Mysore Vasudevacharya  - (Rama-Thyagaraja Bhakta Shiromani)

The name Thyagaraja immediately brings to mind the glory of Lord Rama. The entire musical world acknowledges that there has probably been no greater devotee of Sri Rama than Saint Thyagaraja. Someone who belonged to the shishya parampara of this great saint and who has also composed numerous compositions on Rama is Mysore Vasudevacharya. Born in Karnataka, musically educated in Tamil Nadu, an asthana vidwan of Mysore and a faculty member at Chennai’s Kalakshetra, he is probably one of the best examples of the flavours of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu coming together in a single person.

Biography

Hailing from a musical family, Vasudevacharya, born in 1865 received initial training in music from Veena Padmanabhaiah of Mysore. The maharaja of Mysore himself sent the young Vasudeva to Thiruvaiyaru to learn music from the great Vidwan of the time- Patnam Subrahmanya Iyer, himself a disciple of Manambuchavadi Venkata Subbiyer, who was in turn a direct disciple of Saint Thyagaraja. It is no wonder that Vasudevacharya, a strict follower of the Thyagaraja tradition was hailed by many as Abhinava Thyagaraja.

On his return to Mysore, Vasudevacharya was appointed an asthana Vidwan, and his musical journey, both as a composer and as a concert performer gained momentum. Towards the later part of his life, he was invited by Rukmini Devi Arundale to come to Kalakshetra, where he taught music and also composed music for many of the dance dramas, some of which are still presented with the original music composition till this date. He was also awarded the Sangita Kalanidhi title. He died in 1961, leaving behind a body of over 200 compositions encompassing all the composition forms in Carnatic music. 

Lesser known is the fact that he had an extremely sharp sense of humour. He authored two books in Kannada- one of them, ‘Naa Kanda Kalaavidaru’ (Artistes whom I have seen’) is about his observations and interactions with the musical stalwarts of his time, with many humorous anecdotes thrown in. The other book is called ‘Nenapugalu’ (Memories).

Vasudevacharya and Rama

As Vasudevacharya was greatly influenced by the composition style of Thyagaraja, it is but natural that many of his compositions centre around Rama as well. 

Some compositions gained immense popularity during his lifetime. For example, ‘Brochevarevarura ninnu vina raghuvara’ in Kamach (where he introduced kakali ni in the raga formally for the first time) was and continues to be a popular kriti on the concert platform. It is also notable for the beautiful chitteswara which brings out many of the key sancharas of the raga. Similarly, ‘Bhajare Manasa Sri Raghuveeram’ is probably the best known kriti in Abheri (or Karnataka Devagandhara) after Thyagaraja’s Nagumomu. Notable in the kriti is how he brings in the names of the Navagraha in the charanam (‘Ravi Shashi Kuja Budha’ etc.), describing Rama as the leader of all these.
Some of Acharya’s compositions on Rama explore many lesser heard ragas, but are not so often heard on the concert platform. One such composition is ‘Bhavayeham Raghuveeram’ in Behag. While so far Behag had been considered a minor raga, suitable only for javalis and the like, Vasudevacharya has composed a vilamba kala kriti, giving the raga a sound Carnatic structure and immense scope for elaboration. His composition ‘Karuninchi Nannu kaapadu rama’ in Vakulabharanam (similar to Mayamalavagowla, but with kaisiki nishada) is another masterpiece, where his portrayal of the karuna rasa in the raga, with the interplay between antara gandhara and kaisiki nishada, is sure to touch the hearts of all who listen. Vasudevacharya has composed a kriti in the mela- Gamanashramam- ‘Idi neeku nyaayama sri rama’, where his raga essay leaves no room for any overlap of sancharas with the more popular raga Purvi Kalyani, which is a janya of Gamanashrama. There is a kriti in Ramapriya – ‘Paripahi rama paripoorna kama’ – which brings out the fast paced sancharas that the raga is suited for. Perhaps one composition of Vasudevacharya’s which is probably a little closer to the Dikshitar style is ‘Rama Abhirama’ in Mishra Chapu tala and Madhyamavathi raga, which at times could remind one of ‘Mamava Pattabhirama’ in Manirangu and Mishra Chapu.

This is not to say that Vasudevacharya merely trod in the path laid by those before him. His handling of complex talas in kritis (an example is ‘Pranatarthiharam aham’ in Khanda Triputa with a 6 akshara eduppu from sama), and handling of difficult ragas (‘Sigguledu naa’ in Balahamsa, ‘Gurukrupaleka’ in Pushpalatika and a tillana in Suddha Salavi) are testimonies to his scholarship.

Conclusion

All in all, Acharya was a great musician whose compositions symbolize the philosophy that innovation and creativity are possible within the bounds of tradition. 

His grandson, S. Krishnamurthy, himself a musician has composed a kriti on Tata (grandfather), as he was affectionately known to many in the music field. This is probably the best description of this great composer.

(Raga – Kalyani, Tala  - Khanda Eka)
P: 
Sri Vasudevam Guruvaram Bhajeham
AP: 
Sri Thyagarajaadi Guru Paada Padmabhooshanam

Ch: 
Sadvamsha Sambhootam Bhaagavottamam


Sangeeta Saahityaraadhana Saadhana Tatparam Sadaa


Raga Tala Bhaava Bharita Ratna Sadrusha 

Keertana Kartaaram Sangeeta Kalanidhim

