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Abstract: Ragamalika, literally means, ‘a garland of raga-s’. Dasavatara refers to the ten avatara-s of Lord
Vishnu in the Hindu mythology. Many Karnatic music composers have mentioned these dasavatara-s in their
compositions. These are mostly set in the ragamalika format, so that the complete composition can be
presented with its theme intact. This article aims at analysing two such dasavatara ragamalika-s in regards
to its structural and melodic content in detail.
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l. INTRODUCTION

The dasavatara are the ten primary incarnations of Lord Vishnu. Vishnu has been said to take an avatara, or
incarnation, whenever there is a need to restore righteousness in the world*. The word dasavatara is derived
from the Sanskrit word dasa, which means ten, and avatara, which means form or incarnation.

The list of avatara-s is varied across different sects as well as regions all over India. The common variation
seen is with the inclusion of Balarama (brother of Krishna) instead of Gautama, the Buddha. The commonly
featured avatara-s are Matsya, Kiirma, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Parasurama, Rama and Krishpa. These
incarnations are mentioned to have occurred in the past yuga-s, whereas the last avatara, Kalki, is set to
happen in the current kaliyuga.

Ragamalika, which literally means a garland of raga-s, is a popular compositional form in South Indian
Classical Karnatik Music. While a composition is set to a single raga most of the time, this type of
composition has multiple sections set to different raga-s. The choice of raga-s is based on the composer’s
preference. Apart from a ki, this ragamalika format also appears in other compositional forms like varna?,
tillana®, and so on.

1.1 DASAVATARA RAGAMALIKA-S

There are many compositions that mention the dasavatara in a single song. The general structure of such a
composition is one having ten sections, each one describing one avatara. As a performer strives to project the
theme of such a composition, it is imperative that none of the sections are omitted. Hence, they provide ample
scope to be presented as ragamalika-s to avoid monotony during concerts.

'Bhagavad Gita: Chapter 4, Verse 7, https://www.hinduismfacts.org/dashavatara/
2valaci vacci - navaragamalika varna - adi - Patnam Subramania lyer
3K. N. Dhandayudhapani Pillai’s tillana - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yC6Ykx2W-zg
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Jayadeva’s (12" Century) ‘Pralaya payodhi jalé*, mentions the other nine avatara-s as a form of Krishna,
who himself is an avatara of Vishnu. Purandara Dasa’s (15" Century) ‘R@ama nama ratna hara® says the
name of Rama is a gem-studded necklace, where the other avatara-s are described as precious gems adorning
this ornament. For example, he says ‘matsya nembo manikyada hara/u’, where the matsya avatara is
compared to the ruby and ‘parasurama nembo paccaya hara/u’, referring to the parasurama avatara to be
the emerald. These compositions are rendered as ragamalika-s today, even though a defined set of raga-s are
not available in a documented format. Purandara Dasa has also written a margala, ‘Mukuzake mazngalam *,
referencing the dasavatara-s. Another famous dasavatara ragamalika is composed by Udumalaipettai
Narayana Kavi, beginning with the lyrics ‘parkadal alaimelé'’’, which was made famous by the rendition of
musician Smt. M. L. Vasanthakumari, in the Tamil movie ‘Raja Desingu ®.

Muttusvami Diksita (1775-1835) and Svati Tirunal (1813-1846) are two composers who lived in the 19"
Century, who have composed dasavatara ragamalika-s with a defined set of raga-s, which have been
documented and published in the 20" Century. Both songs are composed in Sanskrit and mention the first
nine avatara-s in the exact same order. Svati Tirunal mentions Kalki as the tenth avatara, yet to incarnate in
kaliyuga, while Muttusvami Diksita mentions Venkatesa as the tenth avatara, who has taken the form of an
idol to protect the people. This reference to the deity of Tirumala as an avatara is unique, and not mentioned
anywhere else. These two compositions are taken up for structural and melodic analysis in this article.

1. STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS

Madhavoe mam patu of Muttusvami Diksita is set in rizpaka tala. There are two authentic printed notational
sources for this song. Anantakrishnaayyar’s book® does not give the cittai svara-s for the different sections,
whereas Sundaram Iyer’s book!® provides them. Kamala jasya hrta! of Svati Tirunal set in adi tala in two
ka/ai, features cittai svara-s after every section. Since the Sundaram lyer version of madhave mam patu
includes the cittai svara-s, it is considered for comparative analysis.

Considering these versions, both dasavatara ragamalika-s follow a very similar structure. Every carara has
two lines of sahitya, followed by two lines of cittai svara. Muttusvami Diksita, who is known for his
madhyamakala sahitya, has highlighted the feature in this composition as well. Madhava mam patu has the
first lines of sahitya and svara sung in the slower speed, and second lines of sahitya and svara presented in
the madhyamakala respectively. The notation of the first section mentioning the matsya avatara is given
below to highlight this structure:

madhave mam patu - ripaka tala
carana 1l - raga: nata

Srglmlplllll "gmp,pmgmmr,,,"
ma . .dhavo .... ma m pa. . . tu
S,,,,,S,r,s, I gmpnpmgmmr,,, |
mat . . .sya .. va ta. ... . . . . ro

madhyama kala
gmppns i, $ns , I StTgmrtrs,npmgm I
vé . daste . yadushta haro . vé da . dirak shanah $r1 .

4M. S. Subbulakshmi - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31Arh9fghwM

Vanitha Suresh - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPnn41DdU4Y
Shttps://madhwafestivals.com/2016/09/14/mangalam-dashaavathara/

7 http://translationsofsomesongsofcarnticmusic.blogspot.com/2015/11/par-kadalalai-mele.html

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-xwbhOUkhz4o

9Sri Krishna Navavaranam by A. Anantakrishnayyar, April 1957, Pg. 143-152

105ri Dikshita Kirtana Mala, Part 15, by A. Sundaram lyer, 1979, Pg. 29-33

"Maharaja Sri Swati Tirunal Kritis Part-1 by Swati Tirunal publications committee, 1970, Pg. 202-213
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cittai svara - raga: nata

S, ,,,,r,g, m, I p,m,p,s$,n, 5§, |

P, ,,S$,8,n,p, Il m, m,p,m,r, s,k |
madhyama kala

s, np-nsrgmpdn | §¢tgm-ttsn-pmpn |

St ,s8,n-snpmgm Il pn,p,-mpgm-rsn |

On the other hand, kamala jasya has both lines of the sahitya, as well as the first svara line presented in the
first speed, while the second svara line is rendered in madhyamakala. This structure is followed in every
section of the song. The notation of the first section talking about the matsya avatara from this song is given
below:

kamala jasya - adi tala (2 kalai)
carana l - raga: mghanam

,gp-9gr,s-s,,,sdrsdp| d,srg,gr | g,dpgpgr |
. kamala. .. ja... syahr ta. ni gamara . si. ha vya . g1 va .
sr-ggp,dgpd sds, s, | ,,s, g 8sddp | dp,d s , dppgdp |
- damana mi na. $sa 1. ra. .. ma . ma vo da .. .. .ra..
cittai svara
grsr-g ,dpdgprgpg,rs | pgpd,psd | $s$ddppagr N

madhyama kala

gpds,s - pdis - grgsrg - rars,ids - pdst § , | dsrgrs - pdsisd-pgpd | sfgi.s-pdsd.p-sd.p |
arsr (kamala jasya)

In both compositions, every caraza has cittai svara-s appearing in the same raga respectively. According to
the Sundaram Iyer’s book?, every section of madhave mam patu seems to lead on to the next one, and only
the final section’s cittai svara in raga madhyamavati is seen leading back to the pallavi as provided in the
notation, highlighted below:

madhavée mam patu - cittai svara - raga: madhyamavati
S H H H H H r H s H r 1 " s 1 I.l 1 - p 1 I.l 1 S H r 1 ||
r ) Ll Ll Ll b S 1 r 1 m 1 " p ) n ) p ) m 1 r bl s bl ||

madhyama kala

n,sr-pmrs-rmpn [ s, ts$§n-pmpnst, |
Stm¢t ,-pmtsnpn | sts§n,p-npmr,s |
(madhavo)

125rj Dikshita Kirtana Mala, Part 15, by A. Sundaram lyer, 1979, Pg. 33
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Kamala jasya’s structure with respect to cittai svara-s leading on to the subsequent section, is a little different.
The second line of cittai svara of every section, presented in madhyamakala, is split into two; the first part is
set in the same raga, while the second part features the same svara passage from the last part of the cittai
svara of the pallavi. This acts as the transition leading to the first raga mohanam. In other words, every section
goes back to the pallavi. This is highlighted below for the section in raga madhyamavati.

kamala jasya - cittai svara - raga: madhyamavati

o, rmrrsnsrs,np l nsr,mpn-r | mpns,npm I
madhyama kala - raga: madhyamavati
rrmrmrs, - nsrsrsn, - Srrmmppn - psni,sng | raga: mohanam

dsrers - pdsisd - pgpe | ster,$ - pdsd,p - sd,p I

grsr (kamala jasya)

I11. MELODIC ANALYSIS

The different avatara-s with the raga-s featured in the two dasavatara ragamalika-s are given below:

avatara rdga in madhavoe mam patu rdga in kamala jasya hrta
1. matsya nata mohanam
2. kiirma gaula bilahari
3. varaha Sri dhanyasi
4. narasimha arabhi saranga
5. vamana varali madhyamavati
6. parasurama keddaram atana
7. rama vasanta natakuranji
8. balarama surati darbar
9. krishna saurdstra anandabhairavi
10. venkatesa / kalki madhyamavati saurdastra

Madhave mam patu commences with the first five ghana raga-s, nata, gau/a, sri, arabhi and varali, in that
order. Kedaram, one of the second set of ghana raga-s comes after this, followed by vasanta. The last three
ragas-s which are featured, are considered auspicious or mapgala raga-s, surati, saurastra and
madhyamavati.

Kamala jasya commences with a very bright and popular pentatonic or audava raga mohanam, interestingly
followed by its closely allied raga bilahari. All raga-s featured after, are considered rakti raga-s, which are
practiced more based on the lakshaza learnt, rather than a more scale-oriented documented laksya. While
saranga, atana, natakuranji, darbar and anandabhairavi are faster-paced raga-s, dhanyasi is usually rendered
in a relatively slower pace, giving a peaceful gamaka-oriented presentation. This combination of raga-s
brought under the umbrella of the same composition, brings out every characteristic phrase of the respective
raga-s very beautifully.

The raga-s madhyamavati and saurastra feature in both compositions. Even though madhyamavati is usually
featured towards the end of a composition or a concert, it comes up as the fifth raga in kamala jasya. Saurastra
is featured as the last raga.

3.1 Analysis of grha svara-s and starting phrases

Grha svara is the starting note of a composition. In this section, the starting notes of every raga, as well as
the starting phrase, in both the songs are documented and discussed.
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raga in madhavé mam patu | grha svara starting phrase
nata S srg,m,p,,,,,
gaula r rgm,mr,,s,,,
sri r r,,r,rggrs,
arabhi d d,d,-rsr,-r,mg(r)
varali p P,,,d, P,,,,
kedaram p p,$,n,p,,,-mglrs,)
vasanta s s,,,m,m,,,m,
surati n ndp,-mgpmmr,,
saurastra d drs$, Snd, ndp,
madhyamavati p p,n,$,n,p,m,

Every grha svara followed by the starting phrase brings out the stamp of the respective raga very clearly. The
raga chaya is immediately set in the minds of the listener. We can also see some of these phrases used in
other compositions of different composers. For example, the sri raga phrase ‘r,,,r,rggrs,’ is similar to
the commencing phrase of ‘vanajasana vinuta’ of Subbaraya Sastri. The vasanta phrase ‘s,,, m, m, , , m
,” reminds one of ‘sitamma mayamma’ of Tyagaraja.

raga in kamala jasya hrta grha svara starting phrase
moéhanam g gpgr,ss,,,
bilahari p ppnddp mg grs,
dhanyasi p pgm, p,n,
saranga r rsp,,,p,pm
madhyamavati r rer,rr mp
atana m mpppmg mp
natakuranji m mgs, s,,n
darbar r r,r mr
anandabhairavi g gEmp,p,, php,pm
saurastra p pddn,dp,mg,

A very similar set of observations can be found in ‘kamala jasya’ as well. The phrases employed in each of
these sections, bring out the best of the rakti in these raga-s. Again, the starting phrases being so catchy and
familiar, can be seen being used in compositions of other composers. For example, mohanam ‘gpgr,ss,,
,” reminds us of ‘nannu palimpa’ of Tyagaraja, and natakuranji“mg s , s, ,n’ is very similar to the
beginning of the famous pada varra ‘chalamela’.

3.2 Analysis of the transition between the ragas-s

As mentioned earlier, in the documented notation sources, madhave mam patu does not have transitional
phrases between the sections. Every section leads directly on to the next section, till the last raga, which
comes back to the pallavi. Hence for this analysis, the starting phrase of the sahitya, and the ending phrase of
the cittai svara are highlighted.

raga in madhavé mam starting phrase of the ending phrase of cittai
patu sahitya svara
nata srg,m,p,,,,, pn,p,-mpgmrsn
gaula rgm,mr,,s,,, snp-npm-pmgmrs
Sri r,,,r,rggrs, pdnp,m-rmrgrs
arabhi d,d,-rsr,-r,mg(r) sspp-$ndp-mgrs
varali p,,,d, P,,,,, gndp,m-pmgrgm
kedaram p,$,n,p,,,-mgi(rs,) ,fSnpmg-grs-sgm
vasanta s,,,m,m,,, m, sSnd-mgm-dmgrsn
surati ndp,-mgpmmr,, Sn,d-pm,g-rsrm
saurdstra drs, snd, ndp, snd,n-srgmpm(d)
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‘p,n,é,n,p,m, ‘éfén,p-npmr,s ‘

The previous section’s ending leads on to the next raga-s starting phrase. For example, ‘pn,p,-mpgmr
sn’innataleadsonto ‘rgm, mr,,s,,,” ingaula. Looking at the combination of phrases given in the table
above, it is very clear that the raga-s flow from one on to another with a smooth and seamless transition. A
key ending phrase in the svara clearly moves on to a very distinct characteristic phrase of the next raga,
bringing out the bhava effectively. For example, the characteristic ‘pdnp, m-rmrgrs’insri raga moves
onto‘d,d,-rsr,-r,mg(r)’ bringing out the arabhi in a quick crisp nutshell.

Kamala jasya, in contrast, has clearly defined transition phrases in the second line of the madhyamakala cittai
svara-s. After every section, this goes back to the part highlighted below, to lead on to the pallavi.

raga: mehanam
(previous section) | dsfgrs - pdsrsd - pgpe | srgr,s - pdsd,p-sd,p |
arsr (kamala jasya)

The transition phrases for all the raga-s are given below:

raga in kamala jasya hrta transition phrases
mohanam Not applicable
bilahari ppddp, - sSnddp, - mgr, - rgpmgrs , - srrggppd
dhanyasi gmpndpmp - mg,pmegrs - nsgmpn $gis ndpmp,
saranga rgmrsrs , - pmddpmp, - pdnsddpm - pdpm rgmp
madhyamavati rrmrmrs , - NSrsrsn, - srrmmppn - psnrsnp ,
atana pmnnpmps - n$rs nsd , - pnst mpns rmpn pmp,
natakuranji rgmd ,n mdnsnd - ndmgmgs- sndn smgm dm , dn
darbar rrmr pmp dnp , mrggrrs, dp, dn$ p, d- mpdp
anandabhairavi gmp gpmgr g, mpgrsn sgrg , mpdp snrs ndp
saurastra transition to pallavi is discussed in the next
section

A key difference between the two compositions is the tala used. Since this. composition is set in a much bigger
tala, the scope for these transition phrases is enhanced. A half avarta consists of thirty-two svara-s in
madhyamakala. This is fully used in projecting the raga to the maximum extent possible. For example,
dhanyasi in ‘gmpndpmp - mg,pmgrs - nsgmpn $grs ndpmp ,” is shown in a very grand manner. This
combination of notes with the highlighted dhirga svara in g, provides a clear laksarza on how the note needs
to be handled to project the raga. Another key highlight is in madhyamavati, ‘rrmrmrs , - nsrsrsn , - sSrrmmppn
- psnrsnp ,” with the usage of janta svara-s and dazu prayoga-s.

3.3 Vilama krama cittai svara-s as the final section in kamala jasya

Kamala jasya has a unique feature among the documented versions of these two compositions. Here, after the
last carapa, there is a set of half avarta cittai svara-s in all the raga-s occurring in reverse order, leading to a
grand finish back to the pallavi. This section is completely set in madhyamakala. Even with just a half avarta
per raga, each one of them brings out the essence of the respective raga so beautifully. * denotes the anya
svara in saranga.
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kamala jasya — final cittai svara passages — madhyamakala
raga: saurastra raga: anandabhairavi
ppdn §,sn srsnsnd, pdnd ndpm gmgrgmp, |  pdpmgrgmdpmag,rs, | sgrg,mpdpsndp,,, |
raga: darbar raga: natakuranji
dns p, pdnp, mrggrsrmpdn, st dnsp,dpm | dnsndmgsndnsrgm, | gmdm dnsn dndmndm, |
raga: arana raga: madhyamavati
pd,p snis ni, § nsd , pmgmrs nsrmrmpnp, | n,pmr,mrsnpnst, | mMpnsi, pns NSk $, Np I
raga: saranga raga: dhanyasi
dpmr gm*rs - srsp,mpdnsi dnsdp mpmr,gmp | nSisndp-m,pg.r | nsagrs - gmpn sndpmp |
raga: bilahari raga: mohanam
dsnd pmgr- dpmg rsnd- srgpmarg- pdsndpd, | dsigis - pdsisd - pgpd | st gr, §-pdsd,p-sd,p |
grsr (kamala jasya)

The phrases, especially in the last two very similar raga-s bilahari and mghanam, are to be noted. Even though
their ascending scale contains the same notes, the section beginning with ‘dsnd pmgr- dpmg rsnd’ has a clear
mix of the n and m, traversing both arohapa and avarohapa phrases depicting bilahari, compared to the
‘dsrers - pdsrsd - pgpd’ bringing in the mghanam.

IV. OBSERVATIONS - CONCERT PRESENTATION

Both these dasavatara ragamalika-s are presented occasionally in the concert circuit. In order to highlight the
theme, the full composition has to be sung, which takes up a sizeable portion of the duration of the concert.
Madhavo mam patu is seen presented in three different ways:
e at the end of every section of the cittai svara, leading on to the pallavi line madhava mam patu back
in nata raga®®
e at the end of every section of the cittai svara, leading on to the beginning of the same section*
e without rendering the cittai svara-s, every section is presented as its own entity and does not lead back
to the pallavi®

In contrast, the presentation of kamala jasya'® is consistent among musicians. All renditions follow the full
structure of the song as given in the notation. Mostly, musicians have featured this as a part of a thematic
concert based on the composer or deity, or as an in-between song before the main item of the concert. The
author of this article recalls listening to Mani Krishnaswami presenting kamala jasya as the main featured
item in her concert at The Music Academy, Chennai, in the late 90s, where she performed short alapana
sections featuring all the raga-s, as well as kalpana svara-s, with a finale korvai that included all raga-s in
reverse order, following the structure of the composition itself.

V. CONCLUSION

The dasavatara ragamalika-s composed by two well-known contemporary composers of the 19" century
have been analysed in this article. The similarities and differences in structure, melody and presentation, have
been highlighted in detail. Such unique thematic compositions are a treasure to every student and musicians’
repertoire. These types of songs, not often heard by audiences, brings forth positive and excited reactions and
fantastic reviews when featured in lecture-demonstrations as well as concert presentations.

Bhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cg5Km912KTrE - T V Sundaravalli

4Amrutha Venkatesh - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Kr_Fs2nuMo

5Aruna Sairam - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GY9CjtLUrSc

6Alathur Brothers - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZK5-bglrwk
Omanakutty and disciples - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ib6MTJzYPBQ
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