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INTRODUCTION

Dr. U. V. Swaminatha Aiyar was a legend in his own time.
He bridged the age of traditional scholarship with that of
modern, editing of literary classics and combined the depth
and width of the former and the accuracy and critical perception
of the latter. He was also one of the early writers of modern
Tamil prose, with a style easy, simple and characteristi-
cally eclectic.

Dr. Aiyar was as much interested in music as in Tamil.
Dr. Aiyar's interest in music was a part of his heritage.
Ghanam Krishnaiyer was his grand-uncle. Dr. Aiyar’s father
Venkatasubbaiyer was himself a performing musician.

It occurred to him naturally to write the biographies
of three of the great musicians-composers of the 19th
century. Krishnaiyer was the earliest and he had specialised
in the Ghana style of singing, full of depth and svara-
prastara (akin to the Thanam style currently in vogue),
enveloping the fullest range of the mandira, madhyama
and Thara (lower, the middle and the upper octaves). It
required intensive practice and voice-culture and physically
so taxing, as there should be no movement of any limb or
any part of the body while singing. The singing in fuli-
throated ease and for long had to be nurtured by proper
nourishment. Ghanam Krishnaiyer was a composer as well
in Tamil, mostly Padams or songs with an erotic appeal,
characteristic of the century. But there are songs of devotion
especially on the deities in Kumbakonam and other places
of pilgrimage. There are also songs on Advaita and his
patrons like Kapistalam Ramabhadra Muppanar and the zamindars
of Udayarpalayam. The Mahrata Raja of Tanjavur also
patronised him and was instrumental in making Krishnaiyer
undertake the study and practice of Ghanam style, to match
an acknowledged master of that style Bobbili Kesavayya.
While Ghanam Krishnaiyer specialised in this difficult form
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of art, his compositions are couched in colloquial Tamil,
with slangs and the meaning and content, as very justly
and impartially pointed out by Dr. Aiyar himself, had little
value or aesthetic beauty, so utterly unlike Thyagaraja’s.
But in the musical form and tunes set, they brought out the
Bhava or the true characteristics of the (Raga) moods and
the murchana or the svara differentias and gamakas or graces

of the raga fully.

Ghanam Krishnaiyer and Gopalakrishna Bharati were both
contemporaries of Thyagaraja and had paid obeisance to the
master. Both of them were composers in Tamil. Gopala-
krishna Bharati’s style too adopted simple, spoken Tamil,
and where appropriate the slang and the idiom of the
characters whose sentiments the songs expressed. But his
diction was distinctly superior to Krishnaiyer's and . the
content and meaning intensively sincere, full of devotion,
especially ' when invoking his favourite deity Nataraja.
Bharati’s command of Tamil was as facile as his musical
form and tune-setting was moving. Here, the form and
content matched, merged and got consummated.

He was particularly performing Kathas or musical exposi-
tions or discourses on the Nayanmars (the Saiva apostles)
for which drawing freely from the Periya Puranam of Sekkizhar,
he himself composed several pieces. Of these the most
favourite and. popular was the story of Nandanar, the
Harijan devotee of Nataraja. The dialogues in verse between
Nandan and his caste elders, and that between him and
his intolerant Brahmin landlord are full of repartees, humorous
sometimes, philosophical and sublime at other times, but
always stirring and striking in its phrasing. He composed
similar songs on Tiruneelakanta Nayanar and others; but
some of them have not survived. The merit of his Tamil
compositions both in the musical form and content can
compare favourably with those of Thyagaraja who had
greatly appreciated Bharati’s devotional songs. He had
also adopted Hindustani tunes which he had
imbibed from his Guru, Ramadas of 'Ilfhiruvidaimarudur.



He had lived for a ripe old age of 95, a bachelor and a
man of great worldly wisdom which seeps through his
songs. He also composed light verses for festivals, domestic
auspicious ceremonies, easy to memorise and repeat for the
children. Dr. Aiyar's father had noticed Aiyar’s interest in
music and inducted him as a disciple of Bharati; but he
had to discontinue it on account of the firm decision of
his Tamil preceptor Mahavidvan Minakshisundaram Pillai" to
choose between Tamil and music as one muse could not
tolerate the other’s votary.

Maha Vaidyanatha Sivan was a senior contemporary of
Dr. Aiyar and was in some respects his preceptor. Sivan
and his elder brother Ramaswami were both great scholars
in Tamil and Sanskrit, and also wnderwent discipleship
under Manambuchavadi Venkatasubbaiyer, a direct disciple
of Thyagaraja. The Sivans too, like Gopalakrishna Bharati
composed songs for musical discourses mainly on Saiva
devotees and saints and occasionally for Harikatha or on
devotees of Vishnu. Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar was a great
genius, precocious even when young and mastered the
72 Melakarta scheme of Karnatic music originally adumbrated
by Venkatamakhin, and later developed by Govinda with
modifications  Sivan’s magnum opus was a Sanskrit compo-
sition with appropriate svaras subjointed on every one of
the 72 melakartas, ragas in chakras, with the lakshanas
and the name of every raga incorporated within. - They are
as it were a grammar of music set to musical tune ' and
the quick changes in the svaras and anusvaras and plain
notes occurring in between would demonstrate the dexterous
mastery of the compaser, and the difficult and arduous
practice required of the performer. He always began his
concerts invoking his favourite deity, Pranatarthihara of
Tiruvayyaru. He hailed from a nearby village Vaiyaicheri,
famous for musical savants. The brothers were composers
of a number of Tamil songs as well, full of rhythm and
thyme, of Edugai and Monai, or concatenation oflines in
verse or a part of it having the same or corresponding
assonant letters. The diction is full of Prasas, or appro-
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priate felicity of expression and sound-patterns and combined
with the tune and the tonal effect of Sivan’'s voice, which
his arduous practice and austere life had gifted him with,
left the audience spell-bound. Sivans were (like Dr. Aiyar
himself) patronised by the heads of Tiruvavaduturai Adhinam
and the zamindars of Ramnad and the Maharajas of
Travancore and Mysore. His accompanists like Tirukkodikaval
Krishnaiyer (Violin) and Narayanaswami Appa (Mridhangam)
had left legacies in musical tradition. Purity in style,
fidelity to the Karnatic musical traditiocn, Tamil diction of
a high order impregnated with devotion to Siva and Ambika
were characteristics of his composition. A straight and
direct delving into the life-breath (muichana) of the Raga
and an exposition of its range in all the reaches full of
originality and depth were his traits as a performing
musician. He was a beacon for generations to come.
Dr. Aiyar had special attachment to the Sivans for their
profound learning in Tamil and impromptu improvisation in
verse they could often indulge in.

The three biographies revive not the memories, but the
experience of an age of musical excellence that Dr. Aiyar
has had. He has brought out the personalities with an
authentic vividity born of his personal association with the
latter two and the family-traditions and memories regarding
the first.

Dr. Aiyar has woven the biographies of these three great
savants of an age to recall, with Tamil as its warp and music
as its woof. The fabric is enriched by his personal memories
and incidents which embroider his account.

R. TIRUMALAI,
Madras, Chairman
21st March 1987 Dr. U.V.S. lyer Library
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