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Abstract 

Modern Kannada theater refers to a very rich tradition of theater that evolved in the princely state 

of Mysore, British India. It was founded, supported and nurtured under the royal patronage of the 

erstwhile kings of Mysore, Mummadi Krishna Raja Wodeyar, Chamaraja Wodeyar, Krishna Raja 

Wodeyar IV and Jaya Chamarajendra Wodeyar. Popularly known as óKannada Vἠtti RaἆgabhȊmi 

(Vἠtti:Professional, RaἆgabhȊmi: Theater Stage)ô, it reached its pinnacle of creative effervescence 

in the late 19th century during the colonial rule and rode high upon the crest of boisterous popularity 

from the early 20th century until its decline in the 1970s. The plays in this genre of theater were 

rife with a wide variety of music, beautiful poetry, dance and action. The dramatic literatureð

based on popular mythological, historical, social and fictional themesðwas used as a story telling 

mechanism to appeal to the enamoured fancies of the audience. Though it initially throve under 

the magnanimous patronage of the kings of Mysore, modern Kannada theater was later promoted 

by famous drama companies such as A. V. Varadachar Company, Chamundeshwari Company, 

Gubbi Veerannaôs Channa Basaweshwara Company and K Hirannayya Company.  

 

The current work aims to document the salient features of modern Kannada theater, based on the 

artistic biography of the eminent Kannada theater personality, my father, Vidwan R Paramashivan 

(Vidwan ï an epithet usually associated with scholarly musicians in South India), often referred to 

as óKannada RaἆgabhȊmi BhǭἨma PitǕmahǕô (ñGreat grandfather of Kannada theaterò)ô, who had 

an illustrious career spanning more than eight decades in Kannada theater as an actor, director, 

harmonium player and composer with various drama companies from 1935 to 1970. As an 

essential component of his biography, the work will include brief biographies of two of his sisters 
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R Manjula (Born 1940) and R Nagarathnamma (1926-2012), both eminent actors, who were 

groomed under his watchful eyes in the nuances of acting and music.  

 

This work derives from a palette of research approaches including biography, dialogic interviews, 

auto-biographical and reflexive-ethnographical research methods. A series of personal interviews 

about Paramashivanôs personal life and his knowledge worlds of theater, cinema and music in a 

politically charged atmosphere amid a growing sense of nationalism determined to uproot the 

colonial rule, will be interpreted to reflect the social situation, cultural and political processes 

prevalent in that period. Paramashivanôs biography also sheds light on issues related to gender 

conventions, social status of actors and their struggles, social attitudes, prejudices and cultural 

pressures towards theater artists that led to the decline of a highly evolved art form such as modern 

Kannada theater.  
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Preface 

 

This thesis is an original work by Deepak Paramashivan. Various field research methods like personal 

interviews, audio recording, video recording, visit to archives and galleries and other ethnographic 

tools have been used to conduct this research. The research project, of which this thesis is a part, 

received research ethics approval from the University of Alberta Research Ethics Board, Project ID 

Pro00071027, titled ñ20th Century Classical Theater Music of Mysoreò. The video and the audio referred 

to in this thesis can be accessed from the Education and Research Archive, University of Alberta by 

following the link https://era.library.ualberta.ca/ . 
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Note on Transliteration 

This dissertation contains words from mostly Sanskrit and Kannada. Unlike Hindi, the terminating 

a is not dropped in Kannada (ex. PareŜa is not pronounced as PareŜ). Sanskrit words appear in the 

form of either the name of the play or as a poem. Kannada words are more frequently encountered 

in the interview section where native phrases are transliterated and glossed within parenthesis. 

Lyrics in the transcribed scores of songs do not follow the transliteration scheme. The song lyrics 

is first presented using the transliteration scheme followed by the melody and the text without 

transliteration (For example, pareŜa is written as paresha in the score). 

 

Note on Long Interviews in Block Quotes 

While presenting the interviews, for longer segments of interviews, block quotes are used, and the 

text is italicized. Shorter ones are presented without any font change or block quotes. 
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Dedicated to óThe Two Great Dudesô. I am sure, as the greatest intellectuals, they will  be able to 

logically resolve their doubts. 

 

If you spend too much time thinking in the abstract, you will never reach introduction! 

--An Old Chinese PhD dropout (Tashiôs Guru) 
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Background 

There are several reasons why scholars study performing arts and artists. The study of performers 

is as important as the study of the performing art itself since the performers are the ódirect 

torchbearersô of a cultural and artistic heritage they represent, whose collective experience will 

fulfil th e purpose of reproducing and reflecting the ólife of the artô in its entirety. Nettl (2005:172) 

emphasizes that the primary concern of the discipline of ethnomusicology is to study the diversity 

and characteristics of music of a large population and this goal can be fulfilled by studying an 

individual musician, exemplary or otherwise, who is a representative of that musical culture.  

 

Regula Qureshi, in the prefatory notes to her book Master Musicians of India cites óLove and 

gratitudeô for the hereditary musicians who have been her teachers, as a motivating factor to write 

the book. Studying artforms serves another vital purpose, as Hansen (1992:3-4) writes, ñEven as 

they entertain, éthey supply ñpictures of the worldò, because they comprised the principal media 

of communication in societies before the advent of technologyò, and communication of the past 

facilitates the reconstruction of an óordered, meaningful cultural worldô. The current dissertation 

is an attempt to reconstruct, reproduce and reflect the cultural past of Mysore province during the 

early 20th century through the medium of modern Kannada theater.  

At the very outset, I wish to confess that I had no such noble intentions like Regula Qureshi or 

Katherine Hansen to write about or document any musical, dance or theater style that I have learnt 

from various artists. Not because I have no ólove or gratitudeô for my teachers or the musicians 

who have inspired me all along, nor because I am indifferent to, the musical worlds in which I 

have dwelled and the embodiments of rich repertoire that have been my elan vital, but only because 
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I did not find such an exercise necessary. My indifference continued until I realized that it was the 

only way to gain entry to the innermost musical precincts of a certain Sarangi maestro whose 

music I admired, celebrated, revered and wanted to assimilate into my own musicianship. It is a 

matter of pure coincidence and serendipity that instead of writing about the Sarangi, I eventually 

ended up writing about modern Kannada theater. I was therefore compelled to write about my 

family membersðmy father Vidwan R Paramashivan (Vidwan ï an epithet usually associated 

with scholarly musicians in South India) and my aunts, late R. Nagarathnamma and R. 

Manjulammaðwho are the masters of this technically and musically highly evolved theater 

tradition. 

I will articulate the course of events that induced me to shift the research focus from Sarangi to 

modern Kannada theater and describe the circumstances in my family under which this art form 

was kept out of my reach for nearly three decades, in the next chapter. Here, without being detailed 

but being honest, I confess that I undertook the task of writing about my father and his art, among 

other reasons, because I owe him a debt of gratitude. He is not only a biological father to me, but 

also has been my Guru who selflessly transferred all his musical skills like singing, composing 

and playing various musical instruments to me since I was a child and in the recent years, he has 

been imparting his theatrical skills like acting and direction as well.  

In this dissertation, I will document the salient features of modern Kannada theater, based on the 

artistic biography of the eminent Kannada theater personality, my father, Vidwan R Paramashivan, 

often referred to as óKannada RaἆgabhȊmi BhǭἨma PitǕmahǕô (ñGreat grandfather of Kannada 

theaterò)ô, who had an illustrious career spanning more than eight decades in Kannada theater as 

an actor, director, harmonium player and composer with various drama companies from 1935 to 

1970. I will unwind his personal interviews and subject them to critical analysis to further my own 
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self-understandings of modern Kannada theater from several vantage points of scholarship; 

cultural nationalism, classicization, gender conventions and postcolonial modernity. I will study 

the body of repertoire of Kannada theater to highlight the linguistic and intercultural elements and 

the influences of the colonial culture on its evolution. I will attempt to throw light on modern 

Kannada theaterôs failure to reshape itself, from the conventional colonial narratives, to align with 

the movement of nationalism which led to its decline.  

 

Aim and Purpose 

Modern Kannada theater refers to a very rich tradition of theater performance that evolved in the 

princely state of Mysore under the colonial rule, in the late 19th and early 20th century; founded, 

supported and nurtured under the royal patronage of the erstwhile Kings of Mysore, Mummadi 

Krishna Raja Wodeyar (1794-1868), Chamaraja Wodeyar (1863-1894), Krishna Raja Wodeyar IV 

(1884-1940) and Jaya Chamarajendra Wodeyar (1919-1974). Popularly known as óKannada Vἠtti 

RaἆgabhȊmi (Vἠtti:Professional, RaἆgabhȊmi: Theater Stage)ô, it reached its pinnacle of creative 

effervescence in the late 19th century during the colonial rule and rode high upon the crest of a 

boisterous popularity from the early 20th century until its decline in the 1970s.  

When the art is contemporary, the artist and the historical circumstances are both dispensable. But 

writing about an art or artist from the recent or distant past means to invariably depend on written 

testimonies in the archives and historical documents. Despite being the most popular form of 

entertainment in the Southern Karnataka during the late 19th and early 20th century, modern 

Kannada theater failed to attract the attention of scholars of ethnomusicology or history, thereby 

remaining obscure and only in the memories of a handful of performers most of whom left this 

world without leaving any audio or visual imprints, or historical documentation or information for 
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the posterity. Thus, in the absence of historical information, the knowledge worlds of the surviving 

artists are not only crucial but rather the only sources of information that can engender the 

understanding of the art, the artists and the social framework under which the art evolved.  

The primary goal of this dissertation is therefore to document and offer an expository glimpse of 

modern Kannada theater by means of exploring the knowledge worlds of Paramashivan through 

his personal interviews and by placing them in context. Nettl (2005:173) lists three methodological 

approaches in ethnomusicological fieldwork to study an individual whose personal music 

experience represents the collective musical experience of a culture. These include, biography, 

personal repertoire and performance practice. This dissertation adopts a mélange of all these genres 

of writings and many more that are commonly found in the field of ethnomusicology. At a 

superficial level, although, this work might appear to be biographical in nature, I travel back and 

forth between dialogic interviews, biographical, auto-biographical and reflexive-ethnographic 

styles, quite freely, using them as tools in my tool kit, much like a mechanic who picks and chooses 

spanners, screw drivers, pliers of different sizes checking the surface with a bubble level. 

Lenneberg (1988:1) in his endeavor to establish the seriousness of biography as a mainstream 

scholarly discipline argues that biography in fact is a combination of disciplines like ópaleography, 

history, theory, and stylistic analysisô and that it is impossible to do stylistic analysis of music 

without a thorough knowledge of óindividual composition techniqueô. Küster and Mary (1997) stress 

on the futility of  writing only about the events in the lives of musicians and insist that it is 

imperative that the music should be regarded as a source of biography. Qureshi (2007:4), writes 

ñBooks of interviews with musicians and artists most commonly take the shape of verbal portraits 

painted by individual artists themselves with due guidance by the interviewer. Interviews can also 

be turned into a collage of primary source information on an artistic practice, as envisioned by the 



5 

 

author who does the mosaicò. I have made sincere attempts not to completely marginalize my 

voice as an interlocutor while presenting the words of the primary subject of this dissertation, my 

father. Also, this work only represents the tip of the iceberg of a very rich tradition, only as much 

as what could be gleaned from a single individual. However, while attempting an orderly 

exposition of modern Kannada theater, I will trace the saga of Paramashivanôs life, his childhood 

memories and association with Kannada theater and relate them to his art and how it had far 

reaching consequences on his interaction with other knowledge worlds of music and cinema, his 

social identity and professional career. Though other ancillary issues such as influence of 

colonialism, movement of Indian nationalism and modernity, gender identities within modern 

Kannada theater do arise in the course of the current study, they are addressed only in the passing, 

insofar as an aid to fortify their connections to the modern Kannada theater repertoire and its 

decline. I am aware that each of these ancillary topics can be further elaborated and have the 

potential to serve as stand-alone topics for a thorough investigation; yet, such an all-inclusive study 

is neither the aim of the current study nor was it practically possible, given that the performance 

of this art form declined in the 1970s and most of the modern Kannada theater performers were 

long gone, before any scholarly study of this topic could be undertaken. I have instead concentrated 

my efforts in foregrounding the interviews, the repertoire and the knowledge worlds of 

Paramashivan that received little or no attention from scholars or performers even within his own 

province of Karnataka where it had its genesis or outside. While engaging with the dominant tale 

of modern Kannada theater through the biographical interviews, at each intersection, I inscribe 

them with mechanisms that influenced the artist and his art. I will try to juxtapose the exposition, 

wherever possible, with an investigation of causes for the sudden decline of such a highly 

established, evolved and popular theater form within a span of hundred years, while Karnatak 
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music, YakἨagǕna, KaἄsǕỲe, DoỲỲu KuἈita and other classical and folk artforms continued to 

survive and flourish in Karnataka.  

Here, I associate the word ótraditionô to modern Kannada theater with the sense of a ósynthetic 

amalgamation of techniques of performance, execution, texts, music, acting, technological 

paraphernalia and aesthetic parameters that define this particular genre which had remained a 

major source of entertainment with plays that were pregnant with popular mythological, historical, 

social and fictional themes, but not in the sense of a mysterious óhoary antiquityô of India. The 

purpose of this work is primarily to document and present a representative sample of an artistic 

tradition that went through different phases of an entire lifecycle of intention, conceptualization, 

implementation, evolution and decline, all within less than a hundred years, from the later 19th 

century to late-mid 20th century.  

 

Interviewing a Loving Father or a Disciplinarian Guru? 

 

Before describing the interview process, here, I will briefly describe my relationship with my 

father during my childhood and how it changed gradually over time. My parents had come to an 

agreement that both had to work hard to educate me and my sister and provide us with a 

comfortable life. Their professional circumstances compelled my father to work as a music teacher 

in a high school and pursue his theater and musical career in Bangalore which was an urban center; 

my mother worked as a lecturer of psychology and sociology in the not so urbane, but soaked in 

culture, historic city of Mysore, a hundred and fifty kilometers away from him. My mother visited 

my father thrice a week, but my sister and I could afford to visit him only during alternate 

weekends. Even during these short visits, he would spend half the time addressing the endless list 
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of annoying complaints my mother had against my mischievous behavior back in Mysore and the 

remaining time was spent in teaching me music. As a father he had a very sweet temperament but 

in the realm of music he would transmogrify himself into an impatient, strict task master. Even a 

small mistake while singing a phrase attracted a stern glare and severe rebuke, which made me 

nervous and uneasy singing in front of him, a fear that I carry even to this day. His high 

expectations and exasperations made teaching and learning music a burden to both of us1. I will 

discuss some more aspects of our relationship and the contours of the path that we traversed 

together before we found ourselves in a mutually amicable comfort zone in the coming chapters.  

Paramashivan has shared his treasure of personal and professional stories for this dissertation. I 

was privy to some of the information since my childhood, at least superficially. I have heard some 

of these oft-repeated stories from my father while he was sharing them with my mother, his friends, 

during his interviews in the television, newspapers or during music and theater events which he 

would preside over as a guest of honor. After I decided to pursue this topic for my dissertation, I 

formally interviewed him in the year 2017 from January-September during my field work. On 

many occasions during my field visits, I had to wait patiently for opportune moments to capture 

his expansive and unhurried mood.  

These formal interviews, however, helped me immensely in filling the gaps in my understanding 

of his person and persona. I did my field work when he was eighty-seven years of age, he had 

already won many prestigious awards including the highest award for performing arts in India, the 

Sangit Natak Akademy award and therefore had reached a state of contentment in life. The 

                                                      
1 The situation had worsened when I decided to quit Karnatak classical music, temporarily, to start a rock band in 

the college and he heard me sing the cover version of óWhere did you sleep last nightô by Nirvana and scream the 

last part, in the inaugural concert. After the show, I distinctly remember him telling a family friend, óToday I am 

proud of my son, he performed the death rites of the holy trinities of our musicô. 
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interviews were conducted at different locations; his modest house in Bangalore, rehearsal venues, 

and at various auditoria while he was teaching, directing, singing, acting and playing the 

harmonium.  

His house in Bangalore was constructed in 1960 on a plot that belonged to my grandmother which 

she distributed equally between my father and my aunt late R. Nagarathnamma. He built a house 

on his share of the plot in which he has been living, on the first floor, ever since. As soon as you 

enter the house, you can catch him tucked himself into his favorite spot, his bed by the window, 

which my mother joking refers to as óHis Highnessô throne sitting upon which he settles all the 

disputes in the theater worldô. It was sitting here that he dictated more than thousand theater songs 

and the tunes to Mr. Shivalinga Murthy who wrote them down manually which was to be published 

later as a book along with the music CD. Again, it was here he answered most of my questions 

either reclining on a pillow or sitting with his legs crossed in his usual poised sangfroid of a 

seasoned artist who has óbeen there and done thatô. 

In each interview he would share a deluge of information about his knowledge worlds in modern 

Kannada theater, cinema, Karnatak music and his personal associations and experiences with 

eminent actors, musicians, playwrights, Kannada poets and novelists like Bellary Bi Chi, A Na 

Krishnarao, J. P. Rajaratnam. Most of these names were not unfamiliar to me because he had 

mentioned them earlier. In fact, deceived by his self-effacing character, I was quite skeptical for a 

long time about the veracity of his claims. He always claimed to know these eminent personalities 

and to have taught music to many of the famous Kannada cinema actors including the Kannada 

matinee idol, thespian Dr. Rajkumar. My suspicions were dispelled only after I attended a grand 

event in the year 1995 organized by the government of Karnataka to commemorate the birth 

anniversary of the theater company proprietor and actor, M. V. Subbayya Naidu. This event 
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featured Rajkumar playing the role of RamǕkǕnta from the play Bhakta AmbarǭἨa under my 

fatherôs music direction and harmonium. After the show, Rajkumar embraced my father and 

announced to the television reporters about his association with my father in the theater world 

saying, ñParamashivan can make even a stone singò. When I was introduced to him, I was feeling 

a sinking surreal sensation in my mind and body, because here was the most popular hero of 

Kannada cinema to catch a glimpse of whom thousands of people are rioting outside the auditorium 

braving the ruthless constabulary, and the same person is embracing my father and talking to me 

in a friendly manner. Because of this experience, I did not have any reason to suspect his words 

during the interviews when he named many more eminent personalities to be his friends from his 

theater days. 

In the month of May 2017, my father floated the idea of staging a very old play titled BhǭἨma 

Pratijñe that was popular in the 1930s but had not been performed thereafter. He asked me if I 

could play the lead role. I agreed but upon the condition that he should also direct and let me stage 

my dream play SadǕrame which I had already performed, quite amateurishly, in the past. He 

agreed to my precondition and the rehearsals started in full swing for both the plays. I took the 

responsibility of teaching SadǕrame to the crew since I was already familiar with the plot which 

gave him some respite. During the same time, the chair of the Department of Drama, Bangalore 

University, approached Paramashivan to teach the play KἠἨἈa Lǭla to his students pursuing MA in 

Drama. The university kindly offered its premises and the auditorium to rehearse their play as well 

as ours. As a kind gesture, my father offered to stage both BhǭἨma Pratijñe and KἠἨἈa Lǭla on the 

same day in August 2017. I made use of the opportunity to make a video recording of two full 

length rehearsals of these plays in the university auditorium which captured Paramashivan in 

action in different avatars; as a director, teacher, music director and harmonium player. I conducted 
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several other interviews of my father when I recorded over five hundred theater songs played on 

the harmonium by him. For the same project I requested my aunt R. Manjulamma to sing a few 

songs, a request that she obliged. 

Though I stopped interviewing him formally, I continued to seek clarifications over the telephone 

after returning to Canada throughout the course of writing this dissertation. I am now habituated 

to turn on the recorder whenever my father comes on the phone and he continues to enrich me with 

new anecdotes, a new song or offers a new perspective about Kannada theater. 

 

Chapter Schemata 

 

Chapter 1 deals mostly with the necessary background information about the modern Kannada 

theater, the study area where the subject of the dissertation Paramashivan, his sisters 

Nagarathnamma and Manjulamma were born and began their theater careers. It provides an 

understanding of the core research questions and the relevant background literature and where the 

scholarship stands on Indian theater and modern Kannada theater, along with the literature on 

biographies of male and female performers and, the nationalism-art nexus and the case of theater. 

In Chapter 2, following an auto-biographic and reflexive-ethnography approach, I will describe 

my own association with the theater. Alongside, I will describe the research methodology and 

clarify my distinct roles as an insider and outsider while I studied my own culture. In Chapter 3, 

the music of Kannada theater, its influences from other genres namely Karnatak, Hindustani music 

and European airs will be discussed along with a study of text-setting in theater songs. Chapter 4 

and 5 mostly deal with biography and dialogic interviews with my father in which I will keep 

changing my role as a passive observer and an active researcher. Chapter 6 is concerned with 
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nationalism, classicization of art and culture, and its impact or the lack of it therein, on modern 

Kannada theater. Chapter 7 is about gender constructs, status of women and the role of devadasi-

s in modern Kannada theater, interspersed with interviews with my aunt and my father. I will be 

discussing the role of female actors in the theater, how their voices were muzzled post-marriage 

by their elitist husbands and lastly the hardships they had to face being in theater profession and 

after its decline. In Chapter 8, I will consolidate the findings from the dissertation and discuss the 

causes of decline of modern Kannada theater taking into consideration the multifarious factors 

discussed in the dissertation. I will state the research gaps in the current work and suggest possible 

directions in which the current work can be extended. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction  

 

While the literature of early Kannada theater can be traced back to 9th century AD work by the 

poet N patu ga titled KavirǕja MǕrga, many scholars believe that the modern Kannada theater 

drew its influences from the touring Persian and Marathi theatres and subsequently established 

itself as one of the prominent theater styles in India in the early 19th century (Raghava, 1976). This 

commonly accepted notion of influence of Marathi and Persian theater was later challenged by 

scholars like Ashok Ranade who corrected the perceptions about such influences and placed them 

in perspective. Ranade proved that it was the itinerant theater troupes of Mysore that visited 

Maharashtra thereby paving the way for the genesis of Marathi and Persian theater (Ranade, 1986).  

Despite influencing other theatres, a formal Kannada theater movement had not started until 1882, 

when the erstwhile King of Mysore, Mummadi Krishna Raja Wodeyar, who founded a theater 

troupe affiliated to Mysore royal court called Sri Jayachamarajendra Karnataka Nataka Sabha 

and appointed court poets to compose modern plays in Kannada language. The content for the 

plays were either translated from Sanskrit plays or originally composed by the court poets based 

on mythological themes. These plays were composed and executed adhering to the rules of NǕἲya 

śǕstra (NS), which says about the content of the play ónǕἲakam khyǕtavἠttam syǕt (A play should 

be composed such that the plot and the subject-matter are familiar to the audience)ô. Plays were 

also composed based on contemporary social themes and fiction and included adaptations from 

famous Persian and English plays such as Gul-e-BakǕvali, The Taming of the Shrew and Robert 

Macaire.  
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Later the palace drama troupe was taken over by others and renamed as Chamundeshwari 

Company in the early 20th century when Paramashivan made his debut in theater. This troupe along 

with other numerous theater troupes, often referred to as óDrama companyô, such as C. 

Varadacharôs óRathnavali Theatricalsô, Chamundeshwari Company, C B Mallappaôs Company, 

Gubbi Veerannaôs Shri Channa Basaveshwara Company and K. Hirannayya Mitra Mandali, 

managed to popularize the Kannada plays during 1900-1970. Eminent artists of these companies 

include K Hirannayya, M V. Subbayya Naidu, Nagesh Rao, Malavalli Sundaramma and Kottur 

Channabasappa. 

 

History of Theater in India  

The landscape of óIndian theaterô is a bricolage of many performing art forms with an incredible 

number of seemingly endless and complex classifications based on the folk, classical, regional and 

linguistic traditions across the country. The enormity of the subject not only makes the endeavor 

of studying Indian theater traditions a cumbersome task but also severely delimits the scope of 

such a study by being selective and therefore reductive. Regarding the complexity of the Indian 

theater, Richmond recognizes that Indian theater has many languages, patterns, audiences and 

purposes (Richmond et al, 1990). Dharwadekar (2005) exposits the vagueness of the term óIndian 

theaterô since Indian theater unlike other forms of theater is not a single entity but a composite of 

many local, folk and classical forms. The term theater in the context of India does not confirm to 

the narrow definition of theater that Western theorists are familiar with but is a more inclusive 

term constituting not only the theater but music, dance, literature, storytelling and other art forms. 

 

In the common parlance, modern theater is referred to as NǕἲaka. The word NǕἲaka is derived from 

the Sanskrit root óNaἲô which means óto actô. Interestingly, NǕἲaka is only one of the many forms 
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of drama that were popular in ancient India and taxonomically, it belongs to the genus of all the 

dramatic compositions, the generic term for which was óRȊpakaô. NǕἲaka is one of the ten RȊpakas 

namely NǕἲaka, PrakaraἈa, BhǕἈa, Prahasana, ệhima, Ǭhǔmἠga, Aἆka, Vǭthi, VyǕyoga and 

SamavakǕra. Another term that had a wider connotation for drama and dramatic forms in ancient 

India was NǕἲya and Bharata the composer of NS used the NǕἲya for various forms of drama by 

titling his magnum opus on the theory of dramaturgy as óNǕἲya śǕstraô. Emmie te Nijenhuis 

quoting the Indian musicologist Ra Sa situates NǕtya śǕstra between 1st century BC and 1st century 

AD (Nijenhuis, 1997; Sathyanarayana, 2001). NǕἲya is also called RȊpa which literally means a 

physically perceptible óformô of instances in life that induces óRasaô, aesthetic sentiments or 

emotions, such as love, humor, compassion, anger, valour, fear, disgust, surprise, and peace, and 

therefore suggesting the visual nature of the art form and its aim of depicting the real life itself. 

The word NǕἲya whose meaning is currently restricted only to dance, originally was a composite 

of the three main art forms indispensable but integrated into the art of drama namely gǭta 

(song/music), vǕdya (instrumental music) and nἠtya (dance).  

Richmond et al (1990:3-4) make a very important observation regarding the divine origins of 

dramaturgy in India as found in the invocatory chapter of NS. Richmond et al. observe: ñThe 

traditional legend relating to the origin of drama and theater serves as a reminder that the ancient 

Indians were fond of attributing creation of all the important institutions to divine ingenuity. In 

fact, these secular institutions such as arts, medicine, astronomy have been deified and given the 

status of óVedasô [by ancient Indians] the sacred literature of the ultimate knowledge for the 

Hindus, by acknowledging these institutions as ópañcama vedaô or the ófifth Vedaô in addition to 

the four Vedas, namely, Ἕgveda, Yajurveda, SǕmaveda and Atharvavedaò.  
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NS posits a divine origin for theater performance on the one hand and on the other, it makes theater 

performance accessible to people from all walks of life despite their socio-cultural affiliations, 

thereby secularizing the art form. It is evident in the first chapter wherein members of all the four 

varnas BrǕhmaἈa (priest class), KŜatriya (warrior class), VaiŜya (trades class) and śȊdra (peasant 

class) approached the creator to create a distraction/art form that was both audible and visual. 

Brahma while creating the theater performance gathered the prose from Ἕgveda, poetry from 

Yajurveda, music from SǕmaveda, and stagecraft from Atharvaveda, and despite its sacred origins, 

theater performance was secular in its outreach and accessibility. Ghosh (1950) in his commentary 

on NS gives a detailed description of its content along with translations of some of the important 

sections. NS consists of thirty-six chapters with 6000 poems interspersed with prose. It has an 

elaborate explanation about stage preparation, costumes and makeup, green room design, 

choreography and five chapters (chapters 28-33) dedicated to theory of music, metres, modes, 

gamut-s and different musical instruments such as vina and flute.   

 

Background Literature on Indian Theater 

Numerous Nineteenth century scholars have discussed the origin, development and decline of 

Indian theater. Wilson (1827) in his translation of three classical Sanskrit plays, regards the ancient 

Indian theater as a rich, original and an independent theater that is not indebted to Chinese, Greek, 

and Muhammadens. He writes, ñéit is impossible that they should have borrowed their theater 

from the people of either ancient or modern timeséthey present characteristic varieties of conduct 

and construction which strongly evidence both original design and national developmentò (Wilson, 

1827: xii). While addressing the social hierarchy in the society and the role of Sanskrit language 

in dissemination of information, Wilson observes that Sanskrit might have been a language spoken 

in most parts of India but highly unlikely that it was vernacular and therefore when Sanskrit lost 
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its importance by 13th and 14th century, the theater also started to decline. The role of language 

politics in the context of modern Kannada theater will be discussed in Chapter 8. Here it will 

suffice to remark that the case of Kannada theater was distinct from Sanskrit theater because 

Kannada was indeed the official state language of Karnataka after the linguistic bifurcation of the 

states in the independent India and has remained the vernacular language till date. Keith (1954) 

begins by admiring the works of Sylvain L®viôs Le théâtre indien, Pischel, Hertel, Jacob and other 

scholars prior to him on Indian (to be read as Sanskrit) dramaturgy. He also posits Vedic origins 

to Sanskrit drama tracing them to the hymns of Ἕgveda and sacrificial rituals that consisted of 

dramatic elements in ceremonies where the priests played different roles of deities like Indra, 

VaruἈa, Yama, Soma and other Vedic deities. He discusses the Sanskrit plays based on 

MahabhǕrata and RǕmǕyǕἈa in Pata¶jaliôs MahǕbhǕἨya from 150 BC and it is interesting to note 

that themes of plays had not changed in the modern Kannada theater even in the 19th and 20th 

century. Keith has addressed a number of other issues concerning Sanskrit theater namely the 

drama and religion, dramaturges like AŜvaghoŜa, KǕidǕsa, BhǕa, BhǕsa, śȊdraka, and ascribes 

the decline of Sanskrit drama to Muslim invasion and the Muhammadan rulers who feared the 

close association of theater patronized by the Hindu kings with ónational religionô. He also 

emphasizes the increasing distinction between Sanskrit and the vernacular languages, and the 

growing body of literature in the vernacular, which reduced Sanskrit into a secondary language 

(Keith, 1954:242-243).  

Notwithstanding the efforts of scholars from the early nineteenth century, the total amount of 

scholarly literature on the performative aspect of óIndian dramaturgyô has always remained scarce. 

While the nineteenth century scholars focused on Indian theater for the literary and expository 

merit of Sanskrit, later scholars were interested in grounding the theater study in social, cultural 
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and political history and criticism, and its role in nationalism, with very little or no focus on 

performance, repertoire or expository aspect of it.   

In Indian theater, the restriction of the word drama only to theater performance is of a very recent 

origin that can be found only in modern and postmodern theater that too after the advent of the 

West. Richmond et al (1990) write ñIn India performances, except for those of the modern theater, 

are known by genre-specific names in their local language - yakshagana, ras-lila , terukkuttu, 

cavittu natakam...at the local level, these performances will usually be part of a familiar and 

friendly world, known since childhoodò. Though Richmond et al. have attempted to situate the 

theater tradition of India historically, discusses some theater traditions such as Kudiyattam, 

Teyyam, Kathakali, Ram-lila, Ras-lila, and a few instances of modern theater, from various parts 

of India, modern Kannada theater clearly seems to be out of his line of sight. 

 

Yarrow (2001) calls the Indian theater óa theater of originô and óa theater of freedomô. Seeking to 

find a reason for the interest of Western theater theorists in the Indian theater, he frames four 

reasons namely liminality, plurality, physicality and transcendence. He concludes that theater, like 

every other art form is always a product of the óassumptions of lifeô, which in case of India is the 

ancient ñVedic/Hinduô life. Yarrow provides a brief description of various forms of theater in India 

namely Chakkyar Kootthu, Bhavai, Deyyam, Bhoota, ras-leela, krishna-attam etc and studies the 

aesthetical, political and ethical perspectives of these performances. He makes only a brief 

reference to Kannada theater that too only to the theater of the recent times which include leftist 

theater of Prasanna. But in his work too, any reference to modern Kannada theater is conspicuously 

missing. 
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The first work on the performative principles of Indian theater of the early 20th century seems to 

be by Anand (1951) who gives a contemporary account of theater performance in various parts of 

India. Anand refers to other forms of village theater called Nautanki (a cognate of the Sanskrit 

word Nataka) or Tamasha (literally meaning comedy) that he witnessed in his own native village, 

wherein the boundaries between the artists and the audience would not exist. Anand also mentions 

about the Marathi theater, Gujarati theater and the Hindustani theater of the late 19th and the first 

half of the 20th century, but surprisingly enough he doesn't even make a passing reference to the 

very well-established Kannada theater in Karnataka.  

 

Hansen (1992) has summarized the form, content, social attitude towards the art form and the 

social milieu of the performance of Nauἲankǭ. Hansen has paid particular attention to the social 

statuses of Nauἲankǭ artists and their struggle to find an audience with the onslaught of a more 

stylized and organized theater forms popular in the urban centers. She places theater forms like 

Nauἲankǭ in the lowest end of the spectrum of theater entertainment, Sanskrit theater in the upper 

end and other traditional theater forms which evolved in the late 19th and the early 20th century 

emulating the Western acting and stagecraft somewhere in between.  

 

Both Varadpande (1979) and Gupta (1991) trace the origins of the theater in India to the Vedic 

texts quoting examples from the dialogue between Pururavas and ȉrvaŜi found in the hymns of 

śatapatabrǕhmaἈa, reference to hand clapper, lute player and jester in Shukla Yajurveda, actor 

changing his attire in MaitrǕyanǭya Upanishad or instances of actors and musicians providing 

entertainment in the MahǕbhǕrata. Yet, the entire book is dedicated only to study the art forms 
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starting from the Vedic rituals to the medieval India but does not discuss anything about the 

contemporary theater of the last few centuries.  

 

In Guptaôs work, for the first time we can find recognition of modern Kannada theater in a 

scholarly work. Referring to it as óKanarese theaterô (Kanarese is cognate with Kannada), he writes 

ñThe Kanarese theater is making remarkable progress in Bangalore and some noteworthy 

companies are coming into existence in Mysoreò. The Journal of South Asian literature came out 

with a special issue on the óIndian Theaterô edited by Farley Richmond in 1975. This is a collection 

of articles on various theater forms in India namely Tolu Bommalu Kattu,, The Braj RǕsa Lǭla, 

Hitler, Nala Charitam, Kathakali and an article completely dedicated to dialogic interview with 

the theater director and drama teacher Ebrahim Alkazi. The articles cover a wide range of theater 

forms from Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Kerala and there is an 

article dedicated to the Yakshagana Badagathittu (Yakshagana in the Northern style) an ancient 

folk dance-drama form of Karnataka. Sufficient effort is invested on the works of Chandrashekhar 

Kambara, Girish Karnad, B. V. Karanth and the contributions of K. V. Subbanna, another socialist 

director who cofounded the drama school called NǭnǕsam in Karnataka and wrote mostly in 

Kannada.  

 

Ashok Ranadeôs work (Ranade, 1986), offers some crucial information regarding the history of 

modern Marathi theater, for example, the separation of the audience from the actors by elevating 

the proscenium-stage, a seating arrangement that gave a sense of distinctness to the audience, usage 

of dropdown curtains, wings, side curtains, construction of the first theater hall in Bombay in 1842 

and Pune in 1854 called PȊrἈǕnand NǕἲakagἠha (PȊrἈǕnand Drama house). The author also notes 
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that the ófirst ticketed performanceô of the theater took place in the Grant Road Theater in Mumbai 

on March 19th, 1853 and was staged by Vishnudas Bhave and the tickets varied from Rs. 4 for the 

Box and Re. 1 for the pit. Regarding lighting the author mentions that óHilalsô (oil-lamps) and 

candles hung like chandeliers were used during the performance and kerosene lamps were 

introduced in1875. The author also points to the fact that Vishnudas Bhave was asked by the king 

of Sangli, Maharashtra to compose plays in Marathi after he saw the performance of a troupe from 

Karnataka. 

 

History of Kannada Theater 

In Karnataka, theater falls under two broad categories, namely folk theater and modern Kannada 

theater. Folk theater arts referred to as ójǕnapadaô have a ritualistic and devotional history of being 

a part of traditional way of life, especially in rural regions. Different folk artforms of Karnataka 

include YakἨagǕna, DoỲỲu KuἈita, VǭragǕse, KamsǕỲe KuἈita, BhȊtada Kola, GombeyǕἲa and 

many more depending on their territorial limitations. Efforts are under way through the state 

government of Karnataka to preserve and promote these folk artforms and artists through 

performance, research, documentation and archiving activity (GoK, 2013).  

Among all these folk artforms, YakἨagǕna, a rich dance drama from coastal Karnataka found a 

global representation due to the concerted efforts of the polymath Shivarama Karanth. He 

singlehandedly elevated its status from óa folk genre performed in open airô to an elite art form 

that could be performed within the luxuries of an indoor auditorium. Unlike modern Kannada 

theater which adopted the European proscenium stage and auditorium for its execution, YakἨagǕna 

on the other hand, until recently, was performed in the open air or in big agricultural fields in the 

rural coastal Karnataka region. Comparing modern Kannada theater with YakἨagǕna and 

veethinǕἲaka (street plays), Raghava (1976:13) writes ñédramatic art did exist before this period 
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[of modern Kannada theater] but such art was confined to crude representations in veedhi natakas 

and yaksha ganas which cannot be reckoned as stage proper as is generally understoodò.  

Shivarama Karanth wrote a book delineating the dramaturgy, text, music and dance of YakἨagǕna 

in 1957. In this book, he humbly submits that he is documenting this dance drama because he is 

native to it and urges that this exercise of documentation should become a pan-Indian phenomenon 

with respect to every artform (Karanth, 1959:128). According to him, when he undertook this 

mammoth project, there were troupes performing this dance drama for more than 150 years and 

he claims to have referred to palm leaf manuscripts from as early as 1620 while searching for the 

texts and plots of YakἨagǕna. This is quite possible because the king of Tanjore is supposed to 

have offered to patronage to a YakἨagǕna troupe in the early 17th century and there are references 

to many nomadic troupes from the 18th century (For more details see Bakhle, 2005; Varadpande, 

1979). Ashton (1969) observes that YakἨagǕna has a history of at least four hundred years and 

argues that Dombi Dasara Kunita, Karubhanta Kalaga and Bayalu Ata and other folk artforms 

were all the different names by which YakἨagǕna was known in different eras also stating that the 

oldest YakἨagǕna play dates back to 1564 AD (More about the causes for survival of YakἨagǕna 

and the decline of modern Kannada theater will be discussed in Chapter 8).  

 

Currently there are only two sources of information on the modern Kannada theater; Ranganath 

(1958) and the handbook on Indian theater titled The Oxford Companion to Indian Theater written 

by Anand Lal. These two sources provide an overview of the history of Kannada theater; however, 

Lalôs work is fraught with several factual errors for example, he claims that late R. Nagarathnamma 

worked in Gubbi company a fact which was denied by my father and aunt R. Manjulamma. He 

also claims that the Kannada cinema actor Rajkumar worked rose to fame in Gubbi company and 
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does not mention his association with Subbayya Naidu company. Anand Lal continues to promote 

the theory that Kannada theater was influenced by Marathi and Persian theater whereas later 

theorists argued contrary to it. Ranganathôs work on the other hand is more concerned with the 

amateur theater movement of the latter part of the 20th century with a passing mention of modern 

Kannada theater companies.  

Other scholars have grounded the post-modern Kannada theater in a socio-cultural-political 

criticism, for example, Leslie (1998) discusses Girish Karnadôs play óThale daἈỈaô which is a 

recreation of the 12th century religious movement spearheaded by Basava, opposing the erstwhile 

socio-political orthodoxies in Karnataka. In her two-part article, she discusses the origins of 

VǭraŜaivism, a new community founded by the 12th century social reformer Basava, in the first part 

and in the second part, she discusses the plot of óThale daἈỈaô and the political underpinnings of 

Karnadôs experiment with theater. In a similar article, Leslie consolidates the plots of Karnadôs 

plays like YayǕti, Tughlaq, MǕ NiŜǕda, Hayavadana and describes how Karnad cleverly uses the 

stories of Hindu scriptures, history and folklore and interweaves them into a play to reflect the 

contemporaneous socio-political phenomena in the current society (Leslie, 1996). Similar political 

theater was pursued in post-independent India by other socialist theater personalities like K. V. 

Subbanna which was in some sense a continuation of freedom movement, anti socio-religious 

orthodoxies influenced by socialism (Subbanna et al, 1992). In Nandi Bhatiaôs volume Modern 

Indian Theater: A Reader, there are four essays dedicated to theater in pre-independent India and 

one of them by Bhaskaran (2009:133) focusing on South India accomplishes the task of engaging 

the political movement with theater. Even though the title misleadingly claims to study the theater 

of South India, the focus is confined to nationalism movement and its engagement with the theater 

scene in Madras. The Kannada theater discussed in Bhatiaôs work is limited to YakἨagǕna and 
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amateur theaters. Sinha (2007:233-527) in his special volume of encyclopedia dedicated to South 

Indian theater adopts a cataloguing approach and enlists the names of different theater companies. 

He mentions about the stalwarts of modern Kannada theater including the greats such as M. V. 

Subbaiah Naidu, K. Hirannayya, H. L. N. Simha including my aunt R. Nagarathnamma but only 

in the passing. The author has dedicated much of his efforts in documenting the plays by Girish 

Karnad, K. V. Subbanna and other new generation playwrights. K. Hirannayyaôs son Master 

Hirannayyaôs company seems to be clearly missing from the catalogue.  

 

A perusal of literature on Indian theater clearly suggests that no serious academic work has 

happened on the modern Kannada theater either in India or elsewhere in the world. Glaring reasons 

for this neglect are: 1. By the time the Western scholars became interested in Indian performing 

art forms, this theater practice was at the end of its glory; 2. As Richard Widdess mentioned to me 

in a personal communication, Karnataka has reputed scholars who are known for their erudition 

and mastery over the classical theoretical treatises in Indian musicology. But there are not as many 

scholars who have ventured out in the field to study the indigenous local art forms. He cited his 

own personal experience of showing a reputed musicologist a sculpture in a Northern Karnataka 

temple, of a woman holding a musical instrument. ñI inquired with him if what the woman was 

holding was a musical instrument and he replied in negative. It later turned out that I was right, 

because in the evening they had arranged a musical entertainment by the local folk artists and one 

of the women played exactly the same instrument that we had seen in the morningò, he recollected.  

The social, political and economic reasons for this neglect which will be discussed in Chapter 8.  
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In the absence of any scholarly literature on modern Kannada theater, its exposition or socio-

political narratives, much of the information has been culled out of the interviews with 

Paramashivan himself. In these interviews, he also clarified and corrected some of the 

misinformation and factual errors recorded in the literature.  

 

Art and Nationalism  

The post-colonial nations described as the ónew centers of consciousnessô, followed the rubric of 

European model of nationalism and branded their art as ónational traditionô. In India, this project 

of óinvention of traditionô and ónationalizationô of art had to be given a scriptural sanctification 

which the nationalists were able to accomplish via the Sanskrit route. This rather curious 

synecdochic reduction was perhaps the best way possible to achieve this objective because the 

literary sources based on Sanskrit served as the bridge between precolonial history and the 

postcolonial contemporary. In Northern India this was done by Hinduization of music (Bakhle, 

2005) and in Southern India this was achieved through moving these ónew centers of musical 

consciousnessô from villages, hitherto under hereditary performers, to music organizations in 

urban centers that were mostly controlled by the upper-caste elite nationalists (Weidman, 2006).  

Some scholars for example, Gayatri Spivak (Morris and Spivak, 2010; Spivak, 2010), Niranjana 

(Niranjana et al., 1993) who are too preoccupied with culture, modernity and nationalization have 

altogether excluded art from their discourse. Yet, there is a huge body of recent scholarship that 

engages critically in examining arts in the light of nationalism which include Allen (1997), Qureshi 

(1991), Walker (2014), Subramanian (2006), Peterson and Soneji (2008).  
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Soneji (2012) examines the nexus of aesthetics-politics-sexuality in the backdrop of colonial 

modernity and culture in South Indian royal courts. The author has employed a judicious mix of 

different disciplines in the current study namely historiography, ethnomusicology, performance 

studies, gender and religious study to document the archival system of performing Sadir dance at 

the temple by devadǕsǭ-s (temple dancers) and the moral cleansing movement brought about by 

the dawn of 20th century in the colonial south India which led to the eventual demise of this 

tradition.  

Walker (2014) draws attention to the scholarship of the last few decades that changed the 

perception of history and its role in the construction of truth and the nature of the truth constructed 

by history. She underlines the effect of colonialism, nationalism, the notion of óoriental otherô and 

modernity on the history of South Asian performing arts. These issues were also central to the 

postcolonial scholarship based on which critical approaches to the history creation were 

formulated. While her primary interest is in the suppressed history of professional female 

performers and courtesans, the narrative across the spectrum by various scholars unequivocally 

converges on the marginalization of the role of subaltern which is the characteristic of any 

scholarly legacy that is inextricable from colonial power structures.  

Nationalism in theater is not an entirely new phenomenon either. The history of a mutual 

interrelationship between theatrical expressions and nationalism can be traced back to Greek 

tragedies wherein the superiority of one state over the other was established through the theater. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, cultural nationalism gained momentum following the 

French and American revolutions. Several authors have written about theatrical expression in 

nationalism. Stone (2004) highlights the óThe Baô albakk Festival and Rahbanisô musical theater 

and its evolution to nationalism in Lebanon in the year 1958, the annus horribilis, when the identity 
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of Lebanon had to be redefined. Stone writes ñBefore Ba'albakk could become a productive site in 

Lebanon's post-independence nation-building process, the connection between the ruins and 

present-day Lebanon first had to be made. This process was paradoxically facilitated by 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European "identity searching" in the regionéin nineteenth 

century India reminds us that this phenomenon was in no way peculiar to Lebanon. If the English 

could lay cultural claim to ancient Greece, the nineteenth-century Indian nationalists argued, could 

not India do the same for its Vedic age, a civilization the greatness of which had already been 

established by European orientalists?ò.  

Wilmer (2008), demonstrates how theater artists used what he calls ósubversive affirmationô as an 

artistic/political tactic to guide the social, political and nationalistic discourses in Austria and 

Slovenia. He argues that nations and nation-states are vague artificial by-products of different 

historical events such as wars and invasions whose territorial and cultural topographies are ever 

changing and get legitimated ñthrough nationalist discourse in the theater, emphasizing their 

homogeneity and distinctiveness and disguising their disharmoniesò.  

Schmiesing (2004) quotes the famous opening lines of the essay by Bjornson "Pibernes Program 

[The Whistlers Program]ò, from the year 1856,  

 Et Tenter i Hovedstaden er Nationalitetens Forpostpogt mod Udlandet. I Hovedstaden 

foregaar den stente Brydning mellem detfremmede og vort eget, og Hovedstaden virker mest 

bestemmende indad. Den bar en stör Kamp og et stort Ansvar, og den tiltr&nger Tropper 

og aarvaagne Vagter. A theater in the capital city is a nationality's most remote outpost 

against foreign countries. In the capital city the largest break between the foreign and that 

which is our own takes place, and the capital city influences most decisively by working 

inwards. It fights a great battle and has a great responsibility, and it requires troops and 

vigilantò. Schmiesing observes that the cultural nationalism unites the disconnected audience 

into citizens who are entrusted with the task of nation building.  
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The Study Area: Mysore and its Brief Political History  

The modern Kannada theater had its origin in the princely state of Mysore, where incidentally the 

subject of this dissertation, Paramashivan, was born, raised and soaked in his knowledge worlds 

of theater, cinema and Karnatak music, even though he later moved to the state capital, Bangalore.  

Mysore (also known as Mysuru or MysȊru) city is in the southern part of the Deccan Plateau and 

southwestern part of the state of Karnataka, India. Geographically, it is located between 12.26° N 

Latitude and 76.6° E Longitude at an altitude of 740 meters above the sea level. It sprawls a total 

area of 152 sq. km with a total population of 893,062 according to 2011 census (GoK, 2018). 

Mysore was the capital of the erstwhile princely state of Mysore during colonial rule. It was ruled 

by the Wodeyar2 dynasty who were great patrons of art and culture, and promoted education, 

industrial and economic growth of the kingdom. It was the first princely kingdom that reorganized 

its structure to become a welfare state in the pre-independent India. Kannada is the official 

language of the state of Karnataka and the inhabitants of Karnataka are referred to as óKannadiga-

sô.  

The single most authoritative work on the óHistory of Mysoreô has been Hayavadana Raoôs three 

volume óHistory of Mysore (1399-1799)ô published in 1927 in which he traces the history of 

Mysore from pre-Wodeyar dynasty period to the extinction of Mohammedan rule and the 

subsequent accession of Mysore to the British, towards which he brings together literary works in 

Kannada and Sanskrit in the royal archives, archaeological evidence, epigraphical and historical 

documents. He deeply acknowledges the earlier work by Lieutenant Colonel Mark Wilks and 

                                                      
2 The Hindu dynasty that ruled the Kingdom of Mysore from 1399 till post Indian independence, with an 

interregnum Muslim rule. 
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refers to other accounts on the history of Mysore by Jesuit missionaries, vernacular panegyrics to 

kings such as óCikkadevarǕya vamŜǕvai (The family tree of CikkadevarǕya)ô, óKahǭrava 

NarasarǕja vijayam (The victory of King Ka hǭrava NarasarǕja)ô, óMysȊru doregaa itihǕsa (The 

history of Kings of Mysore) and some Persian sources such as Mohammad NǕma, Haider NǕma 

written during the Mohammaden rule in Mysore. In these works, he discards all the legendary 

stories based on fulsome eulogies, rumors and hearsay that are far from truth and provides a 

realistic account of the lives of primary figures of Wodeyar dynasty such as RǕja Wodeyar, 

Ka ǭrava NarasarǕja, CikkadevarǕya, Haider Ali and TipȊ SultǕn quoting historical evidence to 

counter some of the common myths and legends surrounding these figures. 

A consolidated political history of Mysore starts with the Maurya dynasty ruling during the last 

centuries before Christ and later Mysore was ruled by several dynasties like the śǕtavǕhana, 

Kadamba, Ganga, CǕlukya, Cola, Hoysaa and the Vijayanagar Empire. Mysore has always played 

a very important role of being the bridge between the Northern and Southern India. Formerly 

known as óMahiŜapuri (Buffalo Town)ô it was named after the demon MahiŜǕsura (MahiŜa- 

Buffalo, Asura -Demon) who was slain by Goddess CǕmueŜvari (often spelt Chamundeshwari) 

according to the Hindu text Devi BhǕgavata. There are many theories regarding the origin of the 

Wodeyar dynasty, however, quoting the óAnnals of the Mysore Royal Familyô, Rao traces the 

origin of the Wodeyar dynasty to the two princes Yadu-RǕya and Ka of YǕdava clan in 

Dwaraka, Gujarat, North-West of India. Rao writes ñThe whole of this area [Mysore] was divided 

into a congeries of principalties ruled by local chieftains, of varying degrees of status, under the 

designation of Wodeyar, a colloquial word meaning óLordô or óMasterôò. These units called ósǭmeô 

owed their allegiance to the Vijayanagar empire and acknowledged its superiority without demurò 

(Rao, 1943:11-15). Eaton (2008:88), mentions that the Vijayanagar empireôs most celebrated king 
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Krishna Raya seized Srirangapatna in 1513 and his son-in-law RǕma RǕya continued ruling the 

vast dominions in Mysore province remotely in the latter part of the empireôs heydays during 1530-

1565.  

 

The Wodeyar dynasty since its inception could maintain an unbroken legacy of rulers namely 

Yadu-RǕya, CǕmarǕja Wodeyar, ThimmarǕja Wodeyar and DevarǕja Wodeyar in the 15th ï 16th 

century. The RǕja Wodeyars, among them most importantly óImmaỈi (second) RǕja Wodeyarô, 

óKahǭrava NarasarǕja Wodeyarô, reigned supreme in the 17th century. The legacy continued till 

1761 when Hyder Ali usurped the throne in a coup dôetat to become the undisputed ruler of 

Mysore. He was succeeded by his son, Tipu Sultan whose rule came to an end in 1799 after the 

last Anglo-Mysore war following which the British placed the reign of administration under 

Dewan-regent Purnaiah for the young titular prince Krishna Raja Wodeyar III later taking over 

complete administration for five decades from 1831-1881 (Sebastian, 1992).  

Shadaksharaias (1992) maintains that the history of Mysore has always been óThe history of 

administrators than the history of ruling dynastyô. He claims that it was the dalvoys, dewan-regents, 

commissioners and later the British that controlled the state and administration, which is clearly in 

contradiction with Hayavadana Raoôs work in which he highlights the statesmanship and 

administrative skills of each of the kings, their annexures and expansions, which earned one of the 

kings, CikkadevarǕja Wodeyar, the title óJug Deo Rajaô by Aurangazeb during the latter part of 

the 17th century.  

Mysore as an Epicenter of Art and Culture 

Mysore was condemned to a puppet state when the British imposed their rule in 1831. This period 

saw a sudden surge in religious rites, cultural activities and social duties as an act of ócounter-
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balancingô the denial of ópoliticalô and óeconomicô power (Ikegame, 2012). Krishnaraja Wodeyar 

III (reign:1799-1831) was instrumental in bringing about a cultural revolution which soon rose 

Mysore to prominence as the fountainhead of art and culture among all the princely states. He 

wrote books such as śrǭtatvanidhi (Sjoman, 1999; Singleton, 2010) and SaugandhikopkhyǕna, the 

latter a compendium on yoga and Ǖsana-s.  

He laid stress on the importance of art and culture, patronized poets, painters, scholars, musicians, 

and started a theater company affiliated to the palace called óAramane Company (Palace Drama 

Company)ôto give impetus to theater art and folk artforms like YakŜagǕna.  

But it was under his successor CǕmarǕjendra Wodeyar X (1868-1894) that Mysore reached its 

pinnacle of glory. He was the first king to receive Western education. He instituted the first 

democratic legislative institution, promoted womenôs education, founded educational institutions 

such as Maharajaôs college, Oriental research institute and devised policies to mitigate famines. 

He is also famously remembered for sponsoring Swami Vivekanandaôs trip to Chicago to attend 

the World Parliament of Religions, in 1893. Eminent musicians decorating his court included the 

legendary Veene Sheshanna (The forefather of the Mysore style Veena), Veene Subbanna, Mysore 

Vasudevacharya and Bidaram Krishnappa. He gave fillip to industrialization; while the rest of the 

country was still struggling to cope with industrialization, Mysore was the first princely state to 

adapt to the changes in the economic environment (Chatterton, 1925). Figures 1 and 2 show the 

georgraphical location of Mysore in India.   

CǕmarǕjendra Wodeyar X was succeeded by his son NǕlvai Krishna Raja Wodeyar or Krishna 

Raja Wodeyar IV (Reign: 1894-1940), who won the epithet Rajarishi (Sage King) for his able and 

just administration.  He followed the treaded path of his illustrious father and on many fronts 

outshone him too. Like his father, he brought about administrative changes, gave impetus to 



31 

 

education, health systems, industries, electric power generation and constructed new railway lines 

and extended the ones already built during his fatherôs rule. He introduced the jury system in 1917.  

He expanded the special commercial and industrial activities by starting Sandal oil factory, Soap 

factory and Iron works at Bhadravati. He introduced comprehensive education schemes by 

establishing technical institute, engineering schools and the University of Mysore (Rao, 1936:277). 

He was an expert in both Indian and Western classical music and continued the royal patronage to 

art and culture that he inherited from his father. His rule became the golden age of art and he had 

many more legendary musicians such as Veene Venkatagiriappa, T. Chowdaiah, and Dr. B. 

Devendrappa (the Guru of the subject) adorning his court. Mysore underwent a cultural 

renaissance during his rule; eminent theater personalities like Gubbi Veeranna, A. V. Varadachar 

were encouraged to contribute immensely under his patronage. Figures 1 and 2 show the 

geographical map of Mysore within India and within the province of Karnataka. 
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Figure 1: Geographical Map of India (Source: Maps of India, 2018) 
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Figure 2: District Map of Mysore (Source: Maps of India, 2018) 
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 The last king of Mysore before its accession to the Republic of India in 1950 was 

Jayachamarajendra Wodeyar who ruled exactly for a decade from 1940-1950. He was no different 

than his predecessors in political astuteness, vision or versatility. He was a scholar, philosopher, 

composer and an educationist. He took to piano at a very young age and insisted that all the court 

musicians be trained in Western classical music theory. He appointed many more younger court 

musicians alongside continuing to promote and nurture the veteran court musicians. He felicitated 

the visiting musicians with grandiose gifts and conferred upon them royal titles. Figure 3 shows 

the picture and portrait of Wodeyars after the British gained control of Mysore. Figures 4 and 5 

show the grandeur of Mysore cavalry and music in palace durbar. 

 

 

Krishna Raja Wodeyar III  

 

CǕmarǕjendra Wodeyar 

Figure 3: Kings of Mysore (Source: RBSI, 2018) 
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Figure 4: Mysore Palace in 1890 (Source: RBSI, 2018) 

 

 

Figure 5: Mysore Court Musicians, Approximate date: early 20th century (Source: Kamat, 2018) 
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Biographies - Why are they Important to Us? 

 

The lives of musicians become focal centers of music scholarship while writing about the Indian 

music system where music has not yet been institutionalized and the secrets of music and 

performance are still held as closely guarded family secrets that are perpetuated by the sacrosanct 

Guru-ŜiἨya parampara (teacher-student lineage) that bestows sanctity and authority to Guruôs 

words. Yet, for the keen and discerning, rummaging through these references will, divulge a large 

amount of musical knowledge and, sometimes also acts as a pathway to the secrets of the masterôs 

music and musicianship3.  

 

Stock, in his article for the special issue on óEthnomusicology and the Individualô (Stock, 2010) 

thinks and rightly so, that the ethnomusicologistsô interest in biography is aroused for three 

reasons, the nature of the work which entails field work and interacting with individuals whose 

ómusical individuality is a representation of the musical culture as a wholeô, political reasons of 

ethnography which makes it incumbent upon the researcher to collect vital information about the 

individual and lastly the spectra of cultural study is widening in its scope and context which has in 

turn compelled ethnomusicologists to study the óagency and individual choicesô made by the 

subjects within the broad framework of the culture of which they are the representatives. 

Reemphasizing the importance of biography in ethnomusicological studies, Stock quotes Bruno 

Nettl who categorized the studies on musical culture sans óthe personal, the idiosyncratic and the 

                                                      
3 Paramashivan in one of his interviews referred to the eminent theater personality K. Hirannayya who while talking 

to one of his colleagues remarked ñThe harmonium player of the adjacent drama company (In those days more than 

two touring drama companies used to camp at the same town during festival season) was shaking his head vigorously. 

That is not how the harmonium should be played. It is an avalakŜaἈa (a negative quality) of a musicianò. Paramashivan 

still recollects this comment and says ñIt was a life lesson for me. Which is why you will never see me vigorously 

shaking my head or my limbs while playing the harmoniumò, which is evident from the video in which he is 

accompanying Mr. Faiyaz Khan singing a North Karnataka Raἆgagǭte (Rangageethe, 2017).  
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exceptionalô as mere far-reaching generalizations based on ócultural-average accountsô that do not 

entirely present a clear and complete picture of the musical culture. The article also refers to 

Clifford Geetzôs óinterpretivismô which focuses on studying the differences between the inner and 

outer facets of the individual which can be interpreted as the public/private lives or the person and 

persona; a study that was carried out by Regula Qureshi in her accounts of Begum Akhtar.  

 

Pekacz (2006) in a collection of critical essays on biography introduces expressing his 

disappointment that óBiographyô as a recognized literary genre in musicology made its appearance 

in The New Groves Dictionary of Music and Musicians only as recently as in 2000. Pekacz notes 

that there are very few scholarly works that situate ómusical biographies in a broader context of 

cultural historyô because of the óautonomyô and self-referentiality to musical structure than how a 

musicianôs life shaped his creative perceptions.  

 

Stock (2010) classifies the cultural representatives of the field into three categories namely, 

individuals with outstanding social renown, those with international repute, and lastly the 

individuals who were overlooked within their own culture. The subject of this dissertation would 

belong to the first category, that is, an artist with an outstanding social renown as the oldest 

surviving and the most authentic representative of the modern Kannada theater in his own state of 

Karnataka, India. Paramashivanôs repute did not spread across the country nor achieved 

international repute because he worked mostly in Kannada language which is mostly spoken and 

understood only in Karnataka state in India.  Stock (2010) also mentions about the inherent 

difficulty that ethnomusicologists face while writing biography namely the time constraints under 
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which field studies are conducted, over reliance on written records, memories and second- and 

third-hand reports making the history and biography inseparable.  

 

Vidwan R. Paramashivan ï The Great Grandfather of Modern Kannada Theater 

Popularly known as óKannada RaἆgabhȊmi BhǭἨma PitǕmaha (The Great grandfather of Kannada 

Theater) in the Kannada theater world, Paramashivan is a walking encyclopedia of modern 

Kannada theater, a harmonium master and a treasure trove of Kannada theater songs. He is popular 

for his behemoth memory and his ability to sing more than 1250 theater songs from memory 

without looking into a book. He wrote a book containing at least a 1200 of them in three volumes. 

He started his career in Kannada theater as a child artist at the age of four in the year 1935. Soon 

he was recognized by the court musician of Mysore palace, Dr. B. Devendrappa who took him 

under his tutelage and trained him in the Karnatak classical music for several years. He passed his 

proficiency exam in the year 1952 in Karnatak classical music. Under his Guru Devendrappa, he 

also mastered playing other musical instruments like the Vǭna, Violin and Jalatarag. When he was 

ten years old, the leading cinema director and actor, Gubbi Veeranna signed him up for the movie 

SubhadrǕ in the year 1941. Paramashivan continued to act in movies like BhǕrati, KἠἨἈa Lǭla, 

RǕmdǕs until the year 1947 and later returned to Kannada theater to pursue his career as a 

harmonium player and director. He continued working in the theater until 1970 in all the famous 

drama companies directing plays, training actors and musicians, some of whom became popular 

cinema actors in the Kannada cinema. Paramashivanôs contribution was not limited to only theater 

but included many other genres namely BhǕvagǭtegaỲu (Light music), BharatanǕἲya and Dance 

ballets (He has composed music for more than 20 classical dance ballets) as a composer, 

accompanist playing violin and VǭἈa for the last three decades. He owes his expertise in these 

allied fields to his strong fundamentals and training in the theater. He recognizes his experience in 
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cinema under the guidance of legendary musicians like P. Kalinga Rao 1938-1950 which enabled 

him to comprehend and adapt to any new genre without much difficulty. His primary profession 

being the theater, he retired from the theater profession in the year 1970 because of the dwindling 

popularity of modern Kannada theater and found a job as a music teacher in a Highschool in 

Bangalore, India. Post-retirement, he is spending his time teaching acting, theater music to aspiring 

actors and giving guest lectures on modern Kannada theater at the University of Bangalore.  

He was decorated with the Sangeet Nataka Academi Puraskar, the highest recognition given to 

performing artists by the Republic of India, in the year 2005. In the year 2016, he was awarded the 

coveted óGubbi Veeranna Awardô, named after the renowned theater personality Gubbi Veeranna 

in whose drama company Paramashivan himself worked for many years as a harmonium player.  

 

Kaliyuga Bhǭma R. Nagaratnamma and Comedienne R. Manjulamma  

R. Nagaratnamma (1926-2012) was an actor and founder of the first stable all-women theater 

troupe in Karnataka. Initially starting her acting career playing female roles, later she became 

popular for her male villain roles of Bhǭma, RǕvaa and Kamsa, which she continued for the rest 

of her career. She earned the title Kaliyuga Bhǭma (Bhǭma of this era). My father joined her 

company in 1960s and trained her and her troupe in different plays that he had mastered after many 

years of experience in different drama companies which helped her gain immense popularity. She 

was conferred upon Sangeet Nataka Academi Puraskar in the year 1992, in addition to that she 

was also awarded the Padmashri, the fourth highest civilian award.  

R. Manjulamma is Paramashivanôs youngest sister, the most popular comedienne of her time 

known for her unmatched comic timing in her roles as; Makaranda, MǕdu, NǕjukayya. She 

underwent a rigorous theater training under my father. However, she remained in the background 
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all her life without any recognition by the government or other private organizations. Figure 6 

captures a rare moment of the entire family after a performance. 

 

Figure 6: Family of Actors L-R Paramashivan, Manjulamma, Veena (danseuse and granddaughter of Nagarathnamma), and 

Nagarathnamma after performing SamsǕra Nauka play in 2003. 

 

 

Research Objective and Key Research Questions Addressed in the Dissertation 

This work is an expository study of modern Kannada theater, its repertoire and its ignominious 

loss, by studying the life of one of the last surviving experts of this theater tradition. The purpose 

is not to study the personal life in isolation but alongside his knowledge worlds, both of which are 

strongly and inexorably linked with each other. In addition to an elaborate exposition of the 

repertoire, the facts that buttress the argument that modern Kannada theater was indeed a highly 

sophisticated form of theater that was composed and executed by scholars, competent musicians 



41 

 

and artists of status and position in the society, will be highlighted. Firstly, the genesis and 

evolution of modern Kannada theater, historical and cultural influences on its structure, 

presentation, form and music will be fully understood. Secondly, modern Kannada theater is a 

musical theater where both theater music (songs and music composed exclusively as a part of the 

scene) and incidental music (music that provides background accompaniment to the action and 

scene separation) played a pivotal role in embellishing the drama. Theater songs called the 

RaἆgagǭtegaỲu were used to serve multiple purposes, by contextualizing the scene with ómelody 

and text that followed strict rules of music and prosodyô respectively, to provide a sense of 

óheightened circumstancesô, and in certain cases it was also used as a tool to expatiate upon the 

prose (dialogues). The nature of theater music will be a crucial expository topic in this dissertation.   

Modern Kannada theater plays were composed by the court poets of Mysore palace and music 

composed by the court musicians who were from the upper echelons of the society. It is therefore 

important to study how their affiliation with the theater transformed their social identities in the 

society. The representation of women performers in the theater, their experience and expressions, 

their status within the theater and the society at large becomes a crucial point to be studied to 

encapsulate the gender issues completely in the discourse.  

The impact of cultural nationalism and the project of classicization of performing arts, on various 

art forms and how these movements impacted the longevity of modern Kannada theater is a 

recurring theme in this dissertation. Addressing these issues serves two key purposes; a detailed 

exposition of the theater repertoire which is the primary focus of this essay and secondly it helps 

to investigate the causes for decline of one of the the most popular artforms.  
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Methodological Issues in Writing Biographies of Indian Musicians 

 

In India, óbiographyô was never pursued as a serious genre of scholarly work until recently. Most 

biographies are but a collection of legends, anecdotes, some of them apocryphal, and from mostly 

hearsay and collected from sources that are unauthentic and unverifiable. Winternitz (1927) in his 

introduction to the book makes some fundamental observations regarding the Indian literature and 

the role of biography as a literary genre. The author lauds Indiaôs contribution in the discipline of 

gnomic literature and aphorisms that the author says, ñthe Indians have attained a mastery which 

has never been attained by any other nationò. The author also remarks that the Indians have not 

distinguished between scientific literature and artistic production which makes it very difficult to 

distinguish between óbelles-letters and didactic literatureô. The author further writes ñOn the other 

hand, history and biography have in India never been treated other than by poets and as a branch 

of epic poetryò. Winternitzôs colonial Orientalist view is acceptable as far as the scientific literature 

as it appears, only in the passing, within the realm of artistic literature is concerned. For example, 

there are numerous references to celestial events such as eclipses, comets and planetray positions 

in MahǕbhǕrata and RǕmǕyaἈa. In these texts, the astronomical information is incidental. 

However, India has also produced dedicated schools of mathematics, astronomy, medicine and 

other branches of sciences, and I have written an article myself on Asakἠt Karma an algorithmic 

method mentioned in MahǕbhǕskarǭya to determine the true position of a planet (Deepak et al., 

2011).  
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Biographies of Indian Musicians 

 

Several Indian as well as Western scholars have written biographies of Indian musicians and their 

knowledge worlds. Qureshi (2007) adopts a dialogic ethnomusicology approach to study the 

various schools of Sarangi playing by collecting biographies, interviews and a commonly used 

method particularly in doing ethnomusicology on Indian classical music called the discipular 

ethnography. A special case of application of participant observation method in the field of 

ethnomusicology is ólearning to performô which falls under the umbrella of ódiscipular 

ethnographyô method in which the ethnographer becomes a disciple of the research subject. In this 

technique of unstructured interviewing, the researcher will not ask any specific questions but only 

facilitates the interview by breaking the boredom and guard against the danger of the interview 

sounding like a sordid soliloquy.  

 

Gupta (2009) documents the biography of Baba Allauddin Khan, the guru of the famous Ravi 

Shankar and the founder of the Maihar gharana, is written in the form of a souvenir with articles 

from his family members who were members of the knowledge world he created. It has articles by 

the most eminent Annapurna Devi (Ex-wife of Ravi Shankar and Alluddin Babaôs daughter) and 

his grandson Prof. Dhyanesh Khan. This work contains interesting facts culled out from his 

autobiography originally written in Bengali dated 30th May 1957 in which he clearly mentions that 

his forefathers were Hindus living in Tripura before converting to Islam. According to Allauddin 

Khan, his grandfather Dinanath Sharma had joined a group of bandits and had converted to Islam 

and changed his name to Sams Fakir to avoid getting arrested. Uma Anand (2011), in the biography 

of Dandayudapani Pillai, an eminent BharatanǕἲya composer and nattunavar (an accompanist who 

not only sings but also recites the percussive compositions for BharatanǕἲya) mentions about the 
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migration of performing artists to urban centers for professional reasons. Napier (2013), in this 

book captures the lives of many musicians belonging to the class called Nath-Jogis, who sing a 

traditional music called Mahadevj ika Byavala in Alwar. A snapshot of their lives, musical 

tradition, livelihood, primary occupation and their economic status is presented by the author. 

DǕŜaŜarmǕ (1993) has made a sincere effort to summarize the biographies of hundreds of 

musicians spanning over more than twenty gharanas (styles) and families of musicians, their 

genealogy, salient features of each of these gharanas, the family tree of musicians, music 

composers, their pedagogical lineage and the royal patrons under whose patronage these 

musicians, and their music thrived. 

 

On the influence of indigenous folk artforms on the contemporary theater traditions, Hansen 

(2011) owes the success of Parsi theater to other folk theatres such as Bhavai, Nautch becoming 

decadent and Parsi theater took this opportunity to create plays of social relevance such as 

educating women and men about family values, hygiene, civility and most importantly these plays 

glorified the colonial rule. Parsi theater created a public sphere by introducing women actors even 

though journalists and reformers were chagrined. Hansen gives a brief global history of 

autobiographies before presenting a translation of autobiographies of four eminent Parsi theater 

personalities to present a historical synopsis of the Parsi theater. The author uses these 

autobiographies as sources to make critical observations about both the performance and cultural 

history of the Parsi theater which more or less remained the face of Indian theater in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century till the dawn of ósound cinemaô or the ótalkiesô in 1930s 

(Also Hansen, 2002). 
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Biographies of Female Performers in India 

Traditional female performers seem to have been marginalized and neglected by the scholarship 

for a long time. Only a few scholars have attempted to write about female performers. Most 

importantly, among them, Qureshi (2010) addresses the fine distinction between the óperson and 

the personaô of the great Ghazal singer of the 20th century Begum Akhtar who she calls the ñicon 

of feudal culture for the Indian bourgeois in the musical establishment of menò. Qureshi feels it 

was important for women like Begum Akhtar, who like most women coming from a hereditary 

matrilineal tradition of musicians, to find a niche for herself to be established as one of the agents 

of the 20th century Indian classical music, which was then a patriarchal institution. The author 

discusses the indispensable role of biography of women as a medium of expression for their 

thoughts which were otherwise stifled by a vicious combination of a continuous stigmatization of 

ówomenôs musicô by the colonial masters and the óclassical musicô getting redefined in the early 

20th century.  

 

Similarly, Sampathôs (2010) work on Gauhar Jaan and Subramanianôs (2006) work on Veena 

Dhanammal, critically examine the social and the sociological milieu that transformed the lives of 

women musicians and conjecture that the modernization and Indiaôs ótroubled engagementô with 

modernization might have contributed to the poverty-stricken life of some traditional female 

musicians.  

In the domain of theater, it is virtually impossible to delink the theater personalities and their 

engagement with the public sphere. Parsi theater created a public sphere in which female actors 

were featured for the first time much against the opposition of journalists. Modern Kannada theater 

created a public sphere that was situated between the societal desires for entertainment on the one 
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end of the spectrum and other end of the spectrum was occupied by the colonial rulers and the 

society that was modeled on colonial morality which forbade female actors.  

 

This chapter provided the vital background about the history of Indian theater, modern Kannada 

theater and historical and historiographical issues discussed in the literature. A closer scrutiny of 

the literature suggests that scholarsô interest in studying Kannada theater is limited in scope to 

either YakἨagǕna or the political theater post Indian independence and modern Kannada theater 

remains an unchartered territory. A brief political history of Mysore, the study area where the 

subject of the dissertation Paramashivan, his sisters R. Nagarathnamma and R. Manjulamma were 

born and began their theater careers was discussed. This chapter was aimed at providing an 

understanding of the core research questions, research objectives and the relevant background 

literature on issues in writing biographies of male and female performers in India and, the 

nationalism-art nexus and its engagement with the theater. In the next chapter, I will detail the 

methodological approaches adopted following the style of an autobiographic and reflexive-

ethnographic and attempt to clarify my óinsider vs outsiderô identity which is finely balanced on a 

tottering platform.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



47 

 

Chapter 2 

Research Methodology and Reflections 

 

Prelude 

An 88-year-old man, Paramashivan, a leading expert on modern Kannada theater, and his sister 

Manjulamma, almost nearing her eighties, are sitting inside a recording studio in Banagalore, 

wearing their headphones. Both performed a customary warm up for just a few seconds by singing 

the first two lines. Paramashivan, in his inimitable style inquired with the recording engineer, 

ñUmesh, monitor noỈkoỲoἈa sound levels check mǕỈakke? (Umesh, can we give it a try to check 

if the sound levels are OK?)ò. While the recording engineer was busy adjusting the sound levels, 

Paramashivan in whose veins all that runs is theater, stagecraft and music, started sharing yet 

another vintage tale of the song that he was about to sing with his sister. He explained the technical 

aspects of the song, demonstrated how it was sung by stalwarts in the year 1939 and how the 

audience reacted to it. The rest of the recording crew and I who were watching this were 

transported to a realm of the past, while his sister listened with the same keen attention, awe and 

curiosity, that I imagined she would have devoted when she first had her acting lessons from her 

brother fifty years ago. They sang a duet from the play KἠἨἈalǭla, sung by the characters K a 

and his clown partner Makaranda. In the song they discuss the consequences of stealing butter and 

milk from the households of the cowherd women of Gokul, a recurring theme from the childhood 

stories of K a found in the Hindu text called BhǕgavata.  Paramashivan sang K aôs part and 

Manjulamma Makarandaôs, a role which made her the most famous comedienne of her times. 

Paramashivan finished singing the more serious first stanza. Then it was his sisterôs turn to sing 

the line cumbisalamborahmbaki which means óWhile you attempt to kiss the cheeks of beautiful 

womenô. When she repeated the line for improvization, she embellished it with an óum um um um 
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umô the sound of kissing, leaving the sound crew and the entire orchestra in raptures bringing the 

recording to a complete halt. The recording had to be resumed after everyone had regained their 

composure (Deepak University of Alberta, 2018b).  

   

For this project, I sang a couple of songs upon persistent pressure from Paramashivan and 

Manjulamma but carrying an incredibly heavy burden of guilt of neglecting a tradition that truly 

belonged to me. It reminded me of the wise words of advice from Master Hirannayya, the famous 

humorist and political satirist, at a family gathering, óNǭnu nimma appana nǕἲaka biἲἲu engineering 

mǕỈidre, kasubi Ǖgalla, aỈakasbi Ǖgtiya (If you do not follow the treaded path of your father, you 

can never be a professional in what you do. You will only be an amateur)ô. I found solace in the 

fact that at least I am documenting this tradition to the best of my abilities and within the available 

sources of information at my disposal. 

 

Introduction  

This chapter is about the research methodology, my own personal experiences and reflections in 

the ófieldô of modern Kannada theater, the rich music it embodies, my past learning experience 

under the tutelage of my father and observations during my auto-ethnographic and auto-biographic 

study. It is about the theater world I have been dwelling in as a silent observer and a casual 

participant, who had unintentionally soaked in its repertoire. It is about the transformation and 

expressive embodiment of this repertoire that had, for the last thirty years, remained only in the 

upper edge of my consciousness like a semi-dark, hazy sfumato image to a crystal-clear 

manifestation of musical beauty and lyrical wonder. Here, I will talk about the stories that I had 

heard in my childhood which were inexact and semi-definite but gathered a definite context and 

concretization during my field work when I reheard them for the purpose of recording and 
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archiving. I study the theater from what Katz (2017:5) calls a óphenomenological perspectiveô, 

positing it as a ócoherent transgenerational subjectô that wasnôt resilient enough to maintain its 

essential integrity. I will elaborate on my late entry into the theater, initial training in Karnatak 

classical music, the sacred, time-honored and the most abused óGuru ŜiἨya parampara (Teacher-

student legacy)ô of which I could only become a victim than a beneficiary in my pursuit of Sarangi. 

I will describe the circumstances under which some musicians, keeping in mind their own vested 

interests, restricted me to remain an outsider by imposing their fervent ideals upon me. I will share 

my personal reflections on what motivated me to pursue my PhD in ethnomusicology, quitting my 

high salaried job as a climate scientist, and how I landed on this topic for my dissertation. As an 

insider I will study the language, prosodic and poetic grandeur in lyrics, text setting and music and 

the context of the plays. As an outsider to the theater tradition, I will attempt to study why I was 

kept an outsider for almost three decades, while trying to understand why my father invested all 

his efforts teaching me only Karnatak classical music to me but strictly quarantining me from the 

infectious epidemic of ómodern Kannada theaterô, until both he and my mother were convinced 

that I was stable professionally so that I would not devolve into the state my father was in his 

youth. I adopt both autobiographical as well as auto-ethnographical styles of exposition in this 

chapter without strictly adhering to any one style.  

 

Research Methodology 

This dissertation is a confluence of many a method and several genres of writing. Since there is no 

silver bullet or a deus ex machina to resolve the thorny crisis of óWhat constitutes the best research 

methodologyô that has a universal appeal to address all the problems encountered in ethnographic 

studies, I have adopted a multi-layered approachðbiography, field work, dialogic interview, 
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reflexive ethnography and auto-biographyðeach juxtaposed over the other. Some biographical 

stories in this dissertation are old but retold during the fieldwork with the objective of 

documentation and some of them are altogether new. I will, however, not distinguish between the 

two for the sake of seamless transition wherein the primacy is placed on hearing the voice of the 

subject than the chronology in which I heard them. 

 

It would not be entirely incorrect to say that I started my field work almost thirty five years ago, 

during the years 1984-85, growing up in a family of eminent theater personalities and musicians, 

hearing many musical instruments and clandestinely eavesdropping on the conversation between 

my father and mother that revolved around politics, family gossip and occasionally but certainly 

about theater, theater personalities and their amorous escapades. I also conducted field study when 

my sister Smitha and I restlessly waited with bated breath for my father to stop composing his 

music on the other side of the wall separated by a wooden door, humming his favorite rǕga-s like 

Bhimpalas or KalyaἈi or Desh, so that we can get back to play. I was unconsciously doing an 

ethnographic study when at the age of six I watched my father and aunts perform plays like KἠἨἈa 

GǕruỈi and KἠἨἈa Lǭla. I was doing stylistic analysis of music when I enjoyed mys fatherôs 

background score based on an eerie rǕga in Karnatak music called KanakǕἆgi, for the óSvapnada 

scene (The dream scene)ô of Kamsa, which I fondly called óden det tet ï tada tadaô. 

 

My formal field work started in 2017 when I visited India during the summer. I started 

accompanying my father to his concerts, started collecting his pictures, requested concert 

organizers for videos or audios. I conducted formal interviews with him to elicit the finer details 
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and perspectives about the stories some of which I had already heard. Stories related to his own 

personal life were more or less known to me, but the stories about theater offered a fresh 

understanding of Kannada theater. He introduced several new characters, their lifeways, many 

unheard songs, and new places within my own state that I was unaware of until now. He was a lot 

more transparent, this time. Because until then theater was always considered a forbidden fruit 

discussing which was almost considered sacrilegious in our family. But now he had no inhibitions 

to discuss personal stories of like ówho eloped with whomô but with a promise that I will not write 

about them in my dissertation.  

I spent six months in India learning two full-fledged plays SadǕrame and BhǭἨma Pratijñe and 

performed them. In the meantime, he was invited by the dean of drama department, University of 

Bangalore, to teach KἠἨἈa Lǭla to the university students. I recorded full run through rehearsals of 

KἠἨἈa Lǭla and BhǭἨma Pratijñe in which he taught acting, singing, entrances and exits to the 

students. He was initially conscious and hesitant to face the camera and teach students, but within 

a short while he became comfortable.  

Even though I had already performed SadǕrame, earlier in the year 2008, under my own direction, 

performing it under his direction was a different experience altogether. Earlier, I had performed 

the play in two separate parts on different days since it was easier that way to play the 

deuteragonist. This time I had to perform the entire play in two roles, as a half-wit merchant ǔdi 

MȊrti and a witty thief Kaa, both comic roles. He recollected some forgotten songs and 

incorporated them in the play this time. He taught me intonation of dialogues my long 20-minute 

monologue the dialogues which previously I had practiced incorrectly. According to him there 

were many flaws in the make-up as well in my previous performance.  
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Figure 7: Pictures above Top: Deepak as ǔdi MȊrti a half-wit Merchant in SadǕrame, Bottom: In the same play Kalla, a witty 

thief, Bangalore, July 2017 
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Figure 8: Paramashivan in SamsǕra Nauka in the role of a KaỲỲa PȊjǕri February 3rd 2018 

His attention to the minute details; the hair style and make-up of each character, the props for each 

scene, and the transition and sceneries in the background mesmerized me. I regret not recording 

his advice to the make-up artist and other artists before the play. Here is a clip from my previous 

unrefined performance which was still well-received (Deepak University of Alberta, 2018d). 

Figure 7 contrasts the changes that he brought in vis a vis my direction. 

During the field work I recorded 500 theater songs played by him on the harmonium. Due to 

paucity of time, I could not stay to name all the 500 songs which the recording engineer forgot 

during the recording. The onus of naming the raw files now fell upon me. I requested my 

colleagues from the scientific community and my co-artist in SadǕrame to help me in this 

endeavor. My friend, Dr. Vedarun, a computer scientist who spent half a day naming the songs 
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said, ñYour father is unbelievable. I would just play the first 5 seconds of a song, he would tell the 

title of the song, name of the play and all the relevant details. I got suspicious of his abilities and 

tested him by playing a song that was already named. His reaction was óWe named this song 

already, why is it repeating in the CD?ôò.   

 

Figure 9: Manjulamma in the role of a drunk pimp NǕjukayya in DevadǕsǭ with Purnima as a police officer, February 2018 

 

The CD was mastered and released in February 2018. For the CD release ceremony, I requested 

both my father and my aunt to act in an assorted medley of their favorite scenes from different 

plays. My father played his notorious priest óKaỲỲa PȊjǕriô from the play SamsǕra Nauka. My aunt 

played the roles that made her famous, the pimp NǕjukayya from DevadǕsǭ and an uxorious 

husband NǕi in Makmal ἱopi. She was joined by her friend and colleague Purnima who was a 

character artist, a wildcard actor who could fit into any role. Figures 8 and 9 are snapshots of their 
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performance at the CD release ceremony. The event was reviewed by the English newspaper 

Deccan Herald dated February 12, 2018 (Subramanya, 2018). 

 

This work is primarily concerned with the biography of only one individual with a brief contextual 

reference to his family members who were theater artists too. Works that examine an individual ós 

music and experience has been popular in the past. Slawek (1991) focuses on the sitar maestro 

Ravi Shankar and his pivotal role in bridging the traditional and the modern. Chernoff (2003) uses 

a biographical style of writing to tell the picaresque adventures of a bargirl in Ghana, óHawaô in 

her own words. The author fictionalizes the characters and the places in her stories by changing 

the names, including that of the subject herself.  

Danielson (1997) for example, studies the Egyptian vocalist Umm Kulthum emphasizing the need 

for studying exceptional performers who have impacted their culture also being participants in the 

society. Stock (1999) in his review of Danielsonôs work, explains the motivation behind the study 

of an individual as ñAlthough ethnomusicologists still study oral tradition, there has been an 

expansion of interest to deal with music created by known individuals and then passed on by means 

of written notation or sound recording, even if many such studies still acknowledge the intention 

to relate the unusual individual musician to more generally shared social traitsò.  Some of the 

biographical works concerning individuals and groups of musicians in the context of Indian music 

have been referred to in the last chapter. Even though this work is primarily biographical intending 

to document a performing art tradition, as mentioned earlier, I have not restricted myself to any 

one genre of writing.  
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An Insiderôs Objectivity and Auto-ethnography in Ethnomusicology ï Criticism, Exception 

and Justification 

 

A very uncomfortable yet a valid criticism that often arises in ethnomusicological studies when 

insiders study their own culture, like in the current dissertation, for instance, is óCan they be 

objective and detach themselves from the culture they are studying like an outsider does?ô. In this 

regard, Burnim (1985) quoting Bruno Nettl emphasizes the importance of certain óstandards and 

safeguardsô that need to be employed by insiders during the field work to be free from personal 

bias, which includes óbeing criticalô to her/his own observations and clearly maintaining the 

distinction between the óresearcher and informantsô. Burnim highlights the tacitly assumed, 

common notion among scholars that objectivity is assured only when the óresearcher and the 

research populationô constitute two mutually non-intersecting spaces indirectly asserting that the 

researcher is invariably a óWesternerô of whom óobjectivityô in research is an exclusive privilege. 

Barz and Cooley (1997:10) have convincingly argued that nationalism motivates researchers, both 

the British and the continental, to study their cultural and national ancestors, and characterize their 

ónational traitsô through the folk music to promote a óracial identityô. They write, ñFieldwork 

within one's own country and among individuals who share the fieldworker's nationality might 

seem to exonerate the scholar from the critique of ethnography that seeks to describe the Other, 

but musical folklorists created the óOtherô within their national boarders by creating cultural and 

evolutionary development boarders separating them from the individuals studiedò.   

She follows this contention immediately with a rejoinder by scholars like Bruno Nettl himself, 

Alan P Merriam and Mantle Hood who do not rule out the possibility that the óinvestigator can be 

a member of the cultureô and offers various counter examples of Nktia and Shiegeo Kishibe who 

studied their own culture and got acceptance in the field.  
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A conspicuous change in this perception can be observed later in Nettlôs later article, which Burnim 

refers to conclude that insiderôs perspective should not be dubbed as unobjective but merits due 

óscholarly respect and authorityô, and both insider and outsider perspectives are óvalidô. Burnim 

argues that the evaluation of the authenticity of field work is problematic because the researchers 

do not divulge the detailed accounts of their óactions and reactionsô which is diametrically opposite 

from what Abu-Lughod (1999) contends in her work on the ñBedouin societyò in her book Veiled 

Sentiments, that such honest details can be both óuseful as well as embarrassingô. Without entirely 

discrediting the importance finer details in the field work, she takes a middle path and presents 

only those ósalient parametersô that could directly help her in answering the core research 

questions.  

Reflexive ethnography has been accepted as a valid approach to ethnography in the recent times. 

According to Barz and Cooley (1997), óReflexive ethnographyô relaxes the colonial constrain that 

quite rigidly predisposes the ethnographer to be outside the culture being studied. They write, 

ñéresponds to redress colonial ethnography that positions the ethnographer outside the culture 

studied in an Archimedian vantage point from which he or she may view and represent the Otherò. 

This claim is supported by Nettl (1983: 262) who goes a step further and concludes, ñIt is the 

insider who provides the perspective of the culture has of itselfò (See also Kisliuk, 1997).  

The second most relevant aspect of reflexive ethnography which Barz and Cooley quote, was 

postulated by Clifford who challenged the paradigm of óobjectivityô in field work and claimed that 

all observations are ópartial truthsô, because ethnographersô cannot avoid hyperboles, tropes and 

allegories in their writings. According to Clifford, the myriad possibilities for interpretation of 

what is observed is solely ethnographer dependent, and to establish this fact he assesses the 

roadblocks in ethnographic studies and accounts for human error. He calls ethnographic writings 
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as fictions written by individuals who are biased in their judgement from the standpoint of their 

geographic location, language and culture looking at others as primitive. He believes that it is 

natural to confront these dualities, but care must be exercised by ethnographers to make allowances 

for these exigencies while writing ethnography. He terms scientific anthropology as an art and 

therefore ethnographies borrow literary qualities from art making them less objective. Clifford 

contends that ñethnography is actively situated between powerful systems of meaning.  It poses its 

questions at the boundaries of civilizations, cultures, classes, rdces, and genders.  Ethnography 

decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of collective order and diversity, inclusion and 

exclusion.  It describes processes of innovation and structuration and is itself part of these 

practicesò (Clifford, 1989:2).  

 

The above-mentioned sources in literature do not resolve my identity conundrum, but they 

certainly offer a justification by means of showing examples that an insider studying his own 

culture has precedence in ethnomusicological studies. My defence in writing about this topic is 

that, any other topic would have been as óinteresting and intenseô, but this topic is óintimateô, since 

it is primarily about the life and work of my own father. As mentioned earlier, it may be hard to 

segregate the methodological boundaries strictly into discipular ethnography, reflexive 

ethnography or biography. For example, during my field work I could not always carry a camera 

with me for all the performances and rehearsals. There were instances during rehearsal sessions 

when I was learning singing and acting from my father as a disciple, at the same time observing 

his actions on the harmonium as an ethnographer, and simultaneously trying to retain it in the 

forefront of my conscious mind to record it later in my notes as an autobiographer.  

 



59 

 

My Tryst with Modern Kannada Theater  - Disingenuous Hypocrisy or a Genuine 

Concern? 

 

ñOnce an actor always an actor. Theater is a strange profession which once you get addicted, you 

want to be in it all your life against all odds, only because greenroom has a strange aura to it. It is 

a nice place to be inò, my acting Guru, Professor David Barnet of the University of Alberta, once 

told me in an informal conversation. This seems to have been particularly true in my fatherôs case. 

Perhaps both Professor Barnet and my father feel this passion so intensely that when they were 

introduced to each other at the university for a brief while, they seemed to have found a long-lost 

friend in each other with whom they reconnected after many decades. Despite my fatherôs shyness, 

in general, to converse in English, he was disarmed and at ease with Professor Barnet.  

Although it was forbidden for me to attend theater performances, in the year 1984-85 or 

thereabouts, when I was 4 or 5 years old, since my mother was away and my father not willing to 

leave me alone at home with nobody to take care of me, I had to accompany my father for a drama 

dress rehearsal in an auditorium called óVaradachar Memorial Hallô, named after the doyen of 

Kannada theater A V Varadachar, who reinvigorated the theater tradition in Mysore in the late 19th 

century. By this time, all the theater companies had shut down; my father had quit theater and 

moved on in his career as a music teacher in a government high school. Yet, because of his fervent 

passion for propagating the Kannada theater and obsession with the greenroom, he was actively 

engaged in training an ad hoc theater group comprised of semi-professionals, young amateurs and 

only one senior professional actor called Mr. Parthasarathi who also happened to be my fatherôs 

childhood friend. They were rehearsing the play VirǕἲaparva. 

As a young boy who had never seen theater, stage and drama, I was both fascinated and intrigued 

by the automatic opening and closing of the curtains, men and women in makeup brandishing their 
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swords, bows and arrows, and the razzle-dazzle rhinestones, fake but flashy jewelry worn by actors 

playing DharmarǕya, Bhǭma, Arjuna and other high-status parts. Little did I know then, that I 

would be playing Arjunaôs role in the same play thirty years later during my field study. But what 

particularly caught my attention were the two scenes in this play, the duel between the villain 

óKǭcakaô and óBhǭmaô which my father was directing and playing the harmonium, provided a very 

catchy background music, and the battle scene in the climax containing a marching tune clearly 

inspired by that of the British Royal Marines Band Services. This battle march tune with its catchy 

lyrics set to 6/8 tempo, made the song so attractive that I kept humming it many days after the 

show.  

 

óDodda paŜugaỲa adda hǕkuta 

DoddiyoỲage serisuvudakaddi enideô 

Vǭrarellaru sǕri vegadi 

Seri nǕvu matsyapurava sȊregayyuva 

Karadi khadgava bharadi dharisuta 

Seri nǕvu matsyapurava sȊregayyuva 

let us stop the big cows (soldiers) 

and send them to cowshed without much ado 

Come on soldiers, lets hurry up 

to reach and ransack the ófish townô  

brandishing the swords in our hands 

Let us reach and ransack the ófish townô  
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Transcription 1: DoddapaŜugaỲa of VirǕἲaparva 
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Figure 10: Left to Right: David Barnet, Paramashivan and Jayalakshmi (my mother) in August 2016, Edmonton. 

 

This song, like any of the thousand odd songs can be analyzed for its text-setting, lyrical beauty, 

or alliteration in the prosodic meter which I will discuss later in this chapter. But this song is 

permanently etched in my memory for an entirely different reason. A few days after the rehearsal 

and the final performance, when my father was away, I enacted bits and pieces of the play that I 

could recollect and recreate from memory of what I had witnessed during the rehearsal. I played 

multiple roles, including that of the stage manager, curtain boy and my father too, by singing 

óDodda paŜugaỲa adda hǕkutaô, at my auntôs house in Mysore. As soon as my father returned, his 

informants promptly conveyed, in the most diplomatic tone, óWe are so happy for your son. He is 

following the treaded path of his fatherô. Much to my dismay, instead of showering adulations 

upon me, he beat me black and blue with a ómulti-purpose caneô that was used to scare away the 

annoying fauna, to prepare the rice pudding, and sometimes to discipline me. After the cane was 
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cut into many an unrecognizable piece, he roared in his usual stentorian theatrical voice, ñMind 

you, I am not spending my hard-earned money on you to become a ókelsakke bǕrada nǕἲakadavanu 

(a useless theater person)ô, but to get you educated so that you will become a professional doctor 

or an engineer. Hereafter, if I ever catch you enacting or singing theater music, the consequences 

could be more lethalò.  

I had to wait for many years before this little befuddlement was firmly settled in my mind. I had 

fancied that it was disingenuously hypocritical on my fatherôs part to have taken such extreme 

punitive action against me for re-enacting actions which were performed by himself, not too long 

ago, for which he was also garlanded at the end of the show. I could understand his rationale only 

after I was mature enough to glean the fear in his head, by carefully analyzing the harsh realities 

glaring at my face; two unmarried aunts in the family, my parents working in two different cities 

to make ends meet, and my fatherôs struggle until he was 76 years old to get the recognition that 

he duly deserved, offered an explanation for the pragmatic choice of my parents to get me and my 

sister educated without worrying too much about perpetuating the artistic legacy in the family. In 

fact, there was no legacy, because my father and aunts were perhaps the first-generation actors and 

theater personalities, the reason for which was explained in the earlier chapters. I had to wait until 

I was at the research institute pursuing my PhD in óEnergy and Climate Modelingô like a good 

Brahmin boy from a well cultured family, until I could act on the stage. It was during the last year 

of my study, I got bold, directed and acted in the lead role, in the fiction drama óSadǕrameô with a 

team of like-minded, amateur actors like myself. My very first on-stage performance as an actor 

received so much critical acclaim that there was a visible change in my fatherôs perception about 

my ability to carry on his legacy and he had started making a grand plan in his head. Yet, perhaps 

since I was in the last year of my course or due to stiff resistance from my mother, he did not voice 
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his desire to cast me in his dream project until a few more years. In the year 2014, however, my 

father, along with some theater organizers approached my mother for permission to feature me in 

the role of Arjuna, the protagonist in the musical play óSaἆgǭta Subhadraô. I was unaware of the 

details of the arguments and counter-arguments that transpired between my mother, father and the 

organizers. One fine day, I got a call from my mother who expressed her wish to talk to me about 

something very important. 

ñYour father wants to feature you in the lead role in some play. I will let you take part in this 

endeavor only if you make me a promise. Promise me that you will  not quit your academics career 

to pursue a career in theaterò. 

 

I remember jokingly replying to her, ñI can promise you on that, but what if I fall in love with 

ódraupadi pǕtradavaỲu (the lady playing the role of Draupadi)ô? you may have to accept her as 

your lawful daughter-in-lawò.  

 

ñYes, of course. I know about you. I agreed to this only after I was told that the lead actress is a 

mother of two, one of whom is almost as old as you areò, my mother had replied equally 

humorously. 

 

My debut as a professional actor on-stage in modern Kannada theater started opposite a senior 

woman in the lead role (Figure 11 and Figure 12). The primary reason for this choice was that then 

(to some extent even now) she is the only experienced artist in whatever is left of the modern 

Kannada Theater who could readily accept the extremely challenging role of playing the lead in a 

three hour long musical, even though she is not a classically trained vocalist herself. Those who 
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watched my performance could clearly glean that I was very uncomfortable in the scenes that 

involved flirting, romancing or those that involved any type of physical contact, even as little as 

holding the hand. My earlier experience in college in a similar situation was not as annoying 

because the female parts were played by men, my fellow scientists. 

 

 

Figure 11: A scene from Sangǭta Subhadra, August 2014, Bangalore 

 

I distinctly remember my father announcing to everyone after this mega show, óMy son acted 

extremely well in those scenes that did not involve holding Subhadraôs hand. For example, in the 

song VanajǕkŜi Tadavetake, he was supposed to be holding her hand throughout, which he clearly 

did not. Perhaps he was nervous and feeling conscious because of his motherôs hawkish gaze, who 

was sitting in the very first row throughout the play, because of which he kept a safe distance from 
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Subhadraô, inviting the audience to burst into a rambunctious cackling while he only chortled at 

his humor, quite characteristic of his obdurate predilection for flaunting his sober persona.  

 

 

Figure 12: Deepak applying Make-up during Subhadra Kalyana -2014 

 

I cannot totally deny that I was uncomfortable holding a strangerôs hand on the stage, the reason 

for which I could understand only when I played the role of óPetruchioô in Shakespeareôs The 

Taming of the Shrew under the able training, guidance and direction of Professor David Barnet, 

my acting Guru. In Indian theater most talents are like rough, uncut diamonds without any formal 

training in stage combat, the rules of physical proximity and other finer aspects of intimate scenes 

which have been theorized and formalized in the Western theater training. I had to enact the 

infamously sexist ñWooing sceneò (Act 2, scene 1) of The Shrew as it is fondly referred to, which 
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involved a lot of physical intimacy and combat skills. While my acting partner and I worked on 

our lines, David announced one day that Mx. Julie Murphy who is a theatrical intimacy and stage 

violence director, will be coming to choreograph the physical intimacy and combat part of the 

scene. 

 

Subsequently I attended a workshop conducted by Julie who is one of the only few handful experts 

on theatrical intimacy in the whole of North America, in which she clearly explained the procedure 

to be followed to clearly demarcate the physical comfort zones of every actor which is the essence 

of theatrical intimacy. She explained the idea of Cue, Reaction, Action, Follow-through (CRAFT) 

in stage violence and choreographed the óslapping and reactionô, in which Katherine slaps 

Petruchio to try his gentlemanliness to which Petruchio instantly reacts, in a seemingly physically 

violent manner, saying ñI swear Iôll cuff you if you strike againò. It was a very good learning 

experience for me. Her choreography was widely appreciated by the audience and our director and 

instructor Prof David Barnet.  

 

With all this rigorous training, when I returned to India for another performance, this time with an 

actor much younger than me playing the role of SubhadrǕ, a cinema actor by profession, I tried to 

diligently follow the steps of proximity practice that I had learnt in Canada, in all sincerity. To my 

astonishment, when I asked her, óIs it OK if I held your hand here?ô, her reaction was an innocently 

innocuous óYou can hold as you pleaseô suggesting that formal theater training is severely lacking 

even among some of the professional actors in India. When I inquired with my father about this 

his reaction was, óIn our times, the norm was that you do not get physically close to your acting 

partner. The closest that you could get is an armôs length that too only when it is necessary to hold 
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the hand. Mr. Subbayya Naidu, under whose training I spent more than 5 years, always used to say 

óhullu benki ottige ittre hathkond bidatthe (If you keep fire and a dry straw together, it will catch 

fire)ô, that is how far you should be from your fellow actorsò. I had even seen him yelling at actors 

who he felt were trying to misuse the situation in the play. He had admonished an actor saying 

óavaỲu ninna heἈỈti alla. DȊra nintkonỈ mǕtǕỈu (She is not your wife)ô. Keep your distance and 

say the lines)ô. David echoed the same sentiments when I was learning Shakespeare from him, that 

similar physical intimacy standards were observed in the Shakespearean theater as well.  

 

When my father was in London, I took him the Globe theater, and while doing a guided tour within 

the Globe, I conducted a short interview to glean the approach for stage violence in Kannada 

theater. He explained, ñThere was no dedicated choreographer. The actors worked on it 

themselves. The actors who played the role of Abhimanyu and Duryodhana were very good. Only 

three actors were keen on choreographing their stage combat, namely Shivanappa, Dodda 

Basavaraju and Shrikanta Murthyò. 

 

Learning under my father or for that matter under David was very intense, exhausting and therefore 

was never an enjoyable experience. I could relish it only after the learning period is over; their 

intentions, suggestions and examples started making sense when I went on the stage to perform. 

What I found interesting and quite similar in the teaching styles of both my father and David, is 

that they are such passionate masters of their craft that they have very low tolerance for mistakes. 

They can be severely critical of even the smallest of the mistakes and sometimes make you feel 

that you cannot make any progress. But when approached with sincerity, I have seen both going 

out of their way to help a genuine aspirant.  
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However, my father has mellowed down a lot and his belligerence seem to have come down 

significantly in the recent past. I have earlier seen him use the harshest language to drive home a 

point, his favorite phrases being óyǕke bhǕvili biddavara hǕge ǕdtirǕ? (Why are you as restless as 

someone fallen into a well)ô and óyǕkri sǕitiddǭra? (Why are you dying, Sir?)ô.   

 

My father often complained about the condescension of the mainstream elitist Karnatak musicians 

for theater and theater music. But as far as I am concerned, he was no different. Even though any 

association with the theater was strictly forbidden for me, learning Karnatak music was mandatory. 

Learning vocal music under him would involve waking up early in the morning compulsorily and 

doing óa kǕra sǕdhana (voice culture technique)ô followed by learning the repertoire of the famous 

Karnatak music composers. The incentive for learning a new composition was a chocolate bar but 

the punishment for every mistake used to be taking cudgels on my back, sometimes with the 

wooden cover of the harmonium or the violin bow, anything he could lay his hand upon. His 

teaching methods and circumstances were unusual. He would suddenly remember a composition 

while waiting for the bus at the bus station and start teaching me until the bus arrived and continued 

it as soon as we reached home. He has taught me music in a restaurant, during the flight or amidst 

the bustling crowd in a wedding ceremony4.  

 

Theater training was entirely different. Seated in front of the harmonium, he would show most of 

the actions through hand gestures and with the help of examples of how the great theater masters 

                                                      
4 I remember learning SǕmodam CintayǕmi composed by of Swati Tirunal in rǕga śuddha DhanyǕsi waiting 

for the bus, NǕda Loludai and Nǭ Cittamu of TyǕgarǕja in the rǕga-s KalyǕ a Vasanta and Vijaya Vasanta 

at a restaurant, and SadǕ Matim in Gambhǭra VǕ ǭ during the flight to New Delhi to attend his Sangeet 

Nataka Purasakar ceremony. 
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would act in a given scene and their respective roles. Each rehearsal used to have references such 

as óKoἲἲȊrappanavaru hǭge hǕdavru, NageŜ rǕyaru hǭge hǕdavru, MaỲavaỲỲi Sundaramma ǭ 

pǕtradalli idu mǕdavru (Kotturappa used to sing this song like this, Nagesh Rao used to sing this 

way and Malavalli Sundaramma would play the role like this)ô. He would not teach the 

embellishments of the song. He expected the actor and singer to be attentive and gather those 

embellishments from his harmonium during the rehearsal. He would be delighted when an actor 

or singer repeated the phrase he played on the harmonium and teach more subtleties. Therefore, 

the keen and discerning, which more often than not used to be me and a senior lady playing 

miscellaneous roles, will have to pay a lot of close attention to his harmonium. 

 

My first performance on July 25th, 2014 in the role of Arjuna saw a roaring success with theater 

connoisseurs coming from all corners of the Karnataka state to be a part of recreation of the 

Kannada theater history in Bangalore by my father. I had never experienced such adulation and 

attention on-stage ever in my life as a performing musician (Deepak University of Alberta, 2018e). 

Figure 13 shows the poster used for advertising the play. 

 

But as an actor, performing in front an audience of more than a thousand people packed inside the 

biggest auditorium in the province, with the greats of Kannada theater namely the renowned 

humorist and political satirist, Master Hirannayya (my fatherôs childhood friend), and an actor, 

nominated Member of the Upper House of Indian parliament and the granddaughter of the 

legendary Gubbi Veeranna Ms. B. Jayashree and other dignitaries was an exhilarating experience. 

It also became a bit annoying when at the end of the show people thronged the backstage 

irrespective of their age to take pictures with me, some to touch my feet and some just to catch a 
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glimpse of a scientist acting in a forgotten musical of Kannada theater Sangǭta SubhadrǕ or  

SubhadrǕ KalyǕἈa, revived by his own father, after a long gap of nearly 70 years.  

 

I was surprised to see such a huge audience for an artform that has already declined. My fatherôs 

explanation was ñYou give them good theater, people will comeò. After the show I became aware 

of the politics of drama, the jealousies of other inexperienced drama directors who are making a 

mockery of classical drama by including lewd songs and vulgar dance movements. For example, 

in the year 2016, while doing my field study and conducting discipular biographic study, I played 

the role of Arjuna in a play called RǕjasȊya YǕga. This play required more than 40 actors and 

scheduling rehearsals became extremely difficult. I witnessed the rivalry among theater 

professionals, when some of the amateur theater troupe that wanted to hijack the auditorium for a 

political event, bribed the sound engineers in Ravindra Kalakshetra auditorium, Bangalore, who 

in turn disconnected the microphones and ensured that the voice of all the actors except mine 

would not be heard. My voice was spared because my performance in SubhadrǕ KalyǕἈa had 

already made me famous for my singing. In Subhadra KalyǕna, Arjuna is the central character. 

Whereas in RǕjasȊya YǕga, there is no central character and the primary focus was the musical 

varieties. I was convinced that my father was right in saying that the professional actors are all 

long gone, and the new generation of actors and directors are insecure, incompetent and not willing 

to go through the rigor of learning music and acting both of which are essential components of 

modern Kannada theater. 
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Figure 13: Poster in Kannada Advertising Subhadra KalyǕἈa July 25th 4:30 PM (Tickets priced Rs. 100 each) 

 

I toured with the troupe performing this play in different cities, revelling in the newfound attention, 

glamour and appreciation for a few months when it was time to pursue my primary passion óThe 

Sarangiô about which I was to carry out a discipular ethnography under a very renowned maestro, 

for which I had to return to Canada.  

 

While the entire world of theater lovers was showering their love and appreciation on me, I learnt 

from my sister that the very night after the show, my mother telephoned her and confided as 

follows. ñMy worst fear came true today. Your brother did exactly what I dreaded all my life that 

he would do. He did eventually apply the greasepaint to his faceò. 
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The discussions in the current chapter must have, in no imprecise terms, conveyed why I remained 

an outsider to this great treasure of modern Kannada theater tradition and its opulent music for 

these many years. Regrettably, I seldom had the opportunity to watch my own family, the legends 

of Kannada theater, namely my father, my two aunts in action performing this wonderful artform. 

I was deprived of the experience of getting a glimpse of my aunts encased in the flashy costumes 

of the bygone theater era, singing and saying powerful dialogues under the glittering candelabra 

of the stage. I also missed watching my father ensconced himself in his favorite and cozy, 

óharmonium pitô, in total control of the entire play but hidden from the curious glances of the 

audience that luxuriated in the vintage tales of Hindu mythology or a fiction or a Persian fantasy 

plot, sometimes violently interjecting with a óOnce Moreô for a good piece of music or a powerful 

dialogue and other times enjoying the serenity like connoisseurs with a meditative predisposition.  

 

Figure 14: CD Cover and Volume 1 and Volume 2 of Raἆga Saἆgǭta Sammodini 
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It struck me quite nostalgically during the field trip in 2017, when I recorded and released Raἆga 

Saἆgǭta Sammodini (Figure 14), a CD of more than 500 theater songs selected from 43 plays and 

performed by my father on the harmonium, some of which were sung by my aunt, the latter a 

septuagenarian and the former an octogenarian. I felt I was forced to remain an outsider to the 

tradition, even though I rightfully deserved to be an insider, because of my parentsô fears, however 

well founded they might be. Instead of teaching me theater, they coerced me to learn the óKarnatak 

classicalô music but surprisingly did not care to stop me when I was involved in a radically 

unpragmatic exogamous relationship with the óSarangiô, an instrument that is completely alien, 

incongruous and non-aligning with all the óhigh society valuesô that I was brought up with until 

then. 

 

In one of my desperate attempts to learn the Sarangi, which later turned out to be a futile attempt, 

from a very renowned maestro that I struck a óquid pro quoô deal with him that I would write his 

biography and in turn he would give me access to all his music. With Prof Regula Qureshi as my 

supervisor, who is a Sarangi expert herself, it was easy to convince the maestro agree to this 

proposition. I resigned my high paying job as a climate scientist in 2013 and in 2014 decided to 

pursue my second PhD in ethnomusicology in this endeavor. I had spent a couple of years studying 

the literature, applied for ethics clearance and met many musicians to participate in the interviews. 

Unfortunately, the maestroôs ears were poisoned by his well-wishers that I am an 

óethnomusicologistô studying in the West who is planning to exploit him for my own pecuniary 

gains and he immediately pulled out of the project in the beginning of 2016.  
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Without realizing the purport of the idiom óOnce bitten twice shyô, I was still quite frantically 

spending all my time and effort in persuading the maestro to agree to be a part of the project, under 

the influence of my mindless panglossian optimism. At around the same time, I gave a symposium 

at the Wednesday seminar series about the Modern Kannada Theater music at the Canadian Center 

for Ethnomusicology, University of Alberta. After my presentation my supervisors Prof Michael 

Frishkopf and Prof Regula Qureshi who were aware of my plight by then, suggested that I should 

document this wonderful tradition for my dissertation instead of indulging in the Sisyphean task 

of persuading the unpersuadable. So almost after 2.5 years of working on a thankless topic, I started 

my dissertation on an entirely new topic.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter was about my sojourns in music, early disinclination towards theater and the 

serendipitous circumstances under which I decided to write about a theater tradition that seems to 

be in an advanced state of obsolescence. I have briefly described the dynamics of relationship as a 

son to my father and how it drastically differed as his music student. I justified the scholarly pursuit 

of my own culture by citing references of precedential value in the field of ethnomusicology. My 

intention to cite these references is not to what Katz (2017:6) calls ñflout the accepted scholarly 

procedures that grant agency only to discrete individuals and that evaluate oral historical claims 

only against an impartial written recordò. It was meant to maintain that such an engagement with 

oneôs own culture can still be legitimate and objective. I am aware that there will be avenues for 

scholarly criticism of my objectivity or the lack of it therein in accounting for all the possible 

cultural contingencies. I do admit that I still do not have a definite answer to the vexata quaestio 

óAm I an insider or an outsider to the tradition that I want to write my dissertation about?ô. 
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Culturally, I am an insider. But as a performer, I was steering between óScylla and Charybdisô (to 

be read as Sarangi and theater) as an insider who was condemned to remain an outsider in the 

theater and as an outsider who could only become a quasi-insider in the world of Sarangi. In the 

end this turned out to be a blessing in disguise that for my current work, as a scholar, as an insider 

I could easily carry out a perspicacious deconstruction of the modern Kannada theater as a 

performative artform, and as an outsider, an attentive social and historical analysis.  In the next 

chapter, I will exclusively discuss the music of modern Kannada theater called RaἆgagǭtegaỲȊ 

which served the purpose of titillating the besotted fancies of the audience of Kannada theater. I 

will discuss the relevant cultural influences encompassing a broad range of social, geographical, 

religious and colonial constructs.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Ra gapa¶cǕm ta ï The Modern Kannada Theater Music 

 

Prelude 

For a long time, theater music called RaἆgagǭtegaỲu was condemned and neglected as inferior by 

the mainstream classical musicians until Paramashivan changed the perception through his lecture 

demonstration on RaἆgagǭtegaỲu in the prestigious Karnatak Classical Music Conference, held in 

Bellary, India, in 1972. It was at this conference he highlighted the nuances and the richness of 

these songs and the theater music tradition, the forerunners of which were none other than the court 

musicians of the Mysore palace who were scholars of both theory and practice of different genres 

of music. According to my father, it was after this conference that mainstream classical musicians 

started recognizing him as one among them. ñI was given a short slot of 30 minutes. After I 

commenced my singing, the audience was so overwhelmed that it demanded the chair of the 

conference that my program should be continued for the rest of the morning sessionò, he 

recollected. In the year 2012, when my father was away touring USA, I was summoned to represent 

him in a thematic concert on the óUsage of Raag Jhunjhooti in Theater Musicô. My father guided 

me over the phone, gave me all the references and taught me the relevant songs from various plays. 

The chair of the conference was a renowned musicologist and a very senior vocalist R. Vedavalli 

who was until then not aware of this rich tradition appreciated my lecture-demonstration. I thanked 

my father for his guidance, to which he replied, ñThe credit goes to the composersô ingenuity. They 

have extracted the essence of the rǕga and composed those songs which is what makes these songs 

elegant and appealing to cognizant and laymen, alikeò.  
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Introd uction 

This chapter discusses the repertoire of modern Kannada theater music which Paramashivan calls 

óa concoction of five nectars of musicô. In the narrative that follows, he discusses the intercultural 

influence of different genres of music on the modern Kannada theater music which made it one of 

the richest amalgamations of varieties of music that flourished under the royal patronage of the 

Kings of Mysore. The princely state of Mysore that could boast of one of the longest empires with 

an unbroken chain of rulers had become a modern and model state by the late 19th century. The 

generous patronage and encouragement to arts and artists by the kings of Mysore, as discussed in 

the earlier chapters, started under Krishna Raja Wodeyar III was successfully continued by the last 

ruling king Jayachamarajendra Wodeyar until India got her independence in 1947. These kings 

also played the role of cultural founders of Mysore with their profuse generosity by creating a 

sprawling ecosystem wherein the artists could thrive. This ecosystem attracted musicians from 

across the country who brought with them their musical knowledge worlds along. The knowledge 

worlds of these peregrinating musicians interacted and intermixed with the local knowledge worlds 

giving rise to a unique magical potion of music called the óRaἆgagǭtegaỲu (Theater Songs)ô. This 

genre was constructed on a bricolage of musical domains and a dynamic reconciliation of distinct 

pre-existing musical repertoire in Karnatak music, Hindustani music, folk music and European 

airs. The lyrics engineered by the court poets to mitigate the needs of the plot and the context 

extending over an entire gamut of forms like ode, elegy and ballads effusing real passion further 

enriched this genre. While presenting a critical anthology of modern Kannada theater music, I will 

describe the background, influences and include a detailed analysis of text-setting system that 

evolved through a healthy interaction between the court musicians and the court poets under the 

Mysore kings. To illustrate the salient features of this genre of music, I will analyse the 

compositions from the plays in which I took part as an actor or as a director during my field study. 
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I will discuss in detail the complexity of melody, rhythm and lyrics, and conclude that the 

extremely challenging repertoire might have been a chief cause for the decline of this theater 

tradition.  

 

 

Kannada Theater Music ï A Music of Five Nectars 

 

This interview was conducted on March 20th, 2017 at my fatherôs residence. He sat with his 

harmonium and turned on the electric tanpura to create the ambience of music.  

ñI would like to call theater music as óRa gapa¶cǕm ta 5(A concoction of five nectars of music)ò, 

my father often says summarizing the form, style and influences of Kannada theater music. He 

continued,  

ñOur theater music was predominantly based on the five popular genres of music that were 

prevalent in those days. You can find in them numerous Karnatak music compositions, Hindustani 

music Bandishes (plural form of the word Bandish which means a classical composition in North 

Indian music), Western6 music, light classical music and folk music. Since there were no dedicated 

music composers for theater, the court musicians were commissioned to write music who cleverly 

modified the popular compositions and used them depending on the context. The tunes were 

decided by the court musicians and lyrics written by the playwrights who were the court poets 

which gave it the luster. The theater musicians had a very high sense of musical aesthetics. They 

believed that play should always start on a high note. ñettukotǕ SǕveri rǕga hǕdidre kaỲegaἲἲalla 

anta NǕta, kalyǕἈi, ǭ tara rǕga upayogisavaru (If you commence the play in sad melodies like 

SǕveri, it will not appeal to the public. Therefore, theater composers would compose the first song 

in a play always in rǕga-s like NǕta or KalyǕἈi)ò.  

 

                                                      
5 Pa¶cǕmἠta is a concoction of five nectars namely milk, curd, ghee, sugar and honey, considered an auspicious 

offering in Hindu prayers and festivities. 
6 By Western music he meant the influence of waltzes, Scottish and Irish jigs and reels, airs and ballads. Indian 

musicians classify all these genres under the bracket of Western music. Also, Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. 

ñWestern Music,ò Last accessed January 15, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/art/Western-music   

  

https://www.britannica.com/art/Western-music
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Deepak: Why was it condemned if the songs were composed by the court poets and court 

musicians? 

 

Paramashivan: It was not the case during the 1930s. All the great musicians used to come to 

theater to listen to some good music. Note that my Guru, the court musician Dr. B. Devendrappa 

recognized my talent in the theater and took me under his wings.  

 

This was perhaps one of the instances of a rising national movement, cultural nationalism and the 

project of classicization that had started just a few decades earlier as a pan India movement, 

neglecting a highly evolved performing artform. This new wave of cultural consciousness in India 

at that time, an offshoot of freedom struggle, was ethno-geographical in nature and attested to the 

evolvement of new narratives of cultural history, emergence of a new creative energy in art and 

culture, was too preoccupied with other óclassicalô forms of music and dance neglecting the 

Kannada theater.  

 

Deepak: Were all the songs copied? Did they not have any original compositions? 

 

Paramashivan: I did not mean to say that. I only meant the composers used the popular tunes 

liberally whenever necessary. It was not an era of copyrights. Who will you give royalties to? The 

trinities of Karnatak music, Hindustani composers or the Western music composers? But what still 

eludes my understanding is how could these conservative court musicians become familiar with 

as many different styles of music.  

 

While my father expressed his astonishment at the broad knowledge base of the court musicians, 

my Vǭ a teacher D. Balakrishna provided an explanation for this during my field trip in 2017, 

since his father was a court musician himself. The knowledge of the court musicians of Mysore 

can be attributed to the broad vision of the king of Mysore, Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV (1884-1940) 

who was a musician familiar with all these genres of music, being a saxophone player and a pianist 
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himself. By that time, the royal family of Mysore was being trained in the English gentlemanly 

ways by a specially appointed officer by the British which included training in English, politics, 

economics and Western music. Weidman (2006:66) notes that Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV had 

employed German Otto Schmidt to conduct the palace orchestra. She also mentions about a series 

of óHarmonized Indian airsô, composed by the kingôs younger brother, which were published in 

London during 1920-1940, that were set to tempos like fox-trot and waltz. This perhaps explains 

the waltz type airs found in the theater music that we will see in the coming sections. 

 

Krishnaraja Wodeyar, as mentioned earlier, was succeeded by the illustrious king His Highness 

Jayachamaraja Wodeyar (1919-1974) (Figure 15), who was a scholar, philosopher, educationist, 

entrepreneur, musician, composer and an exemplary king. He had won óLondonôs Gild Hall 

Licentiate Degreeô in piano and secured a rank in music examinations conducted by the Trinity 

College of Music, London, of which he later became an honorary fellow. He toured Europe in 

1939 to hone his skills on the piano and expand his knowledge of Western classical music. The 

King collected discs of the great composers such as Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, Wagner, Haydn 

and frequently arranged listening sessions for his court musicians. Nikolai Medtner (1879-1951), 

a Russian composer became his close friend and even dedicated one of his Piano concertos to His 

Highness. The king wanted his court musicians to emulate his example. Therefore, he made it 

compulsory for all the court musicians to do a preliminary course in Western music theory and 

appreciation which had equipped every court musician with the ability to read and write the 

Western musical staff notation. When the doyen of Agra Gharana, Ustad Vilayat Hussain Khan 

joined the palace as a musician, he was asked to train the musicians in Hindustani classical music. 

This not only helped the court musicians of the Mysore palace expand their horizons beyond the 



82 

 

South Indian Karnatak music but also enabled them to incorporate these styles in their 

compositions.  

  

 

Figure 15: 20th Century Kings of Mysore L- Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV, R- Jayachamarajendra Wodeyar (Source: RBSI, 

2018) 

 

In the following sections I will present a critical anthology of my readings of theater songs, the 

background score that my father had composed for various contexts, the musical inspirations and 

the context, through the lens of aesthetics, literary value, canons, narrative and text-setting. The 

book my father wrote contains more than thousand songs from more than 80 plays; for the current 

study, I have limited myself to those songs from selected plays in which I was involved as an actor 

or as a musician.  
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Text-setting, Aesthetics and Literary Anthology of Modern Kannada Theater Music 

 

Text-setting broadly refers to different ways in which music and text communicate with each other. 

The different types of text-settings that are found in music literature are syllabic setting (each 

syllable is assigned a note), melismatic setting (a syllable is assigned more than one note) and 

isochronic setting (syllables are repeated in regular intervals without any constraints on the number 

of notes in each interval) (King, 2015). In the following sections, I will be studying the influences 

of different styles of music such as Karnatak, Hindustani, and Western music and how they were 

incorporated into the theater music. Theater songs are replete with intricate rhythmic patterns and 

complex rhythmic cadences. Therefore, the role of rhythm and its interactions with the text in 

clarifying the aesthetic stance of music, phonetic character, semantics and poetic meaning of the 

text in theater songs will be discussed.  

 

Influence of Karnatak  and Hindustani Music Compositions on Ragagǭtegau 

Kannada theater music is a storehouse of extremely rare Karnatak music compositions by the 

trinities of Karnatak music, TyǕgarǕja, MuttusvǕmi Dikitar and śyǕmaŜǕstri, and other composers 

like Mysore VǕsudevǕcǕrya, KŜetrayya and Nijagua śivayogi. Most of these compositions have 

either become obsolete or disappeared from the concert repertoire in the contemporary 

performance scenario. This clearly suggests that the repertoire of music has either changed, 

evolved or, as some musicians complain, Karnatak music has become óan ossified institutionô due 

to both the lack of audience who are open to accepting rare compositions and the artistsô risk-

averse attitude towards music making. Apart from the different types of compositions mentioned 

earlier, there are numerous compositions that resemble the structure of advanced compositions 

such as Pallavi set into complex aspects of rhythm, rhythmic cadences, gati bhedha (division of 
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rhythm into different tuplets, most commonly into triplets or pentaplets) which are some of the 

characteristic aspects of the compositions of modern Kannada Theater.  

Context and Genre: The song shown in Transcriptions 2 and 3 is selected from the play ñBhǭἨma 

Pratijñeò written in the early 1930s by G. K amȊrti, who was popular for his role as Bhǭma, one 

of the five PǕ avǕ-s in the great epic MahǕbhǕrata. The play revolves around the life of Bhǭ hma, 

the great grandfather of the PǕn ava-s, who sacrifices his throne of which he is the rightful heir 

apparent, to facilitate his fatherôs marriage to a fisherwoman. He kidnaps Amba, Ambika and 

AmbǕlika, the daughters of King of KǕŜi, to get them married to his stepbrothers. Unable to bear 

the humiliation, Amba commits suicide. As an act of vengeance, in the MahǕbhǕrata battle, Amba 

reincarnates as a eunuch Shikhandi and showers arrows upon Bhǭ ma wounding him badly. 

Bhǭ ma, spends his last moments on a bed of arrows called śara śayya. This play was revived by 

my father during my field trip in 2017. It was my fatherôs dream project to direct this play with 

my aunt Late R. Nagaratnamma donning the role of Bhǭ ma. Since the play was performed only a 

few times during my fatherôs childhood, he had no distinct memory of the entire plot as he 

remembers other plots. He was frantically searching for it in every library, book shop and sent his 

men all around, but to no avail. Sadly, he received the original plot only after the sad demise of 

my aunt in 2012. It was a rare coincidence that I had to step into her shoes and help him in the 

resurrection of this play7.  

 

                                                      

7 I also filmed a full-length rehearsal of this play and another play during my field study, each play spanning 

more than 4 hours in which he was filmed in action, directing, teaching and choreographing a group of 

university students and a group of amateur/professional theater artists (myself included).  
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Transcription 2: PareŜa part 1 from BhǭἨhma Pratijñe 
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Transcription 3: PareŜa part 2 from BhǭἨhma Pratijñe 
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Summary of Guruvara song in BhǭἨma Pratij¶e 

Guruvara KaruἈisai 

Guru mahimǕkara 

Paratara bǕndhava 

DevǕdideva || 

PareŜa mahǕkǕra paraŜudhara 

Sakala mantrǕdhǕra sarva vinuta vara 

Sakala jagatipǕla sǕrasanibha netra 

Sakala jagadoddhǕra PremǕdhǕra 

O teacher be merciful upon me 

Thou art of incomparable great virtues 

An eternal yet genuine friend 

Thou art the Lord of all Gods 

 

Oh, supreme Lord and wielder of the axe 

The substratum of the Veda-s worshipped by all 

The lout-eyed protector of the cosmos  

Thou art the savior and the pedestal of love 

 

In this play, I played the role of Bhǭma (Figure 16). The play consists of more than hundred songs 

of which I myself had to sing nearly 30 songs from Karnatak, Hindustani and light compositions, 

and there were more than 20 monologues, some of them two pages long8.  

 

Figure 16: Deepak in the role of BhǭἨma in BhǭἨma Pratijñe, August 2017, Bangalore, India. 

The song, Guruvara Karunisai, is performed in the very first scene of the play while BhǭἨma, who 

is about to be coroneted as the heir apparent to the kingdom of HastinǕvati ruled by the king 

                                                      
8 My father had warned me before the play, óIdu matte RǕmǕ¶juneyayuddha, eradu nǕἲakagaỲu kabbiἈada kaỈale 

idda hǕge, huἨǕrǕgiru, idralli geddre yǕv nǕtakadalli bekadru geltiya (This play and the RǕmǕ¶juneyayuddha are 

like eating and digesting peanuts made of iron. So, if you succeed in this, you will succeed in any play)ô. 
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śantanu, the great grandfather of PǕavǕ-s. In this scene Bhǭma offers his respects and prayers 

to his preceptor, Guru ParaŜurǕma from whom he has learnt the art of warfare, weaponry and 

other knowledge forms pertaining to statesmanship. The plot is borrowed from the epic 

MahabhǕrata but focuses only on the life of Bhǭma, the grand old man who relinquishes the 

throne for his father and remains a loyal servant to everyone who sits on the throne. The tune for 

this song is borrowed from a very rare composition of Saint TyǕgaraja in Karnatak music called 

óvanajanayanaô based on the rǕga óKedǕragoulaô. 

The song is based on the aesthetic emotion of karuἈa (compassion) and bhakti (devotion). The 

character first praises the preceptor and then pleads him to shower his uninterrupted blessing upon 

his so that he can excel in his duties as a noble and a just king, a common theme in bhakti literature. 

Here ParaŜurǕma is praised as the wielder of axe, who despite being born as a brahmin decided to 

take the path of violence and killed the demon kings to establish the path of righteousness.  

The song starts on the 4th beat of the first measure. The commencement of the rhythm and the take-

off point of the song is referred to as ógrahaô. When the rhythm precedes the music, the take-off 

point is referred to as anǕgata graha and when the song precedes the rhythm, it is called atǭta 

graha, and when they commence simultaneously it is called the ósama grahaô. Theater songs are 

replete with examples of all the graha-s. Atǭta graha is usually used for demonôs songs as we will 

see in the coming sections. Songs in varying ógraha-sô pose a very interesting challenge to the 

actor and singer. In the mainstream Karnatak classical music performance, the rhythm is usually 

shown by clapping the hand, whereas in the theater, the actor will be not only busy acting, singing 

but also paying attention to the rhythmic intricacies without showing them by clapping. It requires 

many years of rigorous training to internalize the rhythm which makes theater music more 
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challenging. Lyrically or aesthetically the song does not convey anything extraordinary because 

the intention is only to invoke devotion.  

 

Summary of ǬŜa MaheŜa in BhǭŜma Pratij¶e 

ǬŜa MaheŜa 

Poreyau gaurǭŜa 

NigamasǕra sǕmba 

BǕlendu dhara  

GangǕdhara Ŝaἆkara 

O Lord Shiva, the supreme Godhead 

Protect me, the consort of Mother Gauri 

The essence of all the Vedas (learning) 

Decorated with the crescent moon on his head 

Along with Ganga, thou art the bestower of 

peace  

 

ǬŜa MaheŜa shown in Transcription 4 is a Hindustani music composition set to RǕga Bihag. 

Paramashivan could not recollect the original composition which he claims was a popular bandish 

(classical composition) among Hindustani musicians and was performed in their concerts. This 

song is sung by BhǭἨma in solitude while he worships Lord Shiva on the banks of Ganga. 

Immediately after the song, he is accosted aby Amba, the princess of Kashi, who BhǭἨhma would 

have earlier kidnapped along with her two sisters Ambika and AmbǕlika, to get them married to 

his younger brother, prince Vicitravǭrya. Later, upon learning that Amba is already in love with the 

king SǕlva, BhǭἨma releases her. Amba is refused by King SǕlva because she was kidnapped in 

public by BhǭἨma. Therefore, Amba comes to BhǭἨma praying him to marry her. BhǭἨma, an 

avowed celibate, refuses to marry her. The context throws light on issues such as gender, moral 

boundaries imposed on the women in the society that a mere act of kidnapping was tantamount to 

casting aspersions on a womanôs chastity thus destroying her marital prospects. As an act of 

vengeance, Amba reincarnates as śikha i (a eunuch) and kills BhǭἨma in in the MahǕbhǕrata 

war.  
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Transcription 4: ǭŜa maheŜa from BhǭἨhma Pratijñe 

 

Summary of Meru PǕri song in BhǭἨma Pratij¶e 

Meru pǕri carisidaru 

Vara brahmacarya carisadidu 

NaǕri chalava gaiyya beỈa nǭnu 

Ǖseyam biỈu nǕri Ǖseyam bidu 

Even if the Meru Mountain moves 

My celibacy will remain intact 

O woman, stop being adamant 

Give up your desire (of marrying me) 
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Transcription 5: Meru pǕri from BhǭἨhma Pratijñe 

 

The song óMerupǕri charisidaru9ô shown in Transcription 5 is sung to reassert his celibacy and 

his refusal to marry Amba.  

 

                                                      
9 Interestingly, Paramashivan, when asked about this song said the following. ñLast time this play was staged was in 

1940s. I was a small boy then. The great theater stalwart of our times Kottur Channabasappa, who is popularly known 

as óKotturappanavaru,ô used to play the lead role of BhǭἨma. He was trained in Hindustani music, which is why he 

had incorporated a number of Hindustani classical music based compositions.Mr. Kotturappa was also the practice 

manager and I remember during one of the rehearsal sessions, he was explaining to another artist that the song 

óMerupǕri Charisidaruô is based on the Marathi Bhajan óRǕdhe KἠἨἈa Bol Mukh seô based on the rǕg Piluò.  
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Summary of MǕrane SumaŜara 

MǕrane sumaŜara  

nikaradoỲirivudu Tarave  

virahijana hἠdayavidǕrane 

TǕpa mere mǭre 

AỲi nikarachikure poỲeva kuỈi noἲada 

OỲage mǕra naỲa gabhǭra madǭya 

Manavanu bhrǕnti gaidanentanamama 

Oh! God of love wielding the arrow of flowers 

Is it fair to pierce through the hearts?  

Of the lovelorn, you are the tormentor. 

When the passion intensifies (in her memory) 

God of love shoots his arrow  

through the eyes of the beloved  

and confounds my mind, Alas 

 

This song (Transcriptions 6, 7, 8 and 9) is selected from the play Tukaram and embodies the 

pinnacle of combination of melody and complicated rhythmic variations. It is based on the most 

popular pentatonic rǕga called Mohana (major scale without the 4th and the 7th) in Karnatak music. 

However, the rendition of the song seems to be on the lighter version of the melody which involves 

using other notes of the major scale and occasional usage of the tritone, which is common in the 

North Indian music. This song employs a very distinct technique of varying the tempo of the 

motive (refrain) phrase of the song in ascending and descending order of tempos called the 

anuloma-viloma10 krama in three different stages. The song has long melismatic phrases to account 

for fewer words and more elaboration, a defining characteristic of a Pallavi. The first stage involves 

singing the entire phrase in the base tempo, double and quadruple speeds. In the second stage the 

first line is sung in the base tempo, second line twice as fast and the last line four times as fast as 

the base tempo and again the tempo is reduced for each line all the way back to the first tempo. In 

the last stage, the refrain is sung as a triplet in two different speeds as shown in the transcript 

(Ranga Vaibhava, 2016). The song is based on the aesthetic emotion of óvirahaô or separation, 

which is expressed as a humorous diatribe against the God of love often called by different names 

                                                      
10 This is akin to the irama of the Indonesian music or augmentation/diminution in Fugues, 

though executed differently. In the last stage, the refrain is sung as a triplet in two different 

speeds as shown in the transcript. 
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such as Madana, MǕra, KǕma etc. The character in this song ridicules the God of love for 

tormenting the sweet romantics, with his arrows, particularly during the time of separation. 

Interestingly, it is not sung by a lovelorn hero remembering his beloved but by a character called 

RatnǕkara, a rich merchant, remembering Kabirôs wife, an extremely beautiful woman in town, 

but married to a poor weaver and philosopher, Kabir, who spends all his time serving the saints.  

RatnǕkara being a man of loose morals sends his friend Kakodara as an emissary to Kabirôs wife 

to entice her with money. Kakodara gets his lessons on morality from her and returns empty 

handed. The story also glorifies the value of óchastity of womenô despite their humble 

circumstances and condemns the lascivious adventures of rich men who misuse their power and 

money to achieve their ends.  

The play was written by BeǕve Narahari śǕstri who uses the alliteration of the letter óraô in the 

words mǕra, Ŝara, nikara, tarave, virahi, vidǕrane. When the refrain is sung in the highest speed 

as 6/8s, the lyrics become jumbled tongue twisters for the untrained. My father who grew up 

listening to the stalwarts perform has executed this feat effortlessly. When asked how he could do 

it, he had a humble reply ñIts all what I heard as a little boy playing the role of KamǕl, the son of 

Kabir Das during the years 1934-39ò. 
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Transcription 6: Part 1 of MǕrane SumaŜara from the play TukǕrǕm 
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Transcription 7: Part 2 of MǕrane SumaŜara from the play TukǕrǕm 
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Transcription 8: Part 3 of MǕrane SumaŜara from the play TukǕrǕm 
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Transcription 9: Part 4 of MǕrane SumaŜara from the play TukǕrǕm 
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Influence of European Airs on Modern Kannada Theater Music 

 

Even to this date, several Indian maestros believe (my father included), quite unreasonably and 

without any basis, that any melody in the RǕga śakarǕbharaa/Bilaval (Major scale of Indian 

classical music) that outlines a chord progression of I or IV or V is Western music and they proudly 

flaunt it as a characteristic feature of Indian classical music. It is also used to reassert their claim 

that Indian music contains harmony. I have debated and confronted many maestros urging them 

not to make such outlandish claims, but only to lose their friendship in the end. The influence of 

Western music must have been as Weidman (2006:66) points out only on the óIndian Airsô 

composed by the court musicians of Mysore with an intention to ópopularize Eastern music 

harmonized in Western styleô. These airs were composed to be performed by small ensembles. 

Camaraja Wodeyar X had appointed Pattabhiramayya, an expert on óNottu swaraô. This style of 

composition can be traced back to the era of trinities most notably MuttusvǕmi DǭkŜitar who 

composed a compilation of 39 tunes called the Nottuswaras. Nottuswaras or English notes (nottu: 

colloquial word for note, and swara: notes) were composed at the behest of Carl Philip Brown 

(popularly known as C.P. Brown), the governor of Madras, Muttuswamy Dikshitar who composed 

Sanskrit lyrics for European óairsô (mostly brass tunes), played by the British brass bands in India, 

which were largely Irish/Scottish in origin. Some important tunes include Limerick, Castilian 

Maid, Lord MacDonald's Reel, Voulez-vous Danser, and God Save the Queen. This also 

influenced other musical composers such as Saint Tyagaraja, Mutthaiah Bhagavatar, Swati Tirunal 

and others to compose with strains of European airs (Weidman, 2009:52)11. 

                                                      
11 The source that Weidmand quotes as reference for her observations is one gentleman Shankaramurthy from 

Bangalore. Incidentally, when Shankaramurthy undertook this project, it was my father who studied the scores, 

trained the musicians (Shankaramurthy included) and recorded the music in Aravind Studio, Bangalore.  Sadly, 

Shankaramurthy took all the credit for himself.  
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In Kannada theater this style can be prominently found mostly in the form of chorus songs, comedy 

songs, songs of villains (Generally set to fox-trot rhythm which suited for forceful music and 

powerful lyrics), war marching songs and some elegies. The other instance where one can find the 

influence quite prominently is in the background scores. My father uses techniques of vamping, 

rhythmic accompaniment and chords on the left hand to harmonize while playing the main melody 

on the right hand. He uses these techniques parsimoniously when accompanying classical rǕga 

based compositions but uses them liberally when accompanying light, folk tunes and songs based 

on Western waltzes, Irish jigs and march tunes. His technique of harmonizing with the left hand is 

not entirely as elaborate as the piano but much more like the organ, mostly involving playing the 

triad in the root position of the note that occurs on the strong beat to provide rhythmic 

accompaniment or sometimes doubling the voice by playing the song in the lower octave with his 

left hand. Another interesting feature about his accompaniment is that he follows the technique of 

piano accompaniment or organ accompaniment by playing a short prelude to indicate the 

commencement of the song. This prelude would either be just the drone usually a chord or the 

tonic-fifth or sometimes by playing the rhythmic skeleton of the song, a technique which resembles 

the toccata or prelude of organ music which he seems to have imbibed from the organ music 

compositions like toccata or preludes which he had perhaps heard in the churches of Mysore as a 

young boy. He also uses the minor diminished triad to create the effect of horror, fear and introduce 

the villain.  

 

I had heard my father play a minor blues scale quite aggressively for background music in a battle 

scene involving my late aunt, in the play óKἠἨἈa GǕruỈiô. When I recorded his harmonium during 

my field work, I could not get him to record the same melody, but he could only play something 
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similar, instead. He then revealed that he in fact improvises the background music based on the 

situation and his own mood. This claim was reaffirmed in August 2017, when he used the same 

blues scale in a different avatar, this time for a sad scene in the play óSadǕrameô. This approach to 

background score was perhaps played only by my father first introduced by my father in Kannada 

theater, because I have watched and heard many plays during my field work, most of them 

contained obscene and lewd actions, explicit dialogues accompanied by pre-recorded sounds on a 

cheap synthesizer. When I asked him about the tune, he replied casually, ñThat was actually a song 

composed by my dear friend, poet, playwright and a very creative dramatist, Late H. K. 

Yoganarasimha, for his play óKaỲỲabhaἲἲiô in the year 1960 based on the social evil of óillegal 

liquorô that was quite rampant in the early 60s up till the mid 80sò.  

Following are the examples of some of the songs which largely drew from the European airs idiom 

as explained earlier.   

Summary of Khalanettha paaridha song in KἠἨἈa Lǭla 

Khalanettha paaridha 

Balasuttha haaridha 

Edhe metti thale kutti 

Meredattahaasadhi 

Phadaphada kedukara 

Pidiyutha kolve 

Dudukina hudugara edeyanu seeLve 

Where to didst the villain fly 

Hither and yon didst he fly 

I shall stamp his chest and knock his head 

And dance in merry laughing out loud 

Ye rogues!! 

I shall catch and kill you 

Shall cut open the hearts of these exuberant 

lads  

 

Context and genre: This song (Transcription 10) is from the penultimate scene of the play KἠἨἈa 

Lǭla that predominantly focuses on the miracles of K a and the slaying of the demon king Kamsa. 

Immediately before the song, K a would have intruded into Kamsaôs quarters and pounded his 

chest with his fist. Kamsa is awakened by this, but K a is nowhere to be seen. Kamsa 

immediately sings this song in his desperate attempts to find and kill K a, his arch nemesis. The 
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mood of the song is krodha (anger) and the melody is based on the genre inspired by the Irish Jig 

in triplet rhythm pattern alternating with 4/412.  

 

Transcription 10: Khalanetthapaaridha of KἠἨἈa Lǭla 

                                                      
12 On the text aspect, Narahari śǕstri shows his prowess in Kannada language and his knack for word play 

when uses colloquial words like óede me i (to stamp the chest by foot)ô, ótale kui (to knock the head)ô, 

óaahǕsa (villainous laughter)ô, with the óô rhyming and the music, text and context, blending 

seamlessly. Again, words such as óphaa pha aô, ókeukaraô, ópidiyutaô, óduukinaô, óhuugaraô the 

clever usage of the letter óô is a characteristic feature of his poetry to match the lilting 6/8 rhythms cycle.  
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Summary of LankǕdhi pǕlana deva song in SampȊrἈa RǕmǕyaἈa 

LankǕdhi pǕlana deva 

RǕvaἈa lokaika Vǭra 

PǕkǕri sannuta 

KokǕri sevita 

NǕkeŜanuta samrakŜaἈa 

RǕvaἈa devǕdi deva 

RǕvaἈa lokaika vǭra 

Hail the protector of Sri Lanka 

Raavana, the invincible King 

The one worshipped the King of Gods, Indra 

And served by the killer of Koka 

Protector of Indrajithu 

O Raavana, the God of Gods 

Raavana, the invincible King 

 

Context and genre: LankǕdhipǕlana Deva (Transcriptions 11 and 12) is a song selected from 

SampȊrἈa RǕmǕyaἈa (Complete RǕmayana), the longest play that would commence at 10 PM in 

the night and end at 5 AM, the following day. This play is a concise version of the epic RǕmayana 

composed by VǕlmǭki. This song was always sung in chorus, by a group of 20 junior actors playing 

the small role of demons in the royal palace of RǕvana in Lanka. Ten actors would stand on each 

side-wing and sing this song to hail their demon king RǕva a, the kidnapper of RǕmaôs consort 

Sǭta. This song follows the pattern of a waltz that were often performed at ballad rooms in Mysore 

kingôs palace by visiting orchestras (Shaale, 2018). Since the song had to be sung by 20 actors, it 

is perhaps set to slow ¾ tempo giving due consideration to the ease of rendition by chorus. 

 

What is interesting to note here is that the songs are not harmonized. The influence is restricted 

only to the bare skeleton of the melody. The óharmonyô was provided by the harmonium, which 

according to my father was a trend that started after the music director P. Kalinga Rao entered the 

theater profession.  
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Transcription 11: Part 1 of LankǕdhi pǕlana deva song in SampȊrἈa RǕmǕyaἈa 
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Transcription 12: Part 2 of LankǕdhi pǕlana deva song in SampȊrἈa RǕmǕyaἈa 

 

There is another song from the play óSant TukǕrǕm (Saint TukǕrǕm)ô, in which TukǕrǕmôs wife 

Jija Bai, originally played by a male actor R. Nagendra Rao13, used to sing an elegy after her sonôs 

demise. It seems to be inspired from Russian Waltz No.2 by Dmitiri Shostacovich, derived from 

his Jazz which is explainable because the king of Mysore was very fond of Russian composers and 

often their compositions were played at the palace by the visiting orchestras. The song exactly 

follows the same structure of whole notes and quarter notes in the first 16 bars and a few measures 

of eighth notes interspersed with whole and quarter notes. 

                                                      
13 Nagendra Raoôs sons, R. N. Sudarshan and R. N. Jayagopal, are a well-known actor and villain 

in the Kannada cinema and a leading poet and educationalist respectively. 
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In this elegy, each word is fit into one bar in a ¾ cycle or spread over two bars following a 

melismatic text-setting. For example, the very first word HǕ is spread over an entire measure. The 

word ókǕἈade (without seeing)ô, is spread over two bars, probably to fit the structure of the melody. 

 

HǕ sȊnuve ninna kǕἈade nǕnu 

Alas, My son, without you 

 

BǕỲuvenento nǕ saisalǕre ǭ Ŝokava 

I cannot live, I cannot bear this this melancholy 

 

Mati hǭnanǕda pati indale 

Because of my mindless husband 

 

Hata bhǕgyaỲǕde gati kǕἈade 

I have been rendered unfortunate, nowhere to go, 

 

Sati suta mamateya toreyuta jǕtana 

My husband distanced himself from all his dear ones 

 

Matigaisidu nimagidu Ǖnandave 

Now, will he relish in the untimely death of his own son? 

 

 

 

Context and Genre 

The song (Transcriptions 13 and 14) is a motherôs lament, who has lost her son in a famine. But 

as a wife, she is sharp in her rebuke of her husband, she calls him óMatihǭna (Mindless)ô, which 

highlights the clash of attitudes, a wife with worldly aspirations and an otherworldly husband who 

is ever busy serving the saints and preoccupied in his own spiritual pursuits. The notion of using 

major scales for happy mood and minor scales to represent melancholy seemed to have influenced 

this composition which is in a minor scale.  

 



106 

 

 

Transcription 13: Part 1 of HǕ sȊnuve ninna 
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Transcription 14: Part 2 of HǕ sȊnuve ninna 
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Influence of Bollywood and Light Music 

I had asked my father regarding the influence of light music, usage of blue scales and how he learnt 

about minor diminished triads. He answered humbly reminiscing about his teacher, ñI owe it all to 

the great P. Kalinga Rao. He was a genius who had spent years learning different genres of music 

and could use them effortlessly in all of them. He was an outstanding composer with a strange 

persona. Whenever he had a recording at the All India Radio, he would go two hours prior to 

recording without any preparation. He would then pick a book on poetry from the radio station 

library, walk around in the garden, compose tunes to 5-6 songs instantaneously and give notations 

to the orchestra, all this in a span of an hour. Having worked with him in the cinema as an assistant 

and later as an accompanist when he started singing óBhǕvagǭtegaỲu (A genre of light music in 

Kannada language)ô, I learnt the techniques of composition and background scoring from him. For 

social drama, I would play popular Hindi movie songs depending on the context. For instance, in 

the play óAἈἈa Tamma (Elder-younger brothers)ô which was an adaptation of the Hindi movie 

óBhabhiô, I played the famous song óchale ud ja re panchi (Fly away O bird)ô in the climax, Mera 

Naam chinchin chu of Howrah Bridge in SamsǕra Nauka for the club dance scene and so onò14. 

He has an unrivaled repertoire of Bollywood songs from the early 1940s till late 1960s.  

 

Conclusion 

In the current chapter, theater music, its influences and aspects of lyricsô interaction with music 

were discussed. In the context of decline of modern Kannada theater, the music also seems to have 

                                                      
14 In the play SadǕrame, when I played the deuteragonist role, in a robbery scene, he played yet another 
blue-scale-based music. He remembered only the tune, but the song had slipped his memory. I hummed 
the tune for a senior Bollywood music aficionado in Edmonton, Ms. Savitri, who immediately told me told 
me that it was a song called óMuh Se Mat Lagaô, from the 1957 Bollywood movie Johnny-Walker. 
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been a governing factor. Firstly, theater music had limited orchestra with two principal 

instruments, the Harmonium providing the melodic accompaniment and the Tabla, the percussive 

accompaniment. In the context of Karnatak classical music, Harmonium was óedged outô of South 

India by the middle of twentieth century and replaced by the violin which reached the privilege 

status as a semblance of the West and modernity for political than musical reasons (Weidman, 

2006:42). Harmonium which until then accompanied both classical as well as drama music, was 

now restricted only to drama and folk music. Accompaniment being both a ósocial as well as 

musical matterô(ibid:36), Karnatak music claimed its classical status by adopting the modern violin 

as an accompaniment instrument and harmonium was condemned to be a cheap equipment that 

hindered the musical independence of singers. The inability of Kannada theater music to adopt the 

modern orchestra transformed its status in the collective subconsciousness of the connoisseurs 

resulting in a declining popularity of both itself and the music it accompanied.  

The repertoire discussed in this chapter only buttresses Paramashivanôs claim that theater music 

requires a very high degree of competence and training in vocal music. According to my father, 

classically trained musicians who could not get due recognition as mainstream classical musicians 

found their way into the theater. The mainstream Karnatak music of southern India and the 

Hindustani music in the Northern India came under the ambit of the rising national movement and 

the project of classicization. The repertoire of modern Kannada theater despite being comprised of 

complex compositions was treated with indifference by mainstream classical musicians. I have 

argued in this chapter that the neglect of theater music and the rigid socio-musical hierarchy was 

a result of social hierarchy which discredited the theater profession as ignoble, discredited the 

music that came along with it. The politics of nationalism and the resentment for the non-classical 

made the hierarchy so rigid that it was virtually impossible for the theater artists to become 
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mainstream classical musicians despite having all the credentials. The Karnatak music aficionados 

disapproved, with indignation, singing theater songs and cinema songs in classical concerts, until 

the recent past. Later, Karnatak music was leveraged even in the cinema to promote nationalism 

and address social issues. The situation was however different in the Northern India, particularly 

in Maharashtra where musicians could perform the óNǕἲya Gǭtô (Equivalent of Ragagǭtegau in 

Marathi drama) towards the end of classical concerts and the audience would still appreciate it. 

Despite these developments in the neighboring states, modern Kannada theater and its music were 

pushed to an obscure oblivion. Rigorous training in classical music which served as the 

precondition to entering modern Kannada theater precipitated its decline further. Modern Kannada 

theater music was not embraced in the academic institutions in Karnataka either at the universities 

or in private art schools. The new generation of actors who were not willing to go through the 

rigors of classical music training either embraced the cinema or the contemporary theater which 

was not musically intense, which shrunk the induction of prospective performers in the younger 

generations.  

In the coming chapters, details of Paramashivanôs knowledge worlds, their mutual interactions and 

interactions with the subject will be examined detailed interviews with anecdotal references will 

be provided. These interviews will be later used to answer the critical questions posed in the 

beginning of the chapter. 
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Chapter 4 

Biographical Background of Paramashivan 

 

Prelude 

In the year 1938, after MarirǕyaru (a colloquial version of Mari Rao in Kannada) took over as the 

proprietor of Chamundeshwari drama company, the company camped in Tǭrthahai (A small town 

in the midst of lush green, virgin forests of Western Ghats, Karnataka, India) with all the other 

stellar theater artists of the era. A small talented boy played the role of Dhruva15 in the play Bhakta 

Dhruva. In the plot, Dhruva, a staunch devotee of ViŜu wanders into the forest, unable to bear 

the torture of his step-mother. Moved by his sincere and innocent devotion, ViŜu descends from 

his abode Vaikuha to rescue Dhruva. Hoping that ViŜu will come for his rescue, this little óactor 

Dhruvaô, who was being tortured by his caretaker in the drama company, too wandered into the 

dangerous forest of Tirthahai, which had the reputation for providing habitat for wild hyenas and 

leopards. He must have walked into the forest for a few kilometers. An inter-city bus on the main 

road stopped by and the driver who had seen the little boy act in the drama inquired about his little 

misadventure. The boy replied, with all his innocence, that he was on a pursuit to perform penance. 

The driver made no delay but hurriedly went to the town, brought the entire troupe in the same bus 

with a lot of sweets and gifts to woo the boy. He was ensconced back to the camp with all due care 

this time. Having reached the camp, every member of the troupe took turns to beat him up and the 

                                                      
15 According to Hindu belief system, Dhruva, as a young boy, unable to bear the torture of his step-mother, 

wanders into the forest and meditates upon Lord Viu who pleased with Dhruvaôs devotion accords him 

the status of a pole star. Pole star is referred to as Dhruva nakŜatra.  
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little boy never ventured out thereafter with the silly hope of finding the invisible God in the other 

world but was determined to endure the visible reality in this very world. 

 

Introduction  

The story in this chapter unveils at a critical juncture in the history of pre-independent India when 

the entire country was soaked in the spirit of freedom struggle and there was an unprecedented 

awakening of a national consciousness giving an authentic expression to the socio-political 

realities of the colonized India. The country was witnessing the flowering of a nationalist urge that 

sublimated in the construction of a national identity. People from various walks of life; poets, 

philosophers, politicians and artists, expounded the spirit of nationalism, by inducing pride among 

the Indians about their centuries-old cultural past, through their creative work attuned to the 

endeavor of finding a national identity. The elitists achieved this through the route akin to that of 

Renaissance by taking refuge in the heritage of the past. The search for a national identity 

intensified with a concentrated endeavor of consolidation of Indianness in various segments of the 

cultural sphere. The academia that had hitherto celebrated the Western education and values began 

to display irreverence and dissatisfaction towards the colonial rule which was fostered by socio-

religious movements spearheaded by various seats of learning. In the current chapter, I trace 

Paramashivanôs personal history, drawing on his personal interviews in which he viscerally 

expresses his childhood memories, his failed attempt to obtain formal education which remained 

a distant dream throughout his life and his association with Kannada theater, from this period. He 

offers insightful details about the society, social status of theater artists and vivid details about the 

different drama companies in which he actively took part as a child actor. This chapter explores 
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the ramifications of the knowledge worlds of his formative days which later resulted in significant 

personal and musical consequences.  

 

There is always a series of mysterious and inexplicable circumstances that lead an individual to 

become an artist; against all odds, defying all the rules of pragmatism and enduring criticism and 

hostility. Here, I shall explore those mysterious circumstances under which this little boy had 

wandered into the forest with a hope to meet his creator, literally, but later endured the vagaries of 

life to become a legendary theater personality in the Kannada theater world. I will be alternating 

between my role as an interviewer and a scholar while presenting a series of first-hand accounts 

of my fatherôs family background, his early life in Mysore and the circumstances under which his 

world view was formulated, in his own voice. As a scholar I would subject his voice to scholarly 

scrutiny, critique and comment about the socio-cultural and geo-political phenomena of this time 

period.  

What I can tell you certainly is that I have been earning my livelihood since the age of four. I do not 

have any distinct memories of my life before that. I only vaguely remember that my elder sister, late 

R. Nagaratnamma, would rotate the wooden window lock to distract me and feed me when I was 

about two and a half. When I was three years old, I used to go begging on the streets in the month of 

ŜrǕvaἈa16 to go to a few select Brahmin households, as it was customary in certain Brahmin 

communities. It was considered to be a humbling experience and a service to God to go begging. In 

my family, begging in ŜrǕvaἈa, however, was out of necessity than custom, I would say. We could 

beg only during this month because it had been sanctified and sanctioned by customs, which 

otherwise would be considered a curse and derided in the society. I would bring a glass full of rice 

and tell my mother ammǕ yakki tandiddǭni, anna mǕdamma [Mother, I have brought rice, please 

prepare food]. She would then prepare food with that rice and feed the rest of us. Lastly, at around 

the same time, I remember getting attracted to singing mendicants who held a tambȊra in their hand 

and came begging on the streets. I also remember the song that they sang.     

        Interview, February 25th, 2017 

 

                                                      
16 śrǕvaἈa is the fifth month in the Hindu lunar calendar. Usually it falls between the months August and September 

of the Gregorian calendar. 
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Thus, he commenced his life story, chuckling and humming the mendicantsô song, ŜrǭnivǕsa nǭ pai 

anudinamu dhyǕnamu ceyuἲaku (O śrǭnivǕsa, to meditate upon thee, may my mind be fixed)ô 

(Transcription 15). 

 

Transcription 15 Mendicantôs Song śrǭnivǕsa Nǭ Pai 

 

While my father narrated this story, there was not even a semblance of pain, regret or ówould have, 

could have, should haveô emotion on his face, but he transported me back in time to the old Mysore 

of the early 20th century with the ease of a seasoned story teller, which is what theater is all about, 

after all.  I was born and raised in Mysore myself. The hospital in which I was born, called the 

óKamalamma Hospitalô, still remains one of the important landmarks in Mysore (even though it 

was shut down shortly after I was born and has now been turned into a cowshed). When my father 

reminisced about his childhood, I could take a virtual walk in those areas and vicariously live his 

past. His house was in a locality called suἈἈada keri which derived its name perhaps because it 

was home to a large number of limestone processing industries. Later he said he had moved into 

another location near tyǕgarǕja road, near subbarǕyana kere shown in the Figure 17 (googlemaps, 

2018). 

My father, Vidwan R. Paramashivan was born on 29th September 1931, as the only male child to 

Brahmin parents Ramakrishnan and Rukminamma, in Mysore, India. His birthdate has been 
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debated upon in his own family. According to his mother he was born in 1931, but the birth 

certificate and his educational records show that he was born in the year 1936. However, his 

references to the movies, theater companies, musical scenarios and first-hand accounts of artistic 

and cultural events of those days, clearly indicate that he is more likely to have been born in the 

year 1931 than 1936. Since record keeping was not seriously followed in India during that time, 

especially in poor households, it is possible that his date might have been misrepresented in all the 

records later17.  

 

 

Figure 17: Subbarayana Kere Area Mysore, India (Google maps, 2018) 

 

                                                      
17 I witnessed another example of this lackadaisical attitude towards record keeping by the parents or elderly members 

of the family in those times when my eldest aunt, my mother, my younger aunt and youngest uncle, all of whom had 

many years of gap between their births, retired on the same day, because they all had the same birth dates in their 

records, which could not be altered later.  
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My grandfather was a poor temple priest in the famous CǕmunỈi Hills, Mysore, who is accused, 

by my father and his siblings, of subjecting my grandmother to an excruciatingly painful lifestyle 

and austerities which included walking for many miles to fetch water from a temple pond at 4 AM 

ensuring that she did not fall in the line of sight of people from the pancama varἈa (untouchables). 

When my grandfather was convinced beyond reasonable doubt, that his wife could not comply 

with the strict oppressive regimen he had imposed upon her, he immediately abandoned her and 

all his children through her and remarried later. Thus, began the life of my father, his four sisters, 

and my divorced grandmother who worked hard to support the family of 5 children and herself, 

who were stripped of all kinds of supportðfinancial, emotional and protective supportðfrom my 

grandfather. 

 

Socio-political -cultural Climate of Mysore during the 1930s 

 

Before embarking upon the study of modern Kannada theater, it is important to briefly study the 

peculiar characteristics and socio-political-cultural milieu of the early 20th century Mysore in 

which Paramashivan grew up.  

  

As mentioned earlier in the introduction, the erstwhile princely state of Mysore had fought fiercely 

against the British during the 18th century under Hyder Aliôs rule and later under his son, a 

controversial king in the memories of Mysore denizens (Sampath, 2015), Tipu Sultan, who had an 

unbridled revulsion for the British (Lohuizen, 1961:2-22). By the end of 18th century, after the last 

Ango-Mysore war, the British installed Krishnaraja Wodeyar III, a descendant of the old royal 

family of Mysore, the Wodeyars, as a titular king and Poornaiah, who had served as a minister 

under Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan, was made the Dewan-regent (Minister) for the young prince. 
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Initially ruling Mysore indirectly, the British took over direct administration between 1831 and 

1881. At the dawn of twentieth century, however, according Meera Sebastian, Mysore was being 

venerated as the the brightest jewel in the British crown earning the distinction as the best 

administered state or a óModel stateô, investing in industries, agriculture, healthcare, sanitation and 

education. Mysore had completely suffered and recovered from the five most terrible famine 

outbreaks during 1875-1900. The tribute to be paid to the British was reduced from Rs. 34 lakhs 

($50,882) to the previous 24 ½ lakhs ($36,665), which the Mysore state continued to pay until 

1947 (Sebastian, 1992). The imperial power was busy educating the Maharajas of Mysore to make 

them into óEnglish Gentlemenô. Mysore, which already bore a legacy of a glorious history, had 

transformed itself into a pivotal site of royal patronage for arts, music, dance and literature. Music 

(particularly Veena), dance (bharatanǕtya) and paintings of Mysore had created a distinct brand 

identity of their own and were popular in other parts of India as óMysore Ŝaili or Mysore BǕni (The 

Mysore Style)ô. As it was discussed earlier, Mysore had become an unparalleled cultural epicenter 

and a culture exchange platform that attracted the most elite artists and litterateurs from different 

parts of the country, simultaneously witnessing a rapid growth of a strong nationalistic sentiment 

from some factions of nationalists who were collaborating with the pan Indian freedom struggle. 

The princely Mysore state, albeit being a subordinate to the British, was slowly trying to establish 

its own federal sovereignty (Devi, 1997; Rathan, 1995). 

 

Summarizing this situation, historian Raju (2007) writes ñThe History of Mysore kingdom is 

unique and significant from the historical perspective of India. Its historical heritage is a synthesis 

of Folk and main stream (Shishta) cult, traditional and modern concepts, and Eastern and Western 

ideology. Thus, the traditional and cultural identity of Karnataka is inextricably interwoven with 
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the history of Mysore. Hence, Mysore the capital of the Wodeyar dynasty is generally known as 

the cultural capital of Karnatakaò. She further argues that the model state image of Mysore was 

due to its able Dewans such as Rangacharulu, K. Sheshadri Iyer, Mirza Ismail, and Sir M. 

Vishweshwaraiah, who invested all their efforts by utilizing ñwhatever limited opportunitiesò were 

provided by the British. 

 

Paramashivanôs Initiation into Theater  

 

Thus, Paramashivan grew up in a socially, politically, economically and culturally charged 

atmosphere, but born under humble circumstances to poor Brahmin parents. His ultra conservative 

father had deserted his mother, who worked as a teacher in a local school to feed the family.  

Recognizing his talent to sing, a gentleman named Kittu (a shortened version of the popular south 

Indian name Krishnamurthy) took him to Bangalore and enrolled him in the famous 

Chamundeshwari company. 

He was fondly called óUbbu hallu Kittaô (Kittu with protruding teeth) to distinguish him from óKothi 

Kittaô (Kitta who looked like a monkey). Kittu Maama (Kittuôs uncle) worked as a finance clerk for 

the famous theater company owned and run by Gubbi Veerannanavaru, called óGubbi Channa 

Basaveshwara Nataka Companyô. Kittu Maama used to live in Bangalore, where Mr. Gubbi 

Veeranna had built a theater near a majestic area on Subedarchatram Road (Figure 18). It was in 

the year 1935 that Kittu Maama took me to his house in Bangalore, gave me castor oil head bath18, 

which was a rare luxury for me. I do remember resisting and crying because the water was a tad too 

hot when he gave me bath. Later he accompanied me to the famous Chamundeshwari drama 

company, where I was auditioned by some senior actors who were impressed with my ability to sing 

and deliver the dialogues at such a young age and I was appointed immediately as a child artist. 

Back then all the members of the theater troupe used to be either from Brahmin community or 

Lingayat community. People from other castes were appointed much laterò. When asked why there 

was not a universalistic recruitment procedure, he replied, ñPurity of diction was of paramount 

importance in theater. Only Brahmins and Lingayats possessed the correct diction for Kannada 

language. Others would say óǕlu hannaô as opposed to óhǕlu annaô (hǕlu:milk, anna:rice). 

Interview during March 8th, 2017 

                                                      
18 Oil head bath is given usually on auspicious days and festivities to mark the coming of good times. 
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Figure 18: Subedarchatram Road, Bangalore, India (Source: Google maps, 2018) 

 

Paramashivan firmly believes that it was the pronunciation that alienated people from other castes 

from the theater and the diction is primarily responsible for this rather unusual restriction on 

recruitment policy in the theater companies. This Brahmins and Lingayats only policy in theater 

recruitment might be because when the king started his drama company, the plays were all enacted 

by his court poets and musicians, who were all mostly Brahmins or from the upper echelons in the 

society. Brahmins undoubtedly enjoyed the primary position in the hierarchy of castes but being a 

Brahmin in theater came with a price. As Gist (1954) notes, the caste system even though prevalent 

in the entire country, was most prominently and overwhelmingly conspicuous in Mysore and 

Tamil Nadu with a highly complex, interwoven social strata and a wide array of sub-castes. The 

hierarchy was well defined with Brahmins at the pinnacle and depending on the economic status 

the hierarchical distance within the non-brahmin castes varied significantly. Even within 




































































































































































































































































































































































































