
and shower a deluge of your compassion so that it warms the
depths of my soul?

Should | describe the time when little Krishna went beside his
mother Yashoda and stole butter from right under her nose?

Or should | describe when Krishna, having stolen the butter,
embraced his mother from behind, and pleaded with his eyes with
me to not tell her about it?

“Ootthukkadu Venkata Kavi is in the same stature as the
famed Trinity of Carnatic Music”—Carnatic vocalist
Padma Vibhushan Dr. Semmangudi Srinivasa lyer

“The evidence available proves that he was one of the most
prolific, imaginative, original and versatile composers
in Indian culture. His style—with dazzling contrasting
passages, complex talas, scholarly lyrics but evocative
melody—definitely forms one of five distinct composing
styles in Carnatic. —Chitravina N Ravikiran, Chitravina
exponent, vocalist, music educator and scholar
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Maharaja $wati Tirunal, king and Composer

considering themselves as dasas, or servants, of the Lord. The

royal family of Travancore governed their kingdom as represen-
tatives of Lord Padmanabha (Vishnu).

Swati Tirunal was born in the sovereign state of Travancore, now

a part of Kerala, in 1813 to Raja Raja Varma Koyi Tampuran and Ma-
harani Lakshmi Bai. The well-known Malayalam lullaby, “Omana
Thingal Kidavo,” was composed by the eminent court poet Irayim-
man Thampi on the birth of this royal baby. Swati Tirunal’s mother
passed away when he was merely two, and he was brought up by his
father and his maternal aunt, Sri Parvati Bai.

T he maharajas of India were highly cultured and deeply religious,

The Erudite Prince

Groomed to be a king, Swati Tirunal excelled in mathematics, music
and literature. By age seven, he had mastered Malayalam (his mother
tongue) and Sanskrit, and was being tutored in English, Tamil, Telugu,
Kannada, Marathi and Urdu. The brilliant child was constantly in the
company of court musicians, poets and scholars. He quickly learned
the fundamentals of Carnatic music and deepened his insights with
celebrated musicians who performed in the Travancore court. Soon
Swati Tirunal was ready to express his devotion to Lord Padmanabha
through music, and thus began his journey in composing.

At age sixteen, Swati Tirunal was crowned king and ruled for eigh-
teen years. He was a progressive leader, admired by his people and
open to new initiatives that modernized Travancore into a model
state. During his visionary governance, he brought about many so-
cial and legal reforms. He also initiated the Trivandrum Public Li-
brary (now called State Central Library), a government printing press,
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English-medium schools offering free education to boys and girls,
ayurvedic and allopathic hospitals, an astronomical observatory, a
meteorological observatory, a museum and even a zoo.

King, Devotee & Composer
Maharaja Swati Tirunal used over 100 ragas in around 500 composi-
tions available to us. His deeply devotional compositions were mostly
about Lord Padmanabha and Maha Vishnu. In addition, a good num-
ber were dedicated to Krishna and Rama. He also glorified Ganapati,
Siva, Devi, Karttikeya and Hanuman, as well as composed on Advaita
philosophy. He authored several literary works, including Bhakti
Manjari (a philosophical poem of over 1,000 shlokas), Padmanabha
Shatakam and two musical plays, Ajamila and Kuchela Upakhyanas.
Swati Tirunal composed effortlessly in Sanskrit; sometimes mak-
ing it easily accessible and at other times adorning the song with
complex linguistic patterns. While the majority of his compositions
are in Sanskrit, several are in Malayalam and Manipravalam (an
amalgam of Sanskrit and Malayalam), Telugu, Kannada and Hindi.
Swati Tirunal was unique for having composed in so many genres
and in so many languages. He employed several forms in his compo-
sitions: varnam, swarajathi, kirtanam (most of his songs are in this
style), padam, thillana, javali, ragamalika, ragamalika shlokam and
compositions suitable for Harikatha (musical discourses).

Dance and Hindustani Music

Swati Tirunal was brilliant at composing for classical dance, and his
padams are used extensively in Mohiniyattam and Bharatanatyam.
Exploring the Vaishnava motif of the devotee seeking the compassion

instead of his own name, the monarch always signed his songs with
the divine name Padmanabha or its variations, such as Jalajanabha,
Pankajanabha and Sarasijanabha.

Patron of the Arts

As a connoisseur and promotor of the arts, Tirunal provided patron-
age to many leading classical dancers, musicians and visual artists.
Vadivelu, one of the members of the famed Tanjore Quartet and a
disciple of Sri Muthuswami Dikshitar, was one of Swati Tirunal’s
favorites. Vadivelu was an acclaimed violinist, vocalist, composer and
dance exponent.

death of several of his family members and spent most of his time
in solitude, engaging in the worship of Lord Padmanabha. He let go
of his mortal form in 1846 at the young age of 33. In the words of
Dr. Achuth Sankar S. Nair, “the Swati star appeared, shining brightly
but briefly.”
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Royal composer: Swati Tirunal, seated
here on a Kerala style throne, was a king and
prolific composer who ruled in the court of
Travancore. He is shown playing his favored
instrument, a sarod, seranading Vishnu who
reclines on the serpent Ananta Shesha just
outside the Padmanabhaswamy Temple.

of the Lord, these esoteric songs are full of
colorful and vivid imagery describing the
intimate relationship between God and hu-
man. He composed nine songs in nine ragas
in praise of the Goddess to be sung on each
of the nine nights of the Navaratri festival.

Music Festivals
Swati Tirunal’s Navaratna Malika, another

unique set of songs, explores nine forms of Swathi Sangeetha Utsavam, or Kuthiramalika Festival, is a ten-day music
bhakti. festival commemorating the legacy and mammoth contributions of
Maharaja Swathi Tirunal. It takes place every January in the courtyard

of the Kuthiramalika palace built by Swathi Tirunal on the southeastern
side of Padmanabhaswamy Temple in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala. The
festival brings together top performing artists from the Carnatic and
Hindustani traditions who sing the Maharaja’s compositions.

SWATHI TIRUNAL SANGEETHA SABHA

While other famed composers like Mu-
thuswami Dikshitar adapted Hindustani
ragas to suit the Carnatic framework, Swati
Tirunal used them in their original form
without modifications. He composed in
several Hindustani forms with ease, includ-
ing khayal and dhrupad, as well as in the
¥ Marathi abhang style. His devotion to Lord
Padmanabha was so all-encompassing that
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"Aliveni,” a Song by $wati Tirunal

Ragam: Kurinji: Talam: Chaapu; Language: Malayalam

O Aliveni-tresses having the hue of a black bee! Alas! What shall | do
now? O Manini, the respectable lady!

Lotus-eyed Sri Padmanabha has not come yet! What shall | do?

0 Komalangi, having a charming form! Tell me, what is the use of all
these: the humming of the bees, the gentle breeze, sandal paste and
fragrant flowers, like jasmine, etc., if my beloved does not turn up?

| do not know who is the blessed damsel on this earth, enjoying the
company of Sarasaksha, the one who resembles Cupid! | keep looking
out for Him to come by the usual path. | cannot see, as my eyes are
brimming with tears.

In the last years of his life, Maharaja Swati Tirunal witnessed the

Has my darling forgotten all the sweet words He uttered
when we were together? O Kambukanthi, one with a
neck like a conch, don't delay anymore. Please tell Him
my miserable state and bring Him at once to me.

Translation: Sangita Kalanidhi T.K. Govinda Rao

%k Listen to Swati Tirunal’s Bhogindra Shayinam, % % %
beautifully rendered by Raghuram Manikandan &
Sooryagayathri: youtu.be/QeAYXZMxYbU

%% Enjoy Swathi Tirunal’s Hindustani khayal-style Aaye
Giridhar Dware by Kruthi Bhat: youtu.be/leA1ULUDPEw
Read more than 7o articles on the life, times and music
of Swathi Tirunal: www.swathithirunal.in/articles.htm

“Maharaja Swati Tirunal of Travancore was a multi-faceted personality,
who pursued South Indian classical music, North Indian classical music,
dance, poetry, science, astronomy and languages with equal ease” —
Vidwan Prince Rama Varma, Carnatic vocalist and vina exponent

“Swati Tirunal Maharaja’s compositions are immortal because we see
Padmanabha in them, we hear and feel Padmanabha in them.” —
Mysore Vasudevacharyar, Carnatic musician and composer

% Browse the lyrics and translations of Swati Tirunal’s
multilingual compositions at: swathithirunalfestival.
org/swathi-thirunal/compositions
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