Rudrapatna Sangeethotsava- a unique experience









-Manasi Prasad
“If there is a Gandharva Loka on earth, it is here, it is here, it is here”. This is the most apt way to describe the grandeur of Rudrapatna during the annual Sangeethotsava. I have had the privilege of seeing this festival of music grow over the past 6 years, and today, it is one of the most important events in the classical arts calendar of Karnataka.
The first thing that strikes you as you leave Hassan and head towards Rudrapatna is the natural beauty of the surroundings. As the Sangeethotsava is held in May, after the first monsoon showers have come and gone, the meadows and woods are dressed in their best-pure, joyous and exuberant. Indeed, the scene prepares the travellers for the musical treat that is to come. 

For most of us, who have led our lives surrounded by bricks and concrete, entering Rudrapatna comes as somewhat of a surprise. As one approaches the outskirts of the village, one begins to see little dwellings, chickens running around, smoke from chimneys; a typical village scene. 
Like any other village, the center of life in Rudrapatna is the temple and the Matha. And of course, the pristine Kaveri river! We have spent countless hours on its banks watching the sunset, talking, and yes, even singing! I remember an occasion two years ago, during the all-night music festival, when a few of us musicians went to the banks of the Kaveri late at night. On one hand, we could hear the strains of music gently wafting from the concert pandal. On the other, one of the musicians rendered a beautiful Bindu Malini-Yentha muddo, yentha sogaso. I can still feel my hair standing on end as I remember that night. 
The Sangeethotsava is indeed a Habba​ – a joyful festival. The whole village has an air of expectation, and you can feel music in the air. I have often walked the four main streets of Rudrapatna and wondered how it would have been to walk these streets centuries ago, listening to a Bhairavi Varna in one home, a Kedaragoula raga in the next and Veda Mantras in yet another. Truly, it would have been a divine experience. This feeling is recreated during the festival- wherever you are in the village, you can hear the music from the pandal. It is certainly a big change from listening to blaring horns and screeching brakes of vehicles in the city. 
The venue of the festival itself has to be seen to be believed. As one enters the pandal, it is like leaving behind a world of simplicity and entering a palace. Colourfully decorated and brightly lit, it adds to the feeling of enthusiasm that pervades the village. Singing on the grand stage is an experience in itself. One literally feels dwarfed by the dimensions of the stage. Most concerts in the Sangeethotsava have an audience of close to a thousand, and seeing the ocean of rasikas is an extremely humbling experience. On the first and second occasion that I performed at the festival, the concert was in one of the large houses in the village; I remember there was not even standing room, and the artistes had to literally hop over the seated audience in order to reach the stage! Of course, as the festival grew in size, it became impossible to accommodate people indoors and hence the shift to the much larger pandal. It is indeed ironic that when we performed again at Rudrapatna two years ago, there was again no standing room, despite the fact that the pandal can house hundreds of people! As time goes by, the festival will probably have to be held in a stadium to accommodate the crowds. Did someone say classical music has no audience, and that it is confined to the elite classes? Bring them to Rudrapatna. Let them see Bangalore’s high-profile connoisseurs mingling easily with a hard-working farmer, a weary housewife and a naughty village boy; classical music is undoubtedly universal and there is no better proof of this than the Sangeethotsava. 
And yes, no description of the festival can be complete without a mention of the delicious food! The menu is planned with care, prepared to perfection and served with love. It takes me many weeks of hard work at the gym to make up for the feast at Rudrapatna-who could resist such mouth-watering meals?
To me, what makes Rudrapatna the most special experience of the year is the love of the people in this village. You could walk into anybody’s house and feel perfectly at home. People here lead a clean, simple life, free from malice and worry. And somewhere, that rubs off onto us visitors as well, and we leave the village feeling purified. 
I missed the festival last year as I was in the United States for an internship. During the festival weekend, I was on a beach in Florida, staying in a posh hotel with all the luxuries imaginable. And yet, I remember calling home and telling my mother “Amma, I would gladly trade all this just to be able to walk barefoot in Rudrapatna, where music reverberates in the streets and love abounds in the homes”.
