POINT OF VIEW

Accompanists’ role in Carnatic music
A dialogic response — Part 2

This is the concluding part of the
dialogue  between two  rasika-s:
the senior Rasika-1 (R-1) and
Rasika-2 (R-2) the junior, on the role
of accompanists in Carnatic music.
The first part was published in
Sruti 285/ June 2008.

R-2 : Do you agree solo is no longer
a simple extension of the accompany-
ing experience and needs special
skill and talent?

R-1 Lalgudi Jayaraman has
repeatedly acknowledged his debt
to all the great vocalists from whom
he learnt most of the finer points of
music. Similarly, T.N. Krishnan has
acknowledged his debt to GNB and
Semmangudi. One last role of the
accompanist is bolstering the failing
singing capacity of ageing artists as
a mark of respect and courtesy. |
have heard T.N. Krishnan and
Palghat Mani supporting a virtually
srutiless  Ariyakudi towards the
end of his career. An uncle of mine
sitting next to me remarked, “With
accompaniment like this, even | can
give a concert!”

R-2 : Ageing musicians sometimes
have more than one disciple
accompanying them to cover up the
deficiency in their voice and sruti. We
hear the disciples’ voices more than
that of the guru! Isn't this unfair to
listeners?

R-1 : 1 think it is, but this is not
a frequent feature like violin or
mridanga accompaniment.

R-2 : Now for a di erent point of
view. ough modern accompanists
may not be of the same musical
stature as the stalwarts of the past,
their instrumental virtuosity is often
superior to that of the old-timers.

36 ® SRUTI July 2008

point of view.indd 36

“One role
of the accompanist
is bolstering
the singing capacity
of ageing artists”’

Violinists and mridangists of today
would, therefore, be anxious to
display their virtuosity throughout
the concert. Is it fair to suppress this
legitimate desire? Imagine what the
Carnatic music world would have
lost if Palghat Mani, M.S. Gopala-
krishnan or Lalgudi had been made
to play a subdued role!

R-1: 1 am reminded of a concert of
Aruna Sayeeram accompanied by a
young mridangist who played quite
brilliantly but totally drowned her
music. Do you think that was fair?
e question is how to get the best
out of the accompanists without
damaging or diluting the impact
of the main musician. Mridanga
players like Palghat Mani wove their
own innovative cross-rhythms but
could also be subdued, even silent
when needed. On the other hand,
when Palghat Mani accompanied a
vocalist in Viriboni, what rasika-s
often heard was essentially Mani’s
pathantara and not the vocalist’s!

R-2 Doesn't this o er the
rasika-s a delightful experience?
Won't it be a delectable, composite
musical experience though the

“How to get the best
out of accompanists
without diluting the
impact of the
main musician?”’

vocalist’s music may appear to take
second place? Without this, how
would a brilliant  mridangist’s
virtuosity and uncanny ability to
‘hug’ the kriti ever be displayed
or known? Won't it be unfair to
deprive him permanently of this
opportunity? Isn't it unrealistic
to expect from today’s talented
youngsters the self-e acing simplicity
of old-time accompanists? Musicians
like Chembai, Madurai Mani and
Somu used to openly encourage and
appreciate vigorous accompaniment.
Balamurali used to feel equally at
home with MSG and Sivaraman as
well as non descript accompaniment.
Very few accompanists  have
succeeded in anticipating, much
less dominating or drowning, his
sangati-s or swara patterns.

Do some modern vocalists want
accompanists to be subdued because
they are unsure of their ability to
hold their own?

R-1: In a lighter vein, a broad rule-
of-thumb for accompanists could
be: ‘Be subdued or silent when the
vocalist is active, and vice versa’!

R-2 : If we revert to a single mike
on the stage, much of the problem
would disappear.

R-1: 1 think so too, but this is unlikely
to happen. It has become a matter of
ego and prestige for each artist not
only to have a separate mike but to
set it to the highest volume.

R-2 : Didnt Palghat Mani once
insist on playing without a mike?

R-1 : Unfortunately, not only for
himself but for the other musicians
also, which was somewhat unfair.
Even he later started using a mike!
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A rare case is that of S. Balachander
who gave pure ragam-tanam concerts

without any accompaniment or
kriti-s. I have attended half a dozen
of these. ey were a real experience.

R-2 If you think making the
accompanist’s role a little more
subdued would make Carnatic music
sound more pleasing, | am all for it.

ere is much eliminable noise in
Carnatic music.

R-1: e absence of a violin may not
be felt keenly but the absence of a
mridanga may make some musicians’

“There is much
eliminable noise
in Carnatic music”’

music sound duller unless they are
endowed with a superb voice and an
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extraordinary sense of melody like
MS or Balamurali.

R-2 : ough Lakshmi Sreeram,
who wrote the article about the
accompanists'role, is a singer, we don't
really know if other vocalists feel about
accompanists the same way as she
does. At least inwardly they may feel
the same way. On the other hand, if
the present accompaniment paddhati
was always harmful to the main
vocal music, would leading vocalists
have tolerated it so long? Maybe,
some musicians feel safe in the din
that the combined accompaniments
create! Perhaps accompaniment was
not so intrusive in the past as today.
As you said once, the triple evils of
Carnatic music today are acceleration,
acrobatics and amplitude!

R-1 : At least mridanga used to be

subdued and supportive of vocal music.
Only with the virtuosity of stars like
Mani and Palani Subbudu did it
become more and more assertive. is
could well be true of the violin too.

R-2 : Maybe we should have some
concerts without the violin or restrict
theviolintoalapanaand swaraprastara,
or have only one mike on the stage
and observe the rasikas’ reaction.

R-1 : It is true that our vocalists
have to share the honours and the
limelight with their accompanists.
Ultimately, we should ask: Is a
Carnatic music concert an orchestra
or ensemble, or a main-musician-
oriented programme? For whose
benefit is the accompaniment
intended the main vocalist,
the accompanists or the rasika-s?
Don't be surprised if the answer
depends on who the main and
the supporting musicians are and
whom the rasika-s look forward to
listening to!

P.K. DORAISWAMY

“Is a Carnatic concert
an orchestra or
ensemble, or a main-
musician-oriented
programme?”’
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