Ganesha and Carnatic music – an inseparable relationship!








- Manasi Prasad
To say that Lord Ganesha is the favourite deity for musicians and music composers would not be an exaggeration. He is probably the one god whose virtues and qualities have been extolled by almost every composer in the field of Carnatic music. Also, needless to say, every concert musician would like the blessings of the remover of obstacles at the start of the concert; hence, he is also the deity who features prominently on the concert platform.
Before we analyse the various composers’ views and descriptions of Ganesha, it is interesting to contemplate what makes him such a favourite subject for composers. Is it because the composers, like concert performers, wanted his blessings, given that he is the ‘vighna nivaraka’? Is it because he has so many unique physical attributes (‘gajavadana’, ‘ekadanta’, ‘lambodara’, ‘mooshika vahana’, ‘modaka hasta’, ‘chamara karna’ etc.) to describe? Is it because there are so many interesting stories in mythology regarding him? I would think that in addition to all these, there is one quality that makes Ganesha stand apart from all the other Gods and Goddesses in the pantheon- he is an inimitable combination of godlike as well as human-like qualities, and this makes him endearing and relatable to people across class, caste and sometimes even religion. Ganesha’s physical form is very unlike Rama or Krishna, who are known for their physical perfection. His vehicle of choice is the mouse, which is again far-removed from the majestic Garuda of Vishnu or the peacock of Muruga. He is known to have a sweet tooth, which is something all of us can relate to! And yet, he is the one who has scribed the Mahabharata, he is the one who is the master of Siddhi and Buddhi, he is the resident of the most powerful Moolaadhaara Chakra. This uncommon juxtaposition of qualities is probably what makes him a favourite of one and all.
Rather than list out all the compositions, it would probably be pertinent to discuss a few krithis, which, from a musical perspective, are representative of the sheer variety of compositions on Ganesha. It is noteworthy that there are the simplest of krithis as well as the most complex of krithis on this deity that are part of the Carnatic music repertoire today.

If we start at the simple end of the spectrum, we have 2 compositions that stand out – the pillari geethe – ‘Lambodara’ of Purandara Dasa and the ‘Shakti Sahita Ganapathim’ of Muthuswamy Dikshitar. The approach of both these compositions have some striking similarities- a very simple dhaatu, uncomplicated sahitya, and simple laya structure, which indicate that the great composers probably created these for little children, or beginners in music to learn. However, there are some striking differences as well. First of all, the ragas: ‘Lambodara’ is in a contemplative Malahari, while ‘Shakti..’ is in an upbeat, cheerful ‘nottu swara’ (Shankarabharanam). The former raga comprises ‘komal’ swaras (shuddha rishabha, shuddha dhaivata), which give it a softer feel as compared to the chatushruti rishabha and chatushruti dhaivata in the latter. Also, while the rhythm of Dikshitar’s composition is a fast tisra gati adi tala, the other is a more medium paced rupaka. In the final analysis though, one could say – great minds think alike. While Dikshitar may have actually been inspired by an English band, we can still conclude that both these composers have created wonderful compositions for beginners to learn. Given that learning only swaravali for 6 months or longer can be boring for youngsters, it is pertinent to question whether these small compositions cannot be taught alongside the swaravali to make music lessons more interesting.
Moving up the ladder of complexity, we could probably use as examples some compositions of post-trinity composers such as Muttaiah Bhagavathar, Papanasam Sivan, Vasudevacharya etc. Mutthaiah Bhagavathar’s ‘Siddhi Vinayakam Seveham’ in Mohana Kalyani has been a favourite of artists across generations. The attractive raga, the Madhyama Kala tempo, the 3- akshara eduppu (which is an irresistible spot for kalpana swara) and the chitteswaras that are sung with it make it a sure-fire winner as a concert opener. Papanasam Sivan’s ‘Tattvamaiya tarama’ in Reethi Gowla, is a more sedate composition, still in Madhyama kala, where the raga essence is beautifully brought out. The lines ‘Matishekaran magane sumukhane, Madavaarana mukhane’ is beautifully structured, both in terms of the sahitya as well as the interesting placement of the syllables within the tala cycle (something which is hard to describe in words, but can be instantly recognized on listening). Again, it is a favourite spot for neraval and kalpana swaram. Of Vasudevacharya’s compositions on Ganesha, ‘Pranamamyaham’ in Gaula is probably the most popular. Here, as in Diksitar’s ‘Siddhi Vinayakam’ (Chamara) and ‘Pancha Matanga’ (Malahari), we see an interesting technique. The second-half of a line gives the feel of a faster tempo. In ‘Phanitalpa Vasudeva Bhaktam Satatam’, from the point- ‘deva bhaktam’, the feel is of Dhruta Kaalam. We see the same feature in ‘Prasiddha Gananayakam’ (Siddhi Vinayakam) and ‘Sumukhena Sri’ (Pancha Matanga). The impact of this ‘special effect’ is to provide a kind of jolt, a sudden change, which again provides a lively start to the concert.
Moving further up, we come to some of the gems of Carnatic music – the sudeergha vilamba kala krithis, which are in a relaxed tempo, almost mirroring the slow, majestic gait of an elephant, which is of course, the personification of Ganesha. Dikshitar is the undisputed champion in this area, with his ‘Karikalabha Mukham’, ‘Hastivadanaya’, ‘Sri Mooladhara Chakra Vinayaka’ all being gems in their own right. The choice of ragas is a story in itself. It is almost like he has chosen ragas that can bear the ‘weight’ of these compositions- they are all gamaka-filled, experiential ragas, which mirror the classicism of Carnatic music. No flighty Mohana or favourite Hamsadhwani here. Similarly, enough has been written about Thyagaraja’s composition ‘Sri ganapathini’ and how apt it is that he chose Saurashtra both for the beginning and the end (the mangalam ‘Nee Nama Rupamulaku’ is also in Saurashtra).
No account of Ganesha krithis can be complete without a comment on the relationship between Ganesha and Hamsadhwani. It is the undeniable truth that the maximum numbers of krithis on this deity are in Hamsadhwani, and it is these krithis that are sung the most often in concerts. Is it due to the attractive pentatonic scale? The scope it allows for fast-paced sancharas? Or is it just pure tradition? Another point to ponder is that while Ganesha krithis are regular features in concerts, they are not very often sung as the main item, despite there being lovely compositions, which have much scope for elaboration. Whatever may be the case, one thing is for sure- as long as Carnatic music lives, krithis on Ganesha will continue to have pride of place in concerts. After all, every performer wants a smooth and successful concert, and who better to ensure that than Ganesha!
