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PREFACE

ST S

For the first time in the history of South
Indian Music, a classical opera is being publish-
ed in a regular form with the songs in notation
and with a critical introduction and explanatory
notes. I am deeply indebted to the late Walaja-
pet K. K. Ramaswamy Bhagavathar for having
helped me with original music of the songs
of Nowka Charitram as also with the traditional
interpretation of the songs and verses. My
thanks are due tothe late S.A. Ramaswamy Iyer
of Tiruvottiyur (another prominent member
of Tyagaraja’s Sishya Parampara) for the
valuable material he gave me relating to the
operas of the great composer., My thanks are
also due to Sri. XK. Ramakrishnayya, M.A.,
Senior Lecturer of the Telugu Department,
University of Madras, for having gone through
the proofs of the Telugu portion of this book.
There is & manuscript copy of Nowka Charitram
in the Tanjore Sarasvati Mahal Library in
grantha characters. In this edition, I have fol-
lowed the Walajapet version and indicated the
other readings in the foot-notes.

I wish to express my thanks to the Syndi-
cate of the Madras University for kindly
permitting me to publish this work.

7th July 1939. ~ TR = % -



INTRODUCTION.

An opera is a musical drama. It is a drama
of any description set to music, In a drama
ordinarily there is no music ; and even if it is
present, it is merely incidental. But in the
opera, the music plays an important part and
serves as a powerful commentary on the
Music is an indivisible element in
the opera. It forms an integral part of it.
Whereas drama is a literary form, opera
is a musical and aliterary form combined,
An opera furnishes a musical and a dramatic
entertainment. Nafgkam is pure drama.
Sangita Natakam is opera. In German there
are the words Schauspiel and Oper corres-
ponding to the English words, drama and opera.
Opera is a form of applied music. Compared to
Yakshaganam, opera is a superior form of com-
position—superior both in point of music and
libretio (sahitya).

action.

In the opera, we find the happy consumma-
tion of all the fine arts. Operas are popular
in all civilised countries. Every big city
has one or more opera-houses lavishly built
and luxuriously furnished. It requires
special genius on the part of a person
to write operas. He must possess the genius
of a playwright, insight into human nature,
powers of effective characterisation, sure
dramatic instinct, capacity to introduce appro-
priate fictitious characters and incidents to
heighten the interest in the play wherever
necessary, literary and poetic skill, plenty of
imagination, knowledge of the Puranas and

sacred lore, a fine gift of melody, a natural
talent for conceiving musical dialogues and
soliloquies, knowledge of different musical and
literary forms and technical ability to compose
in them, skill at sghitya, creative ability of a
high order, high proficiency in music, a natural
gift to choose the appropriate ragas for express-
ing the various shades of feeling and finally the
mind’s ear and the mind’s eye to see how the
whole thing will look when it is performed.

In the history of every country we find that
the opera comes later than the drama. Since
the former is an advance over the latter, it is
but natural that it should be so, The Euro-
pean opera had its origin about three centuries
ago. It bhad its beginnings in Italy and since
then has had a continuous development.

In India, Sanskrit operas are older than
vernacular operas. The idea that it was more
dignified to write in the classical language in
preference to the spoken languages was respon-
sible for this result.

The germ or nucleus of the Indian opera is
to be seen in the Giia Govinda of Jayadeva
(12th cent.) The best opera in Sanskrit is the
Kyishna Lila Tarangini of Tirtha Narayana-
swami (16th cent,.) We come across operas in
the South Indian languages only in the 18th

century.

Tyagaraja (1767-18;4‘f) is the greatest writer
of Telugu operas. His two operas, Prahlada



Bhakti Vijayam and Nowkd Charitram, are
brilliant compositions. The former is longer
. and is divided inte five Acts. The latter is
comparatively short and is in one Act. Having
written the story of the Ramayana in the form
of soul-stirring kirtanas, Tyagaraja thought that
he must do something for the other two impor-
tant avatars of Vishnu, And the result was
the Prahiada Bhakic Vijayam relating to an
incarnation prior to Rama and Nowka Chavi-
tram relating to an incarnation after Rama,
In the former work, pure devotion (bhakii-
bhava) is treated, and in the latter,
svingara coupled with bhakii (love combined
with devotion or madhura bhava). Tyagaraja’s
operas belong to his later period. They
bear the stamp of his maturity and
richness of musical and literary conception.
He had a great admiration for Potanna
Kavi’s *Bhagavatam and he used to make
Parayanam of that great classic frequently, A
study of Nowka Charitram reveals the influence
of Potanna over him,

Nowka Charitram is a story of captivating
interest, told in an interesting manner, It is
a creation of Tyagaraja’s own imagination and
hasno basisin the Bhagavatam. It is full of
delightful music and beautiful poetry. Krishna
in the play is a young boy less than ten years
of age. Apart from the sustained interest
maintained throughout the play, there is a
peculiar appropriateness in the descriptions
which is noteworthy. It is not known if

_Tyagaraja ever went on a pilgrimage to the
North, but his description of the Jumna,
the Gokulam, the costumes worn by ladies
there and many other things, reveal an

viii

intimate knowledge of the geography of the
place and the culture, customs and manners of
the people. We get here and there in this
work glimpses into contemporary life and
Imanmers,

Excepting for the Phala Sruti (benediction
sloka) at the end, the entire opera is in Telugu.
But in the Prahlada Bhakti Vijayam we come
across Sanskrit slokas here and there in addi-
tion to the brilliant churnika put into the
mouth of Narada, Tyagaraja sticks to the rule
that, in an opera, the opening and the closing
songs should be in the same raga and also that
they should be in an auspicious raga. '

Nowka Charitram consists of 21 songs, 24
Kanda padyas, 5 Sisa padyas, 3 Utpalamalas,
5 Champakamalds, 7 Sardulas, 2 Dvipadas,
1 Utsaha and many interesting prose passages
serving as connecting links, Like Purandara
D3zs, Tyagaraja writes a simple and a musical
language., Even in his poetry he avoids the
pedantic tongue, Occasionally we come across
some rare words like ‘saliga’ etc. Of the
21 songs,7 are in the kriti style and the
rest are simpler melodies as befitting the
occasion. The ragas figuring here are mostly
rakti ragas.

Mr, C. Tirumalayya Naidu in his brilliant
monograph on Tyagaraja draws an admirable
comparison between the Nowka Charitram and
the Water-music of Handel. This latter work
curiously enough consists of 21 instrumental
movements and the Nowka Charitram alsc
has only 21 songs. Tyagaraja and Handel
were contemporaries; the one lived in India
and the other in Europe,

*A ma.nu-script copy of this Bhagavatam written in Tyagaraja’s own handwriting is in the possession of
the Walajapet Sishya Parampara, The paper on which it is written bears the 1827 year water.mark.



THE STORY

Nowka, Charitram tells the story of a boat
excursion on the river Jumna—the party con-
sisting of Krishna and Gopis. In brief, the
Humbling of the Gopis’ Pride is the theme of
this opera.

One evening, the Gopis started out as usual
from their homes to spend the time in a plea-
sant manner, Just at that moment the
delightful music of Krishna’s flute fell on their
ears and, charmed by the music, they hurried,
hither and thither to find out where Krishna
was. - They soon saw Him coming with pearls
in his band, to purchase in exchange jujube
fruits from a vendor, The Muralidhara was
immediately surrounded by the Gopis and in
great ecstasy they took Him along. Surfeited
with pleasure, they went aimlessly along singing
and dancing till at last they came to the banks
of the river Jumna, For a while the Gopis .
were lost in the admiration of the beauty and
- grandeur of the river and its majestic flow,
Some time later they saw a silvery shining boat, :
lavishly decorated with precious stones and
immediately the thought of going on an excur-
sion in the boat struck all of them,

The Gopis were alive to the Divine great-
ness of Krishna and had witnessed many of his
miracles, like lifting the Govardhana hill, killing
the Kaliya serpent, etc, They were so capti-
vated by his resplendent beauty and charm-
ing music that they were longing for an oppor-
tunity to enjoy His Divine company for

some time and such an
presented itself now, But some of them pointed
out the inadvisability of taking Krishna along
with them, since He was a youth and inex-
perienced in aquatic sports, Others pointed out
that Krishna was a Prince, and was wearing
costly jewels and that they would become the
target of attack if they took Him. Krishna,
overhearing these remarks, came near them
and reminded them of His prowess and added
that at least in their (Gopis’) own interest He
must accompany them. Ultimately they deci-
ded to take Krishna, The luxuriously built
boat now started on its journey.

It was a pleasant evening. The charming
Gopis inwardly felt glad at the happy prospect
of their long-cherished desire to enjoy the
Divine Company of  the Lord of the Universe
coming to fruition, The journey on the
silvery bozat was enjoyable. Some sang of the
Jumna, some sang of Krishna, while others
danced in ecstasy, They sprinkled scented
water and sandal on each other. They wore
garlands made of jasmine and other sweet-
smelling flowers. They planted scented sticks
on the boat and placed on their foreheads
musk marks. The atmosphere all round was
literally saturated with delightful perfumes.
They made artistic. folds of betel leaves,
scented nuts and spices. All of them had the
feeling that they were tasting the very nectar
of Heavenly Bliss, At that time Sri Krishna
took a separate form for each of the Gopis and



began to play with them so that every Gopi
thought that Krishna was playing with her
alone, [ Note—Fulfilment of the promise given to
the Maharishis (now in the form of Gopis) of the
Jforest when Sri Rama visited them]. Brahma
and other Devas who witnessed this Lila of
Krishna from above showered golden flowers on
Him and anxiously waited to witness the
further developments.

Some time later the Gopis stopped playing
and resumed rowing, singing the boat song
in the Punnagavarili raga “ How fortunate
are we the damsels of Brinddban to be gaily
sailing in this luxuriously decorated boat
in the celestial company of the Lord of the
Universe.” A little later Krishna compli-
mented the ladies on their extraordinary
beauty and suggested that they put the
oars on the western side of the boat. The
ladies read an intrigue in this suggestion
and retorted “ What does our beauty matter
to you? You had better stop all your
guiles ; we are not going to pay any heed to
them. Remember that in Indra’s court are the
Dancing Nymphs; in Siva’s court are the
Pramatha Ganas; in Brahma’s court are the
Sages, But in Krishna’s (your) court are these
bhandsome damsels—the envy of the Gods.”

The gifted playwright Tyagaraja is re-
markably successful in gradually working
up things to a fine climax. The Gopis in
the mid-stream, immersed in the ocean of
joy, forgot that there was one controll-
ing force above. They have had many oppor-
tunities of knowing that Krishna was an
incarnation, but in the height of their pride
they began to slight Him. They reach the
peak of their pride in the song: “ Evaru
manaku samana—(Who is there equal to us
in this world today) Krishna also has fallen
a victim to our charms”; and the song is ap-
propriately clothed in the Devagindbari raga,
a mode that powerfully portrays vira rasa.

X

Not stopping there, they began to laugh at
Krishna, saying that he was capable only of
intrigues and wiles and of running after ladies
and was not capable of rowing the boat. Now
begins the climb-down.

Krishna by his maya caused a storm. This
gradually increased in intensity, accompanied
by terrific thunder and blinding lightning. The
Gods, knowing Krishna’s mind, caused rain to
fall in torrential streams. There was pitch
darkness all round and the confusion and
misery were accentuated by the boat springing
aleak, Water began to rush in and the boat
was tossed furicusly by the tumultuous winds.
All these things unnerved the Gopis and they
were stupefied. They shouted to Krishna for
help, There was neither the possibility of
the thunder-storm subsiding nor the rains
abating. Nothing was visible as darkness
had enveloped the whole place. They lost
the sense of direction and did not know which
side to row to safety. All of them cursed
the inauspicious moment at which they
started. Utter confusion prevailed.

Their sorrow was two-fold—not only were
they finding a watery grave for themselves,
but also the innocent Krishna was to meet
with the same fate! In their agonised state of
mind they prayed to the Goddess Jumna
to protect them from the dire calamity, They
devoutly offered to give Her everything if She
would only be merciful enough to save
Krishna. Brahma, Indra and others who were
watching from above, laughed amongst them-
selves when they found the distressed Gopis
praying to Jumna to protect the Lord of the
Universe !

In the meantime the water in the boat
was rising fast. Krishna, with the object
of further humiliating them, said “I was
just coming along to purchase jujube
fruits and you people induced me to ac-



company you . ... Ultimately you have
brought me to this state. What is the use of
lamenting now ? Ladies are never to be
trusted.”

These words of His added insult to
injury, The playwright again works up toa
climax by taking us through songs in ragas,
which portray karuna rasa powerfully, Ina
very moving song in the Ghanta raga they
moan : ““ Isit for finding a watery grave that
wé" ate and grew up as such beautiful
damsels...... 2 etc.

Krishna now suggested that if they remo-
ved their upper garments and inserted them in
the holeat the bottom, they might perhaps pre-
vent further water from entering the boat and
thus save themselves, They carried out his
- suggestion but to their dismay they found that
the garments were washed away in the current.
Finding that they were utterly helpless, they
again begged of Krishna for help, In an
attempt to save Krishna they took Him up in
their hands. The level of the water had fast
risen and the boat was threatening to sink.
In an abject state of mind they surrendered
themselves unto the Lord. They prayed
Krishna with steadfast devotion. Immediate-
ly they saw Him in the Divine Resplendent
Form. Krishna then suggested that they should
stop their tears and with closed eyes and fold-
ed hands think of Him with steadfast devo-

xi

“tion, and that they will be protected if they

did so.

The moment the Gopis carried out the sug-
gestion the rains subsided, darkness disap-
peared, the boat was found to be back at the
same place from whence it started. Their gar-
ments came back to them. The faces of the
Gopis now gleamed with joy. The sight of the
divinely radiant Face of Krishna made them
forget the erstwhile miseries they had under-
gone. They decorated Krishna and worshipped
Him. Just at that moment, they saw Brahma,
Rudra and Others who had been watching the
lila of Krishna from above, performing puja to
the Lord of the Universe and going back to
their heavenly abode, The Gopis then got up
a beautiful procession and came back to
their homes in the company of Krishna, A
Mangalam sung by them concludes the opera.

Important rasas (feelings) like Sringara,
Karuna, Vira, Adbhuta, Bhayanaka, Hasya
and Bibhatsa are met with in this opera,

It is evident that Tyagaraja wrote this
opera to illustrate the famous saying of
Krishna :—

AAIIIAT=A | A T TLIE |
&ut (Memfagmtat Tdi smwazg |

—(Bhagavat Gita, IX, 22.)
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