A tribute to a musical legend

MS Subbulakshmi, one of the greatest of south Indian exponents classical music, died in December last year. In this tribute to the great singer, lndira Menon reveals that she was not only a consummate artist, but a woman who, despite being intensely rooted in tradition, broke many barriers in a male-dominated musical domain. 

______________________________________________________________________________
SHE was born on 16 September1916 in a narrow lane in the south Indian temple-town of Madurai, the daughter of a poor musician. On 12 December 2004, she was cremated with full State honours by a grieving nation. Tributes poured in from all sides. The highest and the lowliest of the land converged at her home to pay their last respects to their beloved ‘MS’ the icon of 20th century India. 

MS Subbulakshmi's incredible career spanning seven decades leaves one stunned. She scaled heights as no other musician of her time. Her golden voice and her matchless beauty mesmerized audiences all over the world. But it was not merely as a musician that she acquired this unique stature. She was, in her own unassuming way, a social revolutionary who crossed caste, gender and linguistic barriers and gave away all she had to her fellow beings. 

One often hears the remark that no one has been able to assess Subbulakshmi's music. Is it possible to dissect a miracle or give a rational analysis of it? A consummate artist, she, more than anyone else, understood the language of music, its power to express what human beings feel – despair, triumph, love and hope. But what makes her art unique and beyond analysis is that by blending bhakti (devotion) and melody, she took Indian music to its spiritual roots harking back to the great singer-saints of yore. Though she lived in our midst, her impulses seemed to emanate from another age. Subbulakshmi did not believe that music was meant for entertainment. It was a vehicle to attain divinity; and she attained that exalted state with her bhakti-imbued  melody, and, in the process, transported everyone to a higher plane of spiritual consciousness. 

Standing in the holy precincts of the temple of Badrinath, high up in the Himalayas, I once had a spiritual experience that cannot be put into words. Dawn had just broken and the snowy peak of Nilkanth towering in the background turned a rosy pink. From below came the dull roar of the Ganga. Suddenly the sleepy town was woken up by a powerful chant coming from the temple. It was the great mantra Vishnusahasranarnam (thousand names of the god Vishnu) chanted by Subbulakshmi. As I heard her voice echoing in the valley. I thought of how it had traveled from  the deep south to the north of India and wondered whether she was a reincarnation of goddess Meenakshi, the presiding deity of her hometown.  Legend has it that Meenakshi was born as a princess of Madurai and travelled right up to the Himalayas in search of her true love, Siva.  She was enshrined in the great temple of Madurai – just as 'MS' has been in the hearts of millions. Her music has been like a balm, bringing solace to us in these troubled times. 

Pioneer 

Subbulakshmi was the second child of Madurai Shanmukhavadivu, a veena player of repute. Her life is a mirror of the times as in it we see the old order grudgingly giving way to the new, with her being the pioneer woman in her sphere to force the pace of social transformation. Before the 1930s women had to face a hard struggle to make a breakthrough in Carnatic music (the music of south India) as this was an area where gender discrimination was at its worst. Generally, women musicians were not taken seriously as they were regarded as intellectually inferior to men and incapable of mastering the intricacies of classical music. It was also believed that the female voice diluted the rigour of classical music and was only fit for light music and lullabies.  Subbulakshmi gave the lie to this theory and challenged the great maestros of her time while yet in her teens. 

This decade heralded the dawn of a new era when music moved from palaces and mansions to the public domain. Musicians lost the protective umbrella of the royal court and were exposed to the free market forces. The revolution in the mass media with the coming of the gramophone and radio added another dimension to this process of democratisation. It also happened to be an exceptionally creative period when a galaxy of brilliant male musicians appeared on the musical scene. For women to make a mark in such a competitive world posed many challenges. 

It was at this critical historic juncture that Subbulakshmi made a dramatic entry into the male-dominated arena of Carnatic music. Old prejudices were suddenly swept aside. Though the pundits might have sneered at her in the beginning when she appeared as a teenager, through her excellence she reached stardom overnight and paved the way for women to aspire for a higher social status. Many years later, in 1968, when she became the first woman to receive the prestigious title of Sangeetha Kalanidhi from the Madras Music Academy, she said, 'In conferring this honour on me the academy has sought to honour the womanhood of the country' – a clear articulation of the idea that women had become a force to reckon with. 

While Subbulakshsri's childhood was happy enough, her adolescent years were stressful and she feared she may not be able to pursue her art, namely, music. With great courage and determination she charted out a new life and entered into matrimony with T Sadasivan, a brahmin. It was a rare case of an inter-caste marriage in a caste-ridden society. Sadasivan proved to be a wonderful partner. An impresario par excellence, he gave her art a new direction and helped her to fulfil her life's mission. 

Crusader for cultural integration 

A brief interlude in the world of cinema brought rich dividends to MS.  The last film in which she acted was Meera (1945) where she played the role of a Rajput princess who surrendered herself to Lord Krishna. It was produced in Hindi and became a great success, with Lord and Lady Mountbatten, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and other leaders attending the premiere. It made her a national celebrity and a household name in north India as well.  She now realized that she had responsibilities to audiences outside her homeland and assiduously built up a vast repertoire of hymns in all the Indian languages.  She soon became the lone crusader for cultural integration.  Nobody has done as much as Subbulakshmi to knit the diverse cultures of India together.  Cutting across linguistic frontiers, her music flowed to all corners of the country. For seven long decades she dominated the music scene with a pan-Indian image that none of her contemporaries had managed to acquire. 

In the last two decades of her career she was increasingly drawn towards the great Sanskrit mantras like the Vishnusahasranamam and the Suprabhatams (verses chanted in the early hours of the morning to wake up the deity). In our rigidly orthodox patriarchal society, women were not allowed to chant mantras. MS was a social revolutionary who broke through these meaningless barriers and made her chants resound from every temple and home.

A highly disciplined artist and professional to the core, Subbulakshmi did not take her god given voice for granted. Nor did she over-exploit it and wear herself out soon like some of her fellow musicians. Her chaste classicism was the result of years of rigorous discipline and commitment to her art. Ever since her childhood she was constantly testing it to see how far she could stretch  it in terms of range, pitch, technique and new genres of music. It was thus that the unique, one-in-a-million voice emerged, finely honed and modulated, capable of expressing every emotion. And she used it to further many causes that she and her husband espoused. At the height of the freedom movement, her renderings of the great freedom fighter and poet Subramania Bharati's songs stirred up patriotic sentiments among the masses. During a controversial language debate in the 1940s she supported an association for fostering Tamil songs when senior musicians chose to stay away from it. And, most important of all, Gandhi insisted that she alone sing one of his favourite hymns. 'I would rather have Subbulakshmi speak the words of that hymn than somebody else sing it,' he said. 

In the service of humanity 

MS belonged to the group of great women who, inspired by Gandhi, responded to the spirit of the times by dedicating themselves to the service of humanity. When Gandhi's wife Kasturba died, a trust was set up in her name and a series of 'benefit' recitals by MS were organised to raise funds for it. Gandhi wrote to her. 'Dear Subbulakshmi, Rajaji has told me everything about your good work in connection with the Kasturba Memorial Fund by using your musical gifts. May God bless you.' 

It became the beginning of her great saga of philanthropy which continued even when she and her husband were in the throes of a financial crisis in the 1970s.A glance at the list of such recitals given over five decades shows her secular and humane outlook. Her magic voice mobilized tens of millions of rupees for hospitals, educational institutions, renovations of sacred buildings and the welfare of the handicapped and underprivileged. Travelling the length and breadth of this far-flung country, she reached out to all those who needed her.  Whether it was in a rural setting under a spreading banyan tree or in a makeshift enclosure in a small town, she gave a scintillating performance just as at prestigious venues such as the United Nations General Assembly, Canegie Hall or the Royal Albert Hall. Now she is no more but she has left behind a rich legacy in the form of royalties from her prolific recordings that are ear-marked for various worthy causes. 
The epitome of humility and simplicity, Subbulakshmi moved with world leaders and the poorest of the poor with equal grace. Though a high profile, much-sought-after artist, she was happiest at home with some close friends, serving her special brand of coriander coffee, threading flower garlands for her pooja (prayer) room and drawing floral designs on the floor.  Honours and awards poured in till the last years of her life.  She received them, including the highest award of the land, the Bharat Ratna, with detachment.  The Bhagavad Gita defines a karmayogi as one of steadfast mind, who treats adversity and prosperity with detachment and who does his duty without desire, fear and anger.  Subbulakshmi was a true karmayogi. Her concern was always for others – never for herself.
When I visited her two months before her death I was shocked to find her bed-ridden.  The shock seems to have shown on my face.  She gave a ravishing smile.  Though frail in body, she radiated an aura of joy.  After a while she asked me, ‘Why are you looking out of sorts?’  It was as if she was asking, ‘Are you not well?’  As far as she was concerned, there was nothing the matter with her.  That was the secret of her being.  The pain she must have been suffering as she approached journey’s end did not matter at all.  She was at peace with herself – the peace that comes to a divine soul.
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