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‘Ragini Vasanta’, the melody motif of spring, is part of the Ragamala series, circa 1650 A.D.

MOST of us
enjoy
without thinking
much about its
intimate connec-
tions with life.

However, an
' unusual program-
me held Ilast

month in Bombay gave music
lovers insights into just this by
exploring musical responses to
the interwoven cycles of birth

‘and death, day and night and the
 seasons.

music

The brainchild of Dr Ashok
Ranade, research director at the
National Centre for the Perform-
ing Arts, Bombay, the program-
me, entitled Swarachakra, was
jointly produced by the NCPA
and the music department of
SNDT University. Apart from
faculty and students, professio-
nal singers like Shruti Sadolikar-
Katkar and Shubha Joshi, former
SNDT students, also took part.

The first item, a bhupali, tradi-
tionally sung in the morning, was
followed by a number of other

musical forms, such as the lavni,
bhav geet and the abhang. There
were songs about all kinds of feel-
ings and occasions: marriage, reli-
gious festivals, the ecstasy of the
monsoon, women’s together-
ness, maternal love, fear and
acceptance of old age. Many
songs had resonances in more
than“one cycle: morning songs
that welcomed the birth of a new
day also reminded one of spring
and the beginning of life; even-
ing songs evoked the dying day
and led to reflections on
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Songs sung at different
year, such as the k
resonate with a meanir
the moment. ‘Swarach:
organised in Bomk
unravelled some of thes
Jessica J

mortality. de
Most of the songs were in n
Marathi, but at one point Marathi
and Gujarati songs about Krishna R
were juxtaposed to indicate some v
differences in the ways Krishna G
is viewed in the two cultures. It S
was interesting to see that these T
differences were reflected not i
only in the words but in the rhyth- = m
ms too. At the same time, one n:
also felt that all differences in R
form, words and rhythm dissolve i
in Krishna. Ultimately, everyth- w
ing is one. in
Swarachakra was first con- fe
ceived when Dr Suma Chitnis,
vice-chancellor of SNDT univer-
sity, asked Dr Ranade in Decem- @
ber 1992 to put up a special
music programme at a conferen-
ce of scholars of Maharashtrian
history and culture. Once he deci-
ded on the framework, Dr
Ranade selected the songs -- with
the help of Sarla Bhide, head of
SNDT university’s music depart-
ment -- auditioned singers, con-
ducted rehearsals and also com-
posed much of the music. ‘‘He
was the swarachakra of it all,”” tc
Ms Bhide recalls with a smile. n
*‘All Indian culture,”’ says Dr u
Ranade, ‘‘is governed by its res- h
ponse to the three cycles of birth- -
death, day-night and the seasons. d
Take any area you like -- smells, a
dress, colours, songs. Relate it to s
these cycles and you will get an
insight into what Indian culture
has been thinking about, not only
in the last hundred years, but in
the last two thousand. In this

case, I chose mostly Maharashitri-
an songs and forms, but one can
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Songs sung at different times of the day or
year, such as the ‘khayal’ or ‘lavni’,
resonate with a meaning that is organic to

the moment.

‘Swarachakra’, a programme

organised in Bombay last month
unravelled some of these allusions, réports
Jessica Jacob
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Most of the songs were j
Marathi, but at one pgint Maratll:;
and Gujarati songs about Krishna
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.dnffgrences in the ways Krishna
1s viewed in the two cultures. It
was interesting to see that these
differences were reflected not
only in the words but in the rhyth-
ms too. At the same time, one
also felt that all differences in
form, words and rhythm dissolve
in Krishna. Ultimately, everyth-
ing is one.

Swarachakra was first con-
ceived when Dr Suma Chitnis,
vice-chancellor of SNDT univer-
sity, asked Dr Ranade in Decem-
ber 1992 to put up a special
music programme at a conferen-
ce of scholars of Maharashtrian
history and culture. Once he deci-
ded on the framework, Dr
Ranade selected the songs -- with
the help of Sarla Bhide, head of
SNDT university’s music depart-
ment -- auditioned singers, con-
ducted rehearsals and also com-
posed much of the music. ‘‘He
was the swarachakra of it all,”’
Ms Bhide recalls with a smile.

*‘All Indian culture,’’ says Dr
Ranade, ‘‘is governed by its res-
ponse to the three cycles of birth-

death, day-night and the seasons.
Take any area you like -- smells,
dress, colours, songs. Relate it to
these cycles and you will get an
insight into what Indian culture
has been thinking about, not only
in the last hundred years, but in
the last two thousand. In this
case, I chose mostly Maharashtri-
an songs and forms, but one can

do the same thing for other regio-
nal cultures too.”’

Even before Swarachakra, Dr
Ra{lade had been putting up inno-
vative programmes such as Dey
Gani (songs about God) and
Sangeet Rang (colour in music).
’I"hough he had a thoroughly tradi-
tional grounding in classical
music (his gurus included Gaja-
nandbua Joshi and Professor B.
R. Deodhar) and had been a prac-
tising musician for years, it

" wasn’t until 1975 that his think-

ing about Indian music took a dif-

ferent direction.
I began to feel that there was

)
e ]

¢“All Indian culture
is governed by its
response to the
three cycles of
birth-death,
day-night and the
seasons.’’

‘too much concentration on art

music,”’ Dr Ranade says. ‘‘To
understand Indian music, you
have to consider five categories
-- primitive music, folk music,
devotional music, popular music
and art music. Only then will you
see that music has very close con-
nections with life and culture.
Swarachakra is one more attem-
pt to put music in a larger cultural
perspective, to show that music is
not something that can be produc-
¢d only with fine instruments and
beautiful voices. Music isn’t only

i
|

Ashok Ranade

gbout raga grammar. Music is
Important because it has connec-
tions with people’s everyd
lives.”’ i
Such a perspective, Dr Ranade

feels, provides a fresh and expan- |

sive insight into music. “‘For

instance, an Adivasi song that |
moves in only four notes is as |

important and beautiful as a |
khayal which employs all twelve. |
Its universe is self-sufficient, |
complete. That song is saying |
something valid and significant
and my ears will be as eager to

listen to it as to a khayal or ;

thumri.”’
Dr Ranade,
associated with innovations in

who has also been !

{

theatre, is studying how songs |

can be indicators of cultural
change. “‘In the late 18th centu-

ry,”’ he says, ‘‘Honaji Bala, a |

cowherd, started composing
songs in raga and tala. Around
the same time, Ram Joshi, a Brah-
min from a family of priests,
began singing songs from tama-
shas. Clearly, they did this
because the music they inherited
was not giving them what they
needed. By year end I hope to
come up with a programme that
explores such changes.”’

While the idea may sound
dauntingly complex, one can be
sure that, enlivened by Dr

Ranade’s informative and humor-
ous commentary, the programme
will be as enlightening as Swa-
rachakra. 1t will also show once
again how fruitful and dynamic
the relation between research and
performance can be.,
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year, such as the ‘khayal’ or ‘lavn’,
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about raga grammar. Music is
important because it has connec-
tions with people’s everyday
lives,”’

Such a perspective, Dr Ranade

feels, provides a fresh and expan-

sive insight into music. ‘‘For |
instance, an Adivasi song that |

moves in only four notes is as |

important and beautiful as a

khayal which employs all twelve.
Its universe is self-sufficient,

complete. That song is saying |

something valid and significant
and my ears will be as eager to
listen to it as to a khayal or
thumri.”’

Dr Ranade, who has also been
associated with innovations in |
theatre, is studying how songs

can be indicators of cultural
change. ‘““In the late 18th centu-
ry,” he says, ‘“‘Honaji Bala, a
cowherd, started composing
songs in raga and tala. Around
the same time, Ram Joshi, a Brah-
min from a family of priests,
began singing songs from tama-
shas. Clearly, they did this
because the music they inherited
was not giving them what they
needed. By year end I hope to
come up with a programme that
explores such changes.”’

While the idea may sound

dauntingly complex, one can be

sure that, enlivened by Dr
Ranade’s informative and humor-
ous commentary, the programme
will be as enlightening as Swa-
rachakra. It will also show once
again how fruitful and dynamic
the relation between research and
performance can be.
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