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PALGHAT
T.K. ANANTARAMA BHAGAVATHAR
(1866—1919)
By Late L.S. VISWANATHA IYER, Advocate, Palghat

It was Carlyle who said that music is
speech of Angels; but it is not often that great
musicians look like Angels. At any rate, in
South India, they had no pretensions to good
looks; but Thondikulam Anantarama Bhaga-
vathar who, half a century ago put Palghat on
the music map of South India, had an almost
angelic presence. One’s boyhood recollection
of this Gandharva of Kerala, was that of a stout,
well-proportioned fair man with a perfect
Barrymore profile, resembling that of king
Pururuvas in Ravi Varma's picture,. An aquiline
nose, wide-set soulful eyes, a broad intellectual
forehead and a generous moustache, gave the
Bhagavathar a Kingly mien. Thondikulam is a
small hamlet in Palghat Town, where Krishna
Sastrigal lived a quiet life of a pious Pandit and
to him was born Anantaraman. Young Ananta-
raman, who was second of Sastrigal’s four
sons did not appear to have shown great early
promise as a musician that he later rose to be.
Genius ripens suddenly and often late as it did
in his case.
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Anantaraman’s early musical training was
of the usual variety, including as it did. Guru-
kula Vasam under Nurani Mahadeva Bhaga-
vathar, who was a Palace Musician of
Travancore. The beach of Trivandrum had
offered the young musician opportunity of
training his beautiful voice against the divine
‘sruti” of the eternal pounding of waves
(Samudrakkarai Sadhakam).

The renowned musician who influenced
our young Anantaraman was Veena Vidwan
Manjappra Kalyanakrishna Bhagavathar, who
himself had imbibed the line of the celebrity—
Haripad Raghava lyer. After a few desultory
excursions in the musical world of Mysore,
where the famous Sadasiva Rao thzn flourished,
this enterprising Malabar Vocalist proceeded to
Thiruvayyar, which was then, the “"Mecca’’ of
Carnatic Music. That young Anantaraman was
as resourceful as he was artistically gifted, is
proved by the fact that under the guise of a
Malabar ‘Mantravadi’, he lived in Thiruvayyar
for two years and managed to hear the Titans
of Carnatic Music as often as he liked, learning
all the time their musical technique and style.

When he was 27, Anantarama Bhagavathar
migrated to Madras. As auxiliary vocalist to
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Pandit Lakshmanachari, Anantarama Bhaga-
vathar assimilated the Harikatha technique,
which stood him in good stead later when he
more frequently did Kalakshepams in a glorious
way.

After attaining 30, his fame steadily grew.
The Thiruvaduthurai Pandara Sannidhi of
Kumbakonam, a cultured philanthropic religious
establishment of great affluence, patronised the
Bhagavathar for many years and loaded him
with munificent gifts. This was between 1895
and 1900 and the Sannidhi conferred the title
of “Gana Gandharva” on the Bhagavathar,
along with the unique present of a six-row gold
‘Yegnopaveetham’. The metropolis again beck-
oned to the Bhagavathar, who stayed there for
some years and consolidated his musical fame.
But he never forgot his domicile of origin and
was ever willing to sing before his eatlier
patrons, the Maharajas of Travancore and
Cochin and the discriminating musical audience
of his own home town of Palghat. Both the
Maharajahs of Travancore and Cochin held the
Bhagavathar in great respect and admiration
and gave him costly and significant presents
from time to time. The intimacy which the
Bhagavathar had with the Maharajah of Cochin
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is illustrated by an interesting incident, which
the Bhagavathar himself had recounted to some
of his close friends. The Bhagavathar, once
went to the Palace at short notice and sought
admission without any formality but was denied
access by a new official. Brushing his opposi-
tion aside, the Bhagavathar walked in and sea-
ted himself purposely in the Maharaja’s Chair.
The mortified official rushed to the Maharajah
to report this affrentry. The Maharajah, suspec-
ted that it was the Bhagavathar who had chec-
ked the official, peeped through the door and
asked "“Tell me, my good man, frankly and
without reserve, who is a better adornment to
the chair, the gentleman who sits in it or my-
self”. When the Maharajah whose, modesty
and sense of humour were greater than his
looks, put this question, the official answered
something to the effect that the present occu-
pant filled the chair gracefully “In which case”,
rejoined the Maharajah, “let him do it every
time he comes. He is Anantarama Bhagavathar,
who is King in his own right of the realm of
art”.

The Maharajah of Mysore, to whom the
then Raja of Kollengode (Raja Vasudeva Raja)
had introduced the Bhagavathar, also became a
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consistent patron and admirer of his great
music and conferred title of "Gayaka Sikhamani”’
with a diamond ‘thoda.” The writer can vouch
for the fact that the Bhagavathar was getting a
decent annuity (Varshachanam) from the
Maharajah, besides his usual Royal fee for
concerts during Dasara and other occasions.

Now, what was the secret of the fame of
this musicial wizard? ""Naadham is Brahmam”
the manifestation of which takes many forms
Articulated human voice is the nearest appro-
ach to this great elemental force. Is it remark-
able that man, the highest of God's creation,
has been endowed with the capacity of produc-
ing sweet sounds, which wakes the soul, lifts it
high and wings it with sublime desires and fits
it to bespeak the Deity? The Bhagavathar had
a voice, the timbre, tone, the resonance and
mellowness of which has been unequalled by
that of any other musician of the South. An
easy capacity for it to traverse two and half
octaves and booming baritone quality capable
of producing the deepest ‘gamakams’ and most
adroit ‘brigas’ characterised his golden voice.
Being a great creative artiste, Bagavathar
sought to produce new and telling effects by
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improvisation, the essence of which was
originality.

It is worth while to know what some of
his contemporaries in the musical line thought
about and how they looked at Bhagavathar's
music. The late Vidwans Thirukkodikkaval
Krishna lyer and Govindaswami Pillai, both of
whom were masters of Violin, deemed it a rare
privilege and a great pleasure to partake in con-
certs when Bhagavathar sang. Mridangam
Vidwans Azhakinambia Pillai and Mylattur
Krishna lyer, who were acclaimed as foremost
in the line then, could not find a better oppor-
tunity to exhibit their talents than with Bhaga-
vathar. Veena Dhanammal was great admirer
of Bhagavathar and used to point out his
chaste and delicate chiselling of raga
renderings.

One of my pleasantest recollections is the
Bhagavathar’s rendering of "Rama Nee Samaa-
nam Evaru” and ‘“Chakkanee Rajarmargamu’
both in Kharaharapriya raga and “Enduku
Peddala® in Sankarabharanam, in all of which he
sang delightful variations (Sangathis). Equally
entrancing was his recital of Kshetragna
Padams, which he sang with subtle delicate
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touches, bringing out the “Sahitya Bhava” as
well as the “Sangeetha Rassa’’. His “"Thaamara-
saaksha” in  Yedukulakambhoji, was a
marvellous expression of Sringara Rasa. The
Thodi Kirtan of Saint Tyararaja-‘Endu Dagi
Nado’ has hardly been sung by anyone else
with greater effect. His ‘niraval’ and swaram
against its ‘anupallavi® still rings in my ears.

Bhagavather was a devotee of Siva and
Rama. He conducted Sri Rama Navami Utsavam
every year. It is a pity that great geniuses have
short lives and this musical giant of Kerala, after
enchanting discriminating musical audiences of
the entire south of India for over 25 years, was
called to rest in July 1919 at the comparatively
early age of 53. Let his memory remain ever
green who, with his music ““washed away from
the souls of countless human beings the dust
of everyday life.”
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