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Abstract 

 

This dissertation investigates the ways in which hybridising Karnatik music and early 

opera can inform an artist-researcher’s effort to achieve intercultural musico-poetic 

works and performances. It highlights two contentious aspects in contemporary 

Karnatik scholarship: that text deserves more attention in the performance of Karnatik 

vocal music and that a congruency between textual and musical aspects can be mediated 

through gesture.  

I approach this research from the perspective of a female Karnatik vocal 

performer, and centralise my artistic practice. In doing so, I reflect on socio-cultural 

issues pertaining to each of the performance cultures. Accordingly, my research 

methodology can be identified as socio-culturally interrogative artistic research in 

music. As its methods, this model interweaves historical, comparative and analytical 

musicology, with experimentation and reflection, music analysis, and performance 

analysis.  

By examining, from a Karnatik perspective, Claudio Monteverdi’s 

compositional model for musical declamation, and the notion of expressivity through 

voice and gesture in early opera, I derive a decahedral framework for hybridity. This 

acts as a conceptual foundation for my creative explorations to synergise as two core 

projects. Both projects build on specific conceptual parameters from the decahedral 

framework across the paradigms of content-building and delivery. Firstly, in the 

Thiruppavai Project, Tamil poetry from the ninth century is set to music and performed 

with continuo accompaniment. Secondly, in Monteverdi Reimagined, I extend the 

aesthetic of hybridity into the context of Monteverdi’s first opera, L’Orfeo (1607). This 

yields the Tamil–Italian bilingual live performance of Monteverdi Reimagined as the 

consolidated outcome of hybridity.  

This research provides insights that are relevant to the fields of intercultural 

hybridity in music-making and music performance research. It offers one approach to 

combining two culturally diverse genres of music. In its journey towards hybridity, this 

research problematises and practically explores a female Karnatik singer’s embodied 

experience and the role of gesture in promoting self-expression and self-assertion. In 

addressing these two issues that are both under-represented and highly pertinent to the 

current controversies around the #MeToo movement, the research contributes to much-

needed feminist scholarship in Karnatik music. The research also contributes to 

scholarship in the fields of music and movement, and intercultural approaches to voice 
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studies. By proposing and implementing a methodological model that harnesses the 

artmaking to a wider social context, the research offers a fresh perspective on 

methodology in the dynamic field of artistic research in music. 
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shaping, and movement, 9/9/2017 (video) 

7.12 A full rehearsal session in progress, Darshil (Flute) and Ronan (Tenor) in focus, 

23/9/2017 (video) 

7.13 Excerpt from rehearsal at Hall, 20/10/2017 (video) 

7.14 Live performance of Monteverdi Reimagined (video) 
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Notes 

 

• I do not use diacritical marks in spelling the Karnatik terms in this thesis. My 

spelling style is in line with a simple phonetic approach, as seen in Allen (2008; 

1997) 

• The spellings of Italian terms follow dominant convention. 

• I have provided brief definitions of all foreign terms immediately after their first 

occurrence. I expand on these definitions in greater depth as the thesis unfolds, 

at pertinent points. 

• In representing the Tamil language text in English, I use capital letters to denote 

elongation in vowels and hardness in consonants.  

• I do not italicise the word ‘raga.’ I believe that the term raga has been so widely 

referenced in musical and musicological discourses over the last century that it 

can be considered to have transcended its ‘foreign word’ status and joined the 

‘mainstream’ of terms. 

• Important terms/concepts and names/names of works and projects have been 

italicised in their very first appearance. 

• For ease of recall, I have provided a vocabulary of Karnatik terms that 

frequently appear in this thesis in Appendix G. 

• Certain last names are popular in South India, and in some cases I have thought 

it useful to use first name initials in the in-text citations and discussions. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Problems, Proposals and Perspectives 

 

The tension between music and poetry has been a locus of interest across both Karnatik 

music and early Italian opera. In this research, I approach and problematise 

intersections—of music and poetry, and of Karnatik music and early opera—from the 

perspective of a female Karnatik vocal performer. 

In this introductory chapter, I begin by identifying the under-privileging of text 

as a problem in Karnatik music, particularly in the musico-poetic form, the Viruttam. I 

link this problem to another issue in Karnatik culture, namely, the regulation of 

corporeal expression and gesture in the typical Karnatik female singing-body. In 

identifying text-centricity and gesture as my focal points in this research, I express my 

research intent to explore these aspects through my Karnatik vocal style using early 

opera of the West as my lens. I then briefly introduce myself and my singing career, 

propose hybridity as a principle that might suit the intercultural nature of my research, 

and present a set of research questions. I close the chapter with a thesis outline.  

 

1.1 Introducing Karnatik Declamation: Viruttam 

Karnatik music is the classical music of Southern India and comprises composed 

(kalpita) and improvised (manodharma) forms. The improvised forms use meaningless 

syllables (in alapana and tanam), solfége (kalpanaswara), or variations to single lines 

of text (neraval and ragam-tanam-pallavi) to creatively explore the melodic material of 

Indian classical music, the raga. The Viruttam stands out as the only fully improvised 

form that explores poetry verses using raga, and is therefore unlike any of the other 

improvised forms listed above. Unbound by cyclical rhythm, the Viruttam is led 

forward by the natural poetic metre. It is usually presented towards the end of a two- to 

three-hour-long Karnatik public performance (kacceri) (Krishna, 2013, pp. 132–133; 

Pesch, 1999, pp. 188–189).  

As a Karnatik singer with over two decades of experience in kacceri, I perceive 

a problem with the way in which Viruttam is currently performed. Despite its inclusion 

of beautiful poetry, importance is given to melody rather than to word or meaning. My 

observation on the Viruttam sits alongside a more general observation made by 

Viswanathan and Allen (2004) on the existence of a debate between the relative 

importance of text and music in the field of Karnatik music: “There is an ongoing 

debate in South India about the importance of text vis-à-vis music . . . many argue that 

the attention should be more on music than on text” (p. 18).  
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The dominant discourse in Karnatik music is that the devotional content of the 

lyrics is of extremely high importance in the contemporary Karnatik style. Viswanathan 

and Allen (2004, p. 18) do acknowledge this, “the devotional nature and the artistry of 

the kriti texts—inheritors of a long history of devotional poetry—are 

treasured…” Among those who argue for a relegation of text to the background are 

well-known performers and musicologists (Krishna, 2013; Ramanathan, 2009). 

Performer/scholar T. M. Krishna states, “in this [Karnatik] musical experience, 

language is important only as sound, not linguistically” (2013, p. 275). Senior 

musicologist N. Ramanathan declares: 

The moment one gives importance to text, music would cease to be art music. 

Understanding the meaning of the text is necessary for the singer for dance, drama and 

films, not in art music performance. In fact, the words in art music have to be moulded 

to become subservient to melody and should not be rendered as in a speech. (Email 

interview with the author, December 20, 2016) 

While Krishna (2013) and Ramanathan’s perspective on the importance of music over 

text may not be the dominant opinion in Karnatak music, it is one of two competing 

discourses that is fast gaining traction. In the light of the above discourses, my argument 

stems from a performers’ perspective. I feel that in kacceri performance practice, the 

importance of lyrics does not adequately translate as impact due to the way in which 

lyrics are often relegated by performers in favour of the music. An approach to 

performance that systematically ignores the contribution of language is problematic, 

particularly in the context of Viruttam, in which the poetry should be indeed central.  

In Indian philosophical discourse, both music and words have always been 

considered important in shaping the conscious, brahman, that makes music. While 

sound (nada brahman) is key to music, the word and its contextual meaning (shabda 

brahman) are equally valued (King, 1999; Anil Srinivasan, 2016). Word-setting in a 

manner that aligns the nada with shabda is considered key to heightening expressivity 

that the musico-poetic form can offer (Vedavalli, 2011). Vocal artists M. 

Balamuralikrishna, M. S. Subbulakshmi, and Aruna Sairam, are examples of the few 

who have achieved this balance in the field of Karnatik music; they have stood out in 

their ability to express bhava, the notion of feeling in music, not only through raga 

(melody), but also through attention to sahitya (text). 

Turning westwards, a vast body of scholarship acknowledges the nature of 

poetry as one that acquires meaning when uttered (Austin, 1962; Derrida, 1972/1982, 

1977/1988; Esterhammer, 2000; Schechner, 2002). Singer/researcher Kathryn Whitney 
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(2015, p. 98), whose interests lie in exploring the potential of the musico-poetic in the 

context of live performance, observes: “Poetry is ‘performative,’ that is, it requires 

human action to acquire meaning.” Music in poetically powerful forms such as 

Viruttam, I contend, must ideally highlight this performative quality of the poetry, even 

if this means side-stepping the essentially ‘non-representational’ nature of Karnatik 

music conferred upon it due to its “Art music” identity (Ramanathan, 2009, p. 207). 

Both Pesch (1999, p. 188) and Ramanathan (email interview with the author, December 

20, 2016) note that the Viruttam may have made its way into Karnatik singing from the 

classical dance tradition or from the story-telling tradition (harikatha). There is 

therefore more scope for the body to also engage with the performative poetry in 

Viruttam depiction. 

In a recent article, performer and writer Anil Srinivasan, who works across both 

Karnatik and Western systems of music, compares textual treatment in Karnatik and 

Western art music: 

In Carnatic music, I have often been bemused by the importance (or lack thereof ) 

placed by different practitioners on lyric and contextual meaning . . .  [T] he 

construction of lyrical text or poetic verse is intentional . . . In compositions involving 

corporeal ideas of human relationships or emotion, lyrics are the primary devices to 

tell the story. Understanding them and giving them their due is vital to the 

dissemination of this type of content. (Anil Srinivasan, 2016, para. 2–4) 

By contrast, in the context of Western music, he observes:  

At no point is the pupil [of Western classical music] told to disregard the lyric, its 

context or its significance in favour of melodic freedom. This is not to say that 

melodic freedom is discouraged, but when it is an aria, song or ‘lied’ that is being 

composed a certain balance between music and lyric is highlighted. (Anil Srinivasan, 

2016, para. 5) 

Karnatik music can be used to tell a story using poetry; however, there is an innate lack 

of performativity in the tradition, as Anil Srinivasan’s (2016) observations establish. To 

strengthen my case for greater textual expression in Karnatik music, I briefly discuss the 

normative nature of textual and emotive content in the context of poetry in the Viruttam.  

 

1.2 Textual Content in Viruttam 

The poetry for Viruttam is selected by the singer from devotional verses in the Tamil 

language, the vernacular of the state of Tamilnadu. Chennai, the capital of Tamilnadu, is 
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also considered the “capital of Karnatik music” (N. A. Higgins, 2013, p. 2). With a 

vibrant audience and a rich performance scene, kacceris happen in Chennai almost all 

year long, and many of them are usually crowned with a Viruttam as a tukkada, a tail-

piece. Verses for the Viruttam are drawn from iconic religious poetic works such as the 

Tevaram, Divyaprabandham and Abirami Anthadi (Peterson, 1989), and are entirely 

improvised in a single melodic type (raga) or several strung together, ragamalika (a 

garland of ragas). 

The poetry in Viruttam not only describes a God, but also the yearning of the 

singer/devotee for the god’s grace (Pesch, 1999, p. 187–188). Powerful metaphors that 

suggest emotions (bhava) such as love, piety, and surrender, come forth strongly in 

most poetry (Zvelebil, 1973, 1974). Usually, the words are in Tamil, rendering the 

meaning easily communicable to Chennai audiences, and easily understood by Karnatik 

performers, the majority of whom would be Tamil-speaking.  

For instance, in the poem Petra thaai thanai, the saint-poet Ramalinga Adigal 

declares: “Even if a son forgets his mother, the mother forgets her son, the body forgets 

the soul, or the soul abandons the body, I will not forget the name of Lord Shiva.” 

Structured as ‘even if’ clauses, the poetic content is powerful and begs primacy. 

However, it is not always afforded it. Improvisatory melodic forays often interject and 

eventually hijack the poetic exposition.  

To demonstrate how this might occur, I draw on selected examples of two great 

artists singing this very verse. M. M. Dhandapani Desikar, in singing “even if the body 

forgets the soul,” becomes highly engrossed in the raga Kalyani at this point. His 

virtuosic foray into the raga is spell-binding, but the listener has lost the thread of 

meaning by this time (Srinivasan Balakumar, 2015). Similarly, T. N. Seshagopalan, in 

singing the same line, forays into a mini raga elaboration itself (Madurai T. N. 

Seshagopalan, 2018). Dazzling as it is, this approach leaves a listener who might be 

following the words in a state of uncertainty. I, too, am guilty of relegating text in my 

earlier Viruttam singing practice, and have often found myself so involved with the raga 

and its numerous possibilities that I would sometimes forget what it is that I was trying 

to communicate by way of poetry. Many times, I have reconsidered the line when the 

violin accompanist was playing their reply.  

 

1.3 Considering Text-centric Viruttam 

From the above examples and my personal experience, I find that the fully improvised 

nature of the Viruttam renders the word-setting in the form easily overpowered by 

https://youtu.be/VY3P3JTaYAU?t=53s
https://youtu.be/JGBX-1uwHeA?t=4m37s
https://youtu.be/JGBX-1uwHeA?t=4m37s
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melody. When certain key moments in the poetry are identified by the singer, and this 

knowledge of textual meaning is drawn on to structure the Viruttam prior to delivery in 

performance (even as an outline rather than in detail), a greater degree of text-centricity 

could be achieved. Moreover, in adopting such an approach, the dramatic quality of the 

words could find expression through music. Recitatives and declamations in opera are 

examples of such musico-poetic arrangements, with composer Claudio Monteverdi’s 

approach to declamation being an exemplar for word–melody interactions that favoured 

textual primacy (Ringer, 2006, p. 25; G. Tomlinson, 1987, pp. 131–141). 

 An example of a structured approach to Viruttam is not entirely new, and is 

seen in the context of Tamil movies that were based on mythological themes. These 

movies formed an important part of Tamil cinema between the 1930s and the 1960s and 

enriched the musicality of the medium (Baskaran, 1996, pp. 41–54; Viswanathan & 

Allen, 2004, pp. 112–116). Such movies often featured Viruttams that were sung by 

singer-actors who worked alongside a ‘music director’ (the term used to refer to a 

composer in Tamil cinema). The Viruttams thus conceived used a composed-cum-

improvised approach, demonstrating a blend of structure that showcased textual 

expressivity and a singer’s improvisatory skill.  

A few striking examples of such Viruttams include Gnana pazhathai (K. B. 

Sundarambal, 2015) sung and acted by K. B. Sundarambal from the movie 

Thiruvilaiyadal (Nagarajan, 1965) (composer K. V. Mahadevan), and Udal uruga 

(Saregama Tamil, 2014) by M. S. Subbulakshmi from the movie Meera (Sadasivam & 

Duncan, 1945) (composer Papanasam Sivan). As film historian Baskaran (1996) 

outlines, movies that featured pieces (including Viruttams) in Karnatik ragas declined 

around the late 1960s. Erstwhile film singer-actors of the 1930s and early 1940s, such 

as M. S. Subbulakshmi and G. N. Balasubramaniam, removed themselves from acting 

and aligned themselves completely with the ‘heavier’ classical Karnatik performance 

style from the 1940s onwards. The structured, expressive Viruttam singing style, 

therefore, did not infiltrate Karnatik concert practice.  

Further, the Viruttam exemplifies a paradox in the context of Karnatik music—it 

is considered both ‘heavy’ and ‘light’ at the same time, as Doraiswamy (2019) explains. 

The Viruttam is heavy in that it uses established Karnatik ragas and affords 

improvisation; it is considered light in that it is presented at the end of a Karnatik 

concert, is not composed by an established Karnatik composer, and does not offer scope 

for a separate raga exploration segment (alapana) or rhythmic kalpanaswara. Its status 

in Karnatik music is therefore as a tukkada (literally translates to “a small bit,” a lighter 
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piece). Its tukkada status, however, is not so much related to its content as to its position 

in the hierarchy of concert convention. This hierarchy has been implicitly interrogated 

by several performers; Aruna Sairam, for instance, is often known to place a Viruttam 

centrally, preceding a song (Krishna Ambalavanar, 2018).  

The Viruttam, therefore, is a dynamic and flexible form and its rather interesting 

background invites consideration from several angles, particularly a text-centric, 

expressive one, as I propose here.  

 

1.4 Drama: A Trope for Expressivity 

In current Karnatik performance practice the notion of drama is typically absent. As I 

have mentioned earlier, this is due to its non-representational, Art music identity 

(Ramanathan, 2009). Oftentimes, despite the non-representational nature of Karnatik 

music, audiences and performers take pleasure in the devotional content of the lyrics 

within the moments of togetherness that performance affords. But such communication 

of sentiment is tacit and not intentionally dramatised in contemporary Karnatik style. 

However, drama was, historically, a principal feature in India’s performing arts, and 

linked music to theatre and the performing body, as the earlier film-based examples also 

alluded to. The oldest surviving Sanskrit treatise of performing arts, the Natyasastra 

attributed to sage Bharata (circa 2nd century BCE), presents the interesting concept of 

tauryatrikam—drama as a collective of music, dance and percussion (Ghosh, 1950; 

Madhavan, 2016). According to the Natyasastra, word, melody and expressivity yoke 

to the living performing body through natya, the art of drama (Madhavan, 2016, 

p. 131).  

Ramanathan (2008b, p. 287) notes that Bharata’s natya may be “equated to the 

drama of the West,” suggesting that Western opera, and its beginnings as “musical 

drama” (Carter, 2002), could be an ideal firmament to explore the possibility of a 

reimagined collective of arts. 

Interestingly, the approach of seeing natya as a collective of arts resonates with 

Wagner’s theory of opera—“various arts subsumed under drama” (Lindenberger, 1998, 

p. 116). His passionate declaration demonstrates his allegiance to musical drama, which 

he regarded as the apogee of expression at one stage of his long career: “The highest 

collective work of art is drama. It can only reach its full potential if every form of art is 

present in its highest intensity” (Wagner, 1914, p. 158, original italics).  

In the following, Bharata links the word with sentiment (rasa) and the voicing 

body: 
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Geetaireva hi vaakyaarthe rasapaako balaasraya 

[It is only through songs that strength and emotion comes to the meaning of the words 

that are intoned by the singer]. (Bharata, cited in Vedavalli, 2011, p. 53) 

Drawing on Bharata’s idea of communicating poetry, I contend, yokes it to the voicing 

body, in line also with the ideas of SongArt (2012a, paras. 6 & 7) in a Western musico-

poetic context. Poetry’s intrinsic quality as “performance text” when translated to 

“expressive acts” mediated by the body confers a sense of agency on the voicer, as 

performance scholar Sreenath Nair’s (2017, p. 168) design of “elements in 

performance” in the context of the female performing body and rasa (emotion in 

performance) confirms. Expressive acts, he notes, are “gestural sequences, that link 

different parts of the performance, emotively, to develop performance narratives” (Nair, 

2017, p. 168). This feature, in my understanding, fundamentally links opera to the 

ancient performance philosophy of India, as described in the Natyasastra. From the 

latter, Krishna (2013, p. 438) observes, the notion of music (sangita) emerged: “Today 

we use the term sangita to refer only to music, but in the context of ancient music, it 

referred to deshi theatre.” The deshi sangita referred to here was introduced in the 13th-

century treatise, Sangitaratnakara of Sarngadeva, and forms the foundation of what is 

referred to today as Karnatik melodic material, the raga. Therefore, raga-music in 

history has been performative. Travelling drama companies of Tamilnadu which thrived 

in the early 1900s employed singer-actors, the featured songs wove together the 

mythological stories, and “were based on Karnatik music” (Baskaran, 1996, p. 41; 

Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, p. 112). Several of these singer-actors, including K. B. 

Sundarambal (mentioned earlier in relation to Viruttam in films) went on to represent 

Karnatik music in cinema.  

Therefore, historically drama has been enhanced by Karnatik music, and, 

similarly, I suggest that textually powerful pieces such as the Viruttam from current 

Karnatik practice could lend themselves to drama.  

 

1.5 Expressivity and the Karnatik Singing Body 

In contemporary Karnatik music, the voice is the most popular medium of exposition in 

performance (Pearson, 2016a; Schachter, 2015a; Viswanathan & Allen, 2004). 

Viswanathan and Allen (2004, p. 4) relate the importance of the voice in Karnatik music 

directly to the text involved: “South Indian vocal and instrumental music performance is 

based upon song, that is, upon music that has been set to text . . . the singing style is 
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highly valued.” They clarify that even instrumental concerts follow the singing style of 

pathantara (convention of song). Pearson (2016a, p. 45) links the importance of text to 

the voice; she notes, “the greater popularity of vocal concerts is largely due to audience 

interest in the religious lyrical content of the form, which of course can only be 

appreciated when the music is sung.” In the melody-centric model, the singer has a 

‘say’ on a musical level. However, in a text-centric, dramatised handling, a paradigm 

shift from musical to dramatic representation—and further, to vocal “agency” across not 

only melodic but also representational levels—can be achieved (Thomaidis, 2015, 

pp. 214–216). 

That the body is closely aligned with the voice in the history of Karnatik music 

is illustrated by Pesch (1999, pp. 63–65), using the linkage between the poetic imagery 

from the Narada Purana (a 10th-century treatise), anatomy of the body, vocal register, 

and musical note (swara). However, expressivity and corporeality in Karnatik music 

have both remained subtle in the tradition; its style is related to spirituality and devotion 

(bhakti), not to dramatic representation. Pesch’s (1999) statement conveys this nuance 

that underpins the notion of the voice in Karnatik music: 

It is no secret that the human voice is the mirror of one’s emotional state. In Karnatic 

music the various emotions are not so much illustrated as suggested in a subtle 

manner. The feelings thus evoked transcend the corresponding emotions experienced 

in daily life. In this manner, they are not only refined aesthetically but also relate to a 

spiritual dimension which is so precious to practitioners and listeners alike. (p. 59) 

Thus, introducing drama alongside Karnatik elements would challenge the established 

premise on which the present Karnatik voice and practice stands. In such a challenge, 

however, would lie the ability of a Karnatikally trained voice to evoke the various 

dramatic rasas (sentiments evoked) in a listener, and would be ideal for a form such as 

the Viruttam. As Pesch (1999, p. 59) notes, “it is left to a trained singer or actor to 

invoke various emotional states (bhava) at will and to kindle the attending feeling (rasa) 

in a listener.” I will expand further on the application of the rasa theory of Natyasastra 

to music in Chapters 3 and 5.  

A text-centric approach to Viruttam is brought to bear on the performative 

potential of the musico-poetic form, and on the voice. In this research, I intend to 

explore these aspects through the activities of composition and embodied performance. 

By embodied style, I refer to one that privileges the role of the voicing body as central. I 

have turned to Western opera to draw on and share with, because it offers suitable 

models for such an exploration.  
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1.6 Research Premise and Intent 

My focus is on early opera, particularly the declamations of Claudio Monteverdi from 

the first decade of the 17th century. These are composed structures which closely align 

with Viruttam principles and constructs. Ringer’s (2006) description of Monteverdi’s 

music for drama illustrates the suitability of his style for my research intent: 

His music demands that the listeners prepare themselves by reading the text 

beforehand and that they concentrate on every verbal inflection to comprehend better 

the way the music vivifies the dramatic situation. (p. 25)  

The link to early opera in this research clearly satisfies my interest in the word, vocal 

delivery, and drama linkage, in the context of the performative. A two-way approach to 

musical interaction—from Karnatik music to early opera and vice versa—is envisaged 

as the research “intent” (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 232). I intend to dramatise Tamil poetry by 

adopting word-setting and delivery strategies from Monteverdi’s compositional style 

and the prevalent rhetorical styles of delivery. Secondly, I intend to extend my learnings 

and experiences from the first to an exploration of selected parts from Monteverdi’s 

L’Orfeo, widely considered to be the first operatic masterpiece ever written, by adopting 

a Karnatik vocal style throughout.  

This research is grounded in artmaking, and represents my journey from being a 

Karnatik singer in Chennai, India, to becoming a composer and embodied intercultural 

performer in Brisbane, Australia. It traces the trajectory between the predominantly 

sonic world of Karnatik art music to the dramatic world of early opera. At the interstices 

of the musico-poetic, embodied voice, two diverse cultures, musicology and history, I 

position my current work as socio-culturally interrogative artistic research in music. In 

other words, the creative processes in this research trigger reflections on the music-

making. In doing so, however, they also trigger another crucial layer of reflection on my 

female performing body through which I interrogate not only my personal practice but 

also the conventions around the broader Karnatik practice from which my singing style 

emerges.  

 

1.7 Clarifying my Approach to ‘Karnatik’ 

At this juncture, I must clarify my approach to Karnatik music in this research. I have 

chosen to deviate from the established model of Karnatik concert presentation, kacceri, 

in this research. This is not only because it does not support drama, but also because its 

establishment as the template of Karnatik classicism in the early decades of the 
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twentieth century hinged on injustices carried out against hereditary female performers 

of the art (Krishna, 2013, pp. 316–317).  

My approach to Karnatik, therefore, is not as a prevalent performance culture, 

but as music, constituting certain key elements. These foundational elements of 

Karnatik music are: the melodic element, raga, and its key constituents swara (musical 

note) and gamaka (attendant ornamentation); the element depicting a sense of forward 

motion in time, laya; the element of feeling, bhava; and the philosophies of 

improvisation, manodharma (Pearson, 2016a, pp. 46–49; Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, 

pp. 34–51, pp. 60–63; Viswanathan & Cormack, 1998). Due to my long years of 

training and performance in the style, these elements are embedded within me and are 

the core of my musical existence, as Krishna (2013, p. 13–15) also observes from his 

own artistic perspective. I briefly expand below on pertinent issues in the Karnatik 

performance culture that call for critical interrogation; these are the factors that have 

influenced my stepping-away from kacceri convention. 

In 2004, T. Viswanathan and Matthew Harp Allen declare, “what is now 

considered ‘traditional’ in Karnataka music performance is only just over half a century 

old” (p. 86), calling for an honest evaluation of the music that is currently regarded as 

‘traditional’ or ‘classical.’ Scholarship examining the past performance cultures of 

Karnatik music (Krishna, 2013; Terada, 1996, 2000; Weidman, 2001, 2003, 2006) has 

problematised current kacceri practice and the notion of Karnatik as it is practiced now. 

This is due to the negation of a crucial element from the past in the present Karnatik 

construct, namely, the embodied style of the devadasis. 

The devadasis were the hereditary female performers of classical music and 

dance, and the “only women to present Karnatik Music in public, in the first decades of 

the twentieth century” (Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, p. 70). A key aspect of their art 

was deliberate, semantically pertinent gesture of hands (mudras) and facial expressions 

(abhinaya), and movement, while singing, rendering their music representational. Their 

repertoire constituted songs of love and longing (padams and javalis), and their bodies 

were loci of expressivity. Due to a protracted series of political events in the early 20th 

century, their embodied style became dissociated from what was then recognised as 

respectable, and therefore ‘classical’, in Karnatik music (Allen, 1998, p. 68; Amrit 

Srinivasan, 1985, p. 1875; L. Subramanian, 1999; Weidman, 2001, pp. 137–146) 

This revising of Karnatik music was orchestrated as part of the postcolonial 

“nation-building agenda” by the upper-caste brahmins (L. Subramanian, 2006, p. 2). 

Sadly, the rationale for revision hinged on the sense of shame that came to be associated 
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with the feminine singing and gesturing body of the devadasis (Kersenboom-Story, 

1987; Meduri, 1996; Soneji, 2011). As Krishna (2013, p. 316) declared, the function of 

the Karnatik kacceri form then instated was “to rid dance and even music of its 

devadasi history.” This notion of sanitised kacceri has come to stand for what the world 

believes to be Karnatik music, today. 

The feminine in Karnatik music has always been highly controlled, politicised 

and vulnerable (Krishna, 2013, pp. 314–317). As cultural anthropologist Amanda 

Weidman notes: 

Ideas about femininity and the ideal woman motivate the definition of the “classical” 

in South India, whether in music or dance. The question of women’s participation in 

these fields is not simply a women’s issue, or an extra-musical matter; rather, it plays 

a crucial role in defining the notion of what is “classical,” in defining performance, 

and in defining music itself. (Weidman, 2001, p. 132) 

The trend of regulating corporeal expression in women performers of Karnatik music 

continues today, and is tied to the notion of classicism. In a typical kacceri today, the 

main artist is seated at the centre of an elevated stage, and the accompanists (violin, 

mridangam, and other rhythm-based accompaniments) are seated to the right and left of 

them. Further, the need for microphones and amplification arose with the prevalence of 

larger halls, rendering much movement while singing practically impossible (Pesch, 

1996, pp. 72–75). Cross-legged sitting being the only permitted posture allows for 

limited hand and head movements in a kacceri performer, offering “no room for dance 

movements seen in the earlier stage of the art’s [dramatised Karnatik] development” 

(Pesch, 1999, p. 171).  

Normative gestures that a Karnatik singer uses in kacceri are primarily related to 

time-keeping, melodic contour, tessitura, vocal intensity, physical effort, and nature of 

ornament, to name a few of the features that Lara Pearson (2016a, p. 172) identifies in 

her research on gestures in Karnatik vocal music pedagogy. Sometimes, Karnatik 

gestures in kacceri align with a display of meditativeness, in line with the spiritual 

nature of the form, as observed in Bombay Jayashri’s style (2018). 

These kinds of gesture are musically contingent, and do not reflect or aim to 

convey emotion of the poetic content. More importantly, even such kinds of gesture are 

regulated and critiqued in a female performer. For instance, Aruna Sairam, a celebrated 

singer, one of the few who performs with obvious gesture and facial expression today, 

is often criticised by self-appointed gatekeepers of on-stage behaviour. Here a Karnatik 

critic and blogger, Sankar, comments on gesture in Aruna Sairam’s concert: 
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I get irritated when I see her [Aruna Sairam’s] gimmicks on stage. Too much of 

artificial expressions and excessive movements of the hand puts me off .. [sic] Totally 

at loggerheads with what Carnatic music stands for – a modest and serene expression 

of one’s love for God. . . . her “arrogant” body language which somehow is not 

camouflaged by her smile, spoils everything. (Sankar, 2009)  

By contrast, gesture in a male Karnatik singer is welcomed and seen as a sense of 

‘style.’ However, it is rarely negatively commented upon. In this quote, a rasika (fan) is 

rather disappointed that celebrated singer Sanjay Subrahmanyan did not enact a 

favourite gesture of his in a certain concert: “The [usual] hand gestures of ‘pistol 

pointing’ at the percussionist after the culmination of a long electrifying swara singing 

and so on were largely restrained. It does not mean that the energy was lacking” (Jayan, 

2014, para. 1). From these words, it is also clear that gesture in male singers is in fact 

linked to ‘energy’ and vivacity. Well-known journalist Tishani Doshi has linked hand 

gesture in male musicians to popularity; here she writes about T. M. Krishna: “A 

superficial study of classical male Indian musicians might indicate that hair is a big 

factor in popularity. But I would say it’s fingers and eloquent hand gestures. Krishna 

rates well on both counts” (Doshi, 2017). 

In female singers, it is the lack of gesturing that is prized. When a female 

Karnatik singer moves to express herself, she is often viewed as the nemesis of 

“sweetness” that her music ought to stand for. Rather, feminine vocality has acquired a 

certain image of “cultivated demureness” in the patriarchal construct that Karnatik 

music is encased within (Krishna, 2013, pp. 316–322). Any anomaly to the epitomised 

godliness in the female singer is sometimes considered an aberration, as this public 

comment from a YouTube clip of Aruna Sairam’s performance demonstrates: “The 

harsh grating voice of the [female] artist and unwanted theatrical gestures marred the 

whole idea of the programme. How unsweet!” (Sundaram Sastri, 2017). 

The lack of gestural freedom in women has propelled cultural anthropologist 

Amanda Weidman (2001, p. 166) to refer to female Karnatik performers as 

“disembodied.” She writes of the notion of voice that has come to represent Karnatik 

music over the last century: “A particular kind of voice that was imagined to come 

naturally from within, unmediated by performance of any kind: a disembodied voice, as 

it were” (Weidman, 2001, p. 166, my italics).  

As a female performer with two decades’ worth of experience within the field, I 

can testify, from personal experience, to a widespread attitude that does not condone—

rather, that condemns—gesture in female performers. Comments on gesture in female 
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performers are seldom made in obvious platforms, such as published newspaper 

reviews. They are often communicated in person, or anecdotally, as I have experienced 

on several occasions.  

Further, gesture does not convey textual meaning or literal representations of 

text, in Karnatik music. If the devadasi song-dance style had continued, then perhaps 

Karnatik vocal music practiced by female performers today might still include 

gesture—not only of the musically contingent kind, but also of the representational kind 

that conveys the content of the text. Such a singing would not only inevitably link to 

text-centricity, but also confer vocal agency on the female body. The early Baroque was 

known precisely for such gestured singing (Toft, 2014, pp. 188–194). 

In considering an intercultural encounter that looks to drama, I realise that there 

is scope not only for the musico-poetic to be explored from a text-centric perspective, 

but also for the body to discover the affordances of gesture. Further, I realise that text 

and gesture can be interrelated in the performance of Karnatik music. I offer two figures 

here, to depict the striking contrast between the present kacceri and the embodied 

devadasi singing of the past. Figure 1.1 is a photograph from 1934, of two devadasi 

performers, Kumbhakonan Varalakshmi and Bhanumathi, embodying poetry in song. 

Figure 1.2 is a picture of me from October 2014, performing a typical kacceri. It is 

interesting to note the differences in posture and gesture. Musicologist B. M. Sundaram 

describes Figure 1.1 thus: “The devadasis are standing and singing; they are gesturing 

and using facial expressions to convey the meaning of the text” (telephone conversation 

with the author, October 24, 2018). Notably, they are using “mudras–mimetic gestures” 

(Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, p. 107). By contrast, in Figure 1.2, I am seated and 

singing; my hand gesture is understated and likely suggesting a musical moment.  

The gesture component in the intercultural musico-poetic model might speak 

directly to the problems around corporeal involvement in singing that female Karnatik 

performers have and still continue to face. I define what I understand to be ‘embodied’ 

by drawing on Pearson’s (2016a, p. 14) definition of the term in the context of gesture 

in Karnatik music: “the physical movements that arise in the creation of, and in 

response to music [that] are integral to musical experience and part of musical 

meaning.” I extend this definition from its musical domain to that of the meaning of 

poetry as well, and regard the notion of being embodied in this research as residing in 

the interstices of the musically and semantically expressive, and activated by voice and 

gesture.  
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Figure 1.1. Devadasi performers Kumbhakonam Varalakshmi and Bhanumati singing with gesture 

conveying textual meaning, 1934. (Photo courtesy: Dr B. M. Sundaram) 

 

Figure 1.2. Author, Charulatha Mani, singing in kacceri with subtle gesture, October, 2014. (Photo 

courtesy: ICICI & The Music Academy, Chennai) 
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So far, I have traced the trajectory from text in the musico-poetic form Viruttam, to the 

Karnatik voicing body, to intercultural drama, offering a background, research intent 

and rationale. These aspects shall permeate throughout this research and remain central 

to my explorations. In the following, I introduce myself in the context of my musical 

career, and reflect on the suitability of the principle of hybridity for this context that 

considers Karnatik music in conjunction with early opera.  

 

1.8 The Self that Enters the Research 

Now a 38-year-old resident of Brisbane, Australia, I was born and raised in a traditional 

Brahmin family in Chennai, Southern India, and lived there until my 34th year. I have 

been singing ever since I can remember. In my childhood, Karnatik music was always 

played at home. My mother, Hemalatha Mani, was my first guru, a performer and 

teacher of the plucked, fretted instrument, the Veena. My interest however, lay wholly 

in vocal music.  

Like many of my peers, I received training from legendary gurus from the age of 

nine. Over the next two decades, I would become a well-regarded kacceri performer. 

Growing up with a visually challenged mother was an experience that has moulded me 

into who I am now—a person who values her voice and recognises it as her first 

companion, and one who also knows how much it means for someone to be able to see 

and understand gesture, in a socially–situated communicative experience. My mother 

used to sometimes tell me, “I can’t see you sing, but I can imagine.” Singing for me has 

always carried a visual dimension; a sense of imagination. 

It was in 2007, at the age of 26, that I made my debut as a playback singer in 

Tamil movies, and since then I have sung in over 50 films (Padmanabhan, 2016, 

p. 338). Film singing marked my introduction to the application of my voice and 

Karnatik elements in a context of dramatic representation. This was also my first 

experience of the fusion of Karnatik elements, both melodic and metrical, with Western 

instruments and harmonic principles.  

Between 2007 and 2013, I researched on ragas in Karnatik music and their 

appearance in films through history. This was aired as an educative television series on 

Karnatik music on a well-known Tamil television channel, Jaya TV, and was also 

performed as a series of live concerts, Isai Payanam [the journey of music] (Mani, 

2007–2015). I also made the research available through published columns in The 

Hindu, the national newspaper of India, through a series called A Raga’s Journey (e.g., 

Mani, 2012b, 2012c). 

https://www.youtube.com/isaipayanam
https://www.youtube.com/isaipayanam
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In 2003, at the age of 22, I was introduced by my husband to a form of Western 

music that changed my perception of music itself : opera. He referred to text from the 

little glossy books that he keeps in a shoe-box labelled libretti. Together, we have since 

watched and listened to a wide repertoire, mainly Italian.  

Being accustomed to constantly improvising with melodic material in my 

Karnatik style (Bailey, 1992, p. 4; Nettl, 2009, pp. 42–43), I was surprised at how opera 

singers could adhere to the ordering within the score, memorise repetitions and the 

nature of variation, avoid temptations to go off into improvisatory forays, and 

coordinate with a large orchestra. Slowly, I began to understand what conveying a story 

through music entailed—a certain word-melody blend, wherein utterances are planned 

and staged. I used to sing our favourite arias at home. They sounded ‘Karnatik’ due to 

my singing ‘accent’. José Bowen (1996, p. 31) writes, “to our ears our style of speech 

seems natural, it appears that it is everyone else who speaks with the accent.” However, 

when I tried singing opera, it was obvious to me that it was I who had the accent. To 

me, ‘normal’ was singing with gamaka (ornamentation). I perceived any melodic 

material as raga motifs, even if the material was not remotely connected to the Karnatik 

style. 

It was at this time that I was experiencing the first signs of disenchantment with 

the field of Karnatik music. While I had garnered a fan following because I had sung in 

movies, the traditionalists warned that I was going astray from convention by publicly 

performing the film songs that had won me acclaim. Although I was regularly critiqued 

for using gesture in my Karnatik kacceri, I found that I could not sing freely without 

expressing myself through gesture. As my public stature grew, the criticisms slowly 

faded, yet I did not feel vindicated. Faced with the paradoxes of the pressure to conform 

and an urge to express myself on my own terms, I felt suffocated.  

I was also overwhelmed by the gender and caste-based politics that are endemic 

in the field of Karnatik music (Krishna, 2013, pp. 324–333; Terada, 1996, pp. 922–

924). As Krishna (2013) and Terada (1996) indicate, practice-related issues are linked 

to the political in Karnatik music; they link the female performer’s fate to patriarchal 

power structures, rendering the feminine dependent and vulnerable. The revelations of 

female students and performers of instances of sexual harassment by male accompanists 

and gurus of Karnatik music, in the context of the Karnatik ‘#MeToo’ movement, 

shocked the field into reality, in November, 2018 (Menon, 2018; Nathan, 2018). I 

rejoiced that the Karnatik field had finally begun to acknowledge the festering trend of 

oppression that female performers have been subject to. 
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In 2015, at the age of 34, after enjoying a successful Chennai-based career in 

Karnatik performance, I moved with my family to Brisbane, Australia. My interest and 

knowledge of opera had grown by then. When the opportunity presented itself for 

doctoral research, I inevitably turned to furthering my interest in exploring word-setting 

and drama in relation to Karnatik raga and gamaka through my voicing body. I was 

enthused by the idea of using my voice in the context of opera and wished to explore if 

and how raga and ornamentation may be woven into, and even bolster, the already 

dramatic medium. Opera, for me, also seemed like a model that could map voice, text, 

and emotion to notions of cultural and feminine authority. I drew on Abbate’s (1993, 

pp. 248–255) refreshing notion of opera as the “envoicing of women”; she counters 

Clément’s (1988, pp. 3–12) and McClary’s (1991, pp. 53–79) polemical views that 

opera is, at its core, about the “undoing of women.” Regardless, in opera, women 

expressed themselves by becoming characters. The notions of becoming in performance 

and expressing freely using gesture appealed to me. Such an expression could transform 

me and what is experienced by others as my ‘art’, in line with Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) 

Deleuzian thought:  

Art is not the activation of the perceptions and sensations of the lived body . . . but 

about transforming the lived body into an unliveable power, an unleashed force that 

transforms the body along with the world. (Grosz, 2008, p. 22)  

I chose to examine opera in its stage of genesis, focussing attention on the last decade of 

the 16th and the first decade of the 17th century. I turned to composer Claudio 

Monteverdi, not least due to the deep connections that his compositional style 

demonstrates with regards to the notion of affect, text-setting predicated on 

performative impact, vocal ornamentation, and improvisation. These are all key markers 

of the early Baroque (Wistreich, 2011, pp. viii–xx) that find application in an 

exploration centred on text-centricity and expressivity such as this. Chapter 4 examines 

the rationale behind this choice across various parameters. 

As I relate my background in Karnatik music here, I am able to understand my 

passion for expressing myself freely—through meaning, emotion and my embodied 

voice—and my predisposition for non-conformance. Thus, through an interesting series 

of events, I am here today as an artist-researcher, reaching out across four centuries and 

a cultural divide, to seek newer paradigms in which a raga-based musico-poetic form 

may thrive.  
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In considering approaches to intercultural music-making I drew on the notion of 

hybridity as a governing principle. I turned to cultural theorist Homi Bhabha’s approach 

that regards one of the key features of hybridity as the ‘coming together’ of diverse 

cultures in such a way that differences are allowed to emerge and exist, rather than be 

glossed over. Hybridity, Bhabha (2004) notes, thrives “ in-between the designations of 

identity,” and “entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (p. 5). 

Hybridity, for me, held out the promise for a balanced co-existance of Karnatik and 

early operatic elements in the music-making. I elaborate on hybridity in relation to my 

identity and the identity of the musical forms at greater length in the next chapter.  

 

1.9 Research Questions 

Having articulated the fundamental tenets and rationale that frame this research, I now 

present the research questions that my artmaking and this thesis aim to answer:  

• How can an exploration of the key elements of declamation in early opera 

through the lens of Karnatik raga and my Karnatik voice lead to composition 

and performance of musico-poetic hybridity?  

• How do the artistic and analytical processes in such exploration engender, and 

sustain, the focus on text-centricity, and how do gesture and an embodied 

approach help?  

• What aspects of the current performance cultures of early opera and Karnatik 

music do the hybridity interrogate and destabilise?  

By the term Karnatik voice, I refer to a vocal style that is typical of Karnatik music, in 

which I have been trained. Its key attributes are that it is replete with ornamentation, 

closer in dynamic range to spoken voice, and employs raga as melodic material 

(Krishna, 2013, pp. 190–192).  

Crispin’s approach summarises the ways in which practice-based research can 

impact and interrogate across several dimensions at once, often without deliberately 

intending to:  

Artworks are under no obligation to offer solutions or comforting boundaries – indeed 

they may be created with a view to exposing intractable problems and proposing them 

as matters for reflection, rather than resolution. (Crispin, 2014, p. 144) 

My research aims to contribute to, and initiate action in, the fields of artistic research, 

intercultural composition and collaboration, feminist critique in Karnatik music, gesture 
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and voice studies in the Karnatik, and music performance research in the context of the 

‘live’. I now offer a thesis overview. 

 

1.10 Thesis Structure 

The research questions have been addressed through a “systematic network of creative 

acts” (Crispin, 2015a, p. 67). This approach to the thesis aligns with Doğantan-Dack’s 

(2012, p. 36) usage of the term artistic research: “ to refer to research activities that are 

methodologically integrated with an artistic creation and cannot be pursued without 

artmaking.” Accordingly, the thesis unfolds as follows, and centralises two musico-

dramatic projects that are at the heart of this research, The Thiruppavai Project and The 

Monteverdi Reimagined Project. 

In this, Chapter 1, I offered background context and rationale to connect poetry, 

the voicing body and drama in the context of Karnatik music of South India. I suggested 

early opera as my partner in this exploration, introduced myself in the light of my 

background in Karnatik vocal performance in Chennai, and enumerated three research 

questions. 

In Chapter 2, the literature review, I introduce the key themes that surface 

throughout this research, identify gaps in literature and practice, and highlight the 

relevance and contribution of my current research. I critically engage with a range of 

relevant topics, including: hybridity in intercultural music-making; the history of 

Karnatik–Western musical exchanges (from compositional and performance-related 

perspectives); the notions of voice and body; the role of gesture; and present scholarship 

trends around Monteverdi studies. I cross-reference and revisit these interrelated themes 

across the research, particularly in Chapters 4, 6 and 8. 

Chapter 3, the methodology, derives from leading artistic researcher Darla 

Crispin’s (2015a, 63–64) proposed model which situates artistic practice as the process 

phase within the research. It also draws substantively on Whitney’s (2015, p. 96) view 

that a “method-to-outcome relationship” prefigures in “typical professional music-

making . . . leading to an output (the performance),” and that this relationship is 

evidenced by the ‘process’ centricity in artmaking. 

In Chapter 4, I juxtapose key aspects of Karnatik music against Monteverdi’s 

model for musical declamation, particularly in L’Orfeo (1607), after giving a brief 

historical context to the notion of declamation. I develop a decahedral conceptual 

framework for hybridity based on the emergent intersections. This framework pertains 
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to dimensions across which I later interact with Monteverdi’s musical language and 

performance cultures, across the creative processes in composition and delivery.  

The artistic processes unfold as two projects, which are indeed the central 

elements of this research. Chapter 5 deals with the first, The Thiruppavai Project. The 

Tamil poetry of the 11th-century poet Andal is dramatised using the conceptual model 

for hybridity developed in Chapter 4. In this phase, the word-setting is accorded 

importance, and the repertoire unfolds across sonic and visual dimensions with a 

harpsichord accompaniment. 

Chapter 6 interrogates the construction of the female performer identity in the 

two musical genres at interplay, and is a necessary reflective interlude between the two 

artistic projects in the chronology of narration. An extension of the issues introduced in 

Chapter 1, this chapter problematises gesture in present Karnatik music, using a 

combination of literature, my personal experience, and the voices of female performer 

colleagues.  

In Chapter 7, the second and major creative work unfolds—The Monteverdi 

Reimagined Project—over three parts. In this phase, I extend the musico-poetic and 

bodily experiences from earlier, in The Thiruppavai Project, onto the context of 

bilingualism in the Tamil and Italian languages. Conceived as a co-creative work 

between Monteverdi and myself, selected declamations from Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo, 

first performed in 1607 (Monteverdi, 1615), are ‘Karnaticised’ and interact with my 

compositions of Tamil poetry. An ornamentation typical of Karnatik music and of 17th-

century virtuosic singing in Italy, the gorgie, is identified and elaborated on. The 

analytical and preparatory phases culminate in a live performance, which is analysed 

from a perspective that privileges the notion of “becoming,” a state of “being totally 

present,” which J. W. Davidson and Correia (2001, p. 76), drawing on philosopher 

Gilles Deleuze and psychoanalyst Félix Guattari, contextualise within live performance. 

Chapter 8 presents the research findings across artistic and sociological 

paradigms. By resituating them within the conceptual framework which has been 

developed, and within recent trends in literature, I propose future directions for research 

and development.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

 

I begin this literature review by examining the notion of hybridity in intercultural 

music-making. I then offer a critical review of the prevalent approaches to Karnatik 

music studies and review the emerging trends and prospects in Monteverdi Studies. 

Predominantly, I delve into relevant discourses and current trends around the major 

concepts that are engendered through this research. These concepts relate to 

performative approaches in music-making, voice studies and the intersections with 

Karnatik voice, gesture studies and their resonances with my current research, emotion 

in music from an East–West perspective, and notational representations of raga-based 

music. 

Literature that concerns methodology and methods is discussed mainly in 

Chapter 3. Also, literature on specifics of the musical styles such as raga concepts and 

Monteverdi’s musical language is introduced in detail in Chapter 4, and is discussed 

across the thesis, in alignment with the artistic processes.  

This chapter looks at the ‘big picture’. Further, it identifies persistent calls to 

action from influential researchers. In doing so, it also identifies gaps in knowledge to 

which my research can contribute. 

 

2.1 Hybridity, Identity, and Interculturality 

Cross-referencing hybridity from Sections 1.9 and 1.10, I briefly expand on hybridity 

and a related term, third space, drawing on Homi Bhabha’s perspectives. 

The notion of altering the aesthetic of a certain musical form, whether the 

Viruttam or Monteverdian declamation, using elements from another, entails a shift in 

the identity of the form as well as in the identity of the artist engaged in such a blending. 

It also brings to the fore the differences between these musical forms and performance 

cultures, as much as it does the similarities. 

In determining my approach to musically melding these two musico-poetic 

styles, I interpreted a few strategies to conflate musical concepts from diverse cultures. I 

mainly looked to those scholars who have been instrumental in situating Indian music in 

a broader world-music arena. For Karnatik singer/researcher/activist T. M. Krishna, the 

definition of ‘fusion’ in music is based on musical features rather than the cultures that 

sustain them, and “results from a melting of ideas within a new framework, settling 

down to reveal an independent musical expression” (2013, p. 245). His approach draws 

on the melding of musical concepts rather than of specific musical elements. For 
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intercultural music educator Schippers (2009) the definition of an intersection is in the 

context of music as a “meeting-ground” for cultures, rather than specific musical 

elements; he regards that “cross-over” or “fusion” refers to conscious efforts by 

musicians to “transcend cultural boundaries” (p. 25). Taylor’s (2007) perspective seems 

to coalesce the viewpoints of Krishna (2013) and Schippers (2009) and resonates with 

my own. He notes that hybrid forms can result in collaborations across cultures when 

musics mix conceptually rather than as fragmented musical structures, suggesting 

hybridity as a suitable approach to intercultural musical projects. 

This approach appeals to me and is seen in successful intercultural music-

making involving Indian music (Bhagwati, 2003, 2013; Dargaville, 2017; 

Hämeenniemi, 2017; Iyer, 2006; Morris & Ravikiran, 2006; Ravikiran & Morris, 2014). 

Vijay Iyer and Rudresh Mahanthappa, jazz musicians of Indian origin in the United 

States, are cross-over artist exemplars who have positioned their music as a trope to 

focus on broader issues discussed in Asian-American artistic identity discourse and 

activism through music-making (Govind, 2012; Iyer, 2006). As Panikker (2010, p. 14) 

notes, both these artists have avoided the word “fusion” due to its “synthetic 

connotation” (calling it the ‘F’ word) and have referred to their work as “hybrid.” This 

he attributes to their socio-cultural orientation towards newness, which is not unlike my 

own. 

Bhabha (2015, p. 5) draws attention to the Self as a critical agent in hybridity; he 

notes, “for hybridity, empowerment is about the achievement of agency and authority, 

rather than the fulfilment of the ‘authenticity’ of identity.” Applying these various 

approaches to the present research focus, I understand that the hybridised musico-poetic 

form that I aim to achieve would draw on elements of the Viruttam and Monteverdian 

declamation. However, this form would not align entirely with the identity of the 

Viruttam in its Karnatik definition, nor with Monteverdi’s declamatory structure. Its 

hybrid identity would instead demonstrate the cultural intersections between these two 

distinct forms, and my role in negotiating the tensions that reside at the interstices. 

Bhabha regards hybridity in terms of the third space; a zone where hybridity 

between cultures can emerge. He notes, “hybridity to me is the third space that enables 

other positions to merge . . . the process of hybridity gives rise to something different 

. . . a new area of meaning and representation” (Bhabha, cited in Rutherford, 1990, 

p. 211). In this research, I believe that a third space where musical and cultural 

hybridity between Karnatik and early opera could be enacted as an intertwined whole, is 

crucial for these four key reasons. 
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Firstly, a third space could free me from the burdens associated with restrictive 

conventions in the Karnatik, particularly in the context of gesture and movement. 

Bhabha’s (2004) emphasising of “inter” and “space” allude to the freedom that ensues 

from this metaphorical space of artistic play: 

We should remember that it is the ‘inter’—the cutting edge of translation and 

negotiation, the in-between space—that carries the burden of meaning of culture . . . 

and by exploring this Third Space, we may elude the politics of polarity and emerge 

as others of ourselves. (Bhabha, 2004, p. 39) 

Secondly, this artistic third space where the Self can “think beyond narratives of 

originality and initial subjectivities to focus on those moments or processes that are 

produced in the articulation of cultural differences” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 2) aligns 

remarkably with the principles of Artistic Research in Music (hereafter, ARiM). The 

ephemeral moments of embodied knowing, seeking and finding that appear within the 

‘messiness’ in the artmaking in this research are the loci of reflections, knowledge 

production, and contribution (Crispin, 2014, pp. 149–151).  

The third space notion intersects with a popular concept in the field of ARiM, 

the “web of artistic practice,” which Kathleen Coessens (2014b) proposes as a flexible, 

receptive, sharing and growing framework for artmaking. The third space theory is 

frequently used as a theoretical framework, particularly in intercultural education (e.g., 

Gutiérrez 2008; Gutiérrez, Banquedano-Lopez & Tejada, 1999; Schippers, 2009; 

Vecchio, Dhillon & Ulmer, 2017). It could be conducive in cases such as this research, 

where the “hybrid nature of knowledge” is acknowledged, and the “physical” and 

“cognitive” intersections through which such knowledge is augmented and disseminated 

are made explicit (Vecchio, Dhillon & Ulmer, 2017, p. 133). Grosz’s (2008, p. 22) 

notion of “transformed body” along with a “transformed world” is also in alignment 

with the third space model that I wish to transition into. 

Thirdly, the third space abstraction could allow me to adopt a performer’s 

orientation to musicology and composition—in other words, to establish an ‘Other’ 

dimension that stems from my performative Self. As a singer composing for myself to 

perform, in this research, I seek a compositional model that is predicated on impactful 

vocal delivery—that of Monteverdi, and repurpose it through a raga-based 

improvisational lens, thereby adopting a third space approach. This space then becomes 

one that blurs and questions the divisions between the performative and compositional, 

between theoretical analysis and practice. It is analogous to the “rich territory of hybrid 
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activity within which it is possible to situate Artistic Research” that Crispin (2015a, 

p. 65) describes; she observes that the activities in artistic research projects oscillate 

between practice and research, affording “infinite scope for intermediate positions – 

and, for that matter, for dynamic migration between these activities” (p. 66). Hybridity 

also speaks to Crispin’s (2015b) observation on how new approaches to composition, 

such as co-creativity, interrogate the notions of composer hegemony and the composer–

performer divide in the realm of Western art music: 

The hermetically-sealed nature of these claims [of compositional hegemony] is 

increasingly being challenged, not least by the incursion of improvisational and co-

creative practices into the arena of composition. (Crispin, 2015b, p. 319) 

Finally, the question of the ontology of any historical work has been debated over 

decades in the field of art (e.g., Goodman, 1976, pp.113–121) and particularly in opera 

(e.g., Abbate, 2004; Calcagno, 2012, pp. 17–20). In parallel, however, the question of 

what convention is and how it links to or deviates from tradition in Karnatik 

performance practice is an under-researched area (Krishna, 2013, pp. 9–15). In opera, 

tensions arise at the interstices of text–work–act and in Karnatik, at the interstices of 

prescribed convention and the freedom of self-representation. I believe it is at these 

interstitial zones of tension that hybridity could synergise, offering possible 

reconciliations in the third space. 

Haynes’s (2007, p. 19) comment, “when you say something differently, you say 

something different,” strikes a chord with my efforts towards hybridising Karnatik 

elements and early opera. I enter the research with an awareness that it will lead my Self 

and the musics to a third space of hybridity. I identify the locus of hybridity as a zone 

and a state of being, wherein ‘differently’ doing things engenders the ‘different’ Other 

that collides, resists, and grapples with the normative. I believe that by leveraging my 

position as an Other, I can interrogate the notions of historically informed performance 

practice in opera; understand the nature of raga in terms of tonal spheres and modal 

pitch collections, and its uniqueness in being neither of those; appreciate how the 

harpsichord sculpts the raga; or how Karnatik gamaka could encase the Italian syllables 

of poetry. I now turn to reviewing how Karnatik music has been approached by the 

West and from within India. 
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2.2 Karnatik music and the World: Trends, Critiques, and Possibilities 

An extensive body of scholarship, from across the last century, provides a 

comprehensive account of the Western perspective on the classical musics of India—the 

Southern Karnatik and the Northern Hindustani traditions (Bor, 1988, 1998; Farrell, 

1997; Fox Strangways, 1914; Lavezzoli, 2006; Pesch, 1999, 2016; Rowell, 1972, 2000; 

van der Meer, 1980, 2006; Woodfield, 1994). Most writings on the musics of India 

inevitably refer to the colonial and post-colonial periods. Colonial transcriptions of 

Indian melodies such as those by William Hamilton Bird (1789) and Sophia Plowden 

(Clayton & Zon, 2016; Woodfield, 1994), are recently being revisited in practice and 

recreated by intercultural ensembles, such as Ensemble Tempus Fugit (2018). As 

historically informed as such approaches are, I concur with Bor (1998, p. 130) that, in 

reinstating the very “musical filters” that Indian classical music had to “pass through,” 

to be “accepted” in the West, such approaches arguably continue to propagate the 

earlier reductivist approach to the perception of Indian music in the West, well into the 

present. 

With regards to scholarship on Karnatik music that stems from within the 

Karnatik field itself, there seems to be a dearth of critical views on performance 

practice. I base this observation not only on experience but also on fact. For instance, in 

musicresearch.in, the website which is regarded worldwide as arguably the best 

repository of scholarly articles on Indian Music, only three out of the sixty articles that 

appear on the opening webpage pertain to anything even remotely performance related. 

The rest pertain to historical treatises of the past. Even those three that do refer to 

performance practice relate to the pedagogy of musical forms that might feature in 

performance; they look to technical content rather than to the performers’ experience. 

In the explorations of historical treatises—from Narada Siksha (circa 100 CE), 

to Sangitaratnakara (Sarngadeva, circa 1240 CE, trans. Shringy & Sharma, 2007a, 

2007b) to Ragavibodha (Somanatha, (1609), trans. Nijenhaus, 1978)—a history of 

Karnatik musical elements has been established in musicology (e.g., Durga, 1978, 1983; 

Ramanathan, 2004, 2008a, 2009; Sambamoorthy, 1964; Widdess, 1995). However, the 

relational history of present performance culture with respect to the performance 

practices of the immediate past, such as those of the devadasis or the periya melam 

male hereditary temple performers, has been systematically ignored, save for a few 

exceptions (Krishna, 2013; Pesch, 1999, Sankaran & Allen, 2000; Terada, 1996, 2000; 

Viswanathan & Allen, 2004; Weidman, 2001, 2006).  

http://musicresearchlibrary.net/omeka/items/browse?collection=7&sort_fie
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Noteworthy amongst these are the contributions of Terada (1996, 2000) on 

casteism in Karnatik music, and Krishna’s (2013, 2018) critical performer–scholar 

perspective on the historical and present statuses of Karnatik music. Flautist/researcher 

T. Viswanathan’s scholarship contributes to Karnatik music education in the West from 

an angle which has significant value (Viswanathan, 1977; Viswanathan & Allen, 2004; 

Viswanathan & Cormack, 1998). His approach is practice-centric, drawing on his rich 

heritage and experience while also deriving from theory. Amanda Weidman’s (2001, 

2006, 2014) feminist critiques of the Karnatik voice and performance practice have 

been crucial for Karnatik scholarship in the last decade. Using history, fieldwork and 

her own experience as a student of Karnatik violin, she offers an overview of some of 

the issues that women in the Karnatik field face—from the past century to the present, 

including regulation of gesture in performance, patriarchy, and gender stereotyping.  

An aspect that I find intriguing in Karnatik scholarship is that practitioners 

themselves rarely contribute to published musicology and practice-based research, 

particularly of the kind that problematises extant styles, and the performing body. 

Again, there are exceptions, including T. M. Krishna and T. Viswanathan, whose 

contributions I have already highlighted. Jayalakshmi’s (2002) study on Karnatik 

ornamentation is landmark research that traces the evolution of gamakas from historical 

sources while contextualising the variants in her Veena practice. Rama’s (2008) 

research focusses on the ways to train the voice and body for Karnatik performance and 

she draws on her personal experience as a singer. Among senior practitioners, R. 

Vedavalli and Suguna Purushottaman’s contributions to music research have been 

noteworthy; their lecture sessions in the ‘December music season’ at Chennai are 

regular features and are usually practice-based, relevant to current practitioners and 

scholarly. 

The ‘December music season’ is a month-long one and offers morning sessions 

of scholarly discourse at various sabhas (performance venues/organisations). Notable 

are the sessions at The Music Academy, Madras, a leading institution that also publishes 

an in-house journal, The Journal of the Music Academy (Music Academy, 2016). 

However, on many occasions, these sessions lead to experts ‘splitting hairs’ on highly 

technical aspects such as historical raga lakshana (the grammar of raga, the acceptable 

foreign notes and historically prescribed guidelines to the raga). On one occasion, in the 

early 2000s, senior vidwan B. Rajam Iyer made a case for all 22 microtones (srutis) 

being included in the complex raga Bhairavi. His argument was based on the treatise 

Sangita Sampradaya Pradarshini of Subbarama Dikshitar (1904). The respondents, 
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including senior vidwan S. R. Janakiraman, actively disagreed with him, and this 

elicited an exasperated “shut up!” from Rajam Iyer at one point. What followed was an 

animated argument. As a young performer, I recall leaving the session thinking that 

there is a great divide between practice and musicology. Krishna (2013, pp. 200–212) 

critiques this musicology–practice divide in Karnatik music, at some length. 

The above overview mentions only a few of the many scholars who have come 

to occupy the research scene in Karnatik music. A few others such as Vijayakrishnan 

(2007), and Komaragiri (2013) have augmented scholarship in the field with their recent 

research projects on the evolution of Karnatik practice, and the nature of raga, 

respectively. Pearson’s (2016b) impactful study on Karnatik melodic structure and 

sound producing gestures is one of the very few in current scholarship that draws on 

embodied approaches. Overall, however, I feel that critical scholarship that pertains to 

the experiences of performers of the present is lacking in the Karnatik, as does Krishna 

(2013, pp. 205–207). Ramnath (2017) concurs: “Where the literature is wanting in its 

analysis of Karnatik music is in the study of contemporary performance and the manner 

in which the classical continues to remain an exclusive domain” (p. 4). 

Such a lack renders much of the extant scholarship out of alignment with some 

of the pressing issues in Karnatik practice of the present, issues such as matters 

pertaining to kacceri format, a performer’s unique concert experience, knowledge 

constructed in performance, performer responses to casteist and gendered constructs, 

and the voicing body (beyond the immediate ‘voice culture’ issue). Often such pressing 

interrogations are relegated to non-academic, journalistic contexts, rendering them 

somewhat less important to scholarship than seemingly ‘real’ musical issues. Whereas, 

it is indeed these issues that beg attention. 

Changes in practice that align with the emergence of a practitioner’s perspective, 

in the form of academic scholarship, could support an active reconsideration of 

approaches to Karnatik music on a global scholarly level. These are a few reasons why I 

believe that my research contribution from a performer–researcher position could be 

significant.  

 

2.3 Raga and Harmony: Over the Decades 

The melodic material in Karnatik music is the raga. A raga constitutes a selection of 

pitch positions (swarasthanas) that occur in a specific order, within an octave. The 

positions, along with their characteristic ornamentation, gamaka, assume completeness 

as swaras (Kassebaum, 2000; H. S. Powers & Widdess, 2001). Ramanathan (2004, 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 28 

p. 12) refers to gamaka as “the shape of a swara;” I would refer to them as microtonal 

waves that surround the swarasthana. The raga–swara concept has been explained in 

some depth in Chapter 4, and resurfaces in conjunction with descriptions of practice-

based processes of composition. 

Karnatik ragas and their relationship with Renaissance modes have interested 

scholars over the last several centuries (e.g., Kaufman, 1976; H. S. Powers, 1958a, 

1958b; Rowell, 1972, 2000; Viswanathan & Allen, 2004; Schachter, 2015b). In raga-

based music, the melodic line is the essence, and in this research, the linear motion of 

musical contour is the locus of compatibility between raga and Monteverdi’s modal-

tonal blend for monody. However, the concept of harmonising raga by extending it 

across multiple vertical dimensions, without altering its melodic identity, has been 

ongoing in Western composition that is inspired by Indian music, for over half a 

century. 

John Cage, in 1968, in his fascinating comparison between Schoenberg’s system 

and Karnatik raga, concludes thus: 

The composers who today wish to imbue their music with the ineffable, seem to find 

it necessary to make use of musical characteristics not purely Western; they go for 

inspiration to those places or return to those times, where or when harmony is not of 

the essence. (p. 18) 

While harmony is not the essence of Indian music, composers during the preceding 

century have explored ways in which the melodic singularity of a raga can manifest as 

harmony by a vertical expansion of swaras into chords. One of the early explorers into 

the realm of Karnatik–Western hybridity, Jacques Charpentier, has applied an étude 

form to Indian raga-based compositions in his 72 Études Karnatiques (1957–1984). 

Adopting an open compositional style, he allows for improvisation and ornamentation, 

in line with Karnatik practice. However, he maintains the étude structure throughout 

(Caruso, 2013). Charpentier’s Gavambodi 2 (1969) for saxophone and piano and the 

symphony Shiva Nataraja (1969) are other noteworthy hybridisations in which two key 

features of Karnatik music are apparent – the presence of a sustained tonic drone, and 

the assembly of raga notes to construct harmony without deviation from the melodic 

grammar (Flanders, 2016). 

Western composers continued to use raga as melodic material with a regulated 

approach to harmony. For instance, Alan Hovhaness, in his Eighth Symphony (Arjuna) 

uses changes in tonality within raga for expressivity (Kinnear, 2009; Cage, 1968). 
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Likewise, Henry Cowell in his Thirteenth Symphony (Madras) uses raga phrases as 

signatures (Silver, 1978). Both these pieces were premiered in Chennai in the late 

1960s.  

A greater sense of harmony began to permeate raga based composition in the 

West after the 1960s. This trend has been linked to the Indo-Western fusion attempts 

that burgeoned then (Schippers, 2009; Silver, 1978). Minimalist composers have 

harboured a fascination with raga and Indian music, notably, La Monte Young, Terry 

Riley and Philip Glass. This affinity, I believe, could be because ragas allow for a small 

motif of notes to be elaborated upon, from various perspectives, to form strong 

harmonic spheres. I elaborate on this in Chapter 5, part 2. Riley, mentored for a time by 

the Hindustani musician Pandit Pran Nath, in A Rainbow in Curved Air (1969), draws 

significantly on the twin defining features of raga-based music—an allegiance to modal 

structure and a predisposition for improvisatory practice (Aikin & Rothstein, 1982; 

Alburger, 1997).  

The last few decades have seen a marked development in Karnatik and Western 

fusion, in composition, primarily due to the advent of nuanced approaches to 

harmonising raga. The collaborative project between Chitravina artist, N. Ravikiran, 

and musicologist /composer, Robert Morris, titled “melharmony,” is an example of one 

approach that has become a milestone in raga harmonisation (Morris & Ravikiran, 

2006; Ravikiran & Morris, 2014). Krishnamachary (2017, para. 2) describes 

“melharmony” as the “creation of harmony based on the rules of a melodic system of 

music.” Morris and Ravikiran (2006, pp. 255–261) have demonstrated that any raga can 

easily form chords and harmonise with a vocal line if the swaras that form the chords 

are ordered in a way that abets the raga’s characteristic turns of phrase (shorter 

prayogas, and longer sancharas). I draw on this model, in this research, to construct 

raga-based figured bass to underpin the solo declamatory voice. 

In the matter of performance, East–West hybridity has been received well over 

the last several decades, with sitar exponent Pandit Ravi Shankar’s pioneering efforts 

(Shankar, 1969). With specificity to the Karnatik context, it has been jazz that has had 

the most influence in the collaborative performance practice arena. Since guitarist John 

McLaughlin and violinist L. Shankar’s Shakti, and the Mahavishnu Orchestra of the 

1970s and 1980s, Karnatik–jazz projects have continued to thrive, both in performance 

and in academic research (e.g., Evans, 2014; N. A. Higgins, 2013; Kalmanovitch, 2005; 

Wren, 2014).  
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With regard to current leaders in the field of Karnatik singing and their fusion 

attempts, Aruna Sairam has made significant impact in this context. In her collaboration 

with plainchant singer, Dominique Vellard, she explores Karnatik monody and 

ornamentation in relation to church modes (Sairam & Vellard, 2000). Bombay 

Jayashri’s collaborations with Eero Hämeenniemi are well-regarded and primarily relate 

to arranging extant Karnatik compositions for a Western orchestra (Hämeenniemi, 

2017). Western classically trained pianist Anil Srinivasan regularly collaborates with 

Karnatik musicians, using a chordal approach to raga (Katrak, 2011). 

Film singing also presents an opportunity for Karnatik trained singers to 

experiment with Western tonal spheres, in performance and composition 

(N. A. Higgins, 2013; Padmanabhan, 2016). Composer–singer Shankar Mahadevan is 

an example of a karnatikally-trained singer adept at fusing musical genres, through both 

his film compositions and stage performances (Hussain et al., 2011).  

Drawing on this rich substrate of cross-overs from raga-music to the West and 

vice versa, I derive my musical expression of hybridity in this research.  

 

2.4 Unprecedented Entanglements: Karnatik and the Operatic 

Despite a plethora of examples of fusion in Karnatik music, the influence of opera is yet 

to penetrate cross-overs related to Indian music. The city of Mumbai has an opera house 

that has been recently refurbished, and I feel that the cultural scene could benefit from 

interculturally conceived operas staged in venues such as these which are, indeed, the 

vestiges of colonialism (Ailawadi & Mathew, 2017). There has been a production of 

Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo titled Orfeo in India (Lakerveld, 2011), with Indian classical 

instruments, which was staged across various cities in India, including Chennai. 

However, voices from an Indian vocal style were not used in this production. Hybridity 

between Indian classical voice and Western opera has hitherto not been attempted, to 

my knowledge. 

Further, despite the presence of story-telling traditions and musical drama 

traditions in performance practices of South India, including Harikatha, Bhagavatha 

Mela, and Talamaddale, mainstream Karnatik music has always maintained a safe 

distance from dramatic performance (Gurumurthy, 1994; Madhavan, 2016). As I have 

mentioned earlier in Section 1.3, the trend of Karnatik ‘kacceri singers’ acting and 

singing came to a halt with celebrated Karnatik singer M. S. Subbulakshmi’s final 

performance in and as the musical devotee of Lord Krishna, Meera, in the landmark 

1945 film (Sadasivam & Duncan, 1945). Karnatik pieces continued to be sung and acted 
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for in feature films for another two decades by stage-play singer-actors, notably K. B. 

Sundarambal (Padmanabhan, 2016).  

However, after the 1960s, mythological themes requiring a singer/actor in 

cinema had given way to mainstream family dramas. Since then, when a Karnatik piece 

was needed in a film, a Karnatik vocalist is usually instated as the ‘playback singer’. In 

playback singing, the voice of the Karnatik singer is sequestered in recording and 

synchronised with the corporeality of the onscreen actor, rendering the wholeness of 

embodied expression fractured on both sides (Weidman, 2014, pp. 177–179). 

Padmanabhan (2016) traces the chronology of Karnatik artistes involved in film music; 

she refers to my contribution to this domain of playback singing, as well: 

From the mid-1930s, several renowned Karnatik singers and musicians including M. 

S. Subbulakshmi, D. K. Pattammal, G. N. Balasubramaniam, V. V. Sadagopan, 

Papanasam Sivan and Musiri Subramania Iyer, triumphed as actors, singers, lyricists, 

and music directors. Even today, well-known Karnatik artistes such as Nithyasree 

Mahadevan, Charulatha Mani, and P. Unnikrishnan frequently perform in film songs 

that require a specific vocal timbre or convincing performances of raga-based or raga-

like songs. (p. 338) 

Since the 1960s, it would be fair to say that an embodied exploration by a Karnatik 

singer, using gesture and movement, has not been attempted, whether in films or 

concerts. 

 

2.5 The Question of Ethics in Intercultural Music-making 

In the context of Indian music, fusion, as an act of borrowing musical structures in 

fragments, often without duly crediting or respecting the culture of origin, has been 

criticised by practitioners and scholars alike (e.g., Evans, 2014; Hussain et al., 2011; 

Schirmann, 2015). The noteworthy contribution of critiques around fusion in the 

Karnatik have been from N. A. Higgins (2013). The title of his dissertation based on his 

interactions with Karnatik fusion in Chennai, speaks volumes: Confusion in the 

Karnatic Capital: Fusion in Chennai, India. In regarding East–West musical exchanges, 

I turn to fusion pioneer and sitar exponent Ravi Shankar’s (1969) critique of the use of 

Sitar in Pop songs of the time, to contextualise the issue of ethics in fusion attempts: 

It is just the sound of the sitar and not true Indian music that one finds in pop songs. 

Except for a few groups who I think are musically creative and adventurous, pop 

musicians are using the sitar in a shallow way, just as a new sound or a gimmick. 

(Ravi Shankar, 1969, p. 93) 
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Cultural appropriation and tokenism are both suggested through his complaint of 

shallowness in approach. However, he writes that following the “Beatle scene and the 

sitar explosion,” he too was criticised, not for tokenism, but for freely moving into a 

space of experimentation. “The very ‘traditional’ people in India say I am 

commercialising and cheapening my music with the pop influence,” Ravi Shankar 

(1969, p. 93) writes, on his non-conformance. Comparably, Wilson (2013, p. 4) notes, 

in the context of the British early music movement of the 1960s, that non-conforming 

artistic attempts were often met with the “ ‘Marmite effect’: there are those who love it 

and those who can’t stand it.”  

Fusion can become a powerful trope for interrogation of the established through 

the lens of non-conformance (Mani, 2017b). A concept-driven hybrid based on an 

assimilation of musical principles and ideologies, rather than an assemblage of 

appropriated elements, has proven to be a better model, as I have discussed earlier in 

advancing hybridity as my preferred approach (e.g., Iyer, 2006; Menuhin & Shankar, 

1966/1988; Shankar & Glass, 1990). Ethical issues around fusion music loom large in 

the Karnatik context and usually pertain to borrowing from the musical tradition 

piecemeal, oversimplification of the style by a negation of innate ornamentation, and a 

reductivist attitude towards the nuances of raga and time-keeping. These issues are well-

critiqued in Wren (2014, pp. 42–45) and Evans (2014, pp. 20–24). In my approach, I am 

mindful of these issues and try to problematise them, wherever possible. 

  

2.6 Monteverdi Studies: New Directions 

An attempt at hybridity of musical practices needs ideally to be evaluated from dual 

perspectives, in this case, Karnatik and Western. This research comes at a time when 

there is an ongoing movement in Western scholarship advocating for newer approaches 

to musics from the past. The tropes of subjectivity, co-creativity and artistic research are 

emerging as powerful, complementary lenses to draw out such approaches through 

artmaking (e.g., Cook, 2018; Crispin, 2013, 2015b; Laws, 2016; Leech-Wilkinson & 

Prior, 2017; Östersjö, 2017).  

My research also comes at a time in Monteverdian scholarship when the 

constructions of meaning in Monteverdi’s operas are being problematised from several 

new musicological angles (Cusick, 2007, pp. 249–260). Approaches such as new 

historicism (considering original historical concerns) (e.g., Carter, 2002; G. Tomlinson 

1981); new criticism (reading the poetry sans context) (G. Tomlinson, 1987); feminist 

critique (e.g., Cusick, 1994; Gordon, 2004; Heller, 2003, 2014; MacNeil, 2003; 
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McClary, 1991); and historically informed performance practice (e.g., Calcagno, 2002, 

2012; Schneider, 2012; Wistreich, 1994, 2013) are only a few of the various lenses that 

scholars have adopted, from the 1990s through to the present, in examining 

Monteverdi’s musical choices, and the implications for research and performance in the 

present.  

Further ways to recontextualise Monteverdi’s musical and semantic paradigms 

came forth in Monteverdi’s 450th year commemorative conferences hosted at Mantua, 

Cremona and Venice, which I was fortunate to attend (Monteverdi Festival, 2017). One 

of the issues that emerged through these conferences as under-researched in 

Monteverdian studies, was the role of historical vocal technique in Monteverdi’s operas. 

I consider this aspect in some detail later in this thesis (Chapter 7, Part 1). 

Turning to the concept of newness in the performed sounds of the Baroque, 

including the music of Monteverdi, Le Baroque Nomade (2006) and the Pera Ensemble 

(2010) are a few examples of active explorations of Middle-Eastern and Ottoman 

sounds. A global reconstruction of the history of Western music is a recently 

burgeoning field of scholarship that is intertwined with such practical attempts. An 

example of an initiative of great impact in that line of investigation is the Balzan Project 

of Rheinhardt Strohm (2018). In the light of the commonalities in vocal ornamentation 

between Karnatik singing and the 17th-century Italian monody, I delve further into the 

issue of global mobility and cultural plurality in early modern Europe in Part 1 of 

Chapter 7.  

Overall, this research looks to interpret Monteverdi from a Karnatik musical 

perspective as much as it looks to interpret the musico-poetic form in Karnatik music 

from Monteverdi’s ‘musical drama’ perspective. It therefore aims to make a significant 

contribution to the way in which his musical language is currently being interpreted in 

the West, across its approaches to his musical material as raga, his continuo as raga-

based chords, and his ornamentation as gamaka.  

Monteverdi’s music has been termed “transitional” (Chafe, 1992, 1–20); one 

that sits at the precipice of the Renaissance, heralding the Baroque. It has been 

exhaustively examined from modal hexachordal perspectives and from a tonality 

approach (e.g., Chafe, 1992; Chew, 1989; McClary, 2004; Rosand, 2007, pp. 346–373), 

to name but a few models of analysis. Despite such in-depth study, recent scholars have 

called for “a more intensive discussion of tonal concepts of the period” (Schulze, 2010, 

p. 105). A research approach that practically engages with the Monteverdian melodic 

sphere from a hitherto unexplored perspective, could be one way through which fresh 
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insights on his music might emerge. The domain of academic research presents the ideal 

ground for practice-based knowledge to interact with theory, analysis and method, and 

thus rendering such insights analysable and transferrable. Keith Powers (2018), based 

on a recent interview with noted period performers of the Boston Early Music Festival 

observes:  

From Monteverdi to Mozart, the notion of period performance—or historically 

informed performance—has grown up. And all music, not just Renaissance and 

Baroque compositions, can benefit from the newfound adulthood. (K. Powers, 2018, 

para. 3) 

Lutenist and Monteverdi specialist Stephen Stubbs responds to K. Powers: “after 50 

years of performing Monteverdi . . . rather than ‘historically informed performance’ 

why don’t we just go with ‘informed performance’?” (K. Powers, 2018, para. 23). The 

adumbration of Monteverdi’s aesthetic into the Karnatik declamatory style, and the 

interweaving of Karnatik raga and ornament into the Monteverdian dramatic fabric 

could be an exemplar of such an ‘informed performance’ that looks to style and 

aesthetic as a diverse whole.  

My approach to early opera also attempts to interrogate the concept of 

Werktreue, an allegiance to the composer’s intention and an ontological privileging of 

‘work’ as seminal and ‘performance’ as a reproduction of it, from an intercultural stand-

point (Cook, 2014a, 2014b; Kivy, 1995; Parmer, 2007). In resonating with Taruskin’s 

(1995) castigations of the notions of “authenticity,” my approach concerns itself with 

scholarship that extends this trend from the 1990s well into the currently contentious 

issues that surround the scholarship in artistic research in musical performance, 

particularly of musics of the past (Crispin, 2013; Doğantan-Dack, 2015; 

Leech-Wilkinson, 2017).  

 

2.7 Performative Approach: Being Embodied  

The are few research projects that examine music, poetry, and drama as a collective, and 

these often look to opera and Art Song. J. W. Davidson (2014a, pp. 173–177), and 

Kaleva (2014) both contribute to this domain in the context of early opera and examine 

Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo, from production to execution. One powerful example of a 

project that explores the linkage between poetry, music and expression in the 

performance of Art Song, is SongArt (2012a, 2012b), under the auspices of the Institute 
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of Music Research, University of London. Ideas of SongArt align closely with my 

present research.  

SongArt projects pertain to the interactions of music and poetry, with performers 

and audiences, in the sphere of ‘liveness’ that is experienced only in performance 

settings. Therefore, Amanda Glauert, Kathryn Whitney, and Paul Barker, through 

SongArt, bring together performers, poets, composers and theorists, rendering their 

work relevant across disciplines. Their broadest objectives are “to gain a fuller 

understanding of ‘lyric’ potential of poetry in performance,” resonating with my 

research questions (SongArt, 2012b, section: Core Priorities, point. 1). Kathryn 

Whitney (2015, p. 97), the co-founder of SongArt, notes that the objective of the group 

is to learn more about “the connection between live action and the production and 

perception of musico-poetic—the ‘lyric’ as action—in song performance in a concert 

setting.” Her work as a singer–researcher–educator is particularly relevant to the 

musico-poetic paradigm and performance studies, and therefore to my current research.  

In my research, I understand the musico-poetic form from a singer’s point of 

view—beginning with composition and culminating in performance. The key here is 

that the composition is shaped from a performer’s perspective—as experienced poetry, 

which is then scored, for sharing and documenting, only to come alive as performance. I 

regard “musicking” as “providing material for performance (that is composing)” (Small, 

1998, p. 9), as opposed to considering performance as a realisation of the composed. 

Thereby, I look to SongArt (2012a) and Whitney (2010, 2011, 2015) in understanding 

the primacy of the performative across the many activities that I journey through, 

leading up to, and in, performance.  

Early opera began with the imitation (mimesis) of human emotions (Taruskin, 

2010, p. 10). Rather, its settings look to making an impression on the onlooker, and are 

heavily performance-influenced (Brown & Ograjenšek, 2010; Velez, 2016). Although 

opera as a genre is associated with drama, it is in its earliest manifestation that rhetoric, 

psychophysicality in acting, and heightened emotional states in performers, was amply 

manifest (Alm, 1995; Savage & Sansone, 1989; Toft, 2009, 2014). This renders any 

activity associated with the genre, or drawing on the genre, including composition, 

heavily reliant on performance (Mallett, 2018; Symonds & Karantonis, 2013). I 

elaborate the origins of opera in Chapter 5, Part 1. 

J. W. Davidson (2014b) provides the segue between performativity in music and 

embodiment in an interesting article that contextualises Judith Butler’s (2011) 

influential term ‘performativity’ within music performance. In her discussion on 
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embodied music-making, J. W. Davidson (2014b, p. 168) concludes that performativity 

may be considered the “emotional embodied engagement” that confers a “unique 

persona” to the performer; their “musico-personal climax” invoking a similar release in 

the onlooker, rendering an engaged, embodied involvement key to such interaction. 

Whitney (2010) looks to the “performativity” of the musico-poetic in the sphere of the 

“live.” She defines “performativity” as “how action creates meaning uniquely in 

individual contexts [of performance]” (Whitney, 2010, para. 6). Her definition closely 

aligns with my performative approach to poetry, in composition and performance: 

Taking as a starting point the model of poetry – an art form in which multiple 

potential meanings are embedded in the poem in written form, but made concrete only 

through individual acts of reading aloud – this project approaches art songs and 

related composed genres as incomplete roadmaps: directions that guide performers, 

but that must be completed by performers and listeners. (Whitney, 2010, Para. 7) 

Macpherson (2015, p. 155) discusses the notion of musical notation as a visual 

representation of “bodily musical sense” using Luciano Berio’s score of Sequenza III 

for Female Voice (1965) as an example; he argues that such an approach to scoring 

“directs all attention onto the body in its performative language,” situating composition 

within the performative realm.  

I do acknowledge the difference between the performative in composition, in 

preparation of the Self for performance, and in performance itself. As J. W. Davidson & 

Correia (2001, pp. 76) argue, it is indeed the performer–audience inter-relationship in 

performance that invokes the state of “full disclosure,” the notion of “becoming” in 

performers; they draw on Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in coming to this 

conclusion. It is precisely this state of “flow,” where “people typically feel strong, alert, 

in effortless control, unselfconscious and at the peak of their abilities” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 28) that is absent in rehearsals or during the use of 

performative aspects in a compositional context. In this research, such a state of 

becoming is experienced in the live performance of Monteverdi Reimagined, narrated in 

part 3 of Chapter 7. For the live performance scenario involving an audience is where “a 

new time-space, or an ‘in between’ time space” is created, and the Aristotelian Kairos, 

the intuitive “coming together of knowing how and knowing when [to do] what” comes 

into play in the artmaking (Coessens, 2014a, pp. 64–66).  

With regards to composition, Paul Barker’s embodied approach is pertinent. His 

recent work with vocal pedagogue Huesca Composing for Voice: Exploring Voice, 

Language and Music exemplifies the connection between the performing body, the 
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voice, language and meaning, and the implications of the performative for composition. 

Barker and Huesca (2018) inevitably turn to ‘embodiment’ to explain these connections. 

They use the term embodied composition to acknowledge the body as central in the 

performative paradigm, and observe, drawing on a suite of examples, that “composing 

is a physical activity which relies on the coordination of the whole body, including heart 

and brain and potentially all senses” (Barker & Huesca, 2018, p. 9). Östersjö (2016), 

congruently, presents a model for using musical gesture as a tool in composition. I will 

discuss the dual role of gesture—in relation to musical contour, and to representation of 

textual meaning—later in this chapter, in relation to the gesture-related studies of 

Pearson (2016a, 2016b), Godøy (2010, 2011), and Atkinson (2006), among others.  

Embodied composition is of relevance to my current research due to its 

consideration of the mind and body as an intertwined unit that responds to the poetic 

content, and the melodic material. It stands alongside similar embodied approaches in 

the interrelated fields of voice studies and gesture.  

 

2.8 Voice Studies: Liminality 

Two recent studies relate to Karnatik voice from an intercultural perspective; both 

regard the voice as a trope for musical style and cultural expression, not as a crucial 

node of lived singerly experience (Grimmer, 2012; Radhakrishnan, 2016). Krishna 

(2013, p. 190) begins his discussion on the voice by declaring, “actually, the whole 

body sings, not just the voice.” He follows this body-voice divisive comment with one 

that locates Karnatik voice squarely in the domain of the ‘mind’, reinforcing the body-

mind Cartesian divide so ingrained in the Karnatik, yet unacknowledged; “the voice will 

be relaxed and every trigger from the mind will be expressed comfortably,” he writes 

(Krishna, 2013, p. 190). Rather, the body is perceived as a ‘casing’ for the 

independently functioning ‘voice’, and nothing more.  

Pesch (1999) relates the voice to human anatomy using yogic chakras. However, 

even his descriptions relate parts of the body to vocal tone. He refers to literature that 

extols them as facilitators of sound, not as origins of the felt experience. For instance, 

he writes, “the nose and eyebrows serve as focal points for a type of singing which aims 

at finer modulation,” and continues to discuss the vowels ‘a’ and ‘o’ in relation to the 

nose/eyebrow region (Pesch, 1999, p. 66). 

Overall, despite the ancient connections between the voice and the body (e.g., 

Narada Purana, Narada Siksha) in Indian music (Durga, 1983), and their reinforcement 

through compositions (such as Thyagaraja’s Sobillu saptaswara, which traces the 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 38 

passage of sound through the bodily chakras), the body in Karnatik music is discussed 

in terms of the vocal sound, technique and capacity; seldom in terms of the experience 

of the singer. 

The bodily experience of a Karnatik singer has been identified by a few critics 

as an area that has been arguably ignored and affording for further research (Durga, 

1978, 1983; Weidman, 2001, 2003). Amanda Weidman (2001, pp. 160–161, 2006) has 

stated her concern that the voice in Karnatik is complicit in the “non-performance” of 

performance, a sense of ignoring the felt. There has been little research or practice by 

way of response.  

A research that problematises the nexus between the materiality of the Karnatik 

voice and the performing body has, to my knowledge, not yet been attempted. I hasten 

to point out here, that only when practice changes, can scholarship change in the 

Karnatik, for it is a practice-centric tradition (Wade, 1979) This renders artistic research 

arguably a well-suited means of engendering newer approaches in such a domain. 

Further, the field of Artistic Research in Music (hereafter ARiM) has not yet been 

explored from the Karnatik tradition, rendering such an alliance important to both 

ARiM, in terms of cultural diversity in methods, and to the Karnatik, in terms of 

methodological diversity within the culture.  

Studies that yoke the voice to the corporeal have burgeoned over the last several 

decades in the arena of voice studies in the West, and inevitably draw on the 

phenomenological perspectives of Husserl (1907/2001) and Merleau-Ponty 

(1945/1993). Over the last decade or so, they have become increasingly 

interdisciplinary, spanning performative, gendered and philosophical paradigms (e.g., 

Cavarero, 2005; Dolar, 2006; Macpherson, 2012, 2015; Poizat, 1992; Thomaidis, 

2013a, 2013b, 2014). 

Over the last few decades, vocality has emerged as a powerful term linking the 

human voice to the shaping of cultural construct in various performative contexts (e.g., 

Dunn & Jones, 1994; Dunsby, 2004; Schlichter, 2011). “Embodied vocality” has been 

addressed in voice studies, performance studies, opera, and cultural studies, in the 

context of problematising the body as the keeper of voice (e.g., Koskoff, 1989, pp. 10–

11; Macpherson, 2012; Thomaidis & Macpherson, 2015, p. 3–9). This term has found 

wide application. Karantonis, Placanica, Sivuoja-Kauppala and Verstraete (2014, 

pp. 47–51), for instance, in exploring the voice of Cathy Berberian, a key figure in the 

Early Musical revival of the 1960s, use the term “feminine vocality” in conjunction 

with “new vocality” to describe her bold non-conformance. “Corporeal vocality” 
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(Macpherson, 2012) and “physiovocal” approaches to singing (Thomaidis, 2014) regard 

vocality as intertwined with the physical gesture in the performing body. In regarding 

the voice as the “paradoxical keeper of both linguistic utterance, and the bodily 

presence of the speaker/singer,” Macpherson (2012, p. 43) advocates for “corporeal 

vocality” that connects voice to language, and voice to the body; he argues, “our 

essential experience of voice is an embodied one.” It is at the intersection of feminine, 

embodied, and corporeal vocalities that I position my voice in this research.  

Roland Barthes’s famous notion of the “the grain of the voice,” that draws on 

Julia Kristeva’s concepts of “pheno” and “geno” in text, is arguably the most prominent 

discourse that pertains to the materiality of the voice and its corporeal intertwining 

(Barthes, 1977, pp. 179–189). It inevitably finds its way into current discourses that 

problematise the body-voice relation in performance, particularly of music theatre and 

opera, for instance, in Macpherson (2012), Thomaidis (2013a; 2013b), Szekely (2006), 

and Symonds (2007) to name only a few. Barthes maps two distinct layers of meaning 

to the singing body: the first focussing on words, expressivity, and communication of 

these elements (phenosong); the second, that makes apparent the voice as a first 

messenger of a living, impassioned body of the singer (genosong). For Barthes, 

genosong was where the ‘grain of the voice’ could be felt. The ‘grain’ for him, came 

through in the singing of Charles Panzera rather than in the singing of Dietrich Fischer-

Dieskau.  

The genosong is the singing and the speaking voice, the space where significations 

germinate ‘from within language and in its very materiality;’ it forms a signifying play 

having nothing to do with communication, representation (of feelings), expression; it 

is that apex (or that depth) of production where the melody really works at the 

language-not at what it says, but the voluptuousness of its sound-signifiers. (Barthes, 

1977, p. 182) 

The Barthesian genosong view in a way negates my argument for textual importance in 

singing, for such a voice would work fundamentally only at a phenosong level, almost 

deflecting the focus from the visceral quality of the body. However, I draw on 

Bhagwati’s (2013, p. 81) approach to the ‘grain’ in understanding my connection with 

my own grain of voice: “Each of us indeed possesses that ineffable Barthesian granular 

voice— a voice that appears to be located deep within our body, a voice we could own 

and project.” Thomaidis (2013b, p. 86) chimes in with a similar notion, that there is a 

“collective grain” for a genre that is culturally contingent, and that this ‘grain’ can be 

reconsidered from an individual perspective. He considers it from an “embodied 
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perspective as a cross-cultural researcher,” in alignment with my own approach 

(Thomaidis, 2013a, p. 30). 

By adopting a phenosong pathway that could then lead me to feeling the sound 

signifiers, in any language, through my body, as genosong, I could explore my Karnatik 

grain of voice in this hybridity. The negotiation between the languages of Tamil and 

Italian in this research can be explained using this approach. Barthes defines the ‘grain’ 

as: “The body in the voice that sings,” “the limb as it performs” (Barthes, 1977, p. 185). 

The voice, body and the moving limb necessitate problematisation, through artmaking. 

Symonds (2007, p. 167) drawing on Barthes and Kristeva notes that in musical drama, 

the physicality of the performer is “visually, kinaesthetically and corporeally 

witnessed,” and calls for a “physical presence to sit at the very heart of the genotextual 

potential of performance.” These arguments support my current attempt at embodying 

hybridity through the Karnatikally trained voice.  

Research on training actors’ and opera singers’ voices using intercultural vocal 

approaches is gaining traction (McAllister-Viel, 2018; Thomaidis, 2013a; 2015). Both 

McAllister-Viel and Thomaidis employ techniques from Korean vocal art, p’ansori and 

other “somatic” Eastern practices to reconsider vocal training in mainstream actors and 

singers respectively. They advocate for the living body (soma) to be acknowledged as 

the site where the sensory inputs are both cognised and manifest, providing a segue into 

the realm of embodied cognition and stand alongside similar scholarship that links the 

body to performance (Doğantan-Dack, 2011; Hunter, 2013; Laws, 2014, 2016; 

Madhavan & Nair, 2013). Approaches such as those of McAllister-Viel (2018) and 

Thomaidis (2013a, 2013b, 2015) present pertinent examples that call not only for 

interdisciplinary approaches to the voice, but also intercultural perspectives on the voice 

that may suit the global performer of today.  

Comparably, an advocacy for privileging the role of the body in vocalising is on 

the rise in the West, with Järviö (2006; 2015), Thomaidis (2013a, 2013b), and Belgrano 

(2018) contributing specifically to the contexts of early opera, bel canto pedagogy, and 

ornamentation, respectively. “When she is singing, a singer is powerfully aware of the 

experience of the interiority of her body,” notes Järviö (2015, p. 26), in calling for a 

foregrounding of the lived bodily experience of the singer. Her approach, which derives 

from that of Michel Henry, stems also from a resistance to the ignoring of the 

performing body: “Early Music Studies tend to ignore the embodied experience of the 

present-day performer, even though many of the authors have been performing 

musicians” (Järviö, 2015, p. 25). 
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Further, as I broached in chapter 1, I believe that an acknowledgement of 

vocality in female Karnatik singers is related the power that such an acknowledgement 

can confer on them. Thomaidis’s (2015) comment contextualises the notion of “agency” 

in the crucial matter of “voicing” in an intercultural hybrid context: 

When borders are crossed, questions around voice become much more complex. Who, 

how and what voices express become less pertinent than who has agency in voicing, 

who has agency in listening, who benefits from voicing, and in what ways. 

(Thomaidis, 2015, p. 215) 

Voice is a material and metaphorical trope for arguably everything that a female 

persona could represent in Karnatik music or in any performance practice. This 

argument is bolstered by Virno’s (2003, p. 44) observation, “the ceremony of voice . . . 

makes the speaker visible as bearer of the power of speech” (trans. Di Matteo, 2015, 

p. 91). When the female voice assumes embodiment, the voicing female body, could 

assume agency, empowerment and self-determination. In the wake of the recent 

uprising within the field in relation to the #MeToo movement in Chennai, the key 

features of agency, voice, and a self-assertion of one’s own corporeality have emerged 

as the most significant necessities for a female Karnatik performer of today (Menon, 

2018; Nathan, 2018).  

Brandner’s (2012) notion of “body musicality” informs Macpherson’s (2015) 

argument that links the singing body to musical contour. Derived from Alexander 

Truslit’s 1938 visual mapping of the heard as experienced by body, body musicality 

relates musical intention to the kinaesthetic. Truslit represented music as curves—as 

manifestations of motion rather than melodic contour: “Musical motion is internal and 

encompasses the whole human being” (Repp, 1993, p. 51). Expanding further on this 

idea of body musicality, Macpherson (2015, p. 149) contextualises it within the present 

trend of voice studies, notational representations and dramatic performance; he 

observes, “visual representations of musical intention are explicitly connected to the 

visceral experience of performance.” The embodied voice is a tool through which music 

can be experienced, composed, notated and re-experienced as motion; the notion of 

voice as interior motion that Järviö (2010) advances, ties in nicely with the above 

discussion. The body musicality scholarship links to the way in which I have visually 

represented raga in this research. The voice-body intertwining renders gesture pivotal to 

my exploration. 
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An integrative approach to the voice and body align with the corporeal vocality 

of the devadasis as well as the notion of “actio,” acting according to classical rhetoric 

that was much favoured in early operas (Karttunen & Järviö, 2012; Toft, 2014; 

Wilbourne, 2008, 2016). I expand on actio further in Chapter 5. For now, I merely make 

the connections to an embodied approach from both a Karnatik performance history as 

well as for a Baroque one.  

 

2.9 Gesture Across Musical and Textual Intents  

While a staggering range of scholarship has come to occupy the embodied performance 

discourse, I merely draw on a sliver here. My interest lies in the ways in which my body 

feels the poetry and raga with the help of gesture, as I understand it from practice. I turn 

to Barthes’s (1985, p. 160) notion of gesture; and draw on Szekely’s (2006) 

observations on it, “the apprehension of art as more specifically something that gestures 

is also meant to highlight art’s ephemerality, its production, its blood, sweat and tears.” 

Accordingly, I grow my artistic explorations from certain well-researched premises on 

gesture and embodied approaches.  

A “sense of movement” has been identified over the last few decades as “a 

primary expressive element in music” (Pearson, 2016a, p. 12), in line with Hanslick 

(1854/1957), Shove and Repp (1995), and recently and notably, Godøy (2010, 2011, 

2013, 2017). Embodiment has emerged as a significant lens for reconsidering the role of 

gesture in communicating music, emotion and meaning (Johnson, 2007; 2015, pp. 23–

35). For instance, well-known artistic researcher Catherine Laws considers “bodily 

experience and mental representation,” as “intertwined” in the concept of embodiment 

(2014, pp. 131–134).  

Discourses linking embodiment, expression theory, motor control and music 

performance are gaining agency (Godøy, 2010, pp. 107–110; 2011, 2017; Laws, 2014, 

pp. 131–134). Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio (1994, 2000), through his influential 

“body-minded brain” discourse, offers an opposition to the Cartesian duality of mind 

and body. In the field of ARiM, Laws (2014, p. 133), drawing on literature from 

embodiment, advances that “musical intention” links to “physical extension” as 

movement and gesture. Hunter (2013, p. 167) declares that “embodied” refers to 

“subjective imaginative experience, our sense of ourselves, our thought, our mind” as 

“inextricably bound to brain and body.”  

Recent developments in the study embodiment is buttressed by scholarship that 

aligns music, gesture and the production of embodied meaning (e.g., Godøy, 2017, 
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pp. 4–30; Leman, 2010, pp. 126–153). A mapping of the felt visceral to the visual, 

kinaesthetic and the corporeal, is an approach that is closely related to the growing 

discourse that connects music-making with embodied cognition, rendering musical 

shapes relevant to the “composed, performer, seen and felt” (Leech-Wilkinson & Prior, 

2017, p. xxxii). Rolf Inge Godøy (2011, p. 233), one of the key scholars in the field of 

music and shape, motor theory and their affordances for gesture studies, notes that the 

embodied paradigm relates to “segmenting the continuous stream of action and sound 

into meaningful entities in our minds,” rendering its origins to be aligned within bodily 

experiences.  

Pearson (2016a, pp. 14–21), Laws (2014, pp. 131–134), and Östersjö (2017, 

pp. 95–99) have notably discussed the aspect of embodied musical cognition in 

connection to perception-action relationships, and in widely varying musical contexts—

Pearson from a Karnatik music perspective, Laws from a pianistic one and Östersjö 

from an intercultural improvisatory performative one. I draw on embodied cognition 

primarily in relation to establishing the closeness of the Karnatik vocal technique and 

ornamentation styles and that of pre-romantic voice.  

There is substantive research on gesture in music-making (Godøy & Leman, 

2010; Gritten & King 2006, 2011; Jensenius, Wanderley, Godøy, & Leman, 2010; 

Wanderley & Battier, 2000). Significantly, Jensenius, Wanderley, Godøy, and Leman 

(2010, pp. 20–30) identify the potential of gesture as a “core notion” that may be 

described in many ways that demonstrate a connection between action and perception, 

and mind and environment. In this research, I describe it from a lived bodily 

perspective, mapping it to text, and to musical contour. This approach aligns with that 

of Clayton and Leante’s (2013), who—in their essay linking embodiment, embodied 

cognition, raga-based music and gesture—notably link affective states induced by 

Hindustani ragas to embodiment. For instance, in their analyses of the perception of 

Hindustani singers on the affective qualities of selected ragas, they observe, “the 

serious, sombre character attributed to Raga Marwa’s own identity is dependent at least 

in part on this process of embodiment” (Clayton & Leante, 2013, p. 282). They consider 

the singers’ verbalisation of the experience in conjunction with their gestures, thus 

establishing a linkage between embodiment, singerly experience, raga, movement, and 

their findings. 

Discourses that relate gesture in music to emotion and expression are growing 

(Kühl, 2011; Leech-Wilkinson & Prior, 2014; Lidov, 2006). While the above discussed 

strands of gesture studies convey the link between musical phrase and physical gesture, 
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and from gesture to expression in performance, Atkinson (2006) offers a study that 

considers gesture in opera as multi-layered and multi-functional. He discusses gestures 

that convey textual content, and as well as those that convey musical intent. A fluidity 

between these two broad types of gesture is significant in the context of represented 

music, and Atkinson discusses this fluidity using the concept of the “dramaturgical 

body” saying: “the complex relations between embodied gesture, intentions and 

motives, emotions and reactions, characters and actions” are unified within the 

embodiment theory, rendering both “singerly” and “dramatic” gesture pertinent and 

often linked (Atkinson, 2006, pp. 96–97). 

In opera, however, he notes that there are often clashes between what singers 

would like to do and what they are expected to do: 

When the singers come to ‘act’ the operatic scene they often have to substitute these 

‘singerly’ gestures for ‘dramatic’ ones. Producers want singers to do less rather than 

more by way of embodied, gestural work, and to eliminate anything that reflects the 

conventional gestures of singing. (Atkinson, 2006, p. 97) 

It is this very link that Nair (2017, pp. 168–169) refers to in linking “play text” to 

“performance text” and both these to “expressive acts” in dramatic performance 

practice. In this research, I self-direct my movements within the musical drama. 

Therefore, I engage with a transactional relationship between singerly and text related 

gestures, and combine them into a musico-textual expressive act. This draws on my 

encrusted cultural experiences of gesture in Karnatik music as well as the bodily 

expressivity in early modern singers to which much literature and scholarship refers 

(Gordon, 2004; Heller, 2003; Rosand, 1978; Toft, 2014). I discuss expressivity, through 

gesture and voice, in Section 4.8.9 and across the artistic processes pertaining to 

singing–acting in Chapters 5 and 7. 

Much research on expression in music rests on analysis and understanding of 

subtleties of movement and gesture in instrumentalists and vocalists alike, as Jane W. 

Davidson’s (1993, 2001, 2007) pioneering work in this direction testifies. The trend of 

analysing expressivity in music using extra-sonic markers of movement and gesture has 

continued to dominate the field of performance studies (Broughton & Stevens, 2012; 

Clarke & J. W. Davidson, 1998; Krahé, Hahn, & Whitney, 2015). Such scholarship has 

also been contextualised into studies specific to the context of gesture in Indian classical 

music (Leante, 2013, 2014; Pearson, 2016a, 2016b; Rahaim, 2008, 2012).  
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Matt Rahaim’s (2012) work on gesture and movement in North Indian classical 

music, ‘Musicking Bodies’ holds significance in gesture-related scholarship in Indian 

music. Rahaim (2012) draws historiographies of Indian music and dance reform in the 

20th century which establish the historicity of the body–voice divide in the creation of 

North Indian classical music performance practice. Drawing on influential scholars 

including Bhatkhande (1934) and Bakhle (2005), he connects the sanctification of the 

Hindustani practice to a decline of corporeality in present Hindustani music 

performance.  

Lara Pearson’s (2016a) thorough study of gesture in Karnatik music is seminal 

and contributes to hitherto unexplored scholarship that relates music to movement in the 

Karnatik. Pearson (2016a) explores the gestural qualities in Karnatik prayogas (motifs) 

and the micro-level swara-gamaka aggregates in raga-music. Using musical and motor 

analysis, she establishes that Karnatik motifs and gamakas may be directly mapped to 

physical gestures and hold expressive potential. She notes: 

The musical attitudes conveyed in the Karnatak style have both sonic and gestural 

qualities, and I propose that the communication of aestheticised motion through sound 

is an important element of Karnatak music . . . The motion aesthetic of the Karnatak 

style can be heard in the music and also seen in the gestures used to teach the style. 

(Pearson, 2016a, p. 241) 

Pearson (2016a, p. 161) also found that prayogas and gamakas lend themselves to 

metaphorical mapping. For instance, pitch maps to height; gamaka type maps to 

curvature. These “conceptual metaphors,” she observes, are reflected in the “iconic 

enactment” of them, as gesture, in line with Cienki (2008). 

She concludes her study by declaring that in Karnatik music, there are 

“inextricable links between music and physical movement” (Pearson, 2016a, p. 241). 

She calls for further research in the direction of bodily sensation as musical motion, 

drawing on Godøy (2010). She maps Godøy’s (2011, p. 67) proposition of “gestural-

sonic objects” to prayoga motifs (short phrasings typical of a raga) thereby directly 

linking recent scholarship, particularly that of Godøy, to physical gesture in the 

Karnatik. Her findings on gestural qualities in Karnatik motifs, and the relationship 

between musical gesture and physical gesture in the Karnatik raga, are points of 

departure from which I consider the ways in which gesture of various kinds can together 

inform meaning—of words and raga.  

The dramaturgical body is indeed absent in Karnatik music today, as I have 

discussed in Sections 1.3 and 1.4, rendering Atkinson’s (2006, p. 97) distinction 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 46 

between “singerly” and “dramatic” gestures arguably irrelevant to present-day Karnatik 

music (in Section 1.7, I had briefly discussed the nature and limitations of normative 

gestures in prevalent Karnatik practice, specifically in the context of female performers, 

I expand further on this in Chapter 6). Research has established that gesture in current 

Indian classical music—both Karnatik and Hindustani—is a metaphoric mode of 

communication. As Rahaim (2012) notes, it is almost spontaneous; it prefigures sound, 

and sustains performer involvement post-sound (pp. 50–51). Pearson (2016a, p. 166) 

has argued that Kanatik gesture is not representational, in line with Johnson (2007, 

pp. 113–134). She notes, “I would suggest that this [gesturing] is done without any 

deliberate act of representation being made by the vocalist” (Pearson, 2016a, p. 166). 

Through her research she also summarises that “they [gestures in Karnatik practice] 

reveal conceptual metaphors and cross-domain mappings between movement and 

sound.” From my earlier experience as a Karnatik singer, I concur with both these views 

of Pearson (2016a).  

Pearson’s (2016a, pp. 98–112) approach naturally examines the extant nature of 

gesture in Karnatik practice—one that is from the perspective of the musical elements. 

She does not look to gesture that aligns with textual meaning or is deliberately 

representational of emotion through musical and poetic qualities. Where her study 

leaves off, mine could contribute. She examines violin performance practice, and vocal 

pedagogy in her research; hers is an observed, empirically verified, and analytical 

approach to gesture in Karnatik music.  

In this research, I offer a practice-based, experiential account of gesture. To be 

specific, my approach to gesture in this research grows out of Pearson’s (2016a) 

established premise that Karnatik motifs (prayogas) have gestural qualities and 

contribute to bhava (feeling). In regarding raga’s bhava and the poetry’s bhava, I 

explore gesture as the connector between expressed text, expressed musical shape and 

felt emotion, thereby arguing that it is an inimitable part of this hybridity process, and 

product.  

Harnessing gesture in this research is also emblematic of the right to self-

representation and self-assertion in a female performer. Such an approach is evidenced 

in Östersjö and Nguyễn (2013) and Nguyễn (2018). Gesture in this research assumes 

relevance not only in relation to the obliterated devadasi history, but also in relation to 

the current turbulences in the Karnatik field that have surfaced in the recent context of 

the #MeToo movement. The regulation of gesture in female performers and the 

predatory behaviour towards the female performers and students of Karnatik music are 
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both linked to the basic lack of respect—both onstage and off—for the female 

performing body (The Hindu, October 29, 2018).  

 

2.10 Emotion and Rasa 

Literature in Western music that links emotional states to music is substantive, and links 

to the communicative potential of music (e.g., J. W. Davidson, 2014b; Juslin & Laukka, 

2004; Juslin & Västfjäll, 2008). In his essay on mimesis, perception and induction of 

emotion in music, Juslin (2005, pp. 88–90) spells out his condition for musical 

communication—that there is a specific intent that the composer and performer convey, 

which is recognised (perceived) by the listener, on their own subjective terms. Mimesis, 

and induction of emotion can arguably be enhanced by “corporeal vocality,” and 

Macpherson (2012, p. 43) proposes it as one way to dramatise using the voice.  

The complexity involved in weaving the musical and dramatic with physical 

gesture in the representation of early opera, and the intertwining of gesture with affect, 

in 17th-century Western music is accounted for in Small (1998, p. 148): 

In the seventeenth century . . . the musical gestures represented not an emotional state 

itself nor a temperament but the type of physical gesture, both bodily and vocal, with 

which the emotional state or the temperament was associated. The musical gesture 

represented metaphorically the physical gesture that the audience recognised as 

belonging to that state. It thus had to be constructed at one remove, and the masters of 

that first brilliant explosion of the new art form worked through conscious striving, 

exchange of ideas, polemics and a good deal of trial and error, to perfect the 

representation. (Small, 1998, p. 148) 

In parallel, rasa, the aesthetic experience of the Indian art form collective natya, is 

understood as nine emotional states induced in the performance of a dramatic work, by 

means of raga, lyric, gesture and context (Bhagwati, 2003, 2013; Pudaruth, 2016; 

Schechner, 2001; van der Meer, 1980). This verse from the Natyasastra (India’s ancient 

treatise on performing arts) pertains to Rasa theory, and maps the hand, eyes, gesture, 

and mind, to feeling in the performer and evoked emotion in the onlooker.  

Yatho hastha tatho drishti 

Yatho drishti thatho manah 

Yatho manah thatho bhavah 

Yatho bhavah thatho rasah. 

https://www.thehindu.com/entertainment/music/chennai-sabhas-constitute-icc-against-sexual-harassment-of-performing-artistes/article25360674.ece
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[Where the hand moves, the eyes follow, 

Where the eye moves the mind follows, 

Where the mind is, feeling is evoked in the performer (bhava), 

When the performer thus feels, emotion is evoked in the onlooker (rasa)] (Bharata, 

cited in Acharya & Jain, 2016, p. 412; translation mine) 

This is indeed in alignment with the trajectory that Western scholarship pertaining to 

music and emotion, gesture, and embodied cognition is currently keen on exploring 

further. 

There is now an increasing awareness of rasa in raga-based music. E. Gayathri 

(2009), a well-regarded Karnatik Veena artist argues that rasa is the only perspective by 

which the present-day Karnatik musician can get in touch with emotion and aesthetics 

in music. Composer Sandeep Bhagwati’s (2003; 2013) approach to Rasa in his 

compositions are particularly striking; he looks to the seminal work Natyasastra in 

gaining an understanding of this rather abstract concept. His exemplary piece, 

Navarasas, is woven as a tapestry of musical materials using permutations and 

combinations, and attempts to induce the navarasas (nine aesthetic sentiments). 

Vedavalli (2011) connects the rasas of certain ragas to certain kinds of text in her 

discussion on Viruttam. In the context of musical drama, the rasa theory pertains to the 

emotional state of the singer-actor, and has been successfully integrated into Western 

contexts of performer training (Mason, 2006; Nair, 2017; Schechner, 2001). I discuss 

my impressions on Baroque affect and relate them to rasa in Section 4.8.9.  

 

2.11 Notational Representation: RagaCurve 

In this research, I work with Western musicians from the early music tradition, who are 

comfortable with the idea of a musical score as a communicator of proposed musical 

ideas on a tangible page. Karnatik music, on the contrary, is aural-oral and does not use 

notation except for pedagogical and documentation purposes. Here, in embarking on a 

model for a visual representation of the hybrid musical ideas I draw on literature 

pertaining to notation of raga-music. 

Before I embark on raga-specific notation, a brief overview of the noteworthy 

efforts of ethnomusicologists of the mid-twentieth century in notating music from 

cultures that do not traditionally use staff notation is warranted. Rice (2014, p. 40) 

observes that between the 1950s and the early 1980s, “the effort to understand the 

structural elements of music was poured into laborious, handwritten descriptive 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 49 

transcriptions of the sound recordings ethnomusicologists had made in the field.” It was 

in this context of transcription that Western staff notation was largely applied by 

scholars. Ter Ellingson’s (1992) chapter on transcription remains influential in the 

discipline of ethnomusicology; it provides an overview of the ways in which 

ethnomusicologists, particularly throughout the middle decades of the twentieth century, 

produced and analysed visual representations of various musics.  

A number of publications on notating musics of cultural ‘others’ mark the 

twentieth-century literature in ethnomusicology. The wave resulted also in an 

interesting symposium hosted at the annual Society of Ethnomusicology Conference of 

1963. In this symposium, transcriptions of Robert Garfias, Mieczyslaw Kolinski, 

George List, and Willard Rhodes, key scholars in the then emerging field, provided a 

visual representation of a Namibian San bow player’s musical rendering (Seeger, 1964, 

pp. 274–275).  As per Seeger’s (1964, p. 274) “synoptic view” of these notations in his 

Chairman’s report, Kolinski, List and Rhodes had used Western staff notation, while 

Garfias had also incorporated a line notation over the stave, depicting the music as 

continuous shape rather than discrete notes. 

Ethnomusicologists at the time clearly concerned themselves with creating novel 

techniques to also address the issues of pitch fluctuations and unequal temperaments in 

their visual representations. Ethnomusicology has a long history of lines on staff (or 

lines against solfége approach) to notation (Seeger, 1958). The technique of mechanical 

transcription with the help of equipment was introduced by Charles Seeger (1957); his 

‘Melograph’ could well-represent a melodic line that fluctuated in pitch. Notation 

techniques that depict lines on a staff to indicate continuously moving pitch, with or 

without the use of computer software, are popular today. They are being developed and 

adopted in intercultural contexts by various scholars including Andrew Killick 

(http://globalnotation.org.uk/) and are also seen in Dr. Suvarnalata Rao and Dr. Wim 

van der Meer’s website on Hindustani music, ‘Music in Motion’ 

(https://autrimncpa.wordpress.com/). 

Staff notational representations of musics of primarily oral-aural traditions, such 

as Karnatik music, have been acknowledged as being reductivist, their most common 

function being to visually communicate musical content to a Western audience. For 

instance, while Cook (1998, p. 9) notes, “a score sets up a framework that identifies 

certain attributes of the music as essential,” he goes on to acknowledge that 

ethnomusicologists who use staff notation for representing transcriptions of the other 

musical traditions that they study are “painfully conscious that in doing this they are 

http://globalnotation.org.uk/
https://autrimncpa.wordpress.com/
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shoehorning Indian or Chinese music, or whatever it might be, into a system that was 

never designed for it” (p. 59). Schippers (2009) observes that notation is not a proxy but 

a supplement to the aural dimension; this view aligns with my approach. He writes, 

“musical realities are reflected more accurately when each moment or trajectory or 

music transmission is placed on the continuum from completely notation-based to 

utterly aural” (Schippers, 2009, p. 81).  

Drawing on these ideas, during my doctoral research period, I developed a tool 

for visually representing Karnatik raga, and named it RagaCurve (Mani, 2018a). The 

corresponding article I wrote for the Finnish Journal of Music Education traces the 

development of notation in the otherwise largely aural-oral Karnatik form over the last 

several decades, from swara-solfége based ‘sargam’ notation in Tamil and English 

(e.g., Ayyangar & Varadan, 2015; Mudaliyar, 1893/1982; Sambamoorthy, 1961), to 

representations in Western staff notation over the century (Fox Strangways, 1914; 

Kaufmann, 1976; Kumar & Stackhouse, 1987; Morris, 2011; Schachter, 2015b; 

Widdess, 1995). It then turns to the limitations in such approaches, particularly in the 

region of representing the abstract microtonal gamaka oscillation typical of raga. 

Drawing on advantages and disadvantages in the few attempts at notation that do 

represent gamaka (K. S. Subramanian, 2002; Vinayakam, 2011; Viswanathan & Allen, 

2004), I have suggested the RagaCurve as one viable visual-kinaesthetic model that 

engages with the complex contour of a Karnatik raga and attendant ornamentation. I 

have established that it is a continuous contour and is non-definitive, differing, 

therefore, from normative Western staff notation. This approach resonates with 

Widdess’ (1994, 2011) representation of gamaka in Hindustani music of Northern India 

with the help of curves and slopes on the staff, and Pearson’s (2016a, 2016b) visual 

representation of Karnatik gamaka movement using a combination of pitch plots 

involving lines against swaras and written-out staff notation. My article itself pertained 

to a pedagogical context where I applied the RagaCurve model.  

In this research, I use RagaCurve as a building block to develop a Curve-based 

notation system. This representation superimposes the vocal contour, in phrases, over a 

five-line stave, with a customised key signature for each raga. The RagaCurves in this 

context emerge from the gesture experienced by the body as it processes the rasa-based 

interaction between feeling evoked from the text and the feeling evoked by the musical 

gesture (raga’s musical contour). They function as a visual manifestation of the 

embodied experiences linking the raga bhava and the sahitya bhava (feeling from text).  
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The RagaCurve notation system developed here draws on the indeterminacy and 

abstraction in Karnatik music ornamentation, allowing for freedom of interpretation in 

word. It aligns with the Italian declamatory style: “notation of Italian recitative left 

room for the singer to manipulate the rhythm and timing of gestures to the punctuation” 

(Haynes & Burgess, 2016, p. 175). It is congruent with the Baroque where a 

performer’s virtuosity, judgement and improvisatory abilities were almost always taken 

for granted (Cyr, 2017, pp. 23–24), and the score was perceived as a guide: 

“descriptive” rather than “prescriptive” (Haynes, 2007, pp. 102–119). The performances 

are primary in this research, rendering the notations analogous to ‘maps.’ In line with 

Cook (2014b, pp. 5–7), the map is not the destination, just as notation is not to be 

understood as music. 

RagaCurve notational style ties in with the “gestural-sonic objects” theory of 

Godøy (2011, pp. 67–68), that Pearson (2016a, pp. 41–43) yokes to Karnatik prayoga 

“motifs.” Interestingly, Haynes & Burgess (2016, pp. 173–175) note that musical 

gestures were short and were concatenated to form a larger canvas, in declamation in 

the rhetorical period, such as that seen in Monteverdi, not unlike short musical motifs 

(prayogas) of raga. The RagaCurve approach to notational representation also comes at 

a time when the West is welcoming newer attempts in graphical and descriptive scoring 

techniques, and Indian music is seeking new avenues of representation (Sauer, 2009). 

The curve notation also aligns with Godøy’s (2017, pp. 26–27) idea of shaping 

music through a “hermeneutical circle of drawing (mentally, on paper, digitally), 

listening, drawing, listening, each time creating a greater awareness of sound and body-

motion features as shapes.” Except that in RagaCurve, the listening is preceded by 

singing in a manner that is embodied, rendering the singing body the site of gesturally, 

visually and musically refining dynamic shape. The Curve notation speaks to his “co-

articulatory” model of connectedness between the swaras of the Karnatik, as a 

“contextual smearing” rather than as a discrete set of signals (Godøy, 2017, p. 21). The 

notion of “cross-modal mapping” is being studied as the link between “intention into 

action” and “action into sound” (Leech-Wilkinson & Prior, 2014, p. 35), and links, on 

one hand, to music and motion (Eitan & Granot, 2006), and on the other, to the 

relationship between sound, drawing and gesture (Küssner, 2017). The RagaCurve as a 

practice-centric tool identifies with such strands of scholarship, and links to the research 

questions of multiple levels: intoned text, emotion, and gesture. 

I must acknowledge that, in this literature review, I have examined certain 

relevant trends in gesture studies, music and emotion, and embodied cognition so that I 
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can identify them when they emerge in my practical explorations. This research is not 

positioned within gesture studies, or within research on music and emotion, but 

certainly draws on gesture, and textually and musically induced affect, as key tools to 

understanding hybridity from an embodied perspective. I have refrained from 

examining nuanced concepts on gesture, such as, co-articulation, key postures, 

trajectories, and cross-modal mappings in any depth at all, to avoid scratching the 

surface of these very deep and well-researched subjects. I have, however, introduced a 

selection of these ideas from the field of gesture studies in music in this literature 

review, so that I can cross-reference with them when comparable circumstances arise in 

my practice-based investigations.  

 

Figure 2.1. Literature review: The interactive collective.  

2.12 Summation 

Figure 2.1 represents the various bodies of scholarship that find place in this literature 

review. My physical presence and the notion of hybridity are couched at the centre.  

In summary, I look again to singer/researcher Paivi Järviö. The notion of 

‘movement’ as the linkage between the musical event and the voicing body is explored 

in Järviö’s (2006, 2010, 2015) works. She has established that the body that is moved 

emotionally while singing, also experiences “interior movement” (Järviö, 2010) very 

perceptible to the singer, rendering singerly experience both caused, and reflective of 

causality. My current research looks from text-music intersection to ‘movement’—in 

voice, in physicality, in scoring, and in ‘being moved’ affectively. It thus builds on 
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Godøy (2017); Pearson (2016a, 2016b), Järviö (2006, 2010, 2015) and overarchingly 

Whitney (2010, 2011, 2015), “rhizomatically” propagating the links between text, 

voiced music and (e)motion into the lattice of hybridity (Crispin, 2013, p. 59). Figure 

2.2 expresses ‘moving’ as the model for literal and metaphorical mappings of 

movement and the musico-poetic.  

 

Figure 2.2. Moving: A model for literal and metaphorical mappings of ‘moving’ in a musico-poetic 

paradigm derived from the literature review.  

  

as 
RagaCurve

as emotion 
(bhava)

in gesture 

in voice 

The musico-
poetic whole
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Chapter 3: Research Design: Methodology, Methods, and Tools  

 

I begin this chapter by defining my ‘artistic practice’ in context, and a few of the 

frequented terms. I then outline my methodology in favour of harnessing my artistic 

practice to research, in line with Crispin (2015a, p. 60): “When artistic practice becomes 

one of the tools used by the researcher in their own research practice, a crucial boundary 

is crossed into the realms of artistic research.”  

I define my artistic practice as singing in a Karnatik vocal style, employing raga 

and associated gamaka. Aspects of the style will drive all creative processes in this 

research that journeys towards hybridity between the musico-poetic form in the 

Karnatik and early opera. I refer to both the musico-poetic forms which are reworked in 

the research as ‘the musical practices’ when referring to the broader practice, rather than 

the forms themselves. I use ‘declamations’ or ‘forms’ when referring to specific pieces. 

I shall explain “declamation” in music, a form of composition and vocal delivery 

predicated on a persuasive speech-like style, in greater detail, in Chapter 4. In the 

context of vocal technique and styles, I mainly use the terms ‘Karnatik singing’ and 

‘17th-century Italian singing’. In line with Wistreich (2000), I sometimes use ‘pre-

romantic vocal style’ when referring to 16th- and 17th-century vocal technique, 

specifically in the context of historical vocal technique. 

As clarified in Section 1.7, I regard Karnatik music in terms of its essential 

elements, namely, raga, bhava and laya, and prevalent Karnatik practice, as a socio-

politically constructed performance culture. My approach employs the Karnatik 

elements, but challenges established kacceri practice for reasons described in Section 

1.7. Overall, the activities within this research look to the performative; the processes 

are designed such that they either generate, or become part of, an activity that is 

destined for an audience (Whitney, 2015, pp. 96).  

As Tolstad (2018, p. 105) notes in her discussion on aesthetic judgement, “the 

specific form given to an artistic expression will be the result of the many choices made 

by the art producer(s) during the process.” The need to situate subjectivity, identity and 

the creative agency of the artist at the forefront in research where artistic practice plays 

a dominant role comes through strongly in the context of this comment and is 

underscored in the work of influential scholars (e.g., Coessens, 2014b; Crispin, 2014; 

Doğantan-Dack, 2012; Laws, 2016; Östersjö, 2017; Whitney, 2015). Their discussions 

often turn to the question of artistic judgement, choice, and musical instinct in 

articulating artistic processes, from a micro to a macro level. These features of aesthetic 
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judgement, subjectivity, identity, and agency are particularly relevant in my case and 

have informed my methodology.  

With my artistic practice, process-centricity, and a performative approach at the 

forefront, I now turn to frame the methodology. As a first step, I proffer a brief 

discussion on what artistic research has come to address over the last decade. 

 

3.1 Artistic Research in the Throes of Change 

Artistic Research is an activity for border-crossers (Dombois, 2012, p. 11). 

The hybridisation envisaged in this research crosses borders in more ways than one—

from art to academia, from Karnatik art music to represented drama, from the East to 

the West, from the past to its re-contextualised present, and from a gesturally restricted, 

bhakti-oriented (devotion-oriented) Karnatik performing body to a physically 

explorative and dramatic one. 

Drawing on the notion of the intersection between transgression and discipline, I 

adopt Artistic Research as my approach, in that it is most suited to illustrate the 

intersections mentioned above, using a combination of analytical and artistic approaches 

(Borgdorff, 2012, p. 235; Impett, 2017, p. 9). What began in the late 2000s as artistic-

research laid emphasis almost wholly on the artmaking and implications for the 

artmaking itself. Even while drawing on history, culture, and society, such a referencing 

was done usually for the purposes of reinforcing the ‘making’ process (e.g., Borgdorff, 

2007, 2010, 2012). For instance, in an article from 2007, Borgdorff writes: “[Artistic 

Research] is about cutting-edge developments in the discipline that we may broadly 

refer to as ‘art’. It is about the development of talent and expertise in that area” (p. 16). 

Note the specificity with regards to the artistic ‘area’ in his approach.  

In 2010, when Borgdorff (p. 58) notes: “The concepts, thoughts, and utterances 

assemble themselves around the artwork, so that the artwork begins to speak,” the 

question that arises, for me, is not only about what the artwork speaks of in relation to 

the artmaking itself, but also to whom might it speak, what other contexts might it 

reference, and what might its ‘voice’ mean to various people, both inside and outside 

the artmaking sphere.  

The last few years have seen the field of artistic research in the throes of change. 

A burgeoning scholarship now looks to the social, political and cultural contexts which 

artmaking might address, impact and destabilise. The recent Balance: The Gender 

Balance in Art Education Project at UiT, The Arctic University of Tromsø, that regards 
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issues around gender through music-making as the lens, is an excellent example. The 

team describe their research agenda as a “project for social change inspired by the arts” 

(Mittner & Bergli, 2018). Their effort has been supported by the Arne Nordheim Centre 

for Artistic Research in Music, at the Norwegian Academy of Music, with Darla Crispin 

situating their Artistic Research squarely in the context of advocacy. In a video where 

the researchers talk about the project, Crispin observes: 

One of the things that arts can do is to show us worlds that don’t even exist yet. Arts 

can [also] show us the lessons of what might happen if we don’t try to work harder 

towards a more balanced society. (Darla Crispin, in Mittner & Bergli, 2018) 

Crispin’s (2018, pp. 133–140) recent article which links feminism, artistic research, and 

the academy, is an open call for a socio-political turn in artistic research. Her works that 

problematise the composer–performer–audience dynamic and the question of ethics is 

yet another case of artmaking becoming relevant to issues beyond the artmaking itself 

(Crispin, 2014, 2018). There has also been an increase in the addressing of socially 

relevant issues through artistic research, particularly in the fields of indigenous research, 

intercultural research, and research that relates to issues around gender (e.g., Nguyễn, 

2018). This trend was discussed in some depth in the recent Artistic Research 

Symposium (November 2018) organised by the Queensland Conservatorium Griffith 

University and the University of Queensland, with visiting scholar Prof. Darla Crispin 

offering insights. With regards to indigenous research in Finland, Hannula, Suoranta 

and Vadén’s (2014) observations align Artistic Research with social impact. 

In terms of artistic research, this goal [to give the community more breathing space] is 

accompanied by its transformative twin: the goal is to nudge the community toward 

self-critical and self-conscious change. (p. 67) 

The collaborations between Östersjö and Nguyễn (2013) including Inside/Outside and 

Arrival Cities Hanoi are contributions from artistic research that address issues around 

patriarchal constructs of gender in Vietnamese culture. I identify a clear alignment 

between my current research context and such emergent trends in artistic research.  

Inspired by these examples, and by a desire for a free and unfettered corporeal 

expression as gesture in female performers of the Karnatik, I situate my research 

squarely within this dynamic domain where artmaking is acknowledged as an agency 

that engenders change, and questions the established. In the light of this methodological 

nuance, I propose my research model as socio-culturally interrogative artistic research 

in music. Artistic research interrogates and concerns itself with the issues within 

https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/55919/55920
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/55919/55920
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artmaking; in this research design, the methodology is given leeway to also concern 

itself with the socio-cultural constructs that shape the artmaking, rendering artmaking 

one practical and  accessible way for a performer to unpack the other layers that lurk 

beneath. The artmaking and the processes embedded as “tacit knowledge” within it are 

at the centre of this discourse (Coessens, 2014b; Hultberg, 2013). 

The following definition of Artistic Research from Crispin (2009) aligns with 

my understanding of my evolving Self in relation to the research and context: 

Artistic research offers a space for an exchange of subjectivity and objectivity, with 

each research process being unique, embedded in a specific relation between artist, 

materials, and context. (p. 27)  

On the question of methodology in Artistic Research projects, as Coeesens, Crispin and 

Douglas (2009, p. 47) note, “there will be no one ‘artistic research’ but many mutually 

complementing artistic researches,” and the artistic-researcher will be “the juggling 

semiotician, will have to develop from the resources of existing languages, his or her 

own ‘speech’.” Recently, de Assis (2018, p. 19) has called for “innovative practice-

based methodologies that integrate archival and musicological research into the creative 

process leading to a performance,” proposing experimentation, not only with musical 

materials but also with methods, as a logical approach to a performance-orientated 

research model. Therefore, in this project, I have designed a methodology which suits 

my research questions, in line with my socio-culturally interrogative model, by drawing 

from a selection of well-established concepts that have emerged in the field of ARiM in 

recent years. 

 

3.2 Methodology Framework 

 Whenever the boundary of Artistic Research is approached not only must a rigorous 

methodological framework be structured through which the research may be 

conducted, but it must also be articulated in such a way that the findings of the 

research may be shared with the wider research community. (Crispin, 2015a, p. 59) 

This section is laid out to explain my methodological framework, the processes 

constituting the framework, the methods used to approach these processes, the tools 

used to access these methods, and the ways in which the documentation and 

dissemination of the outcomes are made accessible through this thesis, as well as to a 

broader public. 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 58 

I draw on Crispin’s (2015a, pp. 58–59) influential framework of “contribution of 

artistic practice to research,” in which she refers to input, process and output phases of 

research. She suggests that identifying any of these positions for one’s artistic practice 

in the research can provide an effective methodological framework. While my artistic 

practice is seen across all three phases of my project, I harness it most notably as a tool 

to probe the research questions in the ‘process’ phase. Therefore, the overall 

methodology adopted is the “Artistic Practice as [research] Process” model (Crispin, 

2015a, pp. 63–64). 

I now turn to methods from certain well-established models for ARiM, to 

conduct the three phases of the research. These methods vary depending on which 

research phase, and as per the two different projects—the Thiruppavai and Monteverdi 

Reimagined.  

 

3.2.1 Methods adopted in the ‘Input’ phase. 

The research ‘input’ includes an examination of the two musical practices—their 

fundamental principles, and their approaches to the musico-poetic. The Viruttam form 

relates directly to my artistic practice, and the Karnatik elements enter the research 

mainly through my practical experience; they are supplemented by theory. Monteverdi’s 

musical language and compositional style enter the research as music theory, as 

literature on historical performance practice, as a history of the development of musical 

declamation, and as current considerations and interpretations—in practice and written 

scholarship—of Monteverdi’s writings for musical drama. 

Influential scholar Wim van der Meer (2006) calls for a systematic approach to 

intercultural hybridity in the context of Indian music. In line with his recommendations, 

I adopt historical, comparative and analytical musicology as my key methods to gather 

information on the musical practices in the ‘input’ phase. Established musicological and 

analytical models such as score study and review of historical literature have been 

successfully integrated within artistic research projects that pertain to historical 

performance practices in the West (e.g., Crispin, 2013; Hultberg, 2013; Järviö, 2011, 

Whitney, 2015). Whitney (2015) notes that the use of established research methods is a 

regular feature in the artistic research that she carries out in her SongArt projects:  

We read, recite, analyse, workshop, and draw inspiration from written sources such as 

histories, political and cultural writings, composers’ letters, novels, and poems in 

addition to our study of performance-derived sources such as recordings, films, and 

live concert performances. (p. 96)  
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She goes on to situate such methods squarely in the realm of the performance-oriented, 

as discussed in the earlier chapter: “these modes of inquisitive and exploratory action 

form a key part of the culture of professional music training, rehearsal, and 

performance” (Whitney, 2015, p. 96). Using these approaches, in relation to both 

traditions, is conducive to the ensuing hybridity that culminates in performance. 

Much scholarship has demonstrated the intersections of historically informed 

performance practices and artistic research, particularly in the context of Monteverdian 

operas (J. W. Davidson, 2015, 2016; Kaleva, 2014; Lawrence-King, 2014). 

J. W. Davidson describes the role of historical knowledge in creating her production of 

L’Orfeo, Monteverdi Reclaimed: 

With their own interpretations of period treatises on music and rhetoric, the members 

of the production team (including myself) acted as the possessors of historical 

knowledge during rehearsals. Our job was to translate this knowledge into a 

meaningful experience for the performers and explore practical means for the 

performance company to acquire this historical knowledge. (J. W. Davidson, 2015, 

p. 102) 

I notice that she clearly demarcates between roles here; the production team are 

designated as possessors of historical knowledge, and performers are designated as 

receivers and processors of this ‘translated’ knowledge as experience. Artist-

researchers, however, can acquire knowledge from theory and experience it in practice, 

thereby becoming active agents in such ‘translation’, bridging the cognitive and the 

subjective. Crispin’s discourses relate to the notion of bridging multiple spheres of 

operation in artistic research (2013, p. 57; 2015a, pp. 67–69). Several compelling 

examples of practice-based research demonstrate such confluence (Crispin, 2013; 

Järviö, 2011, 2015; Östersjö, 2017, p. 98–99; Whitney, 2015). Whitney’s (2015) 

definition of practice-based research speaks to the above ideas and takes me back to the 

issue at hand, namely, methods that look to musicology in the input phase of the 

research: 

[Practice-based research is] research developed and led by professional musicians as 

principal researchers on some aspect of their professional practice that involves their 

own performance as an integral part of the investigation. (p. 93)  

To summarise, with regards to the ‘input’ phase in the research, I use comparative, 

analytical and historical musicology, relevant literature that draws on the historical 

background of early opera in the context of the musical elements that it exemplifies, and 
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practical examples, to situate the two musical practices alongside one another. Using 

these methods, I identify the prominent nodes of resonances across the key areas of 

musical form, structure, text, melody, notions of time, vocal delivery, instrumentation, 

and, importantly, feeling–as affect and bhava. Thereby, at the end of this phase, I derive 

a decahedral conceptual framework that is both theoretically informed and led by my 

artistic subjectivity. The subsequent ‘process’ and ‘output’ phases draw on, and revisit, 

this framework, in their unfolding and analyses. 

I must clarify that the rich data that emerged in the ‘input’ phase resurface 

across the other phases of the research. I refer to them while experimenting, decision-

making and preparing for performance, in line with Whitney (2015) who calls for a 

method-outcome relationship that privileges the performative in such projects.  

 

3.2.2 Methods adopted in the ‘Process’ phase.  

The ‘process’ phase of the research constitutes the creative acts, including composing 

and co-creating with Monteverdi. This phase stems from the conceptual framework 

developed in the input phase. It culminates with the performance(s) as outcomes and as 

creative acts in themselves. The performances are analysed using methods that are 

different from those used in the process phase and will be discussed as part of the output 

phase. 

Here I discuss two interlinked methods through which I approach the creative 

acts that pertain to preparation for performance. These include experimentation and 

reflective practice, and are briefly discussed below to contextualise the literature and 

examples that I draw on. 

 

3.2.2.1 Artistic Experimentation. 

‘Experimentation’ in this research is approached as an act whose outcome is not entirely 

expected, but may be known intuitively. This resonates with the idea of experimentation 

as a nexus between analytical thought, intuition, choice, and subjectivity, as discussed 

in Coessens and Östersjö (2014b) in the context of composition/collaboration. They 

argue, “artistic experimentation opens up space where the intuitively known takes shape 

through artistic production” wherein the artist is “confronted with one realisation out of 

a field of possibilities” (Coessens & Östersjö, 2014b, p. 366). I think of the one 

identified realisation as a model rather than a singular instance. 

It is interesting that both Östersjö (2017) and Gilmore (2014) look to composers 

(the former to Stockhausen, the latter to Cage) in communicating their stance on 
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experimentation in music-making—that it involves “seeking” with the “senses wide 

open,” the “introduction of novel elements into one’s music” and “an action the 

outcome of which is not foreseen” (Gilmore 2014, p. 25, citing Cage). These definitions 

are performance-oriented; they reference the outcome in deliberating on the method 

used to achieve such an outcome.  

I use experimentation to evaluate possibilities of delivery of the poetry and to 

derive composed forms from a performative vocal style. My approach resonates with 

the ‘choosing from possibilities’ model suggested in Coessens and Östersjö’s 

discussions (2014a), rather than the ‘unforeseen outcome’ model typical of Cage 

(1968). This is because I enter the process phase with a conceptual framework from the 

input phase and an objective—to construct hybrids that draw on concepts from the 

framework that may be realised in and as performance. I am aware of the direction 

along which to proceed—to engage with my artistic practice across a selection of 

parameters. I also have a set of questions that my experiment shall address, namely, a 

few aspects of the research questions. When faced with multiple possibilities through 

my acts of experimentation, the outcome hinges on choices that I could make based on 

theory, practice, analysis, and sometimes, intuition. However, the exact way the answers 

are obtained is left open, rendering the nature of the outcome unpredictable, reworkable 

and malleable. The approach, therefore, seeks novelty within a field of “play” that is 

thereby “deterritorialised” (Coesens, Crispin, & Douglas, 2009, p. 63–64).  

The term “experimental system” gained popularity within artistic research 

following a project (2010–2013) by Orpheus Institute researcher Michael Schwab 

(2013) that analysed molecular biologist Rheinberger’s successful model of that name 

from an artistic perspective. Schwab’s (2014) well-known questionnaire to artist-

researchers on their approach to experimentation in the context of Rheinberger’s system 

opened further pathways to thinking about the model from an artistic research 

perspective. Much influential scholarship providing stimulating interpretations of 

experimentation has emerged from the Orpheus Institute. Notable among these are the 

edited volumes from Crispin and Gilmore (2014) and de Assis (2015, 2018). Interest 

around the discourse of experimentation in music has also resulted in scholarship from 

Australia (Burke & Onsman, 2017; V. Tomlinson & Wren, 2017). 

The essence of Rheinberger’s stance is that, a successful “experimental” system 

is independent of the “researcher’s wishes” and gives “unknown answers” to “questions 

that the experimenters are not yet able to clearly ask” (Schwab, 2014, p. 113, citing 
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Rheinberger, 1997). However, this approach to experiment has been challenged by 

some artistic researchers for its rigidity and close-endedness.  

De Assis (2015, pp. 8–10), with the help of several essays, distinguishes the 

artistic “experimental” from the scientific notions of “experiment,” in observing that 

experimentation or being experimental is an “attitude,” enabling the “open-ended, 

revisable, and incomplete” to emerge, while an experiment is “highly controlled and 

planned.” Crispin (2018) observes that the term “experimentation,” imported from 

scientific models, is associated with “patriarchal trappings” (p. 137). She goes on to 

recommend a more nuanced approach to terminology relating to experimental practices 

in music, based on her co-editorial experience of the volume Artistic Experimentation: 

An Anthology (Crispin & Gilmore, 2014). 

Despite the contested nature of the word experiment, the nuanced usage of the 

terms ‘experimental’ and ‘experimentation,’ preceded by the operative word ‘artistic’, 

as ‘artistic experimentation,’ have gained traction within artistic research. Further, 

certain key features from Rheinberger have found broad application in the way the 

knowledge produced in artistic research is represented, published and acknowledged. 

I draw on a specific feature from Rheinberger, as adumbrated in Schwab (2014), 

namely what he refers to as an epistemic thing. Epistemic things, the preludes for 

knowledge, have been, in recent times, effectively understood as incomplete vignettes 

of knowledge which emerge from experimentation and which are afforded relevance in 

artistic research (Crispin, 2014; Schwab, 2014). Scott (2014) conveys Schwab’s (2014, 

pp. 110–113) recontextualisation of Rheinberger’s epistemic thing, identifying it as: 

A research object that emerges from an experimental system, that paradoxically 

embodies that which one does not yet know . . . It is the guise in which new 

knowledge enters an experimental scene. (Scott, 2014, p. 376)  

Crispin’s (2014) reflections on how epistemic things may be generated and augment 

meaning gives a concrete idea of its applicability, as a concept, to research in and 

through music-making:  

The jagged aspect of my own practice [as a pianist] could have been brought out by 

archiving, as collected data in the Research Catalogue, the many less-successful 

attempts to finger the passage. Placed alongside the recorded verbal and written 

musings on the progress of my own practice, these disjointed fragments may have 

acquired their own relevance. (p. 149) 
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In my research design, I have ordered the artistic processes in such a way that the new 

insights from the Thiruppavai Project assume the role of epistemic things that are 

drawn on in the next stage of the research, the Monteverdi Reimagined Project, as more 

concrete forms of knowledge. This ordering has influenced the overall time-line in the 

research. 

Timeline-wise, between December 2016 and May 2017 both projects overlap; 

however, between March and April 2017 my focus was more on the Thiruppavai. I 

recorded Thiruppavai with my collaborator, harpsichordist Juanita Simmonds, on May 

24th, 2017, at the Immersd Studio, Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University, 

Brisbane. Between May and October 2017, I processed the insights that I had acquired 

from performing the Thiruppavai and incorporated them in the conceptualisation and 

delivery of the Monteverdi Reimagined Project. Monteverdi Reimagined was performed 

before a live audience on October 21, 2017, at a concert hall (Magda’s Community 

Hall) in Bardon, an inner-city suburb of Brisbane known for its arts scene. Overall, 

Figure 3.1 shows the relationship between the three phases, input, process, and output, 

that broadly frame my methodology and their key constituents. It also indicates 

chronology. I now continue to expand on the other method that I have adopted in the 

‘process’ phase of this research. 

 

Figure 3.1. Phases in research that frame the methodology, their constituents and timelines. 

3.2.2.2 Reflection. 

In this research, I have adopted artistic reflection as a method in the pre-performance 

and performance phases, however, in very different ways for each.  
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Music performance research projects, particularly of Doğantan-Dack (2012, 

pp. 39–40) and Östersjö (2017, pp. 95–96) have revisited established interdisciplinary 

models of reflection, including Donald Schön’s approaches of reflection-on-action and 

in-action, and contextualised these models within their research, thereby articulating the 

notion of the nature and application of reflection—in both preparatory and performance 

in situ contexts.  

A defining feature of research reflection always offers the researcher the possibility to 

change, improve, transform, expand and rework his or her ideas and manner of 

presentation before the research outcome is made publicly available. (Doğantan-Dack, 

2012, p. 39) 

Both Doğantan-Dack (2012) and Östersjö (2017) agree that performers do not reflect 

during the act of performance itself. Rather the performance state is one of “embodied 

knowing” (Östersjö, 2017, p. 96). The state of knowing in performance is about making 

opportune choices driven by contingency, our embodied tacit knowledge and the 

immediacy that comes forth in the liminal space between practice and the act itself, as 

much of the work of Coessens (2009, 2014b) on the Aristotelian concept of Kairos, and 

of Whitney (2010, 2011, 2015) in relation to the SongArt performance research group, 

establishes.  

In her resequencing of Frayling’s (1993) taxonomy, Crispin (2015a, p. 58) 

situates “informed reflective musical practice” as intrinsic to artistic research; she 

describes artistic research in terms of reflection, as a “deepening” and “internalisation” 

of the understanding that emerges when reflective practice is “located” within a 

“methodological framework” that seeks to answer specific questions. This kind of 

reflection could influence the decision-making that happens in planning for 

performance. Doğantan-Dack (2012) distinguishes between two spheres of activity 

wherein reflection is crucial and very differently realised: 

The nature of the decision-making processes the performer is involved in during live 

music-making is very different from the decision-making-cum-problem-solving 

processes of research. (p. 39) 

In line with Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 39), in the ‘process’ phase of the research, I refer 

to reflections that facilitated the pre-performance “decision-making-cum-problem-

solving processes.” In the context of the ‘output’ phase of the research, I discuss my 

strategies for reflecting on the “decision-making processes the performer is involved in 

during live music-making.”  
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I look to Austbø, Crispin and Sjøvaag’s (2015) approach to “reflective 

musicianship” that hinges on “acknowledging the musician’s knowledge as empirical 

material,” in approaching my activities and reflecting on them, pre-performance. Austbø 

et al. (2015) propose a reflective trajectory that ties in with the notion of 

experimentation as a tool for interpretation: 

Insights (knowledge) → interpretation → new knowledge → interpretation etc. 

The trajectory privileges the insights of the musician and allows for the expansion of 

knowledge through interpretive approaches, including experimentation. As discussed in 

the last paragraph of the previous section (3.2.2.1), this trajectory also afforded the flow 

of insights from the Thiruppavai Project to Monteverdi Reimagined. 

Another feature that Austbø et al. (2015), and Crispin (2013, p. 49–50) propose 

is co-creativity as a way to work with composers—living or dead. They suggest this 

approach to engage with pre-existing material creatively, and to generate newer 

interpretations that emerge through experimentation and critical reflection. Co-creation 

in this research happens pre-performance as well as within performance, in different 

ways, as I discuss in the coming chapters. The role of collaborators is also recognised as 

crucial to generating insights, as the investigations of Austbø et al. (2015) demonstrate. 

Both “reflective musicianship” and “co-creativity” concepts find resonances in my 

reflective practice in the research.  

The kind of reflections discussed so far within the process phase of the research, 

pertain to the artmaking. From this primary stratum, they develop into reflections on the 

broader Karnatik performance culture in relation to the female performer and extend 

into reflective critiques on the social constructs that sustain such a gendered culture, 

particularly in relation to onstage gesture in music-making. Figure 3.2 Inter-permeable 

strata of reflections, shows the kind of reflections that find place in this research. The 

multiple layers of reflection lead back into the evolving hybrid practice space itself, as 

insights from various strata, in line with the socio-culturally interrogative artistic 

research in music model, as I have proposed earlier in Section 3.1. 
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Figure 3.2. Inter-permeable strata of reflections: A proposed model for socio-culturally interrogative 

artistic research in music.   

 3.2.2.3 Tools adopted in ‘process’ phase for data collection, 

 procedures  followed, and approach to analysis. 

I have used well-regarded tools, namely, “reflective journals” and “audio and video 

logs,” to realise the experimentation and reflection (Crispin, 2015a, p. 61; J. W. 

Davidson, 2015, pp. 85–86). Emmerson (2017, pp. 37–38) and Crispin (2015a, pp. 61–

62) both demonstrate the link between media-related tools and the notion of exposition 

of knowledge from artistic research. This logical trajectory of progression of these data-

collection tools into the realm of explication, as knowledge, is discussed in the next 

section on ‘exposition,’ and ties in with the notion of epistemic thing discussed earlier.  

The documentation from, and of, experimentation and reflection, involve 

recordings of practice sessions, recordings of rehearsal sessions with collaborators, 

conversations with them during and about the rehearsal experience, my journal notes as 

a participant–observer, and reflective entries. Inspired by Della Pollock (1998, pp. 73–

103), I have adopted a “performative writing” style for reflective entries. They are not 

reportorial but derive from my lived singerly experience across the domains of poetry 

delivery, composition, and scoring. 

[Performative writing] moves with, operates alongside, sometimes through, rather 

than above and beyond, the fluid, contingent unpredictable, discontinuous rush of 
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[performed experience] - and against the assumption that (scholarly) writing must or 

should do otherwise. (Pollock, 1998, p. 81) 

With regards to composition, I used a sketch-book to draw the composition trials as 

curves that mirrored my “bodily musicality” (Macpherson, 2015). The sketches are 

accompanied by notes relating the musical shapes to words of poetry, meaning, and 

musings. As mentioned in Section 2.7, I draw on embodied compositional ideas 

orientated towards the voice, in composing for a through voice (Barker & Huesca, 2018, 

pp. 7–9). I experimented with smaller phrases of the poetry using mimetic gestures and 

gestures related to vocal intonation, dynamic, syllabic stresses, and inflections of the 

spoken word in poetry, and their metaphorical relationship to raga, in selecting 

prayogas. I adopted the well-known Gestalt approach (Collins, 2005, pp. 210–212), in 

that, with each trial, I also regarded the entirety of the composed section as the greater 

“structured whole” (Younker & Smith, 1996, p. 274), a ‘raga gestalt’ as Komaragiri 

(2013, p. 151) observes. I used video-logs and audio-logs to document, analyse and 

finalise a composed version (as recommended by Crispin, 2015a, p. 61; J. W. Davidson, 

2015, pp. 85–86; Roels, 2014).  

From February 2016 to December 2017, I actively maintained my journal and 

sketch-book. Grouped as themes and sub-themes (such as entries pertaining to raga 

identification or poetry analysis), this journal has around 30 entries pertaining to the 

Thiruppavai, 45 entries pertaining to Monteverdi Reimagined, and around 40 sketches 

of compositional trials and notation styles. I have selected a few relevant examples of 

these, across the various artistic processes, and refer to them in-text in Chapters 5 and 7.  

With regards to video logs of exploratory reflective processes, I usually worked 

alone. I set up a Zoom audio/video recorder and allowed it to roll as I progressed 

through my reflective sessions. Following a number of attempts, I selected the one 

which I felt best demonstrated the intended process. In longer files (over 30 minutes), I 

edited key moments to form a consolidated video-file example. In shorter ones, I 

refrained from editing. A few of the experimental sessions with collaborators in the 

Monteverdi Reimagined Project feature the voices of interlocutors (singer/researcher 

friends) behind the camera, as I have stated in Section 7.11.3. Media files 5.2–5.4 

pertain to reflective sessions in Thiruppavai, and Media files 7.1–7.5 to Monteverdi 

Reimagined.  

With regards to video-logs of rehearsals, I usually had a family member or a 

friend managing the camera, thereby contributing to an audience factor. For the 

Thiruppavai Project, I held four rehearsal sessions; three at Juanita’s studio and one at 

https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
https://youtu.be/I2IN8Q7jzXs
https://youtu.be/yHgNDtnmly8
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the Conservatorium. Following Juanita’s request, the first two sessions were not video 

recorded; in those instances, the conversations between Juanita and myself reviewing 

and reflecting on the various aspects that had just then been rehearsed were audio 

recorded. I video recorded the third and fourth sessions; I then edited them. Media files 

5.11–5.15 pertain to the Thiruppavai rehearsals. For the Monteverdi Reimagined 

Project, I organised four rehearsals, three at the Conservatorium practice rooms and one 

at the Hall. All four were video recorded and edited. Media files 7.10–7.13 pertain to 

Monteverdi Reimagined rehearsals.  

I refer to the reflective journal entries, sketches, and media files across Chapters 

5 and 7. These are the key chapters that pertain to the two projects that frame this 

research, and the above-mentioned research tools, including journal entries, sketches, 

and audio and audio-visual media, helped in my understanding and analysis of the 

various artistic processes that constructed the projects. 

In preparing for Chapter 6, I turned to strata 2 and 3 of reflections (see Figure 

4.1). I prioritised my personal experiences in the Karnatik field, in relation to gesture in 

performance, and drew on relevant literature and current issues in the Karnatik field. I 

adopted a qualitative approach and sought the views of a selection of female Karnatik 

singer colleagues on gesture in Karnatik kacceri. I selected four well-regarded female 

singers. They were selected based on convenience (they are my existing connections in 

the field), and, more importantly, based on their experience in the field. All of them 

have had between two to three decades of active concert experience. I must clarify here 

that I do not claim that their views are either generalisable or necessarily representative. 

These brief interviews with female singer colleagues supplemented my own 

experiences. 

The interviews were “semi-structured,” allowing for digressions and 

discussions, and lasted around fifteen minutes per person (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). I 

interviewed them in both Tamil and English and translated the Tamil comments myself. 

My interviewees are Chennai-based, and the interviews were held via Skype. I followed 

up with emails and WhatsApp conversations. I transcribed the interviews fully. The 

data-set was narrow and pertained to three specific aspects: their personal approach to 

gesture, any experiences relating to gesture in performance that they may have had and 

wished to share, and their broader outlook to gesture in female Karnatik performers. 

Using this Chapter 6, I present a consolidated view of the linkage between the critical 

themes of gesture, movement, and gender in contemporary Karnatik practice. 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/media_file_61_rehearsal_conversations_with_juanita_552017/s-DnY9G
https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4
https://youtu.be/CpX9p9zClio
https://youtu.be/zQlg6u9FA7M
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I have interviewed and consulted with a few more individuals in the course of 

this research. In the context of the Thiruppavai (Chapter 5), I had reflective 

consultations (interview-cum-learning sessions with my active participation) with 

Chennai-based Thiruppavai scholar Prof. M. A. Venkatakrishnan on the textual aspects 

and meaning of the work by 9th-century poet Andal. His approach to Thiruppavai is 

critical, text-based and is well-regarded across academic and performance contexts; 

hence I chose him to be my informant on these matters. I expand further on our 

meetings in Section 5.1. In the context of mimetic hand gestures (mudras) and facial 

expressions (abhinaya) in Monteverdi Reimagined, I had similar consultations with 

Sydney-based Bharatanatyam dancer Nikhila Kiran. She and I share a guru-lineage in 

our dance training, hence I chose her. I refer briefly to our sessions in Section 7.15. 

Additionally, in the context of gaining an understanding of the role of text in prevailing 

Karnatik culture, I had an email interview with Prof. N. Ramanathan, a Chennai-based 

musicologist. In the context of gaining an understanding of the vocal ornament gorgie, I 

had an email consultation with Prof. Richard Wistreich of the Royal College of Music, 

London.  

My research design follows Griffith University ethics protocol. Interviewees, 

consultants, and collaborators participated voluntarily following an informed consent 

procedure. The interviewees were given a choice to remain anonymous if they so 

wished, and were given the opportunity to verify and change any information they 

shared. The musical collaborators and consultants were given an opportunity to review 

the media files pertaining to them. The media files that have been shared through this 

research have been done so with explicit consent from those involved. Ethical clearance 

for the research was granted by Griffith University (Protocol number HREC 2016/729) 

with one minor amendment. 

As J. W. Davidson (2015, p. 83) notes in the context of her research, my 

“personal familiarity” with the nature of data and issues being discussed allowed for the 

“patterns” and “themes” to emerge in the analysis through a “gradual understanding” 

that came about from repeated reading of the data. Accordingly, I transcribed relevant 

discussions from the rehearsal and experimental sessions. I decided their relevance to 

my narrative in the respective chapters based on the artistic process being highlighted, 

the conceptual parameter being referenced, and the strand of the research question being 

addressed. Likewise, I reviewed my reflective video/audio sessions and took note of the 

key moments that emerged concerning the artistic process being scrutinised. I applied 
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this simple approach to analysis across the reflective writings, sketches, video and audio 

material, rehearsal transcripts, and interviews. 

With this ends the description of methods used and the tools employed in data 

collection and analysis in the ‘process’ phase of the research. The next section deals 

with the ‘output’ phase of the research, the performances, and discusses the nature of, 

and the tools that I employ for analysing, each of the performed outcomes, Thiruppavai 

and Monteverdi Reimagined. 

 

3.2.3 Methods adopted in the ‘Output’ phase.  

The temporal and subjective disjoint experienced by a performer/researcher, from the 

act of performance, and in writing about it, is a locus of tension. This disjoint is well-

recognised by performance researchers who concern themselves with what, how and 

why things happen within performance (Doğantan-Dack, 2012, Whitney, 2010, 2012, 

2015). As Crispin (2014, p. 144) observes, “the subject who takes action in musical 

performance differs in kind from the subject who speaks and/or writes about such 

action.” The tension between the actuality of what I experienced in performance and 

how I articulated it, as scholarship, has been central to my method-selection for music 

performance analysis. 

To briefly recapitulate, the hybrid practices were conceived as ‘work’ in the 

‘process’ phase. Following a preparation for performance, each of the works, 

Thiruppavai and Monteverdi Reimagined, were experienced as performance, the 

primary creative outcomes of this research, in the ‘output’ phase. Both performances 

were video recorded, and in the ‘output’ phase, I also treat the performances as research 

material in trying to understand how the hybridity unfolded in real time. 

I performed the Thiruppavai for a camera and not before an audience. Therefore, 

it does not possess the qualities of a live performance. In the Thiruppavai project, the 

research material is the documented video, not the live experience. Accordingly, my 

approach to analysis in the performed outcome in the Thiruppavai Project was in line 

with trends in performance analysis that look to the documented recording as the 

primary research material (e.g., J. W. Davidson, 2014b, 2015; Rink, 2015). I analysed 

the rehearsal data and video with reference to certain themes that aligned with the 

framework of conceptual parameters. I employed a “talk-aloud” method to describe my 

acts in the relevant sections (J. W. Davidson & Good, 2002) and juxtaposed these 

descriptions against corresponding literature to construct my analysis (J. W. Davidson, 

2015, pp. 86–88).  
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By contrast, Monteverdi Reimagined was performed before a live audience. The 

analysis of this performance derives from the principles of “liveness,” as defined in 

Whitney (2015, p. 98), and concerns itself with understanding what went on within this 

state of “full disclosure before an audience (J. W. Davidson & Correia, 2001, p. 76). 

Liveness, Whitney (2015, p. 98) notes, is “both a quality and an expressive, 

experimental space that facilitates creative action and reception for performers and 

listeners in a live concert setting.” I elaborate further on liveness and how it influenced 

my analysis style, in Section 5.7, drawing on Auslander (2006) and Whitney (2015). 

My approach to performance analysis in Monteverdi Reimagined was also in line with 

Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 35), in that the video recording became a way to consider the 

quality of performing live, and the analysis explicitly acknowledged that the “embodied, 

affective insights” that I gained in performing this work were directly “dependent on 

[my] experience of performing” before an audience.  

Accordingly, I approached the writing in the performance analysis of 

Monteverdi Reimagined using a combination of “narrative autoethnography,” as 

recommended by Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 40) for such performance research, and 

evocative “performative writing” (Murphy, 2014; Pollock, 1998; Reason, 2006). I 

employed the videos of the live performance as a guide for reflection and recall. I 

acknowledged my “thoughts and feelings” on what I was “doing” within the moments 

of the recording, and used notes from my “talk-aloud” reflections that emerged on 

seeing the videos, in line with J. W. Davidson (2015, p. 83). 

I further discuss the relationship between live performance and analysis using 

two key articles that inform my understanding of live performance research, namely, 

Whitney (2015) and Doğantan-Dack (2012), in Part 3 of Chapter 7, before delving into 

it when analysing the performance of Monteverdi Reimagined. 

 

3.3 Summarising Methodology 

Figure 3.3 is a detailed diagrammatic representation of the methodology that was 

adopted and demonstrates the intersections of the key ideas that have been elaborated in 

this chapter. 

The figuration shows a demarcation between the ‘pre-performance’ creative 

acts, and the performance as a creative act, in itself. The pre-performance activities 

constitute the bulk of the process phase in this research, namely: 

• A conceptualisation of hybrid as aesthetic from key features of both musical 

practices 
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• Composition/co-creation leading to the preparation of the scored ‘works' and 

concomitant preparation of the body for performance 

• Preparation of the created works for performance, with collaborators. 

Performances are the primary research output. They are also acknowledged as a site of 

experienced knowledge, and analysed using suitable methods, as stated above.  

Figure 3.3 also depicts the interrelationship between the two projects, depicting a multi-

stranded flow of insights from the former (Thiruppavai) to the latter (Monteverdi 

Reimagined). 

 

Figure 3.3. Methodology framework. 

3.4 Exposition: Matters of Documentation and Dissemination 

The methodology proposed here supports a two-way flow of the insights—into the 

outside world, as expositions, and cyclically into the evolving practice, as knowledge 

(Schwab & Borgdorff, 2014, pp. 8–22). Schwab (2014, p.114) defines an exposition as 

“all possible forms of transformations that expose knowledge from the experimental 

system.” Emmerson distinguishes between “documentation of the process” in 

artmaking, and the “documentation of the outcome” (Emmerson, 2017, p. 34). The 

former includes reflective journals, media files and other records relating to sessions of 

reflective practice and experimentation. The latter pertains to the recording of the 

performance. Both these forms of documentation may assume the role of an exposition 

when disseminated into the world. 
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The need and avenues for documentation and dissemination in ARiM have been 

discussed notably in Crispin (2014, pp. 146–150), and Emmerson (2017, pp. 36–42). 

Overall, the notion of exposition has been identified as pivotal to manifesting practice 

as research, as the REF (Research Excellence Framework) guidelines for research: “new 

insights, effectively shared,” also reflect (cited in Borgdorff, 2012, p. 41). 

In line with the notion of exposition, both performances in my research were 

documented as videos and disseminated online, through my personal YouTube channel 

(Mani, 2018b; 2018d). The expositions also include disseminated epistemic things, 

including a reflective video on ornamentation (Mani, 2018c), two journal articles (Mani, 

2017a, 2018a), and a conference paper (Mani, 2017c).  

The compositions, in the form of versions of a score for performance, are 

currently epistemic things, pending exposition (Appendix C & Appendix E). The other 

epistemic things from this research include a comparative summary of dimensions of 

interactions between the two musical practices under scrutiny here, that have emerged 

through the research (Appendix A, Table A1), and RagaCurves for a selection of 

Karnatik ragas, with supplementary audio material (Appendix B, Figures B1 to B5, and 

Media files 5.6–5.10). Following thesis examination, I hope to also develop these 

elements into expositions through a companion website. These disparate elements are 

“not so much constructed in a logical and sequential manner” as they are “braided, 

woven . . . as complex tapestries” (Burke & Onsman, 2017, p. x).  

This thesis does not pretend to be an account of all that transpired in the 

research; it is structured primarily as a “narrative of practice” that, as Murphy (2014, 

pp. 186–187) suggests, also draws continually on literature, theory, and analysis. It is an 

account of a journey that I undertook to create something new, not only to answer 

pertinent questions, but also to derive joy from trying new things. I have come to realise 

that, in research, the little things that lie hidden within the artistic process are the ones 

that excite me the most.  

 

  

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement-to-ragacurve_shankarabharanam/s-xxWmR
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/kharaharapriya/s-9g34i
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Chapter 4: Arriving at a Conceptual Framework for Hybridity  

 

With this chapter, I unpack the ‘input’ phase of this research as explained in the 

methodology. I attempt to distil key elements and principles from the practices of both 

Karnatik music and early opera. It is thereby in line with the “informed musical 

practice” approach that Crispin (2015a) recommends, which involves “gathering 

contextual information to inform the performing or creating of music” (p. 58). 

I cite composer Sandeep Bhagwati’s words at some length here due to the 

unmistakable resonance they have with my intercultural approach to understanding 

Monteverdi’s style for monody in drama: 

I became an expert for listening not only to music but also to hidden agendas, to 

unspoken assumptions and tacit codes that pervaded the performed music around me, 

whether it was John Cage, Ali Akbar Khan, Claudio Monteverdi or Zakir Hussain. I 

needed to understand not only what they wanted to say and how they said it, but also 

why they wanted to say and do it. And I looked for answers beyond the music 

itself . . . I first try to understand as much as I can about the music, the players, the 

settings, the context of the performance, the expectations of the probable audience and 

the aesthetic demands I currently make on myself. (Bhagwati, 2003, pp. 123–124) 

Likewise, in this chapter, I analyse a critical juncture in the history of opera—the last 

decade of the 16th century through to the first decade of the 17th—from a Karnatik 

perspective, before engaging in a practical exploration of hybridity. The chapter unfolds 

as two parts. Part 1 begins with a glance at the circumstances that spurred the revival of 

the stories of Greek tragedies as ‘musical drama’ in early 17th-century Italy. It identifies 

two key aspects as the primary drivers in Monteverdi’s success with the new form of 

musical declamation, namely, his unique compositional armoury, and the expressive 

potential of early modern singers.  

In Part 2, I develop a conceptual framework that combines these identified 

aspects from early opera with parallel concepts from Karnatik music. The framework 

addresses both compositional and performance-related features that are relevant to this 

research, rendering them intertwined, in the context of sung drama. 
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Part 1: Musical Declamation, Claudio Monteverdi, and his 

Compositional Style for Dramatic Monody  

 

To explore early opera, I shift my gaze to a different time and place in history, where a 

battle between word and melody yielded a new genre. In the first decade of the 17th 

century, a musical language that held the need to convey dramatic meaning as its 

primary responsibility was developed in Italy. A sequence of events would bring into 

focus a composer, who, in defending his unique signatory compositional blend of word 

and melody, would mark the mature arrival of a musical syntax based on “imitation of 

word” that would admirably address the need for “representation of [human] emotion” 

in drama (Rosand, 2011, p. 149). Opera, over the next four centuries, would evolve and 

establish itself as a powerful, interdisciplinary medium of expression. 

Composer Claudio Monteverdi, crowned “the creator of modern music” 

(Schrade, 1950) was not alone in his journey in crafting this language of drama; nor was 

his musical idiom without historical precedent or continuity. His journey was integral to 

the dynamic changes in the prevailing performance cultures of the time, particularly in 

relation to the solo voice and its potential to communicate to audiences. A historically-

grounded discussion on the genesis of musical declamation is warranted, before 

attempting to enter Monteverdi’s musical world through mine.  

 

4.1. Revisiting the Ways of the Ancients 

I would rather be moderately praised for the new style than greatly praised for the 

ordinary. (Monteverdi, lettera dated October 23, 1633/1985, p. 85)  

To claim that the origins of opera were inspired by the quest for finding expressivity 

through a solo voice would not be an exaggeration when done so in the light of an 

examination of the unique ways of composition that emerged in early 17th-century 

Italy. The meaning of the text and the emotion it conveyed became “destined to 

audiences” rather than to readers (Calcagno, 2002, p. 384) through the agency of music. 

Gary Tomlinson (1987), Claude Palisca (1985, 1989), and Barbara Russano 

Hanning (1980) present a few of the most authoritative accounts of the transformation 

of musical ideals from the Renaissance to what is regarded as early opera, around the 

first half of the 17th century, during which time Monteverdi’s operas would first unfold 

across Mantua and Venice. Their scholarly discussions centre on a series of events that 

led to music being regarded as art—to be felt. 
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The Aristotelian school of thought regarded music as art, meant for the senses 

(Palisca, 1985, p. 21). Accordingly, music and drama were deemed forms of mimesis; 

they imitated human feelings: “When men hear imitations in music, their feelings move 

in sympathy” (Aristotle, n.d/2014, p. 2126). Feelings began to be understood in the 16th 

century as being manifest through music, and this awareness was linked to the beliefs of 

humanism that were burgeoning across artistic disciplines during the time.  

Early humanists of the 16th century were interested in the Greek tragedies. 

These, they incorrectly believed, were dramatic forms that were sung throughout 

(Fabbri, 1994, p. 97–98; Palisca, 1985). As the ‘Documentary Studies and Translations’ 

of Palisca (1989, pp. 13–20) demonstrate, humanist knowledge was theoretical, and 

acquired primarily from the writings of Aristotle (Problems, Poetics, Politics), Plato 

(The Republic, Laws), Ptolemy (Harmonics), Aristides Quintilianus (De Musica) and 

others. The music of ancient Greece, being an oral tradition, furnished very few 

examples of actual notation. Through a consolidated understanding of theory, however, 

the humanists began to forge practical approaches to imagining Greek sung-tragedies, 

as drama, in their present.  

The desire to emulate the ancients in music-making gained momentum due to 

the efforts of a patron of the arts, Count Giovanni Bardi. Bardi’s regularly convened 

group, the Florentine Camerata, met between 1576 and 1582 at Bardi’s home in 

Florence and became the agency that led forward the inquiry into ancient sources in the 

second half of the 16th century (Palisca, 1989; Pirrotta & Fortune, 1954, pp. 169–189). 

As Palisca (1989, pp. 84–85) construes, “Bardi wanted to see music return to its ancient 

function of seconding poetry and moving listeners to various passions.” The backdrop 

of the humanist agenda of the revival of antiquity became an active arena to foreground 

and forge a text-driven and delivery-oriented culture in then contemporary composition. 

The Camerata operated with the idea that Greek drama was delivered in a song-

like manner, however, not as a song (Hanning, 1980, pp. 3–12), and this speech–song 

dichotomy gave rise to the unique genre of declamation. Cultural historian Ruth Katz 

(1994, p. 56) identifies “declamation” as “song-like speech,” indicating that the creation 

of declamation was predicated on an intended style of delivery, rather than as a mere 

compositional variant to song, rendering such a style arguably performance-derived. 

Musicians and scholars of the time, including singer/composer and organist Jacopo Peri, 

virtuoso singer/composer Giulio Caccini, poet/librettist Rinuccini, aristocrat/composer 

Emilio Cavalieri, researcher Vincenzo Galilei, and aristocrat Jacopo Corsi belonged to 
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the Camerata, which Grout and Williams (2003, pp. 34–36) refer to as an “informal 

academy,” and Katz (1994, p. 49) as an “invisible college.”  

As is arguably the case in much artistic research, the Camerata’s impetus for re-

creation of the ancient stemmed from a problem that they perceived in the music of their 

prevailing practice. Renaissance polyphony models, they believed, obfuscated the 

words. If poetry had to be conveyed as drama and listeners to be moved, they decided 

that a newer model, closer to natural speech, had to be adopted. They directed their 

research to this end. 

 Vincenzo Galilei, notably, drew on the work of Florentine researcher and 

historian Girolamo Mei’s study of Greek history of musical drama. Galilei’s treatise 

Dialogo della musica antica et della moderna (1581), based on his correspondences 

with Mei, discusses ideas on performance of the ancient fables for modern sensibilities. 

Palisca declares that Mei was the mentor to the Camerata:  

Mei aimed from the start to convince his correspondent mainly of two things: that the 

music of the Greeks had always been monodic and that only by virtue of this had it 

been capable of so many marvellous effects. (Palisca, 1954, p. 10) 

It is by drawing on Mei’s reasoning that ancient music was moving because of its 

monodic nature, that I construe, in the context of this research, that monody is indeed 

the fundamental point of resonance between Karnatik music and declamation. The 

notion of monody has been the springboard from which comparisons have been crafted 

in Part 2 of this chapter. Grout and Williams (2003, pp. 35–36) summarise the 

Camerata’s three focus areas: emphasis on the role of the solo singer, seeking ways of 

“natural” declamation, and the desire to arrive at solutions that use melody to interpret 

text effectively. This three-way approach resonates clearly with my research objectives. 

Turning to Katz (1994, pp. 54–55) again, the Camerata was both a forum for 

“theoretical discussions” as well as a “workshop” and “laboratory” for the “creation and 

performance” of music. That musicians and thinkers have always been driven by the 

desire to de-contextualise concepts of the past and re-contextualise them in their present 

is an exemplary case of historically informed, or rather, historically inspired artistic 

research, even in the 1600s.  

 

4.2 Peri’s L’Euridice (1600): The Birth of Recitar Cantando 

The Camerata-envisaged declamation unfolded in practice across a series of musical 

dramas in the first few years of the 17th century. The expression “imitar col canto chi 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 78 

parla” (Solerti, 1904, pp. 43–44), “imitating in song a person speaking” (trans. Strunk, 

1950, p. 374) was used by Jacopo Peri in the preface to his musical drama L’Euridice 

(1600). The declamatory genre was affective because the singing imitated a person 

speaking. Recitar cantando, a musical language for ‘sung-speech,’ was emblematic of 

“imitar col canto chi parla,” and quickly achieved the status of being the compositional 

approach of choice for the declamatory genre that would sustain musical drama for the 

next several decades (Calcagno, 2002, pp. 384–388; Hill, 1979). 

Emilio Cavalieri, in the preface to his La representatione di anima et di corpo 

(1600) was the first to introduce the term recitar cantando, sung-speech. From his 

preface to La rappresentatione we get an idea of the functionality of recitar cantando: 

‘this manner of music which he (Cavalieri) has restored may move listeners to different 

emotions such as pity and joy tears and laughter’ (Solerti, 1904, p. 5). According to 

Steinheuer (2007, p. 121), Cavalieri’s approach to recitar cantando was “cosa mezzana,” 

“halfway between sung and spoken recitation.” 

A suite of composed contributions for theatre therefore came into existence at 

the time, and used recitar cantando as a point of departure: Dafne (1598), libretto by 

Rinuccini, set to music by Peri and Corsi; Peri’s L’Euridice (1600), Caccini’s Euridice 

(1600), and Cavalieri’s La Rappresentatione (1600). Peri’s L’Euridice (1600) is an 

exemplar of the sophistication of this style, and finds many parallels with the musical 

and textual organisation of Monteverdi’s first musical drama, L’Orfeo (1607), as G. 

Tomlinson demonstrates with plentiful examples (G. Tomlinson, 1987, pp. 131–141). 

 However, not one, but at least two styles of monody writing developed from 

within the Camerata, as Pirrotta and Povoledo extrapolate. The first was indeed the 

recitar cantando, stemming from Peri’s approach, in close alignment also with a 

recitative style of elevated speech, the stilo recitativo. If Peri’s interest was in bringing 

the singing closer to speech, Caccini was interested in exploring the art of singing, as 

“affective reactions to dramatic situations” (Pirrotta & Povoledo, 1982, p. 252). This 

was a style of exploring the predominance of text using music as the means. Katz (1994, 

p. 58) describes it as “words finding expression in music.” Pirrotta (1984, p. 244), after 

consideration of Caccini’s approach, refers to such a style as “cantar recitando,” 

“spoken song.” This second style of declamation was also related to the madrigalist 

singing styles of the time that were adumbrated for ornamented monody, “cantar di 

garbo” (Carter, 2012a, p. 7).  

Monteverdi’s approach to monody in drama aligned with these prevalent styles 

of monody: sung-speech and spoken-song. Monteverdi additionally employed unique 
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compositional devices from what he referred to as his Second Practice, the Seconda 

Prattica. The Bolognese theorist Giovanni Maria Artusi’s (1600; see also Palisca, 1985) 

criticisms of Monteverdi’s polyphonic madrigals incited Monteverdi to reveal to the 

world his doctrine of the Seconda Prattica and its implications for semantic and 

emotional emphasis in word-setting (Palisca, 1985, p. 127). I now turn to briefly discuss 

Monteverdi’s background and the attributes of his Seconda Prattica that were relevant 

to his monody style. 

 

4.3 Monteverdi’s Word-Setting and his Seconda Prattica (Second Practice) 

Born in Cremona in 1567, Monteverdi started his musical tutelage under Marc’Antonio 

Ingegneri. He acquired mastery of Renaissance polyphonic writing and proficiency in 

stringed instruments, including the violin and the viola da gamba. It was in 1587 with 

his First Book of Madrigals that he began his journey into the then well-regarded form 

of secular music. When the sung-speech agenda was taking hold of musical drama, 

Claudio Monteverdi was emerging as a significant figure in madrigals. The eight 

madrigal books that he published in his lifetime show his evolving style and served as 

his point of departure for experimentation within and outside the genre. The year 1590 

was pivotal in his life; it marked the arrival of his Second Book of Madrigals and his 

departure from Cremona to join the court of Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga as a string player 

at Mantua, where he would continue as maestro di capella until 1612 enacting some 

major musical revolutions (Ringer, 2006, pp. 1–19). 

Madrigals constitute secular poetry set to polyphony, usually according to rules 

of counterpoint, but not always. Monteverdi’s approach and argument would 

demonstrate and rationalise this point, using text-setting as the arbiter at times above 

purely musical relationships.  

Monteverdi was well-versed in the Prima Prattica (First Practice) that Gioseffe 

Zarlino (1558/1968) successfully instilled at the time through his Istitutioni (Book 3). 

The First Practice dealt with the correct usage of consonances, dissonances, and modes. 

Monteverdi’s attitude, however, was additive; he sought a way to improve textual 

expressivity through his compositions and the First Practice alone did not fulfil this 

need. Further, as Strunk (1950, p. 302) observes, those were indeed the times when 

Galilei’s Dialogo (1581) had been advanced as a “declaration of war against 

counterpoint.” This rendered the rules of harmony arguably in opposition to text-

centricity.  
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A protracted sequence of events that began with vehement criticism of a 

selection of Monteverdi’s madrigals by Artusi led to Monteverdi’s declaration of a 

Seconda Prattica with the primary purpose of communicating poetry with the intensity 

that it deserved. Giovanni Maria Artusi criticised Monteverdi’s two madrigals Cruda 

Amarilli and O Mirtillo, citing nine examples of departures from convention across 

them (Palisca, 1985, pp. 127–135). An avowed follower of Zarlino, Artusi was a 

stickler for the rules of counterpoint. His objections were around Monteverdi’s use of 

dissonances that did not resolve in accordance with the rules. He also complained that 

Monteverdi did not confine his music to a single modality within a piece; O Mirtillo, for 

instance, begins in one mode and ends in another, depicting the tension between the D-

Dorian and G-Mixolydian (McClary, 2004). Cruda Amarilli abounds in cadences in the 

C-plagal, which is different from the mode in which it unfolds, G-authentic (McClary, 

2004, pp. 188–192; Palisca, 1985, p. 144–145).  

Figures 4.1 and 4.2 show sections from Cruda Amarilli to draw attention to a 

few instances that Artusi found objectionable. In both these instances, Monteverdi uses 

the dissonances to buttress the meaning of the word. In Figure 4.1, “ahi lasso,” an 

exasperated ejaculation, is supported by the unprepared dissonances (ninth and seventh) 

that A and F in the vocal line of the soprano induce, in relation to the bass (G). In Figure 

4.2, “ma dell’aspido sordo,” meaning “but deafer than a snake,” is ornamented in stages 

using accenting, “full of substitutions” of longer notes using notes of smaller value 

(Palisca, 1985, p. 132). 

The madrigals in question were not published until the Fifth book (1605). 

However, the criticism, avoiding any text or mention of the composer by name, 

appeared in 1600. Monteverdi answered to Artusi in his letter in the preface to the Fifth 

Book (1605). He claimed that his new style, the Seconda Prattica, was dictated by the 

passions of the text. The words of Monteverdi’s brother, Giulio Cesare, defending his 

brother’s Second Practice, are an oft-quoted Platonian doctrine from the Dichiaratione 

of the Scherzi Musicali (1607): ‘It has been [my brother’s] intention to make the words 

the mistress of the harmony and not the servant’ (trans. Strunk, 1950, p. 406). However, 

Monteverdi’s one and only response (at the time) to his critics was through the letter in 

his Fifth Book (1605) and bore significance with regards to what the Seconda Prattica 

meant for his compositional intent. He declares that the second way of considering 

harmony is one that “defends the modern manner of composition with the assent of the 

reason and senses” (trans. Palisca, 1985, p. 152), suggesting a blend of an analytical and 

affective approach to composition; one that looks to impact both the performer and 
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listener. This slant renders his compositional style interesting to unpack from a 

performative point of view. 

 

Figure 4.1. Unprepared dissonances in ‘Ahi Lasso’ m. 13 of Cruda Amarilli (1605). 

 

Figure 4.2. Ornamental figures including accenti (accents), and suppositi (substitution) induced 

dissonances in Cruda Amarilli, mm. 35–38. 
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Overall, Monteverdi’s Seconda Prattica was marked by daring dissonances, departures 

from modality, ornaments that were unsettling to consonant frameworks, and 

unconventional intervallic leaps—all to convey text with impact. In Orfeo, he applies 

these unique features of disobedience in conjunction with monody for drama.  

I now turn to consider the constructs that might have informed the vocal delivery 

of such compositions. A cursory glance at the theatrical cultures in Italy at the time is 

warranted to understand the role of expressive early modern singer-actors in relation to 

the music that was being made available to them for performance, such as Monteverdi’s 

early operas. 

 

4.4 Writing for Vocal Performers: Prevalent Vocal Performance Cultures in 

Italy 

The prevalent performance cultures and their intersections with the singing-cum-acting 

abilities of the contemporary singers contributed significantly to the delivery of and 

inspired the creation of, Monteverdi’s musical dramas. The 16th century was indeed the 

age of the virtuosic singer in Italy (Carter, 1984, 1993a, 1993c, 1999; Wistreich, 1994, 

2013).  

Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga, Monteverdi’s employer, was inspired by the 

“concerto di donne” the four singing ladies of Ferrara; he assembled his own team of 

the singing ladies of Mantua (Carter, 1999, pp. 88–89). Ferrarese singing was closely 

related to the madrigalist polyphonic style; the trend of ornamenting vocal lines was 

infectious and spilt over to monody writing of the times, rendering monody emblematic 

of virtuosic singing (Fenlon, 1986, p. 5; Newcomb, 1978). 

Monteverdi’s lettere, letters, reveal his bias towards the ornaments, gorgie, and 

trillo, as Wistreich’s (1994, 2007, 2013) specialised articles on Monteverdi’s singer 

evaluation and vocal style preferences reveal. The gorgie may be understood as the 

division of a note into diminutions using articulation of the throat in conjunction with 

the breath power from the chest. I elaborate further on gorgie and trillo, and 

Monteverdi’s perspectives on singing, in Part 2 of this chapter (Section 4.8.8) and in 

Part 1 of Chapter 7. Gorgie are the life force behind the ornate passaggi that adorn 

Monteverdi’s third-act strophic declamation model Possente Spirto from L’Orfeo 

(1607), or the Audi Caelum (from Vespers, 1610), for instance (Kurtzman, 2000). Carter 

(2012a, p. 7) suggests that Monteverdi’s approach to ornateness in the vocal writing in 

Le Nozze di Telide, “a maritime fable,” could be referred to as “cantar di garbo (florid 

style of singing).” Carter (1984) relates to the prevailing treatises of Bovicelli and 
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Conforto that provided singers with “possibilities in extemporised ornamentation,” in 

referencing the importance of singers to the development of compositional styles at the 

time. 

Carter (1999, pp. 83–84; 2002, p. 130–131), and Fenlon (1985, p. 265) observe 

that Monteverdi’s inspiration for ornamentation could undoubtedly have been from the 

singers with whom he closely worked in L’Orfeo, specifically Francesco Rasi, who took 

on the title role. Rasi’s composed collection of monodies that point to his familiarity 

with the embellished style of the time was aptly named vaghezze di musica (1608), 

referencing accented ornamentations of the time, ‘vaghezze.’ Overall, ornamentation 

was a crucial factor in Monteverdi’s writings for continuo accompanied monody, and 

this he harnessed to expressive rhetoric, in the Orphic prayer, Possente spirto. 

The dynamic theatrical culture of the 16th century also provided Monteverdi and 

his contemporaries models for rhetorical vocal delivery, acting, scenography, sets, 

costumes, and dancing (Carter, 2002, pp. 91–108). Monteverdi’s attention to the 

germane extra-musical aspects, without which a representation of music as drama 

would be incomplete, was well acknowledged in his letters (Monteverdi & Stevens, 

1980, p. 124). The papal states of Florence, Ferrara, and Mantua, in healthy artistic 

competition with one another, were environments that held long traditions of pastoral 

plays, intermedi, and commedia dell’arte (Carter, 1993b; Pirrotta & Povoledo, 1982; 

Wilbourne, 2016). The first opera singers were professional actors, notes Calcagno 

(2002, p. 386), specifically citing the example of Virginia Ramponi Andreini, the first 

Arianna (Wilbourne, 2008).  

Monteverdi would benefit greatly from the involvement of commedia dell’arte 

singers in his operas. Pastoral plays such as Guarini’s Il Pastor Fido (1598) and the 

earliest secular play in Italian, Angelo Poliziano’s Fabula di Orfeo (1480), contributed 

to theatrical ideas and themes for the future. Intermedi, which were performed vignettes 

between acts of spoken plays involving actors singing and dancing in elaborate 

costumes, such as Girolamo Bargagli’s La Pellegrina, were not only entertaining 

spectacles but also the training ground for performative singing (Ringer, 2006, 7–8).  

Monteverdi’s first musical drama, L’Orfeo was based on the Greek myth of the 

famed singer Orfeo who loses his wife Euridice, and tries, through music, to reclaim her 

from the underworld (Ringer, 2006, pp. 43–89). The Orphic theme was not new to the 

Italian performance scene; it harked back to Angelo Poliziano’s dramatic representation 

La favola di Orfeo (the fable of Orfeo) of 1480. However, in 1607 it re-emerged from 

Monteverdi’s diversely erected backdrop, aspects of which I have discussed earlier 
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pertaining to declamation, the Seconda Prattica, virtuosic singing, acting, and dramatic 

performance cultures. Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo was premiered on February 24, 1607, 

before the Accademia degli invaghiti, a group of aristocrat/scholars of the court (all 

men), who were experts in oration and versification (Schwindt, 2014). 

 

4.5 Performance-inflected Compositional Style 

Based on Monteverdi’s perceptible investment in the acting potential of his singers, and 

his care for word-clarity, I believe that his compositional language for dramatic voice is 

derived from performance, and for performance. Rather, he is the conduit between the 

performer, the performative potential of poetry, and performance. Therefore, I regard 

his compositional style, particularly for his operas, as performance-inflected. It is one 

that is influenced by and influences performance, rendering the style an exceptional 

approach for a singer–composer to draw on. 

It is noteworthy that scholars refer to Monteverdi’s dramatic writings in 

performative terms. Ossi (2003, p. 189), for instance, perceives his operatic language as 

derived from observing “human nature.” Rosand (1991, p. 118) expresses his solo-song 

variants in relation to “audience experience;” Nino Pirrotta in Pirrotta & Povoledo 

(1982, p. 357), in terms of “eloquent speech,” referencing the rhetorical engagement 

with an audience; Fabbri (1994, p. 64) in terms of demands placed on the singers; and 

Fenlon (1985, p. 265) in terms of “assimilation” and “adaptation” of the singing style. 

All of them situate their discussion of his compositional style directly in the realm of 

performance, yet do not acknowledge this explicitly. One exception would be Calcagno 

(2002, 2012), whose ideas derive from the performative roots and implications in 

Monteverdi’s music.  

In the light of his monodies, I perceive Monteverdi’s strategies as performance-

stimulating affordances, which have stemmed from a heightened awareness of what is 

being uttered in performance, who is uttering it and why such an utterance might 

assume importance. I turn to Monteverdi’s own ideas, as words; they indicate that, for 

him, the immediate practices around him were key, rendering his approach 

performance-inflected: 

I keep well away, in my writings, from that method upheld by the Greeks with their 

words and signs, employing instead the voices and characters we use in our practice, 

because my intention is to show by means of our practice what I have been able to 

extract from the mind of those philosophers for the benefit of good art. (Monteverdi, 

lettera dated October 4, 1634/1980, pp. 414–415)  
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Monteverdi’s notated music houses “supra-audible contents in musical artefacts from 

the past” (Abbate, 2004, p. 514) and in turn, invites evaluation in conjunction with 

contemporary performance styles and affinities; a sense of artistic research travelling 

from the ancient time to Monteverdi’s time, into the present. The present, at each 

juncture, informs the creations by actively reshaping notions of the past. 

Wistreich (2011), in summing up several decades of Monteverdi studies makes a 

pertinent observation that may situate the relevance of my current approach to 

Monteverdi in a “wider cultural-historic” context: 

Until there is hermeneutics that is able to access the essential (but as yet barely 

tapped) embodied performative dimension in Monteverdi’s music, historiography 

remains constrained by the limits of only reading (and listening to) the surviving texts 

of his compositions. (Wistreich, 2011, p. xxi) 

My current approach of socio-culturally interrogative artistic research aligns with this 

call to attention on Monteverdi’s music, offering a current performer’s perspective on a 

performance-inflected style of the past. 

 

4.6 Overarching Musicality 

Tutti gli interlocutori parlanno musicalmente 

 [all the actors shall speak musically]. (Solerti, 1904, p. 69 citing Carlo Magno)  

If this statement from the letter of an attendee of the premiere of L’Orfeo, is anything to 

go by, it clearly underscores a musical approach to speech in L’Orfeo.  

Terminology-wise, there were many ways in which composers and musicians of 

the time expressed music for drama. Representing song in performance, stile 

rappresentativo, was the term used by Caccini in his preface to his Euridice (1600); 

Monteverdi in his dedication to Vincenzo Gonzaga in the 1609 edition of L’Orfeo uses 

the phrase “musicalmente rappresentata,” meaning performed/represented in music 

(Carter, 2002, p. 120); Pietro Bardi interchangeably uses stilo rappresentativo and 

musica rappresentativa (Strunk, 1950, pp. 364–365). However, a clear bias towards 

musicality is evidenced in Monteverdi’s slant in terminology—the word ‘musica’ is 

made explicit in describing L’Orfeo (1607) as “favola in musica,” a fable in music, even 

in the title. This aspect resonates with my research question: how to privilege text 

without ignoring the crucial contribution of music? Further, music is at the core of 
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L’Orfeo; La Musica (music as a feminine form) introduces the tale, and Orfeo, the 

virtuosic singer, is the protagonist.  

I hasten to acknowledge that Monteverdi’s language for musical drama evolved 

over a period of 36 years, across two distinct cities: Mantua and Venice. The first two 

musical fables, L’Orfeo (1607) and Arianna (1608), were mythological, written for the 

court and nobility, in Mantua. The later three were written around three decades later 

for commercial Venetian opera: Il ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria (1640), Le nozze d’Enea in 

Lavinia (1641) (now lost), and L’incoronazione di Poppea (1643) (Rosand, 1991, 2007; 

Taruskin, 2010). With the establishment of the Teatro San Cassiano in the year 1637, 

opera came to Venice as a commercial activity, propelling the then seventy-year-old 

Monteverdi once again into action. 

Even prior to the establishment of commercial opera, Monteverdi created 

opportunities for himself to dramatise poetry. As part of the Eighth Book (1638), 

Madrigali guerrieri, et amorosi (Madrigals of love and war), he transformed narrative 

poetry into a dramatic scena in a few small works (opuscoli). These were in genere 

rappresentativo, and included Il Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda and Lamento 

della ninfa (Taruskin, 2010, pp. 7–10). Taruskin (2010, p. 1) makes an astute 

observation of the operas across these two periods: “they belonged to different genres” 

he declares, “it was the second that actually bore the designation opera.”  

In this research, I concern myself with the first, yet examine across both. 

L’Orfeo is closer to spoken style and is predicated on the musical impact of the 

humanist ideal. Yet, it is musical enough to accommodate raga, and adopts as a method 

(Taruskin, 2010, p. 10), mimesis, of the literal idea from the text into a musical idea. In 

part two, I consider the key elements related to word-setting and cross-reference their 

intersections with rhetorical delivery, Karnatik musical elements, and Karnatik vocal 

style. 
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Part 2: Developing a Conceptual Framework Using Comparative 

Analysis  

 

This part unfolds as a comparative analysis. I identify and compare unique features 

from Monteverdi’s musico-rhetorical constructs that can inform and be informed by key 

elements of Karnatik music, in the specific context of declamation of poetry. I then 

propose a conceptual framework that consolidates the key themes that emerge from the 

comparison. The decahedral framework that I propose derives from theoretical and 

practical constructs, as I have outlined in my methodology in Section 3.2.1. It yields ten 

possible dimensions across which I could interact with the musical practices.  

 

4.7 My Musical Language: Karnatik Raga 

In interpreting Monteverdi, I am trying to reach across four centuries and a cultural 

divide. To do this, I need to understand his musical language through mine. (Author, 

journal entry, May, 2016) 

I aim to understand Monteverdi’s musical language for drama as a set of concepts, 

rather than literal devices. This is because his musical system is markedly different from 

mine. However, relating to them from a Karnatik perspective has also provided me with 

an arena to evaluate Karnatik raga from his musical paradigm. The envisaged two-way 

collaboration between the two musical declamatory styles, of the Karnatik and of 

Monteverdi, I argue, is well served by this model of cross-pollination. 

I draw on the approach of composer Michael Schachter (2015a, 2015b) to the 

comparative analysis of Karnatik and Western melodic material in informing my 

treatment of Karnatik raga in this analysis. I choose his approach for several reasons. It 

is a recent, well researched, and comprehensive comparative analysis of the Karnatik 

music system with the Western system and has been undertaken from a practical 

perspective. I draw on definitions for the Karnatik terminology used here from Widdess 

(1995, pp. 339–409), and Viswanathan and Allen (2004). Widdess (1995) discusses 

raga concepts from the ancient times and presents a thoroughly defined glossary of 

terms. Viswanathan and Allen (2004) use a simple pedagogical style designed for global 

audiences of Karnatik music. I cross-reference these perspectives with the knowledge 

acquired from my gurus and my performance experience. This self-knowledge 

component is known as svanubhava (self-experience) in Karnatik music and is acquired 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 88 

from years of sadhana (practice) (Krishna, 2013, 193–199). As a practitioner-

researcher, I am able to bring this crucial component of knowledge into the research. 

Turning to a description of Karnatik melodic material, a raga “is a combination 

of musical heritage, technical elements, emotional charge, cognitive understanding, and 

aural identity” (Krishna, 2013, p. 56). It forms the staple of my musical language, and it 

is through this medium that I communicate with myself and with Monteverdi. Further 

exploration of Karnatik raga is warranted, in broad brushstrokes, at this juncture.  

A raga in Karnatik music constitutes a set of pitches (swarasthanas) and their 

attendant microtonal ornaments (gamaka). The swarasthana-gamaka collective is a 

Karnatik note, the swara. The swaras occur in a specific order within an octave in any 

given raga. This repeatable order extends below and above the octave. Ragas usually 

contain seven, six or five swaras to an octave. The ascent and descent of ragas may 

constitute the same set of swaras in the same order or vary in number and order of 

occurrence of swaras.  

The pitches constitute not only an exacting pitch position (swarasthana, literally 

means ‘place of swara’), but also the attendant ornamentation, gamaka (Krishna, 2013, 

pp. 45–48), as mentioned earlier. The gamakas embrace microtones before and after the 

theoretical swara positions, rendering a musical ‘smearing’ apparent in Karnatik music 

(Pearson, 2016b). Schachter (2015b, para. 4) refers to gamaka as the “immediate aural 

experience of the listener,” asserting its pre-eminence in the system. Gamaka is the 

signature sound of the Karnatik voice and conveys bhava; its application extends 

beyond its obvious functions of decoration and establishment of raga grammar 

(Pearson, 2016a, p. 48; Viswanathan, 1977, p. 31).  

The defining features of the raga are its signature melodic motifs, the prayogas. 

Nettl (2009, pp. 42–43) draws on performer/scholar S. Ramanathan’s approach to raga; 

he uses a few variants in terminology to describe prayogas: “melodic themes,” “melodic 

fragments,” “segments,” and “character.” Prayogas are the preferred term when these 

motifs are short; the term sancharas is used when the motifs are concatenated to slightly 

longer contours. Together, gamakas, swaras, prayogas, and sancharas build a raga. 

Schachter (2015b, para. 4–5) proposes a hierarchical model to explain the levels 

of organisation in Karnatik music. He progresses from gamaka to swara, to prayoga 

(short signature phrases), and through to the broadest construct, a holistic representation 

of raga. A comparable approach to gamaka, swara, and prayoga is seen in Pearson’s 

(2016a, p. 83) argument for co-articulatory gestures in Karnatik music; “individual 

svaras in Karnatak music are subsumed under larger gestural units,” she writes. 
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Drawing from Godøy (2011, p. 67), she contrasts the “atomistic” (theoretical swara 

positions) to the larger chunks (swara-gamaka combinations, prayogas and sancharas), 

the “gestural sonic- events” (Pearson 2016a, p. 83). Therefore, the trajectory from 

swara-gamaka combination to prayoga and finally to broad raga structure progresses 

from the micro to the macro level in the hierarchical organisation of the melodic 

material in Karnatik music. In my Karnatik transactions with Monteverdi’s music, I 

propose to harness the swara-based perspective to the continuity that a gestural motif 

perspective offers.  

Theoretically, an octave in Karnatik music is separated into 22 microtones (22 

srutis), yielding unequal intervals of whole and half steps in Karnatik music. Schachter 

(2015b, para. 16, footnote 6) notes, “in practice, however, vocalists and instrumentalists 

tune svaras more closely to just intervals over the fundamental” tonic, resulting in a 

closer association with the Western semi-tonal separation in tuning. Empirical research, 

however, has shown that Karnatak pitch as performed in practice (with gamakas) does 

not simply conform to Just Intonation, equal temperament or the 22 sruti theory 

(Komaragiri, 2011, p. 15; Subramanian, M., 2002). Drawing on my experiences with 

hybridity in Karnatik practice, wherein artists often perform with chordal 

accompaniment provided by Western instruments in fusion settings, I express intervals 

between swarasthana positions in terms of semitonal approximations (and Western 

scale positions, such as minor third, major third, etc.) in my visual representations and 

discussions. This approach of approximation to communicate broader musical intent 

and content is also supported by Pesch (1999, p. 95) as one effective way to 

communicate swara positions to Western musicians. 

In Table 4.1, I present the 12 swara positions in an octave, their solfége (each 

approximately separated by a semitone), and their 16 names (four enharmonic). There 

are three variants to the second, third, sixth and seventh scale degrees (with two 

overlapping positions on each scale degree), and two variants to the fourth; the tonic 

and the fifth are fixed. The variants are indicated as numbers in brackets. The 

enharmonics are seen only in a small selection of ragas that are known as vivadi 

(dissonant) ragas. In this thesis, I do not use vivadi ragas. I have indicated enharmonic 

notes in Table 4.1 as “en.”  
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Table 4.1  

Pitch Positions in Karnatik Music Within an Octave: 12 Positions, 16 Names, 7 Scale 

Degrees and their Relationship to Western Musical System. 

Pitch 

position 

Scale 

degree  

Swara solfége Swara name Western term 

1 1 Sa Sadja Tonic 

2 2 Ri (1) Suddha Rishabha Second (minor) 

3 2 Ri (2)/Ga (1) Chatusruti Rishabha 

/Suddha Gandhara (En. 

rare) 

Second (major) 

4 3 Ri (3)/Ga (2) Shatsruti Rishabha (En. 

rare)/Sadharana Gandhara 

Third (minor) 

5 3 Ga (3) Antara Gandhara Third (major) 

6 4 Ma (1) Suddha Madhyama Fourth 

(perfect) 

7 4 Ma (2) Prati Madhyama Fourth 

(augmented) 

8 5 Pa Pancama Perfect fifth 

9 6 Dha (1) Suddha Dhaivata Sixth (minor) 

10 6 Dha (2)/Ni (1) Chatusruti Dhaivata/ 

Suddha Nishada (En. rare) 

Sixth (major) 

11 7 Dha (3)/Ni (2) Shatsruti Dhaivata (En. 

rare)/Kaisikhi Nishada 

Seventh 

(minor) 

12 7 Ni (3) Kakali Nishada Seventh 

(major) 

 

The systematisation of raga into 72 possible melakartas, each with a seven swara 

arrangement, was effected by theorist Venkatamakhi around 1660 through his treatise 

Chaturdanti Prakashika. The tonic and the perfect fifth (dominant) in his scheme are 

fixed, and are approximately seven semitones apart. The upper tetrachord between the 

dominant and the octave constitutes approximately five semitones between its four 

notes. While melakartas are ‘parent’ scales that possess all seven notes in both ascent 

and descent (as mirror images of one another), the derived ‘child’ ragas, the janyas, are 

those that miss one or two notes in ascent or descent, or both. They still progress step-
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wise, eschewing the scale degrees that their pitch positions do not correspond to. Some 

of the janyas could move “crookedly” as “vakra,” “starting to move in one direction 

then temporarily reversing direction before continuing in the original direction” 

(Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, p. 43).  

I do not delve into the melakarta system in this thesis; it is a very broad, well-

researched subject (Krishna, 2013, pp. 439–449; Pesch, 1999, pp. 93–105; 

Sambamoorthy, 1964). I refer to this system as a background for the ragas that surface 

in the musical processes. In extrapolating parallels between Western and Karnatik 

music I hasten to acknowledge the possible risk of a reductivist approach. I concur with 

Schachter’s (2015b) view below, and steer away from analogies that are based on 

oversimplification, as far as possible:  

I frequently point out when Western and Karnatak musical elements or concepts 

overlap; I must stress that all such cross-comparisons are approximate analogies, 

whose sole purpose is to give readers better versed in one tradition a more immediate 

reference for understanding the other. (Schachter, 2015b, para. 9) 

The semitonal approximations are a stretch from raga theory since Karnatik music does 

not follow equal temperament. However, the continuity between swaras that is manifest 

due to the microtonal gamakas has rendered even established theoretical concepts, such 

as 22 srutis (microtones) to an octave, far removed from actual raga-music practice, as 

Komaragiri’s (2013) work establishes. 

 I reiterate that, in practice, a communication of a raga’s scalar structure through 

semitonal separations between swarasthanas (pitch positions) might be a workable 

model to communicate raga across cultures, as Pesch (1999, p. 95) also concurs. I also 

believe that supplementary media with practical examples might be helpful in 

mitigating the risk of obfuscation in such approximations. In my approach to raga I 

resonate with Wade’s observation of the Karnatik tradition; I privilege my practical 

knowledge: 

South Indian tradition encompasses more possibilities that are current. There is so 

much evidence that flexibility in practice is the rule rather than the exception, that 

performance practice must be given the final word in any discussion. (Wade, 1979, 

p. 87) 

Having laid out certain tenets from which my approach to the Karnatik element of 

melody shall emerge, I now begin to describe the decahedral framework of hybridity 

that I have developed in the light of the theoretical and practical aspects of both 
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practices. In the context of artistic research, this conceptual framework serves two 

important purposes. It “deterritorialises” the two musical practices by resituating them 

into the third space of “reciprocity,” as Coessens et al. (2009, pp. 63–64) propose for 

ARiM. It also serves to transport my Self and identity into the zone of “play.”  

 

4.8 The Decahedron of Hybridity 

I identify ten areas as the key intersections of word-setting and delivery related features 

in Monteverdi’s compositional style and the Karnatik musico-poetic form, the Viruttam.  

1. Rhetorical style and construct of form  

2. Poetic construct 

3. Syllabic forward motion and laya 

4. Melodic material: Modality, tonality and raga  

5. Consonance and dissonance as dramatic devices 

6. Continuo and the harmonic sphere of prayoga 

7. Ornamentation 

8. Instrumentation 

9. Oratione, affekt and rasa 

10. Sprezzatura and Sowkhya 

These are represented below as a decahedral conceptual framework with the performing 

body at the epicentre (Figure 4.3). As mentioned in Section 3.2.1, the methodology 

input phase, I arrived at this framework by identifying the prominent nodes of 

resonances across the key aspects of musical form, structure, text, melody, notions of 

time, vocal delivery, instrumentation, and, importantly, feeling—as affect and bhava—

across Karnatik music and Monteverdi’s declamatory compositional practice for 

musical drama. The following themed discussion expands on each of the conceptual 

parameters and their relationship to the musical practices under scrutiny here. The 

framework thus delineated provides a consolidated comparison of both musical 

practices and acts as a precursor, substrate, and resource for the ensuing practical 

hybridisation.  
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Figure 4.3. Decahedral Conceptual Framework for embodied hybridisation of musical declamation in 

composition and performance. 

 

4.8.1 Rhetorical style and construct of musical form.  

Joachim Steinheuer (2007) pioneers the mapping of Monteverdi’s musical organisation, 

in declamation, across stylistic levels of rhetoric. In doing so, he establishes the linkage 

between composed form and persuasive delivery, with dramatic impact at the centre. 

Schwindt (2014) contributes further to this scholarship in arguing that Monteverdi was 

well-versed with rhetoric. He draws on the content and tone of Monteverdi’s letters.  

These isolated bodies of scholarship contribute to a greater discourse related to 

the Baroque itself. Composition was linked to performance in the Baroque, not least in 

the monody tradition for drama. The lines between performers and composers, and 

improvisation and composition, were blurred at the time, as much scholarship affirms 

(Carter, 2012b; Cyr, 2017; Haynes, 2007). Recent trends in the study of creativity in 

music emphasise the decentralisation of creativity from the locus of composition to its 

broadest possible manifestations—as improvised moments in performance, as 

distributed manifestations of musical ideas through embodied gesture, and as varieties 

in sound (Cook, 2018; Crispin, 2013, 2015b; Leech-Wilkinson & Prior, 2017). As a 

collective response to these interrelated bodies of scholarship that relate to delivery and 

creative impact in the proposed hybridity, I introduce the idea of mapping rhetorical 

styles to musical organisation. 

A glance at the rhetorical styles that bring to bear on the selection of a sung-

speech approach or a spoken-song approach to declamation is warranted here. 
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Steinheuer (2007, p. 139) explains that the “high style level” of rhetoric is an elevated 

style that is instructive and pertains to higher things, such as kings, gods, celestial 

beings, and moral issues. It is marked by a delivery without ornaments. This style of 

delivery emphasises text entirely, and therefore I align it, for the purposes of 

classification, with the recitar cantando model. The intersections of recitar cantando 

and the high level rhetorical style mark specific pieces in L’Orfeo, including the La 

Musica (Prologo) and Rosa del ciel. They also influence my compositional style for the 

Thiruppavai Project.  

Steinheuer (2007, p. 139) refers to the “middle style level” rhetoric as one that 

delights the listeners, but fails to move them. The delighting happens by employing 

ornateness and replete passagework. This style refers to a declamatory model with 

continuous melisma, indicative of madrigalist influence, as exemplified in Possente 

Spirto. I conceptually map the ‘middle style level’ of rhetoric to the spoken-song style, 

cantar recitando, alluded to earlier in Section 4.2. This could be regarded as a melodic 

expansion on recitar cantando, in that it approaches text from a musically intensive 

angle.  

The rhetorical styles and their correspondences with speech–song forms can be 

mapped across to Karnatik music. By adopting the length of raga phrases and ornaments 

as variable parameters, as well as by using the voice and gamaka to enunciate text and 

passion concurrently, a certain rhetorical intent may be introduced within a declamation. 

This intent is derived from a performance-inflected perspective and could once again 

translate to delivery, in performance. Haynes and Burgess’s (2016) discussion on 

declamation clearly highlights the link to the performative in declamation:  

Heightened speech served as the primary model for musicians in the Rhetorical age. 

Singers were an important point of contact and were normally thought of as actors. 

They had to make sure their listeners heard and understood the text—not just the 

individual words, but what those words implied and their underlying passion. The 

necessity to make every word understandable in what amounts to ‘musical 

declamation’ affects many aspects of a singer’s delivery, not least their diction. 

(Haynes & Burgess, 2016, p. 144) 

Figure 4.4 depicts the zone of hybridity conceived in this research in relation to 

rhetorical styles and compositional strategies.  
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Figure 4.4. Rhetorical styles and musical form mapped to text-melody relationship. 

 

For the hybridity to reside in the zone that ranges melodically from just beyond recitar 

cantando to just beyond cantar recitando, the melodic material continuum would need 

to range from the very simple (smaller prayogas and less gamaka) to the slightly 

complex (longer prayogas and sancharas, and more gamaka). The challenge would be 

to achieve the hybridity without a significant drop in textual prominence across these 

two stylistic levels.  

The continuum, envisaged as the seat of hybridity, can arguably accommodate 

both the dramatisation of Viruttam and the Karnaticisation (making sound Karnatik) of 

declamation. I reflect on the implications of the term Karnaticisation in Section 7.8, in 

the context of Monteverdi Reimagined.  

 

4.8.2 Melodic material: Modality, tonality and ragas. 

Modality and its intersections with tonality, in Monteverdi’s practice, may be 

contextualised in Karnatik music by regarding raga as being comparable with a mode. 

Changing tonal spheres may be considered as either a ‘garland of ragas’ or as shifts in 

tonicity within a raga.  

Over the years, scholars have identified ragas with Renaissance modes. Notable 

of them is Harold S. Powers (1958a, 1958b); “[ragas and modes] are alike in that they 

are both based on melodic formulas and associated with scale systems,” he observes 
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(1958b, p. 459). He also, however, identifies a basic difference between ragas and 

modes; he notes, “Western modes show virtually a one-to-one correspondence with the 

scales of the system, whereas in the South Indian system there are not only theoretical 

scales with no ragas in them but also theoretical scales with more than one raga” 

(Powers, 1958b, p. 460). Viswanathan and Allen (2004, p. 53) present a comparative 

tablature between the eight Renaissance modes and ragas, a model that has been popular 

in intercultural raga mappings for several decades. The modality in Monteverdi’s 

approach is arguably a fascinating starting point for musical encounters with raga-based 

music.  

Steinheuer (2007, pp. 126–140) demonstrates Monteverdi’s use of modality 

alongside departures into tonality as a “complex system of reference in which musical 

codes are assigned to semantic layers” (p. 131). In his analyses of Possente Spirto, for 

instance, he assigns the tonal spheres of A major/A minor/E major to the underworld 

and death, drawing on the dissonances and modulations within the messeggiera’s 

announcement. G-Dorian, with a strong tonal centre at G minor is assigned to Orfeo 

across his declaration of love in Rosa del ciel, to his Act III plea, Possente, his lament in 

Act V, well into his duet final with his father, Apollo, that marks his departure to 

heaven. However, despite their theoretical modal unity, the departures from the mode 

into tonal clusters of signification render each of the above listed Orphic declamatory 

moments uniquely tied to various dramatic instances.  

Rosa del ciel aligns with the G-Dorian and signifies Orfeo’s state of harmony 

with all things in the world at that point in the story—his love for Euridice, the sunny 

world and his singing Self. In Possente Spirto, the tonal spheres move around. The 

word ‘Spirto’, for instance, meanders through an ornament to the fourth before plunging 

into the dissonant second. The reference to Caronte as ‘god’ in the word ‘nume’ 

expresses intensity through the appearance of a destabilising seventh. Overarchingly, 

dissonance and modulation in 17th-century music relate to the sense of moving tonal 

centres. Eric Chafe (1992, p. 4) notes that Monteverdi invoked and reinforced his 

changing-tonal-centre model by using “hierarchical harmonic devices” such as an 

“array of cadences.”  

Such a reinforcement may be analogised to the prayogas in a raga tending 

towards the central amsa swara of resolution. As the raga changes, so do its amsa and 

nyasa (ending swara of a cadence) scale degrees, indicative of the rationale behind 

tonicity. Even within a raga, different prayogas attract different cadential resolutions 

when elaborated within the grammatical confines of their harmonic regions.  
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Karnatik ragas, therefore, despite being modal in nature, provide the possibility 

of being dissected into harmonic regions that may thrive independently of one another, 

albeit for only a short time. They must return to the point of departure, the raga’s amsa 

swara; however, each harmonic region can enjoy its short-lived autonomy through 

prayogas and sancharas woven within them. The harmonic regions marked by the 

prayogas could yield chords that underline the vocal line. Together, the prayogas of the 

vocal line and the underscoring chords could create tonal-centres which may hold 

semantic and emotional significance.  

I take an example of raga Shanmukhapriya (see Kaufmann, 1976, p. 592) to 

illustrate the various harmonic zones possible in a raga (Media file 4.1) This raga 

constitutes a major second, a minor third, sixth and seventh, an augmented fourth, and a 

perfect fifth. As the clip indicates, the switch between the minor and major tonalities of 

the third scale degree renders the interaction between the augmented fourth and the 

perfect fifth, typical of the raga, as a dynamic and flowing interweaving of the dark and 

the light shades in the raga. In terms of figured bass, the 6/3 and the usual 5/3 from the 

tonic as the root position, enact the duality between the unrest in the minor sixth scale 

degree and the temporary comfort provided by the minor tonic triad. The 4/3 

relationship from the second scale degree, when modulated into the tonic triad, 

showcases the destabilising second-augmented fourth-minor sixth relation in 

juxtaposition against the stabilising tonic-minor third-fifth relation. Therefore, multiple 

tonal spheres are perceptible within regions of a raga. Figure 4.5 is a scalar version of 

pitch positions in Shanmukhapriya showing possible harmonic spheres. 

 

Figure 4.5. Chordal substrate possibilities for raga Shanmukhapriya. 

It must be noted that these chordal substrates notated in Figure 4.5 and also in later 

Figures in the thesis are not representative of Karnatik music practice or theory, but are 

rather of my own devising as part of the hybrid approach to the thesis. Monteverdi’s 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/demonstrating-tonal-spheres-consonance-and-dissonance-in-raga-example-shanmukhapriya/s-1F1p4
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approach to harmony—both modal and tonal—can be explored from the perspective of 

a single raga, as explained using the above Shanmukhapriya example. However, there 

emerges another approach to introducing varying tonalities within a single raga. By 

adopting a raga that uses accidentals, momentary defections from a tonal sphere to 

another can be effected. Defined by Widdess (1995, p. 398) as “notes that are 

temporarily sharpened or flattened,” the accidentals are connected to the concept of 

foreign notes (bhashanga swaras) in Karnatik music. Certain ragas use foreign notes as 

part of their grammatical construct (e.g., raga Kapi). In the case of Kapi, as Pesch 

(2016) notes, the foreign note is not an accidental, but fulfils the function of one. This is 

because, while the foreign note is not part of the parent melakarta raga, it is a 

distinguishing addition to the derived janya raga.  

The scope for varying tonalities within a single raga is limited; only the swaras 

that grammatically belong to the raga may feature in the vocal line or in the bass line, at 

any point. This leaves the composer with fewer options compared to another, more 

fertile scenario, described below.  

This other scenario involves exploration using multiple ragas and affords almost 

unlimited scope for varying tonalities. Additionally, the affective qualities of each of the 

interwoven ragas and the intervallic structures that are typical to each of them 

complement the overall soundscape. In this scenario, Monteverdi’ s departures from the 

mode into tonal spheres can be regarded in relation to a parallel concept, ragamalika, a 

garland of many ragas. Regardless of the ragas that are featured in a Karnatik concert, 

the tonic-drone (tanpura) maintains a constant tonicity throughout a Karnatik music 

concert, rendering the intervallic relationship between the constitutive swaras of a raga 

very important. When every verse of poetry in a Viruttam is assigned to a different raga, 

this design of musical organisation abets ragamalika (Vedavalli, 2011). However, even 

within a single verse, multiple ragas may be interwoven. This is considered complex; 

however, it is achievable, and is closest to Monteverdi’s approach to dynamically 

evolving melodic material.  

Monteverdi’s modal departures could also be paralleled to the temporary ‘shift 

of tonic’ approach in Karnatik music. The shift of tonic that is common in Karnatik 

music is known by the term graha-bhedam. Referred to also as sruti-bhedam, it literally 

translates to “a modal shift of tonic” (Pesch, 1999, p. 94). An example of such a shift is 

seen in ragas where the fourth scale degree is powerful and attracts temporary tonicity. 

In such a case, the plagal relationship between the fourth and its fifth-higher 

immediately comes into operation, invoking a transposed raga. For instance, when the 
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fourth scale degree of a certain pentatonic raga, known as Abhogi, assumes tonicity, a 

raga known as Valaji emerges. In Media file 4.2, I journey briefly into graha-bhedam 

between Abhogi and Valaji, to illustrate this principle; Figure 4.6 is a scalar depiction of 

this media.  

Figures 4.5 and 4.6 use Western staff notation to show pitch positions and their 

occurrences in chord-making and tonic-shift, respectively. They do not, however, do 

justice to the nature of gamaka-imbued swaras. The audio examples, therefore, are the 

holders of the raga’s essential quality; not the notation segments.  

 

Figure 4.6. Graha Bhedam: The fourth scale degree of the raga Abhogi when assuming tonicity, becomes 

raga Valaji. 

 

While graha-bhedam presents one pathway through which a raga can change into 

another, there are other ways in which a similar sense of changing ragas can be effected. 

One raga can move into another raga by shifting the harmony of the bass line at the 

point in question. This approach would alter the tonal organisation at the harmonic 

substrate level and this alteration would translate to the vocal line; not vice versa, as the 

previous approaches illustrate.  

In dramatising the Thiruppavai poetry and in co-creating with Monteverdi on 

L’Orfeo, I draw on these melodic intersections and experiment with them in practice. A 

deeper musicological analysis of how the intersections unfold in relation to specific 

modes, tonal spheres, and ragas, across three key declamatory selections—La Musica 

Prologo, Rosa del ciel and Possente Spirto—is offered in Section 7.12 of the 

Monteverdi Reimagined chapter. 

 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/graha-bhedam/s-dZ6bF
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4.8.3 Consonance and dissonance as dramatic devices. 

I extend the discussion on melodic material, modality, and tonality into a glance at the 

way in which the features of consonance and dissonance in Monteverdi’s approach 

align with those of Karnatik raga. The theory and practice of Indian music has a well-

developed sense of consonance and dissonance. The prayogas play a major role in 

determining the swara combinations of resolution, consonance, and dissonance, 

including the typical cadential tendencies of the raga, as discussed earlier.  

Amsa, the most important swara in a raga, it is also regarded as the graha swara, 

the note where most prayogas begin. This swara could also be the vadi, a strong note in 

the raga. This note assumes strength from the consonant fourth or perfect fifth, known 

as the samvadi. The anuvadi functions as an assonant, neither consonant (samvadi) nor 

dissonant (vivadi). Along with the anuvadi, the vadi and samvadi could form harmonic 

spheres, as chords (Morris & Ravikiran, 2006, pp. 267–268). I elaborate further on this 

method of creating chords using the linearity of raga, by practically demonstrating the 

use of figured bass using raga in the artistic processes.  

The concept of dissonance in Karnatik music differs from the concept as seen in 

17th-century Western music. The appearance of a note that does not accord with the 

harmony in relation to the chord constructed by the bass note was regarded as a 

dissonance in Monteverdi’s time. It was resolved by directing the voice, usually by step 

to the next chord tone, or by moving the bass to form a different chord (Cyr, 2017, 

pp. 71–73). 

The Karnatik concept of dissonance defined by the term vivadi, on the contrary, 

is defined in relation to the interval between one swara and the next, and not evaluated 

with regards to the relationship between a swara and a chordal substrate. This is 

because the concept of harmonic substrate does not exist in Karnatik music; it is a 

linearly progressive music system.  

As Widdess (1995, p. 409) notes, a swara is said to be a vivadi with respect to 

another if its position is approximately one semitone removed from the neighbouring 

swara. This semitone-based definition of vivadi could also be extended to the separation 

of a swara from the fundamentals suggested by the drone (the tonic, fifth and octave), 

engendering a comparable harshness. In the case of an underlying continuo constructed 

using a combination of vadi, samvadi and anuvadi swaras, a vivadi dissonance-effect 

could be designed through a clash between the vocal line and the bass line, or by using a 

chromatic descent of the bass line against a vocal line, or vice versa.  
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Comparing with Monteverdi’s approach to dissonance and resolution, it is 

possible to buttress moments of textual intensity by introducing a swara (and its 

attendant ornament) that is very close to the fifth or the tonic at pivotal times. The 

augmented fourth, known as the prati madhyama, is an ideal candidate. The ornaments, 

with their microtonal inflections, could also give rise to a feeling of dissonance as the 

figures of ornamentation from Cruda Amarilli earlier demonstrated (see Figure 4.2, 

again). 

In Monteverdi’s style, the dissonances may move towards a stable chord or vice 

versa; likewise, in Karnatik music, unstable notes such as the prati madhyama seek 

resolution by moving towards a stable swara such as the fifth, as the earlier example 

from raga Shanmukhapriya illustrates (see Media file 4.1).  

Resolution in raga might happen across a series of swara degrees, often drawn 

out across prayogas. For instance, in Media file 4.1, the tension erected using the 

augmented fourth resolves after intensifying across the seventh and sixth scale degrees. 

Likewise, Monteverdi’s dissonances often linger on in a bittersweet domain before 

meandering through a series of scale degrees, invoking uncomfortable intervals, and 

inching towards the much–awaited resolution.  

Case in point is the opening line of Arianna’s (1608) lament, Lasciatemi morire 

(see Figure 4.7). The ominous minor sixth (B♭ in this case) creeps up on the A minor 

tonality, thereby invoking the dissonant ninth, which resolves temporarily as the bass 

note inches towards the G minor tonality. The B♭ assumes the role of a minor third in 

‘lasciatemi’, ‘let me.’ The anticipation of the listener reaches a climax when ‘morire’, 

‘to die’, is intoned in an unstable second scale degree. But that is not all. A leap from 

the second scale degree to the major sixth meanders through the C♮ and C♯ to the 

octave, declaring with vehemence Arianna’s will to die. The leap quietens after only a 

moment’s vacillation at the second, the tonal centre, D.

 

Figure 4.7. Situating features of Seconda Prattica into a dramatic domain: The opening bars of 

Monteverdi’s (1614/1623) Lasciateme morire from Arianna (1608). 

The ways in which Monteverdi resolves his dissonances, an example of which 

Lasciatemi depicted, show that his designs are not always conventional (de Goede, 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/demonstrating-tonal-spheres-consonance-and-dissonance-in-raga-example-shanmukhapriya/s-1F1p4
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/demonstrating-tonal-spheres-consonance-and-dissonance-in-raga-example-shanmukhapriya/s-1F1p4
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2005). The pre-tonal explorations of chordal harmony engendered unusual intervals—

augmented, diminished, and chromatic—in his style.  

Monteverdi’s musical intervals were unlike Renaissance intervals, and if I may 

advance the idea, closer to the intervals perceived in the swara arrangement of certain 

ragas that contain augmented fourths, and raised/natural sevenths. When a long note 

(karvai) is held over the bass-line inducing intervals that are unstable, the effect could 

arguably be close to what a Western dissonance might induce.  

The appearance of the unprepared seventh in Cruda Amarilli bothered Artusi, as 

seen in the earlier section (Figure 4.1). In parallel, in Karnatik theory, the seventh scale 

degree denoted by the swara-solfége ‘Ni,’ is associated with discomfort and a yearning 

for resolution, as Mudaliyar (1893/1982, p. 13) observes: “ ‘Ni’ is the yell of the 

Elephant with his extended proboscis when the Mahout attacks the back of his head 

with a scimitar.” Likewise, the second, fourth (particularly the augmented variant), and 

the sixth are also regarded as unstable in Karnatik theory. Mudaliyar (1893/1982) 

confirms that images of animals in pain or in various states of anxiety have been used 

by theorists to illustrate these unstable positions. Interestingly, ragas and prayogas with 

unstable notes abound in Karnatik music, and are considered as normative as ragas that 

do not.  

The ubiquitous presence of the adhara sruti, the tanpura drone, is a key feature 

of Karnatik music. The tonic-fifth-octave combination, as stated earlier, is provided by 

the plucked instrument, the tanpura, and is described by H. S. Powers (1958b) as “an 

extra, quasi-harmonic dimension to Indian modality” (p. 456). The pitch positions in a 

Karnatik raga interact not only with each other, but are also in an interval-based 

relationship with the tanpura sruti. Schachter (2015b, para. 23, footnote 11) states that 

“it is not clear whether performers that keep the sa-pa-sa drone in these cases do so out 

of a desire to intentionally create tension against the raga or out of inertia.” My personal 

experience encourages me to take the former view. The potential for tension–resolution 

in raga is buttressed due to the drone and can be harnessed in the context of highlighting 

textual meaning in the hybrid.  

I regard the notion of Monteverdian dissonance as a concept rather than a literal 

tool, and propose that it could be induced from text–raga interaction that is text-centric. 

 

4.8.4 Continuo and the harmonic sphere of prayoga. 

In 1602, Caccini’s Le Nuove Musiche (Caccini, 1602/2009a) emerged with its many 

proposed compositional, didactic, and singing solutions. With it, the continuo 
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accompaniment emerged as the harmonic and rhythmic frame for the solo song. In 

using continuo, termed by Price (1993) as a “prized product of the intersection of the 

recitar cantando and the seconda prattica” (p. 10), the accompaniment to the vocal line 

was reduced to a single line and figures. A bass note with figures indicated the notes 

above the root that should feature in creating the chord. Its primary function was to 

provide harmonic support for the overlaid voice.  

Madrigals anticipate the continuo in Monteverdi’s monodies for drama. 

Monteverdi’s first engagement with figured bass was in his Fifth Book (1605), and the 

trend of using a bass line to underscore the voice continued into his dramas. The vocal 

line enjoyed freeness while the harmonic and rhythmic fundamentals were safely 

consigned to the continuo; this arrangement was highly suited for the strophic 

declamation models in L’Orfeo.  

Lawrence-King (2014) observes that it is the continuo that leads forward the 

voice in the declamations in L’Orfeo, and not vice versa. Pirrotta (1984, p. 228) declares 

it a foil to vocal expressivity; “the advent of the basso continuo made possible an even 

more precise correspondence between particular phrases of text and music,” he 

observes, rendering its function in this research highly pertinent to textual primacy. The 

continuo, therefore, functions not only as a harmonic substrate but also as a regulator of 

rhythm; it is in constant interaction with the word, highlighting and guiding it, when it 

matters.  

The Prologo and Possente Spirto from L’Orfeo are examples in which the vocal 

line varies over a bass-line schema that is fairly constant. These are “strophic variation 

forms,” which Carter (2002, p. 29) identifies as settings “with more or less the same 

bass line, and therefore harmonic scheme, but with the melody altered to suit the text.”  

The variations in the vocal melodic lines between stanzas are more pronounced 

in Possente Spirto due to its highly embellished melodic figures. Possente Spirto is a 

strophic variation model of six stanzas, each of three lines; it is a classic terza rima 

structure that is handled with freeness over a repeated bass pattern (Steinheuer, 2007, 

p. 134–136). The Prologo incorporates simpler variations in the vocal line, and is a 

strophic variation model of five stanzas, each constructed as a strophic quatrain over a 

16-note bass scheme per stanza (Carter, 2002, p. 29). A key feature of the continuo is 

that it renders the overlaid monody conducive for improvisation. It is this very feature 

that renders it interesting from a Karnatik perspective. I shall delve deeper into this 

improvisation aspect in the light of co-creativity with Monteverdi, in Section 7.9 of 

Monteverdi Reimagined. 
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Chitravina Ravikiran drawing on his ‘melharmony’ project establishes that even 

subtle variations in raga phrases can vary the emotion conveyed significantly; “in Indian 

music, a wide variety of moods can be projected by a small change in sequence within a 

raga,” he notes (Ravikiran & Morris, 2014, p. 157). Such variations overlaid on a 

harmonic substrate are made possible using the continuo–voice interaction, rendering a 

variety of emotions possible through embracing a continuo approach to underscoring 

monody using Karnatik raga. A Karnatik approach of generating variations (sangatis) 

can inform both generative creativity and emotion in the hybridisation. I elaborate on 

variations and improvisations in the context of Monteverdi Reimagined in Sections 7.8 

and 7.9.  

 

4.8.5 Poetic construct. 

The bass-line not only dictates harmonic progression; its relationship to the syllables of 

the vocal line is of crucial importance. The bass notes are often elongated or truncated 

as per the length of syllables and the accents. They therefore dictate the number of bass 

notes, as Steinheuer (2007, pp. 134–137) notes.  

Turning towards Karnatik music, historical connotations of the word Viruttam 

reveal the form’s close association with poetic metre. Viruttam etymologically derives 

from the Sanskrit term vrtta, meaning metre. Peterson (1989, p. 65) notes that the terms 

vrtta, itivrtta, and vrttanta mean “narration of events,” revealing the form’s connections 

with drama. Apte (1970) establishes that Sanskrit poetry follows syllabic metres or 

aksharas, and is based on the constancy of the number of syllables in a line. In contrast, 

he notes that moric metres pertain to constancy in the duration of syllables within a line. 

Usually, in Tamil poetry, the duration of the feet remains constant (Zvebel, 1973, 

p. 275), mapping to Moric metre. Whereas in Sanskrit Vrtta and in the Italian poetry 

that Monteverdi and his contemporaries dealt with, including those of Guarini, 

Chiabrera, Rinuccini and Striggio, the number of syllables in a line remain constant 

(syllabic metre).  

Striggio, in his verses for L’Orfeo, follows the established poetry conventions of 

the time following on Rinuccini, and Chiabrera (G. Tomlinson, 1987, pp. 114–147). 

Each line of the quatrain of the Prologo, for instance, houses eleven syllables of varied 

mensuration, abetting the well-known endecasibillo structure (Carter, 2002, pp. 47–73).  

This basic difference in poetic construct between Tamil poetry and Italian poetry 

would mean that the bass notes in the Tamil poetry would correspond to the duration of 

the feet, and not necessarily to the number of syllables. However, a relatively free 
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structural construct of the bass-line allows for adjustments between syllable-related and 

duration-related issues, rendering a conceptual mapping of Tamil Viruttam and 

Monteverdian declamation possible. The RagaCurve notational system that I adopt 

(Section 2.11) reflects this very flexibility in relationship between word, contour and 

forward motion. 

 

4.8.6 Syllabic forward motion and laya. 

In discussing forward motion of the musico-poetic form, the role of the continuo as a 

regulatory device that aids in harmony and rhythm has just been discussed. However, a 

more nuanced concept resides at the heart of the notion of time and rhythm across both 

practices of declamation. 

The concept of Karnatik time-keeping, tala, is highly researched and most 

popular in the West. Tala is expressed primarily as cyclic metrical patterns, and time in 

tala is kept using the hands (Pesch, 1999, pp. 128–133). However, there is another 

beautiful concept of time in Karnatik music, laya, through which time is expressed in 

abstract terms (Bailey, 1992, p. 3–5; T. M. Krishna, 2003, pp. 61–63). Bailey (1992, 

p. 4) describes laya as “rhythmic impetus, and a sense of forward motion;” the “all 

embracing comprehensive rhythm of the universe.” Based on my experience, I concur 

with Krishna’s (2013, p. 61) detailing of laya; he notes, “speed [or slowness] is a sense, 

a feeling, and a conditioning . . . in Karnatak music speed is not equal to a mathematical 

value.” 

The writings on the notions of tempo in the early Baroque note that a syllable-

led style marked the declamation models in early opera (Cyr, 2017; Grant, 2014; 

Lawrence-King, 2015, 2017). In this style, as well as in the concept of laya, especially 

in the Viruttam or in the simpler declamatory variant, known as Slokam, time is dictated 

by the poetic metre and the inflections in delivery, not as repeating units of time-values.  

The absence of a conductor in the early Baroque opera and the emergence of the 

continuo as an agency of forward motion are two features that align with the concept of 

rhythmic flexibility within declamation. Lawrence-King (2015) connects Caccini’s 

sensa misura (without measures) style—“the singer floating in a cool way, over a 

regular bass”—to moments in Possente Spirto. The sensa misura idea offers the 

experimental possibility of composing and performing without barlines, thereby 

mapping only poetic syllable to continuo, and offers possibilities of coordination with a 

similar, rhythmic-cycle-free form, the Viruttam. 
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4.8.7 Instrumentation. 

Stubbs (1994) and Lawrence-King (2014) present insights into the foundational 

instruments for continuo in L’Orfeo, in discussing organ, chittarone, theorbo, and harp. 

By interpreting the earlier score of L’Orfeo (Monteverdi, 1615), later scholarly editions 

(Monteverdi 1609/1968; 1609/1993; 1609/2016), and a selection from the vast body of 

extant recordings (Monteverdi & Gardiner, 1990; Monteverdi & Harnoncourt, 1992; 

Monteverdi & Medlam, 1984; Monteverdi & Savall, 2003), I evaluate my options for 

continuo instruments in my hybrids. However, I hold practical constraints at the 

forefront; the availability and willingness of a harpsichordist or a lutenist for my project 

determined my choice of instrument. 

Each verse of the Viruttam is usually followed by a violin response in the same 

raga. This may be analogised with the inter-verse ritornello. In co-creation with 

Monteverdi, a combination of Indian and Baroque instruments, such as the flute, 

Baroque violin and the Veena, could be used in realising ritornelli, as demonstrated in 

Orfeo in India (Lakerveld, 2011). 

Stubbs elaborates on Agazzari’s concept of the foundational and the ornamental 

instruments of the time. A practical application of his discussion is seen in the L’Orfeo 

recording (2008) that he directs. 

In performing Italian music of the early 17th century, the modern interpreter must 

often answer the question, ‘which instrument or combination of instruments should 

realize the bass?’. . . . the score of Monteverdi’s Orfeo gives us a series of indications 

for the changing orchestration of the bass in a specific musical context. (Stubbs, 1994, 

p. 86) 

Changing the instrumentation to conform with the singer’s emotions and conceits has 

been observed by Monteverdi in the score of L’Orfeo; nine continuo markings out of the 

twenty-two pertain to Orfeo’s role. This opens out possibilities for identifying 

instruments from both traditions that might fittingly support the emotions conveyed. 

The resonances between the timbral quality of the harpsichord, lute and the 

Karnatik plucked instrument, the Veena, present possibilities for integrating Karnatik 

gamaka with these instruments (Krishnaswami, 2017). There is much literature relating 

to the journey of the violin from the West into becoming the instrument of choice for 

accompanying the voice in Karnatik music (Swift, 1990; Weidman, 2006). The ability 

of the violin to invoke gamaka with continuity and dependability has rendered it 

indispensable for Karnatik vocal accompaniment and for vocal accompaniment in this 

research.  
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4.8.8 Ornamentation. 

The thread of ornamentation runs strongly throughout the discussions on stylistic 

features of the declamatory form, and yokes composition to performance and composer 

to performer, as Haynes & Burgess (2016, pp. 154–158) elaborate. I have comparatively 

discussed and practically problematised vocal ornamentation in Karnatik music and in 

early opera using Possente Spirto as my lens, in Part 1 of Chapter 7. For now, I merely 

introduce the key dimensions across which ornamentation unfolds in this hybridisation. 

The substantive presence of matters related to the voice and ornamentation in 

Monteverdi’s lettere indicate that the potential of the voice to move the feelings was at 

the important to Monteverdi. I examined Monteverdi’s lettere closely (Stevens, 1985, 

pp. 60–88) and could extrapolate around ten recurrent themes that emerged in the 

context of singers of the time (both church and chamber). Several of these themes 

pertain to ornamentation and the ability to improvise. I list them below in an order that 

approximately reflects the level of importance that Monteverdi gives to each of these 

attributes in a singer: 

1. Trillo 

2. Gorgie 

3. Clarity in text enunciation  

4. Flexibility of voice 

5. Awareness of the distinct amplitude levels necessary for chamber and chapel 

settings  

6. Ability to move passions 

7. Acting ability  

8. Ability to singing securely  

9. Ability to compose (he linked this to dependability) 

10. Memory  

From this collection, I construe that execution and application of ornaments in a singer 

was highly valued by Monteverdi and linked the virtuosic freedom of the singer to the 

demands of a text-led approach. This trajectory of thought may be mapped to the 

“strength and resourcefulness to adapt to any musical direction” that a Karnatik 

musician is known to possess (Bailey, 1992, p. 4; Nettl, 2009, pp. 42–43), and my 

current quest for textual primacy in raga-music. 

Monteverdi’s approach to a certain kind of repetitive ornament articulated at the 

throat, the gorgie, is of holistic musicality, and surpasses the calculated, additive 
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approach to ornamentation that is seen in the works of some of his contemporaries, 

including dalla Casa, Caccini and Zacconi (Palisca, 1985, p. 131). As Arnold (1985) 

confirms, “[Monteverdi] rarely uses any ornament, or rhythm merely once: he integrates 

it firmly into the whole melodic pattern and in doing so differs from most composers of 

the time” (p. 324).  

An integrative approach to ornamentation resonates with the Karnatik idea 

embellishment that begins at the gamaka level and propagates across the entirety of the 

melodic construct, whether composed or improvised. Karnatik gamaka is never 

additive, it is inseparable from musical contour. Rather, without it, a phrase would not 

be a raga, it would be a scalar segment. I compare gorgie with its Karnatik proximate, 

brigha, is some detail in Sections 7.3 and 7.4.  

Scholars have attributed the failure of Orfeo as an orator to the profusion of 

ornamentation in Possente Spirto. Monteverdi’s deliberate engagement with the middle 

style level results in a loss of content-related gravity, notes Schwindt (2014, p. 240). 

Turning to Karnatik music, ornamentation is a way of life as it was in the Baroque, 

however, it is never used as a trope for rhetorical intent. Monteverdi’s approach to 

ornamentation extends well into the domain of the emotional from the technical, and in 

this way, differs slightly from the Karnatik, wherein ornaments are seen primarily as 

contingent to the raga grammar and the Karnatik sonic aesthetic.  

What is interesting in Possente Spirto is that Monteverdi chooses to render this 

piece rhetorically unconvincing by his deliberate and overt use of ornaments. That 

Orfeo, ever the virtuosic singer, fails to be a convincing orator, is conveyed admirably. 

Orfeo’s handling of various varieties of ornaments is emblematic of grandiloquence 

(Schwindt, 2014, pp. 240–242). Despite variance in the intent of ornamentation across 

Karnatik music and the Baroque, the notion of ornamentation presents one of the most 

interesting points of resonance between these two musical practices.  

Regarding ornamentation as a trope for emotion resonates with theories on how 

the body perceives music. These approaches are gaining momentum in musicological 

discourses of the present. As Godøy (2017, p. 12) notes:  

An essential feature of embodied cognition is that perception, thinking and 

understanding are all related to mental simulation of body motion, meaning that we 

mentally imitate the actions that we believe are the cause of what we perceive or that 

actively trace one or more features of what we perceive. 
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 A trillo or gorgie when experienced by my body could map across to Karnatik 

ornaments; only practice shall reveal this in real-time. The alliance between perception 

and action in ornamentation is explored Section 7.5.  

 

4.8.9 Oratione, affect and rasa. 

Richard Widdess (1995, p. 405) links affect, the emotional response elicited by a 

performer, to rasa, by defining the latter in terms of the former: “Rasa: an aesthetic 

sentiment, or affekt aroused by dramatic performance and perceived by the audience.” 

Using recent trends in scholarship, I have established a link between raga, rasa, and 

gesture in Sections 2.9 and 2.10. By extending this link into a conceptual nexus between 

the Baroque notion of affekt, rasa and raga, the crucial intersection of vocal delivery 

with the body may be foregrounded in this context of Monteverdian declamation and 

Karnatik Viruttam. At this intersection resides the important notion of oratione.  

The concept of affect, an aesthetic pertaining to music and theatre in the 

Baroque (Harnoncourt, 1988), was formalised as a term – “doctrine of the affects,” in 

the early 20th century by Hermann Kretzschmar and Arnold Schering (Nagley & Bujić, 

2002). Although applied to both vocal and instrumental music, this doctrine grew from 

the ancient theories of rhetoric and oration, particularly the Aristotelian and Ciceronian 

representations of the Greek and Latin strands of persuasive speech (Buelow, 2001). 

Arguably, the doctrine then refers to the strategy of delivery of text with music in a 

manner that moves the onlookers. Therefore, an overarching pertinence to aesthetic 

explains why Widdess (1995) associates affekt with the theory of rasa in Indian 

performing arts.  

Contextualising affect and rasa within L’Orfeo, I draw on Calcagno’s (2002) 

commentary of Monteverdian notion of oratione. Calcagno, drawing on several treatises 

of the time, describes oratione as the means for speech to assume beauty in delivery. It 

was related to vocalising, acting, and moving the onlookers; it pertained to the 

performer, the performed, and the audiences. The term oratione was used by 

Monteverdi’s brother Giulio Cesare Monteverdi in the preface to Scherzi Musicali 

(1607) in his statement, “music should be the servant of oratione” (Strunk, 1950, 

p. 407). Carter (1993c, p. 518) observes that the order of priorities in Monteverdi’s 

compositional style puts oratione at the forefront: “The triumvirate of oratione, 

harmonia and rhythm together made up melodia, the art of composition.” These 

instances of the usage of the term, render it pertinent to a compositional style that is 

performance-inflected, as I have argued for in Section 4.5. Jed Wentz in his doctoral 
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dissertation distinguishes between “a fluid, natural and affective” performance of 

French opera and “a static, stylised and affected performance;” he observes: “all aspects 

of a singer’s performance (tone color, tempo, gesture, pronunciation etc.) were meant to 

correspond in an integrated and holistic way (vérité) to the affect of the text as it 

manifested itself in the performer’s body on stage” (2010, p. 21).  His view regards the 

performer’s voice and text linked through the thread of affect and he argues for a 

fluidity of tempo in delivering poetry, aligning also with my approach to text-setting 

and delivery.  

Oratione is the performative element that is inextricably linked to composition, 

as I have observed in relation to Monteverdi’s compositional style for opera. This 

linkage does not confine itself to the interpretation of composition in performance, but 

also overflows into the way in which performative elements dictated composition. As 

Cyr (2017, p. 123) observes, “in Baroque music, the performer and composer shared a 

more equal role in the compositional process.” In the matter of voice and delivery, this 

sharing translated to dramatic impact.  

Rhetoric and oratione are interrelated concepts in early opera. Both are related 

to delivery as Robert Toft’s (2014) work on persuasive singing in the 17th century 

comprehensively establishes. The ability of performers to persuade the audience to 

empathise, using movement of the body, hands, and face, was referred to in rhetoric as 

actio (Haynes & Burgess, 2016, pp. 122–125). It was tied to their great capacity to 

emote and induce their felt emotions in the audience; a case of oratione translating to 

embodied performance. As Haynes and Burgess (2016) note: 

The performer personifies actio, the fifth Office of rhetoric. It is the performer’s 

interpretation of the composer’s inventio and dispositio that the audience will hear, 

and the audience is moved, not by recognizing the potential in the composer’s notes 

but by depending on the performer’s sensitivity and competence. (Haynes & Burgess, 

2016, p. 122–123) 

In his foreword to his Madrigali guerrieri et amorosi (1638), Monteverdi articulates his 

understanding of three key passions and their correspondences with musical expression: 

“the principal passions or affectations of our mind . . . namely anger [ira], moderation 

[temeprenzio], and humility or supplication [supplicatione]” (Monteverdi, trans. Strunk, 

1950, pp. 413–415). These, he mapped onto three musical genera that he developed at 

that time in his writing, namely, the agitated (concitato), the moderate (temperato) and 

the soft (molle) (Hanning, 2011; Cyr, 2017, pp. 31–36). Later, in 1752, Quantz named 

seven feelings or moods and mapped them to musical character. Therefore, while 
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feelings have been mapped to melodic material, Monteverdi’s cross-referencing pertains 

to passions and their implications for composition, particularly with reference to 

rhetorical principles. The stile concitato, for instance, is manifest in the agitated speech-

like delivery seen in Il Combattimento (Hanning, 2011, pp. 265–267).  

The matter of affects link to composition through delivery and melodic material, 

and both these links are achievable by conceptualising the raga-rasa nexus in 

conjunction with oratione. This is, arguably, the most interesting link that subsumes 

almost all other parameters expressed here within itself.  

The performative abilities of the singers of the time, as stated in Section 4.4 

earlier, becomes key to the realisation of oratione in performance. The anonymous 

manuscript which presented instructions to singer-actors of the time, Il Corago, came 

out only in 1630. However, singers induced great emotional responses in their 

audiences much before that, as history establishes (Savage & Sansone, 1989). Virginia 

Andreini, the first Arianna, came from a theatre background (commedia dell’arte); but 

not all the Italian female singers did. Public performance by women was forbidden in 

the Papal states, excluding Bologna, until 1798 (Wistreich, 2012, p. 414). Despite such 

variance in opportunities and performance situations, the singers, male, female and 

castrati, of the early modern age were persuasive rhetoricians; apt bearers of oratione 

(Heller, 2003; Toft, 2014). 

Karnatik music has long accepted its position as being undramatic, owing to 

reasons that I have elucidated in Chapter 1. The notions of oratione and rhetoric are not 

traditionally prioritised in Karnatik practice. However, there are instances in which 

persuasive delivery is manifest in a Karnatik paradigm. The traditional piece Kalinga 

nardhana thillana, of the 18th-century composer Oothukadu Venkatasubbier, is often 

delivered using devices of oration by noted singer Aruna Sairam (2015). As I have 

argued earlier, a dramatic approach to Karnatik declamation can become a trope to 

approach oratione as an aesthetic and meaning-making experience from an intercultural 

perspective.  

Oratione is also the link between my present effort and the embodied historical 

practices of devadasis. It relates to a right to self-assertion and self-representation in 

performance, and proclaims the right to be heard, seen, and express. 

  

4.8.10 Sprezzatura and sowkhya. 

Sprezzatura pervaded the notions of ‘nobility’ in 16th-century Italy and made its way 

into the vocal music of the times. ‘Una certa nobile sprezzatura di canto’—a certain 

https://youtu.be/7wyfwel3aOM?t=6m10s
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noble negligence of song—was Caccini’s way of reconciling his virtuosic singing tastes 

with the ideals of the Camerata (Fortune, 2001). Sprezzatura is a concept that has been 

discussed on many levels in 17th-century music scholarship (Caccini, 1602/2009a, p. 4; 

Carter, 1987; Järviö, 2006). Caccini (1614/2009b) locates sprezzatura within rhythmic 

freedom in singing in the preface to his work, Nuove musiche e nuova maniera di 

scriverle, as Hitchcock (2009) translates: 

Sprezzatura is that charm lent to a song by a few ‘faulty’ eighths or sixteenths various 

tones, together with those [similar slips] made in the tempo. These relieve song of a 

certain restricted narrowness and dryness and make it pleasant, free, an airy, just as in 

common speech eloquence and variety make pleasant and sweet matters being spoken 

of. (Caccini, 1614/2009b: Hitchcock, 2009, p. 3) 

Lawrence-King (2015) describes sprezzatura as a “coolness” in carrying oneself while 

singing; a sense of casualness and ease. Sprezzatura was highly regarded in Italian 

courts following Baldassare Castiglione’s (1528/1900) Platonian treatise on the notions 

of nobility in a courtier’s manner, Il libro del cortegiano. Pirotta (1982, p. 246) reads 

into sprezzatura the “inborn spontaneity and self confidence that must characterise the 

performance of a perfect courtier,” and sees it as the way of achieving “intangible 

elements of rhythmic buoyancy and dynamic flexibility beyond the letter of music.” 

Wistreich (2000, pp. 187–190; 2013) links sprezzatura to singing with the judicious, 

opportune application of ornaments, referred to as disposizione.  

This brings me to Monteverdi’s observation that, while recitar cantando 

requires a composer, cantar recitando was highly improvisatory and could be managed 

by singers themselves (Stevens, 1985, p. 34). His approach underscores all other 

approaches to sprezzatura, and demonstrates a possible linkage between sprezzatura, 

and the comparable concept of sowkhya in Karnatik music that relates to a sense of 

freeness. Sprezzatura and sowkhya both relate to a state of comfort in interpretation, 

typical of singers of the Baroque as well as of Karnatik music.  

Sowkhya is a feeling (bhava) and a state of being. One way to define it is as “an 

emotive state of repose” (Kartikeyan, Nandakumar, & Vishwanath, 2018, p. 59). 

Overall, it denotes a sense of flexibility, expertise and self-awareness in singing. In 

parallel, Järviö (2011) regards sprezzatura as the “cultivated ability to act with 

seemingly nonchalant mastery,” and uses it as a lens to study her phenomenological 

experience in singing Monteverdi’s recitar cantando.  

Composer Thyagaraja’s piece Intha sowkhya is good example of the use of the 

word sowkhya (Mani, 2012a). Here, he refers to the ‘sowkhya’ that singing the name of 
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Lord Rama elicits, and the compositional style mirrors this aesthetic. Structured as a 

slow, meandering melody, it is set in the raga Kapi, known for its non-traditional 

prayogas, relaxed bhava, and surprising turns of foreign notes (bhashanga swaras) that 

beg masterfulness (Viswanathan & Allen, 2004, p. 46).  

My engagement with the concept of sprezzatura in the hybridity will stem from 

my understanding of the related attitude of sowkhya. 

 

4.9 Summation 

In this input phase of research development, I have drawn on theory, literature, and 

aspects of my Karnatik practice, to develop a conceptual framework for hybridity to 

evolve. This decahedral framework is the bedrock that is revisited regularly in the 

artmaking and the writing.  

During this time of the input phase development, I started work on a Table that 

could summarise some of my key findings on the convergences and divergences 

between the musical practices that emerged through this chapter. I have built on this 

Table since, and it now stands as Table A1, in Appendix A. It additionally incorporates 

key aspects of resonance that have emerged between the practices also across the 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

Based on the overview of Monteverdi’s approaches to the various conceptual 

parameters, that I have consolidated in this chapter, I infer that Monteverdi may be 

considered an exemplary artistic researcher. He “explicitly articulates” his rationale for 

the “natural” and “intuitive” artistic choices that he makes, a key marker that Crispin 

(2013, p. 47) advances for artistic research. By his own admission, Monteverdi achieved 

his ideal of natural imitation of human emotion through his “new style” and “in 

practice” rather than from theory (Monteverdi, lettera dated October 22, 1633/1985, 

p. 85). His proposed book Melodia, ovvero Seconda Prattica may not have been 

delivered by him, but his objectives are well understood from his correspondences and 

reflected through his music.  

In the next chapters, the dialectic between the musical and poetic paradigms of 

hybridity shall emerge from a suite of artistic processes, reflections and insights.  
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Chapter 5: The Thiruppavai Project 

 

This chapter marks the beginning of the ‘process’ phase of the research. Here, I delve 

into the artistic processes involved in my composition, preparation and performance of a 

selection of poems from a well-known body of Tamil poetry, the Thiruppavai. Drawing 

on the decahedral conceptual framework developed in the previous chapter (5), I use the 

methods of experimentation and reflection, as described in Chapter 4, to realise 

hybridity.  

The Thiruppavai are a collection of thirty verses of Tamil poetry written by 

Andal, a 9th-century poet and devotee of Lord Krishna (Venkatesan & Branfoot, 2015). 

Andal was passionate about her love for god, and through these verses she translates her 

passion to her lady friends who sing with her early every morning in the Tamil month of 

margazhi (mid-December to mid-January). Andal, in this collection of poetry, portrays 

emotions that look beyond just bhakti (devotion). A wide spectrum of feelings surface 

in the Thiruppavai, including love, jealousy, disappointment, and anger. Andal 

exclaims, cries, and chides her friends for their tardiness in performing the morning 

ritual of song. The poems exude humanness and verisimilitude, and each of the poems 

reveals an enactment of her conversation with her friends or a vivid description of 

ritualistic occurrences. This poetry collection, therefore, is highly suited for dramatic 

hybridity.  

The compositional process was voice- and gesture-led. I referenced the ten 

parameters from the decahedral conceptual framework, across the artistic processes. 

Table 5.1 offers reference codes to the conceptual parameters (CP1 to CP10), to assist 

the reader in cross-referencing the codes referred in-text to the topics they pertained to 

in Chapter 4.  

The artistic processes that led to the creation of the Thiruppavai Project were 

non-linear and involved periods of overlapping, interaction and jaggedness. As Crispin 

(2014, pp. 151–152) notes, from her own piano practice, such disjoint is typical of 

artistic research. It contributes to the less successful trials being documented, and to the 

innate struggles in such intercultural artmaking to come to the fore, as reflections and 

learnings. I allowed such jaggedness to “play out” throughout this project and the next. 

Now, I turn to a stage by stage description of the various processes that constituted the 

Thiruppavai Project. 
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Table 5.1 

Reference Codes for the Parameters from the Decahedral Conceptual Framework for 

Hybridity 

Conceptual parameter from decahedral framework Reference code 

Rhetorical style / declamatory form CP1 

Raga, modality, and tonality CP2 

Consonance / Dissonance CP3 

Continuo construct CP4 

Poetic construct CP5 

Syllabic forward motion / Laya CP6 

Instruments CP7 

Ornamentation CP8 

Oratione—affect—rasa CP9 

Sprezzatura—sowkhya CP10 

 

5.1 Acquiring Semantic Sense 

In this project, I firstly inquired into the meaning of the Thiruppavai poetry. I consulted 

the one of India’s foremost Thiruppavai scholars, Dr. M. A. Venkatakrishnan (hereafter, 

MAV). In his role as the Head of Vaishnavism in the University of Madras, MAV has 

applied his analyses of the Thiruppavai across both performance and academic contexts. 

This aspect and my earlier performance-based engagements with him, rendered him an 

ideal consultant in this project. Based on my reflections from the discussions with MAV 

and my own analysis of the poems, I selected five out of the thirty poems (poem 

numbers 6,7,9,15 and 23) for composition and delivery from a hybrid perspective.  

One pivotal aspect of the Thiruppavai that the sessions with MAV highlighted 

was the importance of the words. In his verse-meaning-philosophy discussion sessions 

with me, he would consider the sense of word, pronunciation, literal meaning of the 

verse, the philosophical underpinnings, and overall context. I consulted with him on 

four occasions across December, 2016, at his residence in Triplicane, Chennai, and we 

discussed the five selections in detail. Below is an excerpt from my discussion with 

him. It is a transcript from an audio interview in Tamil, which I have translated into 

English. We are on the topic of poem #15:  

MAV: We must look at Andal’s intention here . . . For instance, in Elley Ilangkiliye 

[hymn #15], in Ariyakudi’s version [conventional tune], this verse is split incorrectly. 
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This was to suit the metrical cycle rather than the word . . . the meaning is not 

conveyed properly at times.  

He starts reciting  

MAV: Sing Ariyakudi’s version, I’ll tell you where the problem lies.  

I sing. He stops me at certain points in the text, and points out mistakes in word-

splitting. He also points out instances of repetition that go against the sense of the 

phrase, and overall meaning.  

 MAV: Line four: The friend loses her temper with Andal for waking her so early and 

chides her. This she immediately regrets, and says, ‘sorry for being harsh’. In 

Ariyakudi’s version consider the phrase ‘VallIrgaL nIngaLe’: the remonstration is 

unnecessarily repeated. Instead, the meaning would be complete sense if the 

recantation is repeated, signifying the humility of a devotee in speaking to a fellow 

devotee: ‘NAne thAn Ayiduga’. Try repeating those words of kindness, and see how 

you feel!  

At this point, he suggests that Andal’s expression of regret must be with a certain 

mellowness in voice and body language. He then suggests a different 

phrase/word/syllabic grouping that might complement the meaning of this verse even 

better. I try it out. (December 20, 2016) 

Across all five poems, we had similar discussions that looked to specific words and 

their meanings. He suggested points to pause between phrases and identified sections 

suited for repetitions. We discussed the rasas that the various sections evoked and the 

philosophical bearings of certain words. For example, waking, he often remarked, 

implied an inner awakening rather that the literal act of waking-up. The musicality in 

Andal’s poetry comes forth in this excerpt: 

MAV: This is Andal’s voice. Invoking her voice is invoking her presence.  

Author: Do you think she may have sung these verses?  

MAV: Yes, she recites to music, ‘pAdelor’. This word comes in all the verses! (Audio 

transcript, December 21, 2016) 

For a video-excerpt from my discussions with MAV on Thiruppavai #15, see Media file 

5.1. Figure 5.1 shows a photograph dated December 20, 2016, of a session in progress. I 

am seated according to the typical guru–sishya (teacher–student) convention, where the 

student is seated on a mat on the floor and the teacher is sometimes seated before them 

https://youtu.be/EjOcT3fwY_8
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on the mat, or on a chair. I must clarify that even if the student was not a female they 

would be seated in a similar manner before the guru. Therefore, this seating 

arrangement is not gendered.  

 

Figure 5.1. Discussion with Vaishnavite scholar Dr. M. A. Venkatakrishnan on the text and meaning of 

the Thiruppavai at Triplicane, Chennai, December 20, 2016. (Photo: Karthik Bala) 

At the end of this phase of engagement, I had acquired a deeper understanding of the 

five poems and the significance of Andal’s feminine authorial voice. She owned her 

emotions and expressed them in an unfettered manner. This journal entry reflects my 

state of being at the time: 

Monteverdi says it all begins with poetry.  

Where is Andal coming from? I think she is a passionate person. She wants to sing in 

the morning, so everyone must wake up! She is a leader, a teacher, an advocate. 

Overall, she instructive and persuasive. (December 24, 2016) 

This phase of engagement with the poetry maps to the conceptual parameters CP1, CP5, 

and CP6, relating to rhetorical style and form, poetic meaning and laya, respectively. It 

brings to bear on the musico-poetic syntax.  

In relation to rhetoric and musical form, I decided that the Thiruppavai Project 

aligned with the high style level (Schwindt, 2014, pp. 240–241; Steinheuer, 2007, 

p. 139) due to the underlying instructive, “movere” (to move the onlookers), intent. I 

envisaged a Karnatik–recitar cantando design; a form of sung-speech that could slightly 

veer towards the raga, while favouring text.  
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At this juncture, I reflected upon what this might mean for parameters CP2, CP3 

and CP4 (related to raga, dissonance and harmony) and for CP8 (ornaments). I decided 

that the raga usage in this project would be as simple prayogas tied to textually evoked 

feeling, bhava. Also, that the gamakas would be simple and pertain to punctuation, 

anticipation, and expression; not grandeur. Around this time, I created a Thiruppavai 

Handbook with lyrics to the selected verses and their meaning in English. Later in the 

project, I attached the handbook to the musical score. They are now together available 

in Appendix C, Thiruppavai Scores and Handbook for the benefit of future interpreters 

of the poetry and the hybrid compositional style. In representing the Tamil text in 

English, I use capital letters to denote elongation in vowels and hardness in consonants.  

 

5.2 Saying Aloud: Exploring Voice and Gesture in Drama 

Having understood the meaning, to an extent, I embarked on a process of scansion of 

the five poems. Scansion serves to determine the innate rhythm in the poetry using a 

deconstruction of the lines of poetry into feet. I carried out such a scanning to identify 

the ictus points of accent and the breve points that are unaccented, in line with 

Lawrence-King’s approach to L’Orfeo (The Harp Consort & Il Corago, 2014). The 

natural rhythm (laya) of each of the poems unfolded at this stage. I identified the 

elongated and truncated syllables, and the meaningful words pertaining to key moments 

in the drama, drawing also on the information from my sessions with MAV. This phase 

pertains to parameters CP5 and CP6 (poetry, meaning and metre). 

In this pre-compositional phase, I said the verses aloud and held expressivity, 

tied to meaning and intoned syllables, at the forefront. An overarching delivery-led 

ideal drove all else forward. This phase, therefore, also references CP9, specifically 

oratione. In fact, CP9 surfaces regularly across the various processes. This journal entry 

describes the process of embodied vocality that I experienced while saying poem #9 

aloud: 

I imagine the softness of the bed . . . my voice assumes lightness. The incense must be 

sweet . . . this sweet sleep. ‘Kann vaLarum’, one whose eyes droop in sleep . . . the 

inflection of sleep, it holds sway. My body sways, the voice inflects . . . I am the girl 

sleeping comfortably.  

I now become Andal. I must wake this sleeping girl. We need to go, now! 

Rude, loud and annoyed, I call out, ‘maman magaLe! MaNi kadavam tAL tiravai.’ 

Open the latch!  
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The latch is crisp and cold to feel (tAL). A metallic sound. Abrupt. There are bells 

(maNi) on the door. Sharp sounding bells, not sweet ones. I speak fast, ‘turn the latch 

and open the bell-adorned door cousin, let’s go!’  

Feeling the syllables rolling out of my mouth, I find my body pulsating with a sense of 

vocal movement. 

My hands tense. I am sharp-tongued. My voice turns metallic. It is malleable metal.  

Hello, Barthes. (January 28, 2017) 

I entirely allowed my senses to dictate what I journaled at these times.  

As I progressed through the scanning of verses, I acquired an understanding of 

how the experience of word, as feeling (bhava), could interact with the vocalised word 

and the cognised meaning. The apparently paradoxical domains of the “affective” and 

the “cognitive” modes of being were aligning through my body, as recommended by 

Crispin (2013, p. 56–57) and observed in Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 36, p. 39), in the 

context of their projects. 

Incorporating hand movement while saying the poetry aloud is a method 

Lawrence-King suggests for the singers in his production of L’Orfeo. This happens 

prior to the singing, he observes (Harp Consort & Il Corago, 2014). Likewise, in ‘saying 

aloud,’ I experimented with various rhetorical devices, particularly those relating to 

hand and face movements (actio), as I understood from Toft (2014). Toft’s 

interpretations draw on early modern sources on ancient rhetoric, including Bulwer 

(1644/ 2003), Le Faucher (1657), and Fraunce (1588). I adapted the gestures from 

Bulwer’s (1644) collection. Toft (2014, pp. 188–196) provides a neat summary of the 

hand gestures from Bulwer; I draw on Toft (2014) extensively in my action related 

experimentations.  

I also drew on my extant sense of embodied expression, by synthesising the 

musically contingent simple gestures that I usually used in my Karnatik practice and a 

few dramatic gestures from Indian classical dance that convey specific meaning, 

including mudras (hand gestures) and abhinaya (facial gestures). I recalled aspects of 

my training in classical dance from practitioners of the devadasi lineage (between 1990 

and 2000) in my teen years, to revisit my relationship with gesture. Bulwer, in this 

quote, links actio with persuasive speech, reinforcing the voice-gesture link: 

Bend and wrest your arm and hands to the right, to the left, and to every part, that 

having made them obedient unto you, upon a sudden and the least signification of the 
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mind you may show the glittering orbs of heaven and the gaping jaws of earth . . . [so 

that] you may be ready for all variety of speech. (Toft, 2014, p. 185, citing Bulwer)  

The above quotation aligns with the idea that “formation and manifestation of intention” 

have a “complex” relation to gesture that may be problematised “in practice” (Laws, 

2014, pp. 137–138). By preparing the body, I understood that the voice ensconced was 

getting prepared, “for all variety of speech” (Toft, 2014, p. 185, citing Bulwer).  

Vocal pedagogue and researcher Richard Wistreich (2000, p. 178) notes that 

pre-romantic singing hinges on “audibly and correctly pronounced, and intelligibly 

delivered” words. Toft’s (2014) interpretations of the principles of oration from early 

rhetoricians, notably Quintilian (1st century CE), speaks to this requirement in 17th-

century vocal delivery. In matters relating to voice and rhetoric, I took interest 

specifically in Toft’s descriptions of decoratio (suitable turns of phrase to enhance 

delivery, maps to CP4 and CP8 pertaining to turns of raga and ornamentation), memoria 

(memorising for delivery) and pronunciatio (the delivery itself). Toft (2014, p. 85) 

writes, “within the two subdivisions of pronunciatio, speaking eloquently (voice) and 

acting aptly (gesture), orators considered the voice the most important intermediary 

between speaker and listener.” Quintilian (1920, XI, 25051, 276–79) notes, that for 

orators, gestures usually aligned with the vocal inflections. Drawing on these aspects, I 

started exploring my voice in conjunction with gesture, word and emotion, at this stage.  

I identified speaking faster as a device for agitation and anger. These are two 

emotions that feature prominently in Andal’s reactions to her friends’ tardiness. This 

device developed by Monteverdi, known as the stilo concitato, is a form of urgent, 

anxious, fast speech, and is discussed by Hanning in the context of his Combattimento 

(Hanning, 2011).  

Drawing collectively on the action and oration-based informants, I identified the 

following key features from rhetoric for exploration in practice: 

• Points at which to pause, punctuate and resume for dramatic emphasis (relates 

also to the role of CP9, oratione) 

• Repetitions for emphasis, epizeuxis (Toft, 2009, pp. 240–242) 

• Lowering or elevating vocal intensity, depending on subject matter 

• Speaking faster or slower to mirror urgency or slowness, respectively, a 

manifestation of hypotyposis (Toft, 2009, p. 244)  

• Gestures that are derived from feeling affectively, the sense of the verse 

At the end of this phase of saying the words aloud with action and vocal modulation, I 

became more aware of my embodied voice in relation to the words. The optimal phrase 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 121 

lengths, syllables that could sustain raga, points of punctuation that required gamaka, 

phrases/words that afforded repetition, and faster or slower delivery styles were 

identified. I was also growing increasingly aware of the possible shape of the musical 

contour in relation to the spoken. Figures 5.2 and 5.3 show sample journal entries that 

depict phrase/word/syllable/meaning/movement interactions in poem #15. Essentially, 

the text–gesture nexus was explored in this phase, through a cross-modal mapping of 

inflected word with metaphors and sketches (Godøy, 2017; Küssner, 2017, pp. 33–37; 

Leech-Wilkinson & Prior, 2014, p. 35). 

 

Figure 5.2. Journal January 22, 2017, showing scanning and inflections according to meaning, poem #15. 

 

Figure 5.3. Journal February 22, 2017, word-inflection-body-meaning link, poem #15. 
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5.3 Melodic Material  

The Karnatik raga and Monteverdi’s idea of melodia are both closely associated with 

the Platonian ideal, “music turns on the perfection of the melody,” as expressed by 

Claudio Monteverdi’s brother Giulio Cesare in his preface to the Scherzi Musicali 

(1607), in defence of his brother’s second practice that privileged text (Strunk, 1950, 

pp. 407–412). In both the Karnatik and in Monteverdi’s monodic style, the singular line 

of melody adheres to text, subsuming harmony within itself. Chafe (1992, p. 7) concurs 

that in Monteverdi’s monody “dissonances are basic to the melodic motion itself.” In 

the Thiruppavai Project the raga’s syntax (prayogas and gamakas) and the raga’s 

intrinsic dissonance possibilities were designed to serve the poetry. Accordingly, in this 

phase, I selected a raga for each of the five poems. This phase of raga selection maps to 

raga-related parameters, CP2 to CP4, and to persuasive delivery, CP9.  

In making my selections, I draw on the feelings the various ragas evoke in me 

(bhava), and the sentiment they could evoke, in relation to the poetry, in the onlooker 

(rasa). In discussing the role of emotion in music in Section 2.10 and in the elaboration 

of CP9 in Section 4.8.9, I have established the relevance of rasa to rhetorical delivery 

and the notion of affect. Here I expand on its practical application. Van der Meer (1980, 

pp. 99–101) explains, that as per the Natyasastra, the dominant mood of the drama 

(sthayi bhava), the mood of the characters (vibhava), their actions (anubhava) as well 

the accessory moods (vyabhicaribhava) create the rasa palette. In parallel, Haynes 

(2007, p. 170) defines the operative word for an early modern performer, “affection,” as 

“a change in one’s spirit induced from outside.”  

In line with rasa theory and the Baroque notions of affection, I selected a few 

ragas that closely reflected the central emotional theme (sthayi bhava) of each poem. 

Within this range of selection, I explored regions that evoked feelings within me 

(bhava) that aligned with the vibhava perceived in the drama. I chose the raga that 

resonated with my feelings the most. Schechner’s (2001) ‘Rasaesthetics’ discourse 

pertains to drawing out empathy in the onlooker rather than being satisfied with their 

sympathy alone. For the performers, it means a sense of enjoyment of their own 

dramatic expression, and this was one of the aspects that I was working towards in 

hybridity. 

In rasic theatre, the partakers empathise with the experience of the performers playing. 

This empathy with the performer rather than with the plot is what permits Indian 

theatre to “wander,” to explore detours and hidden pathways, unexpected turns in the 

performance. Here rasa and raga (the classical Indian musical form) are analogous. 
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The partakers’ interest is not tied to the story, but to the enacting of the story; the 

partakers do not want to “see what happens next” but to “experience how the 

performer performs whatever is happening.” (Schechner, 2001, p. 46)  

Table 5.2 shows the verses, gist, primary emotion of the verse (sthayi bhava), and the 

raga that best mirrors the combination of feeling and context (Schechner, 2001, p. 31). 

Media files 5.2 and 5.4 show a sample of the experimental trials undertaken in 

identifying suitable ragas to convey poems 7 and 9, respectively.  

In Media file 5.2, I evaluate morning ragas since the poem #7 deals with sounds 

of the morning: birds chirping together and the churning of buttermilk. I vacillate 

between two ragas (Bhoopalam and Bowli), and settle on Bowli, stating my reasons for 

this choice, based on the feelings that the combination of swaras in Bowli evoked in me 

in the poetic context. Without being deliberate, I slide into my compositional process 

almost naturally.  

In the first part of Media file 5.4, I decide on a raga with an augmented fourth, 

based on the tension intrinsic to the poem #9. I evaluate three possible ragas, 

experiment with their prayogas using the poetry, and finally settle on raga 

Shanmukhapriya. I base my selections on my embodied responses to saying the poetry, 

and their mapping, as gesture to prayoga. I then move on to composing the poem in 

Shanmukhapriya, immersing myself fully into the word-meaning-gesture-raga lattice. 

At this stage of exploration, I look across from CP1 to CP10, eschewing only the 

instrumentation and continuo related matters. 

Media files 5.2 and 5.4 show that wherever musical gesture inspired by raga 

rasa intertwines with the sthayi bhava of the poetry, my physical gestures emerge as an 

aggregate of the felt emotion, of text, and of raga. The gestures pertaining to textual 

meaning had commenced their interaction with possible “gestural sonic-events” 

(Godøy, 2011, pp. 67–68), as short prayogas in raga. I was at the threshold of the next 

phase, embodied composition. 

A journal entry made during this period depicts the nexus between embodied 

voice, meaning, mimesis, rhetoric and raga in the development of composition (it 

references poem #7, in mentioning the ‘churn’ of butter): 

The speech transforms into the intoned.  

The sway becomes raga shape. 

The flick of the palm becomes a gamaka,  

https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
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The sideways tilted head in gentle vibration  

Chiding the sleeping friend, has become a prayoga,  

raga is conquered by expression.  

Is this embodied composition? 

 

What is it about that little punctuating breath that makes it more real? 

The swell of the vocal metal that accompanies the extending torso, 

The appeal – do you not hear the butter churn?  

The churn becomes a vocal turn. (April 20, 2017) 

Cross-referencing with Crispin’s domains of engagement between practice and research 

(2013, p. 57), I found that Table 5.2, Gist-bhava-raga matrix, describing the suitability 

of the ragas to the meaning engaged my objective and subjective domains, much along 

the lines of what Schechner (2001, p. 32) notes: “The emotions, the sthayi bhava, are 

objective; the feelings (what an individual performer or partaker experiences) are 

subjective.”  

The key ‘F’ was selected as the tonal centre (adhara sruti) over multiple trials. 

This was the pitch at which my voice sounded closest to speech, while continuing to 

engage with musical intonation. The raga’s pitch positions are described in Table 5.2, 

Columns 4 & 5. They are expressed in relation to the pitch positions of an F major or an 

F minor scale. They were thus classified based on the nature of their third scale degree.
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Table 5.2  

Rationale for Raga Selections in Thiruppavai: Meaning-emotion-raga Matrix 

Verse  Gist Primary 

emotion/ Sthayi 

bhava  

of Rasa 

Raga selected Possible reason  

#6 PuLLum  Yogis are 

chanting and 

meditating. Wake 

up, listen and 

relax. 

Balanced. Cool. 

Shanta (Bliss) 

Shankarabharam; F 

major. 

The pitch positions of 

Shankarabharanam 

correspond to the major 

diatonic scale. The 

restrained oscillatory 

ornament at the perfect 

fourth suggests calmness. 

Pronounced oscillations at 

the sixth and seventh 

scale degrees punctuate 

with warmth and joy.  

 

#7 KIsu KIsu Birds are calling, 

friends are 

singing, ladies 

are churning 

butter: yet you 

sleep. Shame on 

you! Wake up. 

Morning. 

Urgency. 

Energy. Vigour. 

Utsaha 

(impassioned)  

Bowli; F major with 

the following 

modifications: 

Fourth absent; 

second and 

sixth flattened; 

seventh scale degree 

absent in ascent and 

present as major 

seventh in descent.  

 

Bowli is a well-known 

morning raga. The 

flattened second–major 

third pair, and the perfect 

fifth–flattened sixth pair, 

both give rise to an 

accusatory tone. Kampita 

gamaka at the second and 

sixth mirror an urgency to 

resolution.  

 

#9 ThUmaNi Dear aunt, won’t 

you wake your 

daughter from 

her cosy 

sensuous sleep 

(soft bed, 

incense)? How 

she sleeps as 

though under a 

spell!  

 

Sensual, 

Wonder, Unrest 

Vismaya 

(surprise), 

Jugupsra 

(annoyance) 

Shanmukhapriya; F 

minor with the 

following 

modifications: 

Augmented fourth 

 

In Shanmukhapriya, the 

augmented fourth is 

sensuous and yearns to 

resolve at the perfect fifth 

after bittersweet 

interactions with the 

minor third and minor 

sixth. It is this 

unpredictable quality of 

the raga that makes it 

suited for the surreal 

overtones in this verse.  
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#15 Elle 

ILangkiLiyE 

An argument 

ensues between 

Andal and her 

friend, the friend 

refusing to be 

woken up despite 

Andal’s heated 

comments 

alternated with 

entreaties. 

 

 

 

 

Altercation, 

annoyance, self-

pity, and lastly 

recovery. 

Krodha (anger) 

and Sokha (pity, 

grief) 

Lathangi;  

F major with the 

following 

modifications:  

Augmented fourth 

and a flattened sixth. 

The rising stress between 

Andal and her friend is 

best represented using the 

tensions created in 

Lathangi’s major third–

minor sixth pairing. The 

joy Andal derives in 

summing the virtues of 

the divine in recovering 

from her stress, are 

expressed in the ornament 

in major seventh that ever 

so gently caresses the 

octave tonal centre. 

 

#23 MAri malai A description of 

the majestic, 

valiant form of 

Nrsimha, the half-

man, half-lion 

avatar of Vishnu 

graphically states 

the mane 

glowing, rising 

and falling as the 

Lion roars, rises 

and advance. 

Awe, valour, 

beauty. 

Vismaya (awe), 

Vira Rasa in 

general (vigour, 

and courage) 

Kharaharapriya; 

F minor with 

raised sixth. 

 

The minor seventh and 

major sixth slip into one 

another in ornamentation, 

resolving their subtle 

unrest in the fifth or 

proclaiming octave. The 

minor third tends to the 

major second or the 

perfect fourth in gamaka. 

Kharaharapriya is a 

brilliant candidate for 

majesty. 

 

 

5.4 Text-Led, Embodied, Raga-Based Composition 

My approach to composition was based on the relationship that I forged between the 

feeling elicited in me by each poetic phrase and my intuitive mapping of it to a raga 

prayoga. I dissect it here to communicate the internal workings of the process.  

I regard the compositional process as one of cyclical experimentation. The cycle 

begins from an inner kernel of syllable that maps to a gamaka, as gesture. It moves on 

to words or a short poetic phrase being identified with an apt prayoga. The prayogas 

thus obtained are concatenated into a broader musico-poetic contour, sanchara. The 

musico-rhetoric features are infused within the construct, owing to my singer-performer 
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perspective to composition. The compositional style essentially reflects an embodied 

singer’s perspective on Monteverdi’s text-centric, affective model for composition.  

In line with Karttunen & Järviö (2011), I experimented with the following 

parameters in my trials.  

• Vocal ornament in relation to syllable: Varying vocal dynamic by embodying 

gamaka to achieve a change in affects.  

• Prayoga in relation to phrase length: Varying prayoga lengths while spanning 

the continuum between accented and unaccented, and elongated and truncated 

syllables of the poetic feet. 

• Raga in relation to musico-rhetorical figures: Varying prayoga and gamaka to 

suit the oratory style that was developed in the earlier processes.  

In all the cases I used gesture that emerged from intoning the words to inform my 

gamaka, prayoga and vocal delivery. 

These aspects come forth in the Media files 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4. In Media file 5.2, as 

discussed above, I select raga Bowli for poem #7 and begin mapping word, meaning, 

gesture, gamaka and prayoga. In Media file 5.3, I continue working on poem #7, 

finalising certain gamakas and prayogas that align with the meaning and emotion of the 

words, and my vocal inflection when I say the word. In Media file 5.4, after I finalise 

the raga as Shanmukhapriya for poem #9, I demonstrate embodied composition in real-

time, for around fifteen minutes. 

Figure 5.4 represents the experimental compositional-cluster model that was 

reflected in the practice. The flow happened in refining loops. An inner loop worked on 

fragmented phrases. The outer loop considered the movement in the previous phrases in 

relation to the overall contour, and kept refining the whole. An overarching sense of 

open-endedness came through, in line with my elected approach to experimentation, as 

described in Section 3.2.2.1 (Coessens & Östersjö, 2014b, p. 366; Crispin & Gilmore 

2014, p. 23–25; de Assis 2015, pp. 7–10).  

https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/RcAjkPJ7V5w
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
https://youtu.be/SAMDz_UHngM/
https://youtu.be/RcAjkPJ7V5w
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM


Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 128 

 

Figure 5.4. Embodied Compositional-cluster in Thiruppavai Project. 

The compositions grew over a few weeks. They drew on my earlier processes, 

including, the scanning, saying aloud, journaling, and sketched curves. Some of 

research materials are shared in Figures 5.5 to 5.9 below. Each of these selected journal 

notes pertain to one of the five poems, and have been selected from a pool of several 

such based on clarity of expression, relevance and key insights. I have also made these 

selections with a view to demonstrate the variety and nature of the reflective research 

material employed here. For instance, Figure 5.5 shows an entry made on January 24, 

2017 and pertains to the crucial text-musical shape-gesture linkage unfolding in poem 

#7, and Figure 5.7 showing the entry made on February 2, 2017, depicts the natural 

unfolding of the notion of ‘moving’ in practice as a cross-modal mapping between 

voice, shape and movement. This notion was also theoretically envisaged in the earlier 

Section 4.9. 
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Figure 5.5. Composition aiding notes dated January 24, 2017, poem #7: Textual meaning, musical shape 

and gesture linkage unfolding. 

 

Figure 5.6. Composition aiding notes dated January 20, 2017, poem #9: Suggestions for vocal delivery 

style based on meaning and poetic syllable. 
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Figure 5.7. Journal notes dated February 2, 2017: Reflections and cross-modal mappings on the notion of 

‘moving.’ 

 

Figure 5.8. Composition aiding notes dated January 29, 2017, poem #23: Imagining the lion’s mane, 

majesty and roar. 
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Figure 5.9. Composition aiding notes dated February 2, 2017, poem #6: Syllabic distribution and shapes.  

Following composition, I memorised the composed “versions” for all the five poems by 

repeatedly singing them, and recorded them as voice-only rough versions in my home-

studio (Media file 5.5). As I embodied them while practising, they became inscribed in 

my body, as embedded experience.  

Chiselling new grooves. Texturally feeling the poem – again and again. The prayogas 

came from within me. They will re-emerge through me, in performance. In between 

these two spheres lies a gap of time. My body and voice are vessels that will hold the 

preciousness of this gap – the shapeshifting voids of singular experience. (Journal 

entry, February 2, 2017) 

As the above journal entry affirms, I was creating new “somatic markers” in my body; I 

hoped that these markers would come alive, as Hunter (2013, p. 173) notes, in 

performance.  

I hasten to add that I regarded the composed version as one way to adumbrate 

the conceptual design, and arguably, an optimal way to integrate raga with the text-led. 

Bearing in mind that in Karnatik music the concept of notation is almost non-existent, 

and in the Baroque “notation bore little resemblance to actual performance,” I was 

ready to welcome the inevitable variations to the version during performance (Cyr, 

2017, p. 111). However, I consciously steered away from the idea of Viruttam-like raga-

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/5-tracks-charu/s-rxuAL
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based improvisation in this project. I had achieved the composed version by working 

upwards from the text–voice interaction. Musical syntax was therefore tied to a 

rhetorical and semantic significance and not open to improvisatory raga forays.  

It became important to me to ‘freeze’ this realisation for performance, if only as 

an instance, by memorising it. I also wished to document a visual mapping of the 

embodied visceral—for my reference, and for sharing with my continuo collaborator. 

Using Media file 5.5 as a reference, I noted the time duration of delivery of each phrase, 

certainly not for following in performance, but for a comparative consideration of 

duration of each phrase. This level of attention gave me a rough idea of the speed of 

delivery that I had believed, had sounded good.  

The composition of the vocal line was undertaken between February and March 

2017. The raga-based figured-bass construction, underlying the vocal line, proceeded in 

tandem. I created bass-line notes by stacking the raga’s constituent swaras that were 

relevant to the harmonic spheres dictated by each composed phrase, referencing CP4, 

continuo. I drew on the suggestion of Morris and Ravikiran (2006, p. 355): “voice 

leading should be derived from the melodic and combinational structure of the raga,” 

and extended the same to continuo writing.  

The vocal line became entwined with the text, while the harmonic and rhythm 

features were handed-over to the continuo. The continuo notes were relatively long, and 

were aligned with turns of syllables in phrases. The sensa misura style, without barlines, 

was adopted for the declamation to “follow the natural accents of the text,” and to 

maintain “the speed of declamation according to the meaning and desired expression” 

(Cyr, 2017, p. 111). Monteverdi distinguished between declamation that was aligned 

with the tempo that the soul feels and embodies, “a tempo del’affetto del animo,” versus 

declamation that was to be performed metrically, as per the prevailing tactus 

conventions, “tempo de la mano” (Cyr, 2017, p. 111). My approach aligned with the ‘a 

tempo del’affetto del animo’ ideal of time which resonates with the laya concept, as I 

have elaborated in CP6, Section 4.8.6. 

Composing figured-bass for the Thiruppavai, across the five ragas, also involved 

the analysing of the vocal line and word for dramatic moments that invited dissonance 

possibilities. One such moment is between 11’52” and 12’27” in Media file 5.4, where I 

decide that the cajoling word ‘mAmAn’ must uneasily hover around the dissonant 

augmented fourth before resolving at the fifth. 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/5-tracks-charu/s-rxuAL
https://youtu.be/JRO7x4jn2iM
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5.5 Transference of Musical Ideas to Visual Form 

I used the concept of RagaCurve (Mani, 2018a), as described in Section 2.11, to 

introduce the selected ragas to my continuo collaborator, harpsichordist, Juanita 

Simmonds. Juanita has no previous experience with Karnatik music or its concepts, 

therefore, I firstly introduced the five ragas in their basic form to her. I visually 

represented the swara frameworks of the ragas (Appendix B, Figures B1 to B5 and 

explanatory Box B1). I also provided a recording of my vocal rendition of the arohana 

(ascent) and avarohana (descent) of each raga, to match this visual representation. Raga 

Shankarabharanam maps to Media file 5.6, Bowli to Media file 5.7, Shanmukhapriya to 

Media file 5.8, Lathangi to Media file 5.9 and Kharaharapriya to Media file 5.10.  

Extrapolating on the RagaCurve concept, I constructed a curve-based notation of 

the five poems. The score mirrored the motion felt by my voicing body in composition 

in a visual dimension, and was in line with the “body musicality” principles (Brandner, 

2012; MacPherson, 2015), discussed across Sections 2.9 and 2.10. As discussed in 

conceptual parameter CP6 on syllabic metre and laya (Section 4.8.6) and earlier in this 

chapter (Section 5.4), the curve-based notation used phrase length and syllabic metre as 

indicators of forward motion. In April 2017, I shared the five poems in this notational 

form to Juanita, along with the supplementary audio home-recordings of the vocal line 

(Media file 5.5).  

We began having meetings, and had interesting conversations about the meaning 

of each poem. In this rehearsal transcript, Juanita observes, “knowing about the poetry 

is important for me. Although I see your expressions, it is great to know what is actually 

going on!” (May 13, 2017). Juanita found the RagaCurve notation helpful. Here, she 

shares her experiences on working with this format: 

[The raga] curves helped me create a mental picture of the notes. Rather than thinking, 

‘Oh, this is an F Major, but I have to make these alterations to it,’ it is its own 

collection of pitches. In my mind, I have a visual idea of what the sound of the raga is 

and how each phrase is shaped. (Juanita, Personal communication, May 9, 2017) 

Juanita made additional markings on the curve-based score during rehearsals. For 

instance, points at which she interjected with chordal bursts (to depict emotion or 

urgency), were written in, during our rehearsals. I believe that during rehearsal we 

developed an understanding that was mediated by both sound and sight, as this 

transcript of the audio recording of one of our rehearsal conversations shows:  

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement-to-ragacurve_shankarabharanam/s-xxWmR
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement_to_ragacurve_bowli/s-C6yFN
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement_to_ragacurve_shanmukhapriya/s-oPKQt
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/raga-lathangi/s-T0WS0
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/kharaharapriya/s-9g34i
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/5-tracks-charu/s-rxuAL
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Juanita: I sometimes hear you and adjust my entry points for chordal change. . . The 

gesture gives me a heads-up. The notation is there too.  

Author: Thanks, just anxious . . . because sometimes, I fall off the notation. In my 

practice, it is fully improvised. Here is it kind of all ‘fixed up.’ 

Juanita: I’m listening, so, no worries. (Rehearsal transcript, May 13, 2017) 

It helped that Juanita was familiar with the Baroque improvisatory style in her practice 

and study. In her subsequent written reflections, Juanita alludes to this: 

For this project, I extensively from my studies in Baroque and early music 

performance on harpsichord. In addition to these backgrounds, I maintain a practice of 

improvisation and extemporisation at the keyboard in a variety of styles and contexts. 

This supported the project through spontaneous response to the composition itself 

based on my understanding of the text. (Juanita, email communication, May 17, 2018) 

The notation added the necessary visual dimension to my musical communication with 

Juanita, strengthening our bond—with each other, and with the story being told. The 

scores in Appendix C depict the finished notations for all five poems, with Juanita’s 

markings.  

Ironically, one of the incentives that one of the earliest publishers of Karnatik 

music in a notated form, A.M.C Mudalaiyar (1893/1982), had, for notating the Karnatik 

melodies was that, having music on paper could eliminate the need for any contact 

between brahmin female students and the socially stigmatised devadasis. Weidman 

(2001) interprets the 1894 newspaper article from Mysore Herald on this matter: 

[A.M.C Mudalaiyar’s work of notation] ‘must be introduced to our girls . . . songs 

could be mastered from mere books.’ The effect would be a double solution to the 

‘anti-nautch-girl question’: it would spare girls from respectable families from having 

to go to less respectable types to leam music, and would provide ‘respectable 

musicians who could socially mix and move with us . . . on social occasions like 

marriages and similar gatherings where we have been [hearing] the prostitute’s 

music.’ (Weidman, 2001, p. 155) 

Reflecting on this in the light of the present reveals that, developments in Karnatik 

music over the last century, such as, the institutionalisation of the kacceri, or the 

introduction of notation, are often tainted with social injustice, particularly against 

women. I found that engaging in artistic research sets in motion such critical reflection, 

file:///C:/Users/karthikb/Downloads/Thiruppavai%23_Appendix_C:_
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that often begins from my practice, but spreads its tentacles into the socio-cultural 

constructs that bring to bear on the broader musical practice and cultures. 

 

5.6 Recalibrating the Body During Rehearsals 

The most challenging, yet exciting step for me, in the Thiruppavai Project, was to 

experience being a singer/actor. The embedded moments of embodied experimentation 

and reflection during composition became my loci of learning, and growth. 

‘Intermusability’ of my Karnatik vocal self with the delivery style of early opera and the 

harpsichordal accompaniment came into being at this time (Baily, 2008; Balosso-

Bardin, 2016). 

I drew on my experiences from the ‘saying aloud’ stage, particularly the 

rhetorical delivery and actio relationship (Toft, 2014, p. 85). I identified certain key 

phrases/words in the poem, and mapped them to a feeling that their meaning evoked in 

me (See Table 5.3 for an example from poem #15). Based on this understanding, I 

created a mapping between the affective phrases, a selection of related rhetorical 

gestures and their corresponding actions, drawing on Bulwer (1644/2003) from Toft 

(2014, pp. 188–196). Table 5.4 depicts the ‘Phrase-meaning-gesture-action matrix’ for 

Poem #15, as an exemplar, and is shared here with permission from the Musicologist 

Journal (Mani, 2017a, pp. 23–25).
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Table 5.3   

Text and Meaning in Thiruppavai #15 with Key Words Identified 

Line from Thiruppavai verse 15 English transliteration 

ellE! iLangkiLiyE! innam uRangkudhiyO!  

 

Andal: Hello! Parrot like pretty girl! Still 

sleeping? 

 

sillenRu azhaiyEnmin! nangkaimIr! 

pOtharkinREn 

Friend: Do not call me in such chilling tones! 

Lady! I will come, in my own time. 

 

vallai un katturaigaL paNdE un vAy aRidhum! You are well-versed in coming up with excuses 

for your laziness, enough with that! 

VallIrgaL nIngkaLE! 

NAnE thAn Ayiduga 

You are stubborn! 

(Aside, crestfallen) Maybe it’s my bad luck to 

be arguing with you! 

Ollai nI pOdhAy unakkenna vERudaiyai? Andal: Come on now, get ready to leave! What 

else could be this interesting! 

 

ellArum pOndhArO? 

pOndhAr pOndheNNikkoL 

Friend: What about the others? Have they all 

left? 

Andal: (Exasperated) Yes! They have all left 

already. 

 

vallAnai konRAnai mARRArai mARRazhikka 

vallAnai 

mAyanaip pAdElOr empAvAy 

Andal (entreats, with devotion): Awake dear 

girl, and sing the praises of the magical Lord 

who destroys powerful demons and evil-doers. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Musicologist (Mani, 2017a, p. 2). Keywords underlined.
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Table 5.4  

Phrase-meaning-gesture Matrix for Thiruppavai #15 

Key-word/phrase Emotion/content 

conveyed 

Rhetorical gesture 

informant. Plate 

numbers from 

Bulwer (1644) in 

Toft (2014) 

Gesture 

description 

Elle! . . . Innum Addressing, with 

emphasis, urgency 

Castigo (3.2, E) 

 

Indico (3.4, F) 

 

Impatientia prodo 

(3.2, L)  

Chiding using 

palm 

Pointing with 

index finger 

Touching 

forehead, 

impatience. 

Sillendru . . . . . . pOdarkindrEn Cool and stubborn Terrorem Incutio 

(3.4, G) 

Index finger 

pointed 

upwards, 

intimidating. 

Un VAy aridhum Annoyance, accusation Castigo (3.2, E) 

 

 

Auxilium fero (3.2, 

B) 

 

 

Indignatione timeo 

(3.2, R) 

Using palm 

facing the 

addressee. 

Clasping wrist 

of one hand 

with another.  

Drooping hand 

(all signify 

irritation 

nervousness). 

Vallirgal Anger, accusation Minor (3.1, Y) Clenching the 

fist, to threaten. 

Nane thAn Self-depracation, 

acceptance, crestfallen, 

helpless 

Benevoletiam 

Ostendit (3.3, R) 

 

 

Tristi animi signo 

(3.1, K) 

 

 

 

Despero (3.1, H) 

Both palms 

directed towads 

self, accepting. 

 

Intertwined 

fingers of both 

hands, 

anguished. 

 

Palms of both 

hands flaccid. 

Unakenna Questioning Veto (3.4, L) 

 

 

 

 

Attentionem poscit 

(3.5, N) 

Pointing with a 

curved finger, 

disapproving. 

 

Index finger, 

pointed upward, 

front facing 

addressee, 

warning. 

Ellarum Referring to the outside Indico (3.4, F) Index finger, 

pointed 
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outward, 

moving. 

Pondhar Exasperation, dislike Terrorem Incutio 

(3.4, G) 

Index finger, 

pointed 

upwards, side 

facing the 

addressee, 

irritation. 

KondrAnai, vallAnai Slaying the violent 

demon, making a case 

Minor (3.1, Y) 

 

 

 

Distinguet (3.5, G) 

 

 

Contraria distinguet 

(3.5, Z) 

Clenching the 

fist, referring to 

power. 

 

Two fingers 

distinctly 

separated. 

 

Thumb 

touching the 

index finger tip, 

palm pointing 

upwards. 

mAyanai pAdelor empAvAi Devotion to God, 

surrender 

Admiror (3.1, D) 

 

 

Hortatur (3.3, G) 

 

 

Supplico (3.1, A) 

 

 

 

 

Assevero (3.1, S) 

 

 

 

 

Benedictione 

dimittit (3.3, Z) 

 

 

Oro (3.1, B) 

Palms forming 

a ‘U’, admiring. 

 

Palm open, 

thrown up in 

proclamation. 

 

Palms upward, 

facing each 

other, advising. 

 

Palms 

overhead, 

facing 

addressee, 

declaring. 

 

Palms facing 

addressee in 

blessing. 

 

Palms touching, 

facing each 

other, in prayer. 

 Note: Reproduced with permission from Musicologist Journal (Mani, 2017a, p. 24). 

 

I turned to readings on Virginia Andreini and Anna Renzi, particularly from Heller 

(2003) and Rosand (1991, 2007), for inspiration. Rosand (1991) draws on this 

description of Anna Renzi’s performance of Ottavia (L’Incoronazione di Poppea) to 

understand her mode of operation:  
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Our Signora Anna is endowed with such life-like expression that her responses and 

speeches seem not memorised but born at the very moment. In sum, she transforms 

herself completely into the person she represents. (Rosand, 1991, p. 232).  

I visited this quote several times, and inscribed it in my journal. I then responded to it, 

thus: 

My doing derives from several. It manifests as one. Transforming completely, 

embracing rasa, responding to the word, losing myself. That’s what I am about to 

jump into. (Journal entry, May, 11, 2017) 

The rehearsal phase teased out the resistances to my established habitus of normative 

Karnatik singing, wherein emotion is not expressed freely, through voice or gesture. 

When asked about emotion in Karnatik voice, noted musicologist N. Ramanathan 

(email interview with author, December 20, 2016) replied, “one cannot sing with 

emotion, the voice will get choked. One has to suggest emotion.” This largely 

summarises the approach to voice in Karnatik music. By contrast, in the Baroque, the 

actors themselves felt the emotions, before attempting to move others, as Anna Renzi’s 

description suggests. The conflict between my culturally encrusted notion of voice (with 

regards to expressivity), and what I wanted to achieve in hybridity with a singing-acting 

declamatory style, arose strongly in me, while embodying the felt emotions from text 

and raga: 

I feel the emotion. I try to use gesture freely. It’s like something is stopping me.  

‘Sing without moving, only the voice must speak,’ Savitri Satyamurthy’s [one of my 

gurus] voice echoes. My shell-casing of a body must be contained, so I have been 

trained.  

This time I will express, fully. I will express through my entire body. I feel like 

moving is the right thing to do. To unleash that beast that is dancing without form 

within the nerves of my hands, face, head—my body, onto the real world of vocal 

motion. (Journal entry, May 9, 2017) 

A sense of freeness in movement did not fully materialise for some days. I finally 

allowed the body to embrace my sense of being, in voice. I had to grapple with some 

issues from my past with regards to movement and gesture, at this point, as the earlier 

journal entry does allude to. I elaborate further on the socio-culturally pertinent layer of 

reflections that these artistic processes of embodied voicing elicited, in the ensuing 
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Chapter 6. The following journal entry celebrates a day when I sang and moved, freely, 

while practising. 

The hand that heralds all finally speaks freely. It flows with the voice. It tumbles, the 

volcanic lava. Let it scathe convention that binds. Now I breathe. (May 13, 2017) 

There were four rehearsal sessions in all (documented across audio and video Media 

files 5.11, 5.12, 5.13 and 5.14). Figure 5.10 shows a rehearsal session in progress. My 

journal entries on the rehearsals constituted notes on our conversations and my 

reflections. This journal entry reflects my frame of mind after the first rehearsal: 

I feel what I sing, and communicate how I feel. 

Two stories are going on here: poetry tells the story, and I am telling the audience how 

I “feel” while telling this story. The gesture brings these two together. (May 18, 2017) 

 

Figure 5.10. Thiruppavai rehearsal session with Juanita on the harpsichord. 

During rehearsal, I was inspired by the texture of the harpsichord. It reminded me of the 

Veena, a plucked, fretted instrument that my mother plays (CP7, instrumentation).  

Juanita would note down points at which she believed her inputs in the 

harpsichord might complement the emotion conveyed through my voice and gesture. 

This journal entry made on the day of the second of three rehearsals shows my growing 

sense of comfort with the repertoire: 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/media_file_61_rehearsal_conversations_with_juanita_552017/s-DnY9G
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/media_file_612_rehearsal_conversation_excerpt_with_juanita_1352017/s-4Uhxw
https://youtu.be/76_LjDD89sQ
https://youtu.be/2hd__5SaGeQ
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I psyched myself into believing that I was the character speaking. I was thinking with 

my body: my face and my hands had found a pace of their own. Today I knew the 

music and text by-heart, I did not have to ‘think’ about that aspect of things. I did not 

think, I was just there, voicing, with my whole self. 

I am Andal, and I am anxious: it is getting late for prayers and I must wake a bunch of 

sleepy girls to complete my entourage. The voice tumbles out grainy. This is my 

realness. (May 5, 2017) 

The above entry also depicts oratione (CP9) being experienced in practice– the raw 

material voice in interaction with rasa, raga and the corporeal.  

I experienced problems with deliberately planning my approach to gesture, since 

there would sometimes emerge a disjoint between the musical gesture and dramatic, 

mimetic gesture. Kaleva (2014) reports a similar problem in using rhetorical gesture in 

her historically informed adaptation of L’Orfeo.  

This ‘fitting in of the gestures’ initially slowed down the tempo. The slower tempo 

during the initial rehearsals was due to the time needed to remember and execute the 

gestures. All the musicians in this project remarked that including the gestures and 

working with them made the overall performance of the music more deliberate. 

(Kaleva, 2014, p. 227)  

I decided to allow the rhetorical gesture selections to surface naturally, and co-exist 

with the singerly gestures from my Karnatik singing, natya-based gestures from my 

dance training, mediated by my bodily responses to the feelings evoked by the 

combination of text and raga (Schechner, 2001, p. 40–41).  

Juanita’s perspective provides an insight into the role of vocal expression in 

facilitating an empathy between collaborators, particularly when the language is 

unfamiliar for one of them.  

I follow the voice really... I kept my eye on the contour of it and followed it too, in 

that sense. I don’t understand Tamil.. but really, it is where you take your breath, 

pause and move that become important.  

It is worthwhile to remember that we are gazing upon and reflecting on the text.. 

we’re not going to be harmonically exploring too much. So yes, it is simple in that 

sense. (Juanita, Personal communication, May 9, 2017) 
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The Thiruppavai Project was video recorded at the Immersd Studios, Queensland 

Conservatorium Griffith University, on May 24, 2017. Figures 5.11 and 5.12 depict 

photographs from the day of recording. 

 

Figure 5.11. Performance/Recording session of Thiruppavai Project, Immersd Studios, QCGU, May 24, 

2017. (Photo: Daniel Kassulke) 
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Figure 5.12. RagaCurve notation for Thiruppavai #6 in Shankarabharanam is ready on harpsichord. 

5.7 Analysis of Video Recording 

Cook (2014a, chapter 12, para. 1) problematises the relationship between recordings of 

the performed, and live performance; he argues that, “the paradigm of reproduction has 

hampered the understanding of music as performance.” I shall not delve into this much-

debated issue, as it is beyond the scope of this work. However, I use this as a 

springboard to briefly discuss the ontology of the Thiruppavai Project, before analysing 

it. 

The performance of the Thiruppavai was done for the purposes of recording, and 

not for an audience, and therefore did not pre-exist as an autonomous live performance. 

The Thiruppavai recording analysis is informed by Auslander’s (2006) discussion on 

performance documentation. Auslander (2006) refers to “theatrical performance 

documentation” as one in which, “the space of the document (whether visual or audio-
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visual) becomes the only space in which the performance occurs” (Auslander, 2006, 

p. 2). What the Thiruppavai performance lacked was the “liveness” quotient that only 

an audience could have contributed to. Media file 5.15 shows the theatrical 

documentation of the Thiruppavai Project, and links to the published video on 

YouTube (Mani, 2018d). 

My current analysis is primarily musicologically oriented, and draws on aspects 

of Susan McClary’s (1976, 1989, 2004) Monteverdian analysis style, specifically, her 

way of linking musical devices to the dramatic intent. From a Karnatik perspective, I 

draw aspects of the analysis model observed in Pearson (2016a, 2016b), specifically, 

her way of linking gestural qualities in musical prayogas to the physical, as gesture. 

Performance analysis that uses the recording as primary material (e.g., J. W. Davidson, 

2014b, 2015; Rink, 2015) is well documented in the fields of music performance 

research, specifically historical and historically informed performance, and music and 

psychology. In the current analysis, I draw on aspects from J. W. Davidson’s (2014b, 

pp. 180–183) style that discusses the musical moments in conjunction with gesture, 

using referents from the recording, and sections of score. I use this approach in 

conjunction with Doğantan-Dack’s (2012) approach to performance analysis. She draws 

on the reflections on, and experiences of, music-making at the rehearsals, in writing 

about the live, rendering rehearsal experiences suitable material to support an analysis 

of the performed outcome.  

In this analysis, I have identified themes that emerged strongly from the artistic 

product, that resonated with my research questions, and reinforced the connect between 

these questions by drawing on practice. Accordingly, the themes identified were those 

that demonstrated: the various conceptual parameters of hybridity ‘coming alive’ in the 

doing, the relationship of these parameters to text and meaning, the catalytic role of 

gesture in aligning hybridity and text-centricity with my singing body, and the role of 

the hybridity in addressing aspects of compositional and performance cultures.  

By juxtaposing selected moments from the video recording, sections from the 

score, rehearsal conversations and relevant literature, I briefly describe each of these 

identified themes. The multiple, distributed subjectivities between Juanita and myself, 

and us both in relation to the third space, which we had inched towards in enacting the 

hybridity, emerge through this analysis. Such a referencing to subjectivity is seen in 

approaches such as those of Laws (2014, pp. 136–138; 2016) and Östersjö (2017, 

pp. 98–99). The following themes unfold: 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4
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5.7.1 Rhetorical delivery links to voice. 

Refer poem #6, media pointer at 54”, four around two minutes. This journal entry made 

after a rehearsal session is indicative of a possible imagination of Monteverdi’s three 

genera, concitato, moderato and molle, and links to the realisation around the indicated 

time in the recording. The voice and poetic meaning are described as intertwined in this 

note from rehearsal; this intertwining is manifest in the media.  

In ‘Vella tharavil . . .’, proclaim greatness of the Lord loudly. Body extends. Opens. In 

‘yogi’ and ‘muni’ [saints] go tranquil, increase sweetness. Moderate, the yogis are 

calm. In ‘mella’ [meaning slowly waking], soft. Body all relaxed. (Journal entry, 

March 31, 2017) 

The ease with which the word ‘mella’ (soft, and slow) is intoned, and the associated 

relaxation, as sowkhya, are manifestations of sprezzatura, in the realm of Monteverdi’s 

‘molle’ (soft) genera.  

 

5.7.2 Word–gesture–musical contour link to embodied voice. 

A direct correlation was perceived, across the five poems, between the embodiment of 

vocalised musical gesture, as “gestural-sonic objects” (Godøy, 2011, p. 67; Pearson, 

2016a, p. 41) and the text-related “dramatic” gesture (Atkinson, 2006, p. 97). The face, 

eyes, hands and moving body, link these two seemingly unrelated gestural types into a 

related whole. The examples presented below validate this relationship. They also yoke 

the materiality of the voice to the corporeality of the performing body, conferring an 

almost unprecedented level of agency on the Karnatik vocalising female body.  

Figure 5.13 and the media pointer at the word ‘kan’, referring to sleep, show the 

following equilibrium of events, expressed below, as a word-equation: 

The vocalised ‘kan’ + swaying motion of sleep + prolonged curve between the seventh 

and sixth scale degree, as a “sway” = the performed instance between 3’54” and 3’56”.  

The relationship between word, meaning, movement and music is personified in 

this exemplar. A similar unity is observed almost uniformly across all the five poems.  

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=54s
https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=233
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Figure 5.13. The sway of sleep—as word, contour and movement. 

Even when my hands are about to form a rhetorical or dance-based representational 

gesture that is a referent to a concrete object (in this case, the lamp), they have 

intuitively ‘timed themselves’ to align with, and co-inhabit the space with, the musically 

contingent gesture. This renders the cumulative effect of both the musical and semantic 

paradigms arguably more pronounced than the impact of either one taken separately. 

Further, the face, head and bodily movements complement the gestural quality in the 

musical contour. This is demonstrated in the relationship between the score section in 

Figure 5.14 and the media pointer, at around 3’55”.  

 

 

Figure 5.14. The hand trajectory forming the ‘lamp’ signifier gesture. 

The mudra (mimetic hand gesture) that literally means ‘lamp’ links to the phrase 

‘thUmaNi . . . viLakkeriya’. In the video, we observe that the hand steadies into the 

lamp mudra at precisely the moment when the musical contour touches the seventh, at 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=238
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‘tU’. Until then, along with the whole body, the hands trace the trajectory of the slide 

that marks the leap between the third and seventh scale degrees. This leap, in turn, was 

put in place to highlight the repetition as a musico-rhetorical device. All this happens 

naturally within around two seconds (3’59” – 4’).  

The ‘sway of sleep,’ and the ‘sweep to the lamp,’ are just two of the 

innumerable instances within the 10’22” timeframe of the five poems that show such a 

flow in gesture, and are in line with Godøy’s (2017, p. 20–21) approach to discuss 

transitioning gestures and co-articulation, using trajectories. The finding with regards to 

gesture reveals that both manifestations of gesture—musical and text-related—are 

intertwined in the voicing-body. As Laws (2014, p. 138) notes in relation to gesture and 

sound, “the questions feed from and through the experience of practice, and one cannot 

avoid that issues of agency and subjectivity are bound up with those of gesture.”  

This might explain as to why a composer like Monteverdi may have begun with 

the text and relied on its meaning and fluidity, to ‘open-up’ his other compositional 

faculties. This could also explain the importance of acting and gesture in early opera, as 

well as in the devadasis singing practice. This finding establishes the important 

meaning-word-voice-gesture nexus, through practice. It indicates how the singerly 

gestures could co-habit with the dramaturgical in performance, addressing the problem 

that Atkinson (2006) alludes to, here: 

When singers come to act the operatic scene they often have to substitute ‘singerly’ 

gestures for ‘dramatic’ ones. Producers want singers to do less rather than more by 

way of embodied gestural work, and to eliminate anything that reflects the 

conventional gestures of singing. (Atkinson, 2006, p. 97) 

This link shall be extrapolated into Monteverdi Reimagined project, with a greater 

presence.  

 

5.7.3 Faster/slower tempi in vocal delivery link to continuo. 

In poem #7, from figure 5.15 and the media pointer between 2’14” – 2’30”, it is evident 

that the quality of sprezzatura may have manifested as sowkhya. A freeness in delivery 

seems to have taken over at this point. A departure from the deliberate marks this 

freeness. I have always perceived bird sounds as calming. This pervades the voice. The 

body-mind intertwining is arguably manifest, at this juncture. During rehearsal, Juanita 

and myself had discussed this point of the declamation, thus: 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=2m12s
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Author: I seem to ease up when the birds call out... Might take my time to enjoy that 

feeling.  

 Juanita: You like bird sounds... 

Author: Love them. It’s my escape when stuff gets crazy. 

Juanita: I’ll wait for you there. Try and stay with my melodic shape under the voice. 

(Rehearsal transcript, May 13, 2017) 

 

Figure 5.15. Sprezzatura: A sense of ease. 

5.7.4 Musico-rhetorical devices link to text and meaning. 

Two instances that demonstrate the linkage of the musico-rhetorical device hypotyposis 

and its approximate reimagination using harpsichord and gamaka are illustrated here. 

Toft (2009, pp. 240–242) defines hypotyposis as “any musical device that serves to 

illustrate the text in a literal fashion,” and in this example (Figure 5.16), I discuss 

hypotyposis as an instance of questioning; I map the end ‘hook’ of the question 

(‘kettilayo’, do you not hear?) to a Karnatik rhetorical figure, the gamaka. The 

harpsichord’s musical interjections map to the noise of butter churning.  

Media pointer between 2’45” and 3’52”, referenced along with score segment 

(Figure 5.16) and the conversation below, demonstrates this musico-rhetorical device, in 

practice: 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=2m45s
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Author: Some gaps are bigger than the others. Can you come up with something that 

suggest the noisiness of churning butter! 

Juanita: I’ll make it hurried there, between the third and the sixth. 

Author: I then go with the question with, like, a gamaka? Then join you at the sixth, 

fits. (Rehearsal transcript, May 5, 2017) 

 

Figure 5.16. Bass realisations mirroring mood. 

In this second example (poem #9), dissonance is induced by raga at a pivotal moment in 

text as seen in Figure 5.17 and I reference hypotyposis by linking this dissonance to 

meaning. The literal semitone separating the augmented fourth and the perfect fifth is a 

trope for the quickly resolvable yet, deeply annoying situation that Andal finds herself 

in. 

Poem #9, media pointer at around 4’15”, the conversation below, and Figure 

5.17 reflect Andal’s annoyance at this juncture and its relationship to the dissonance: 

Juanita: In the Western sense this is a dissonance (‘maman magale’) . . . I saw it as an 

opportunity to enjoy the way the voice negotiates this resolution. 

Author: The tension and resolution happen within the notes of the raga itself . . ., 

unlike in Monteverdi, where he goes into minor tonality to express that intensity 

before returning to major intervals. 

Juanita: And, the meaning here?  

Author: She calls out to her cousin to wake in the repetition . . . a longish call. We buy 

time with the augmented fourth clashing against the bass.  

Juanita: There’s also the stuff with the seventh going on there. 

Author: Yes, a third–seventh pairing there, for the questioning. (May 18, 2017) 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=4m15s
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Figure 5.17. Dissonances link to meaning. 

5.7.5 Musico-rhetorical devices link to dramatic intensity.  

The musico-rhetorical figure related to repetition of a word or words, almost 

immediately, for greater emphasis, epizeuxis (Toft, 1993, pp. 21–24; 2009, p. 244), is 

applied at several instances, across the five poems. For instance, from poem #15, media 

pointer at 6’24”, Figure 5.18 and the conversation below, it is clear how this musico-

rhetorical device finds place in Andal’s drama: 

Author: Here, Andal is accusing her friend of being stubborn, she is angry. Her 

tensions rise, she repeats herself. Can you differentiate this repetition from the first 

time? 

Juanita: Yes, in repetition I could make it busier, louder. (Rehearsal transcript, May 

20, 2017) 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=6m24s
https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=6m24s
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Figure 5.18. Score as a medium of understanding for performance, illustrating repetition as musico-

rhetorical device. 

In yet another example from poem #15 (media pointer at 6’37”, pertaining to Figure 

5.19 and the conversation below), persuasive delivery through repetition is enhanced by 

the involvement of the bass-line.  

Author: She then suddenly repents losing her temper. The fourth-sixth combination 

kind of sets off the pangs guilt. 

Juanita: I can come in with that, to show confusion. (Rehearsal transcript, May, 20, 

2017). 

 

Figure 5.19. Augmented fourth and minor sixth combination prayoga of raga to mirror confusion. 

5.7.6 Raga finishes are ‘quasi-cadential.’  

Juanita and myself found common ground in the way in which we described the finishes 

in each poem. In poem #23, for instance, Figure 5.20, the media pointer draw attention 

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=397
https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4?t=9m50s
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to the voice-bass dynamic between 9’56” – 9’59” and prompt consideration on the 

cadence possibilities in raga Kharaharapriya; refer rehearsal conversation below: 

Juanita: You were describing in the text… that it calms down a bit..after the part about 

the ferocious lion… so perhaps something to finish off, that reflects that resolution, 

like a cadence? 

Author: Yes, something like a descending prayoga Kharaharapriya… (I descend from 

the fifth to the tonic) 

Juanita: Sounds quasi-cadential… it’s like a cadence.  

Author: Yes, every raga has a note where likely finish, so I guess you could call it a 

cadence. (Rehearsal transcript, May 5, 2017) 

 

Figure 5.20 Feeling evoked in a cadence is resolution, Karnatik or Western.  

5.7.7 Challenges link to semiotics of musical cultures. 

The communication across the cultural-semiotic dimension was most challenging, and 

clearly depicted our subjectivities in juxtaposition. I was not entirely familiar with 

Western notational convention of the order in which sharps and flats were notated, in 

the key signature. The conversation below shows how Juanita’s and my cultural habiti 

were challenged, the way in which our collective intent to hybridise and adjust with one 

another, took over, and the way in which we may have addressed an aspect of the third 

research question (how does the hybridity speak to performance cultures), in allowing 

this adjustment to surface.  

Juanita: I wondered . . . with the notation . . . perhaps you could follow the order of 

indicating flats. It might make it easier for me to read it. 

Author: I don’t know how that works, sorry. I’ve just put in the flat notes with 

modifications. Is there an order to that writing? 
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Juanita: Yes, there is an order in which we indicate that... I can show you. (Personal 

communication, April 24, 2017) 

For Juanita, it was challenging to remember the modified key signatures. We tried to 

use accidentals in the score while retaining the F major or F minor tonalities as points of 

departure, however that was quite messy on the page. This conversation shows some of 

the difficulties that Juanita overcame, in traversing to the third space with me: 

Author: And you’re ok with the ragas?  

Juanita: (Hesitates) . . . the notes that are in the mode are different from the diatonic 

major or minor that I am used to. So, although the tonic might be F, just remembering 

for instance in this particular one, (poem #9) in this one that I am playing a B Natural 

in combination with other minor elements, like the A-Flat . . . just remembering that 

(laughs) (Rehearsal transcript, May 5, 2017) 

 

5.7.8 Reflections from practice sometimes resonated with public 

comments to published media.  

Important observations and comparisons surface in the natural flow of conversations 

during music rehearsals, as the exchange below demonstrates: 

Author: The harpsichord sounds so much like the Veena [an ancient fretted plucked 

instrument]. The string can be inflected to give gamaka in Veena. 

Juanita: The harpsichord can’t do inflections. 

Author: It gives the harmonic cushion though: a Veena can’t do that! I feel well-

supported with the harpsichord; I usually feel alone with Veena. (Rehearsal transcript, 

May 13, 2017) 

These observations on instrumentation aligned with this public comment on the 

YouTube video, and demonstrate the ‘turn-over’ of the personal onto the public, in 

artistic research:  

I find it interesting how the ‘sweet spot’ connections between these two very different 

musical disciplines are found here too - even things such as timbral connections. The 

harpsichord ends up taking a role rather like a Veena, which is not so far away 

timbrally (though of course it also offers gamakas that are not available on 

harpsichord). It is also amenable to just intonation, and the resonance that results is 

very satisfying. The static harmony, but still involving harmonic direction implied in 

the raga unfolding, is a nice result of blending the cultures. (Dr. Robert Davidson, 
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Senior Lecturer, Composition, University of Queensland, Public comment, YouTube, 

April 9, 2018) 

This nexus between research and its impact, looks to the relationship between research 

questions 1 and 3 (see Section 1.9). It demonstrates the way in which any specific 

aspect of the hybridity might impact the compositional/performance cultures of either 

musical practice. 

Overall, this analysis establishes a mapping of word and melody to the voice, 

using gesture, from a practice-based perspective. The analysis has its limitations. I do 

not imply that the performed outcome closely followed the plans of Juanita and myself, 

our earlier conversations or scores. I have merely used our pre-performance preparation 

to illuminate the performed instances that they might have been in some way 

responsible for, further. Figure. 5.21 depicts the interdependencies that emerge in the 

hybridity in Thiruppavai, with oratione and rasa at the centre. 

 

Figure 5.21. Emergent interdependencies in the dramatisation of Thiruppavai. 

5.8 Summation 

Through the Thiruppavai Project, I believe I found one way to invoke and acknowledge 

what I understood as the Barthesian notion of ‘grain’ in my voice—the quality of raw 

viscerality meshed with the vocal materiality. In identifying strategies to work with an 

early music practitioner, my identity shapeshifted continuously between being a 

researcher, to composer, and to singer. I had sidestepped the kacceri mould in several 

ways: my performance posture had changed from seated to standing, and I was 
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dramatically representing poetry using my voice and gesture as communicative and 

expressive tools. I also experienced what this expressivity could mean for my self-

representation as an embodied intercultural female Karnatik performer, in the present, 

as this journal entry suggests: 

My voice is me “becoming.” Saying, communicating, moving, telling, being listened 

to. In flesh and blood. Owning the word and the act gives me courage, a performative 

courage that I have not experienced in the past. (Journal entry, May 28, 2017) 

In addition to affording a continuance of personal transformation, the Thiruppavai 

Project helped identify avenues for refinement in the ensuing Monteverdi Reimagined. 

Firstly, the curves in the RagaCurve scoring of the Thiruppavai looked more like 

straight lines since they were juxtaposed over a traditional 7mm stave height. Secondly, 

I had not explored live performance before an audience in this newly found context of 

hybridity. The Italian language and Monteverdi’s composed declamations were not yet 

unpacked. 

The epistemic things from the Thiruppavai Project include: the RagaCurve for 

each raga, the embodied composition trials, the recorded rehearsals, and journal article 

(Mani, 2017a). The primary artistic output from this phase includes the recorded 

performance, disseminated on YouTube (Mani, 2018d) and the scores (Appendix C). 

The practice-based interdependencies identified in figure 5.21 will be extended 

into a bilingual, co-creative paradigm in Monteverdi Reimagined (Chapter 7). The next 

chapter (6) comes as a reflective interlude. I confront certain pressing issues in relation 

to the prescribed role for female performance in Karnatik performance practice. I use 

personal reflections that were stirred up in the course of artmaking in the Thiruppavai as 

points of entry into these broader issues.  

https://youtu.be/_8cx4KmwnM4
file:///C:/Users/karthikb/Downloads/Thiruppavai%23_Appendix_C:_
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Chapter 6: An Interlude  

 

This chapter is a reflective interlude between the chapters concerned with the 

artmaking. I turn to Crispin (2018), who, drawing on Donna Haraway (2004), advances 

a manifesto for a feminist artistic research: 

For the composer, the performer, her work, when viewed through the lens of a history 

reshaped, rather than denied, can have the potential to stand on its own merits 

alongside anything else in the corpus: equal, responsible, and thereby potentially both 

liberated and liberating (Crispin, 2018, p. 140) 

Haraway (2004, p. 47), in the passage that Crispin (2018) thus interprets, calls for 

women to be “ecstatic speakers” by adopting “powerful new tropes” leading to “new 

turns of historical possibility.” In processing both Haraway (2004) and Crispin (2018) 

in the context of my research, I believe that being an ecstatic articulator, for a female 

artistic researcher, is as much about being an interrogator and destabiliser of 

conventions imposed on female music-maker as it is about being a composer and 

performer. 

In this chapter, I look inward at myself and outward to the broader problem that 

female Karnatik performers face. As I step from the Thiruppavai Project into the next, 

more challenging phase of reimagining Monteverdi; as I negotiate with the challenges 

that such reshaping of cultural norms entails, I find it imperative to recognise, evaluate, 

and critique, the construct of the feminine performer identity, in Karnatik practice. 

Accordingly, I mainly draw on my personal experiences, contextualising this against the 

broader construct of performance practice in the Karnatik field, using literature, current 

trends and news, and the opinions of female Karnatik performer colleagues, in the 

context of gesture and corporeality.  

The reflections on my past that I share here were provoked by my research 

activities into vocal expression and gesture (in the Thiruppavai Project). They stem 

from the artistic research process, but in this discussion, expand into the socio-cultural 

domain.  

 

6.1 Constructions of the Feminine in the Karnatik 

As Leppert (1993, p. xx) notes, “whatever else music is ‘about’ it is inevitably about the 

body,” and it is the female body that has posed problems for the patriarchs, across 

cultures and times in music. The issues around patriarchal constructs of the feminine are 
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widespread and certainly not exclusive to Karnatik practice. Feminist critiques on 

Western music, particularly opera, advance that a (male) composer who presents his 

female performers with opportunities to enact, is a careful constructor of their onstage 

identity. While such deliberately constructed identities are often seen as a reflection of 

the social constructs of the times, a reverse flow of attitudes from stage to society 

completes the patriarchally constructed cycle between performance cultures and their 

social backdrops.  

Inevitably, the staggering body of scholarship on critiques of gender in musical 

representations in the West, such as those of McClary (1989, 1991), Clément (1988), 

Cusick (1994), Heller (2003), and Gordon (2004) delve into the constructions of the 

female identity in Monteverdian operas, not only because his well-known female 

characters, Arianna, Penelope, Ottavia, and Poppea were pivotal to the drama, but 

because, as McClary declares, “the fact that they speak their cases in defiance of the 

traditional prohibition is as powerful as the [rhetorically eloquent] arguments 

themselves” (1991, p. 49). Turning towards composition, the lack of importance for 

female composers has continued to be an issue in the West. One of Ellen Rosand’s 

(1978) earlier articles on 17th-century Venetian composer/singer Barbara Strozzi 

presents an illuminating view of the ideas around the feminine held by the Accademia 

degli incogniti, of which Strozzi was a part. Various perspectives, often holding 

ingrained patriarchal attitudes responsible, have emerged in addressing the under-

representation of women composers’ music in recent scholarship (Beer, 2016; Halstead, 

2016; Macarthur, 2016). 

In parallel, subaltern feminist scholarship on the music and dance of Southern 

India, such as those of Ganesh (2016), Krishna (2013, 2018), Amrit Srinivasan (1984), 

P. Srinivasan, (2012), Soneji (2012), and Weidman (2001, 2003, 2006) pertain 

primarily to the era when the kacceri form of performance was instated (between the 

early to mid-twentieth century). As I have briefly referenced in the first chapter (Section 

1.7), it was at this juncture in history that the hereditary embodied female performers 

(devadasis) were shamed by the higher caste brahmins for their bodily involvement in 

music-making. The brahmins with their ingrained patriarchal models and high 

education also carried forward the Victorian values of female propriety that the 

colonialists had bequeathed to them. The bodily involvement in music-making of the 

devadasis troubled the brahmin ideal of restraint in the feminine. The devadasis were 

labelled as prostitutes and disenfranchised from society (Ganesh, 2016).  
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With their marginalisation, the notion of mimetic gesture and song, as a 

collective, was disbanded. A new sense of the classical in music, marked by corporeal 

and behavioural control on and offstage, was instated as Karnatik performance culture 

(Krishna, 2013, pp. 316–322). Female personae such as M. S. Subbulakshmi and D. K. 

Pattammal became emblematic of this spiritual and refined sense of classicism, which 

became sanitised of gestured acrobatics, and highly conducive for patriarchy to thrive. 

What I have provided here is a simplified version of the actual socio-political 

occurrences between the early 1900s and 1940s. This account is intended to establish 

that corporeal vocality and gesture are important to the performance history of female 

performers of Karnatik music and that they were systematically eliminated by 

patriarchy. With this background, I now move into the present. 

Of relevance to me, as a Karnatik vocalist of the present, is the current identity 

of the female Karnatik vocal performer, that yet remains in the shadow of what was 

carefully constructed by and for the upper classes as appropriate stage behaviour in the 

early decades of the 20th century. I contend that this renders us, as a community, unable 

to express our music using our body. 

I offer T. M. Krishna’s comment as an apt preamble: 

Karnatik music is a fiefdom controlled and regulated by the Brahmin community. My 

questions emerge from my firm belief that Karnatik music is precious but trapped in 

an ugly social order. It needs to fly in abandon (Dutta, 2018, para. 8, quoting T. M. 

Krishna).  

In the above interview, Krishna questions patriarchy within which the field is currently 

entangled. This sentiment is voiced not even by a handful, for fear of being chastised by 

the conforming majority, and for fear of not receiving performance opportunities from 

patriarchal sabha constructs (music organisations). The fierce criticism that T. M. 

Krishna faces for speaking out on such issues is one indicator of the defensive reception 

of any kind of critique in the Karnatik field that threatens the established order.  

In the wake of the #MeToo movement in Karnatik music, several stories of 

abuse of masculine power surfaced; many of these stories related to a male guru abusing 

the trust of a female student. However, only a handful of influential female musicians in 

the Karnatik field voiced any consternation, at all. “Complicit silence” is how the media 

has described the field (The Hindu, 2018; Mumbai Mirror, 2018; The Wire, 2018). 

In discussing the post-nationalist nation-building agenda and the ‘purification’ 

of Karnatik music in the early 20th century, influential scholars have referred to the 
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present situation in the Chennai performance scene as being as patriarchally controlled, 

if not more (Krishna, 2013, 2018; Weidman, 2001, 2003, 2006). I believe that the field 

might now benefit from first-hand accounts that problematise the subject of corporeality 

in present kacceri performance of female performers of the present.  

My experiences from being an active part of the Karnatik field for over two 

decades are important to unpack here. They matter to my identity in this research, my 

evolving relationship with my performing body, and to the socio-cultural relevance that 

my work might hold for the broader field. My subjectivity comes through strongly in 

this narrative, as McClary (1991) notes in the context of her feminist readings of 

established Western works:  

If most other music professionals are reticent about confessing . . . I can at least draw 

on my own experiences . . . but I would not accept the charge that my readings are 

“subjective” . . . rather I take my readings to be in large part socially constituted- the 

products of lifelong contact with music and other cultural media. (McClary, 1991, 

p. 22) 

In Karnatik practice, most singers are reticent about ‘opening up.’ I do not claim to have 

the right to speak for everyone, nor do I assume that my feelings are reflected by others 

with the same intensity. But I do speak from personal experience, and from my present 

position as a researcher based in a foreign country: an insider-outsider. This position 

renders me free from the tacit dictates of the established hierarchical power structures. 

Others who have had similar experiences but may be ashamed or even afraid to share 

them might take comfort from knowing that they are not alone. I share here, my journal 

notes on a certain notion that I have abhorred in my time in Chennai: 

I cannot count the number of times I have been told ‘chamattha padu!’, ‘alungama 

padu’ by middle-aged men (senior vidwans and rasikas (fans)). This literally means, 

‘sing like a good girl,’ ‘sing with minimal fuss,’ and ‘look sweet while singing,’ 

‘Chamathu’ was a euphemism for ‘shut up and sing.’ It was enough that the music 

came through, not the singer’s female persona. We shouldn't have one, because we are 

women. I was trained actively to be ‘chamatthu,’ and I hated it. (Author, journal entry, 

May 24, 2016)  

In Karnatik music, women did find voice through performance as Sinha (1996, p. 479–

481) notes in her positive approach to the Karnatik revival, however, I contend that this 

revival was an incomplete manifestation of female vocality: it was divorced from the 

performing body to maintain the notion of its purity. Weidman’s (2001) account of her 
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experiences on listening to a Karnatik concert featuring a female singer and violin 

accompanist goes to the heart of my argument: that we, as a performance culture, have 

become too comfortable with being controlled. Although being unaffected and 

unemotional while performing is often seen as a trope for spirituality in music, I concur 

with Weidman (2001, p. 160–161) that it has indeed become a trope for the 

“performance of non-performance.”  

In 1998, I attended a concert by the immensely popular young vocalist Sowmya, 

accompanied by M. Narmada on the violin. Both women were dressed, as usual, in 

captivatingly beautiful silk saris. The concert was uneventful, like any other concert. 

But it is precisely the uneventfulness that is part of the aesthetic production; nothing 

out of the ordinary is supposed to happen. During her raga alapana, Narmada played 

with closed eyes, face screwed up perhaps in concentration, perhaps to avoid the gaze 

of the audience. Meanwhile, during the trade-offs in swara kalpana, when the concert 

would presumably reach a fever pitch of excitement, Sowmya, waiting for her turn to 

come around, adjusted her sari, refolded the handkerchief in her lap, and checked her 

watch as if nothing exciting were happening. The more classical the music, the less 

there is to watch on stage; the music, it seems, comes from a distant place. (Weidman, 

2001, pp. 163–164) 

The female Karnatik singer has been groomed for distancing herself from anything 

remotely emotional. One exception, as I have mentioned earlier is Aruna Sairam, who 

expresses her emotional involvement with the words and raga very clearly in her voice 

and gesturing (Sairam, 2015). The issue of the relegation of text to the background ties 

in nicely with the subduing of emotion in the Karnatik. If the text were felt and emoted, 

there is the great risk that female performers might actually find themselves moved and 

impassioned. That would go against the patriarchally crafted ‘chamathu’ image.  

Weidman (2001) goes on to reference a primary source which blatantly 

threatens: “we don’t want gesture” in music, and no surprise that it all came down to 

respectability in women. Weidman advances that there has been a sense of conferred 

“disembodiment” on a Karnatik singer, since the Karnatik revival.  

If respectable dancers no longer sang, it was perhaps because the sound of their voice 

would add a kind of interiority to the performance, an unseemly element. On the 

music stage, the reverse was true: respectable musicians did not dance as they sang. 

The association of dance with something improper in music can be seen in an article 

[written by a male] published in 1941 in the Tamil journal Nattiyam, entitled 

‘Apinayam Ventam’ [‘We don’t want Abhinaya’]. (Weidman, 2001, p. 159) 
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In Karnatik music, patriarchy and gendered roles in performance have only grown more 

pronounced over the years. T. M. Krishna has recently observed: 

The classical world, in general, inhibits any kind of serious questioning of its 

oppressive socio-cultural dogmas. Whether we like it or not, we are expected to be 

obedient and submissive. We at least need to put on an act of conformism. For 

women, it is an unsaid diktat. Subconsciously and overtly, they are directed to dress 

and speak in a certain way, revere, accept, abide and obey. This is what gurus and 

musicians take advantage of. (Krishna, 2018, para. 7) 

With this background from history and literature, and my stance, I now turn outwards to 

speak with my colleagues. 

 

6.2 Conversations and Reflections 

I wished to learn more about the perceptions of other female Karnatik singers, 

particularly on gesture and movement in performance. I spoke to four of my colleagues 

from the Karnatik kacceri circuit. The selected women singers were of my age-group or 

slightly older, and from upbringings like mine: privileged brahmins who have trained 

under respected gurus (male and female). This is the typical demographic in the 

Karnatik, which is highly casteist, as some scholarship clearly investigates (Terada, 

1996, 2000). My interviewees all have over two decades of concert experience in India 

and abroad, and are well-respected in the field. Being my acquaintances of over two 

decades, these women had open conversations with me. It did not feel like interviews. 

Saroja (pseudonym, on request), a well-known Karnatik singer with an 

experience of over three decades in pedagogy and performance, is a disciple of a highly 

traditional guru. She shares her views on gesture: 

Regarding gestures and hand movements in music . . . well, the female species has 

always been regarded as more delicate, elegant and subtle than the male. This has 

nothing to do with equality, but is really, a tribute to womanhood. In this perspective, 

excessive body movement, in my humble opinion, is definitely an eyesore. When we 

compare the female legends of the past, MS, DKP, and MLV [the female trinity of 

singers of Karnatik music], we hardly see any unsightly gestures, maybe a slight 

movement of the hand. And yet, what music they produced! Nowadays, there is a lot 

of moving about (an axis?), head shaking, hand moving and swaying. True, there is 

certainly a natural tendency for the body to fall in tune with the music being produced. 

But our gurus and other greats have always cautioned us against excessive 

movements. In fact, one vidwan was (not so) jocularly even saying that those who use 
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too many hand movements should practice at home with their hand tied. (Email 

Communication, Saroja, April 12, 2017).  

Saroja alludes to patriarchal voices, “gurus and other greats,” cautioning her. She looks 

to patriarchally approved role-models such as M. S. Subbulakshmi and D. K. 

Pattammal, as examples for female performers of Karnatik music to follow forever 

more, and ties the notion of the delicacy of the feminine form to onstage freedom and 

representation. Reading critically into Saroja’s views, I acknowledge that the extent to 

which a female performer uses gesture or movement is entirely her prerogative. 

However, the situation becomes problematic when the instruction of a patriarchal voice 

looms large in the background. In Saroja’s narrative, I find the (male) vidwan’s 

recommendation for the tying of a woman performer’s hands very disturbing. I am not 

sure if the vidwan who advised bondage of a woman performer’s hand would speak in 

the same vein of a male performer. Male performers freely gesture in Karnatik music.  

Shanti (pseudonym) is a scholar/performer who hails from a highly traditional 

background with around three decades of teaching and performance experience. She 

notes: 

In my opinion, the meaning of the words has no relationship with movement in our 

music. Movements of the hand happen to ease the physical exertion of the voice. As 

ladies, we cannot and should not compete with men in gestures. We wear sarees and 

have limitations that are related to our body. We would be looked upon with ridicule 

if we moved like a man on stage. Our body is a temple. Further, there is grace in being 

lady-like. (Shanti, interview in Tamil, trans. mine, August 20, 2017) 

Shanti makes a noteworthy point on the nature of gesture in Karnatik music that it is not 

related to the sense of the word. While I entirely agree with that, she too, like Saroja, 

links gesture to a lack of grace. Further, she considers gesture as an act that might be 

impure: “our body is a temple,” gives it away. Does this mean that a freely gesturing 

body is less respectable or deserves less dignity that one that does not? 

I replied to her, “But, akka [sister], if we feel like gesturing while singing, we 

should! The saree is not a reason for us not to.” At this point, she broke off, and asked, 

“enna Charu! [what is this!] are you a feminist now?” I quietly answered, “yes, I think 

so.” She then continued:  

As a senior to you, I will give you a piece of advice. There is no place for feminism in 

Karnatik music. We have a glorious tradition. See M. S. Amma and all those people. 

She sang at the UN and sang with such ‘adakkam’ [self restraint]. The females in 
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Karnatik music have not been denied anything. I think you are raking up something 

that should be left alone. (Shanti, interview in Tamil, my trans., August 20, 2017) 

Shanti links good behaviour (‘adakkam’) on stage, to professional achievement. She 

cites from history that a well-behaved singer shall be rewarded by patriarchy with 

plentiful opportunities. So, she deems it wiser to toe the line, abet patriarchy, and reap 

the benefits, rather than ‘rake up’ and ‘act up.’ Two months after this conversation, 

Chennai came alive with wronged female artists pressing allegations of sexual 

misconduct on influential males in the field. Feminist advocacy rose in the wake of the 

#MeToo movement (Nathan, 2018; Menon, 2018).  

At this juncture, I find it essential to voice my reflections on the connection 

between movements such as the #MeToo in the Karnatik field and the present 

discussion on onstage gesture in Karnatik female practitioners. One might argue that the 

#MeToo has got nothing to do with the discouraging of gesture in women performers in 

Karnatik music. While I certainly do not claim a direct connection, I contend that it is 

the patriarchal need for control over the female body that manifests, on the one hand, as 

a control of free gesture on stage, and on the other, as acts of utter disregard for the 

dignity and respect for the female performing body, such as sexual harassment. I also 

believe that, if women performers took it upon themselves to gesture freely and express 

themselves on stage as they wished to (if they wanted to, of course), then that act, in 

itself, might send clear messages to those who seek to control them. These messages 

might be: that they are their own person; that they are defying conventions that curb 

their right to free expression, and that they reject being told what to do with their 

bodies. Such messages could become a trope for greater self-assertion in a female 

performer of Karnatik music. In numerous projects, globally, women have made their 

point for self-assertion by performing, according to their beliefs (e.g., Mittner & Bergli, 

2018; Nguyễn, 2018; P. Srinivasan, 2017a, 2017b). I can say that gesturing and 

expressing myself in Thiruppavai has instilled a sense of greater self-assertion in me, 

with regards to my performing body.  

Turning once again to my conversations with female performer colleagues, well-

regarded singer Srividya Ramanath welcomed this interview as an opportunity to speak 

out on a few issues. She began with recounting an incident. Recently, she had sung 

before an eminent senior male vidwan. He immediately commented, “ennamma? (what 

is this!) It sounds like ‘masculine’ music. Sing sweetly, don’t move so much.” She 

rejected being told how to sing and what to do; instead, she noted that she would have 
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welcomed some constructive criticism on the musical aspects. With this preamble, she 

continues: 

Many elders have advised me to practice in front of a mirror to manage how I look 

when I sing. Not one day have I tried to do that. Little is the time I have to get to the 

depths of music. I don’t think I want to use that time to refine how I look when I sing, 

just to give some people the satisfaction that I am playing my part of the ideal female 

singer. If my body moves while expressing the music, that is how music comes to me, 

within me. I don’t see any reason to control it. This is my journey to get to where I 

want to.  

I would like to sing without having to think what I’m doing with my body while I’m 

singing. Yes, I have been thinking a lot about why we are told to look a certain way 

while singing and controlled about these things. If we publicly speak out, that could 

make things difficult career-wise. You know, Charu, you have been very much here! 

(Srividya Ramanath, email communication and interview with author, May 6, 2017) 

In her words, I see agency. She is taking control of what she wants to sing and how she 

wants to sing. She finds gesture to be a vital part of her music, “that is how music 

comes to me, in me,” she notes. She does not shy away from it. 

Her last few lines struck a raw nerve with me. I have been in many similar 

situations in my time in Chennai when I have been told to look and sing a certain way 

on stage. I hadn’t found the ‘voice’ or an avenue to speak out, then. I feared losing 

opportunities. Now, I open a vault of relevant memories and describe some of them 

here, for I have found an avenue through this research exposition, to be myself: 

When I was in my late teens (early 2000s), I started performing regularly, with 

success. One evening, I had just finished a concert at Ragasudha hall. This is a well-

regarded venue, in Luz, Chennai, and was owned and run by a male patron. When I 

descended from the stage, I was greeted by family and fans with warmth. I received 

constructive suggestions from my guru and some rasikas (music-lovers). Then, the 

patron walked up to me, and asked, ‘enna paadina?’ (what did you sing?). I did not 

understand the meaning of the question and looked at him blankly. I was young, and 

he was a well-known promoter. I was very eager to know what he had thought of the 

concert. He laughed, softly.  

Then, suddenly, he quipped, ‘have you seen a cockroach caught in a door hinge, ever? 

Have you seen a person having a ‘kaaka valippu’ (paralytic attack)?’ I was thrown and 

felt the earlier warmth escape from my body. I just nodded stupidly, I do not recall 

why, and couldn't think of anything to say. I remember his sneer very clearly. He 
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always spoke very softly, with a pasted smile. My parents standing close by may have 

thought that he was congratulating me. He then said, ‘today I saw a cockroach,’ and 

continued with a jeer, ‘sitting on the stage. Your music is ‘kaaka valippu sangitam’ 

(literally translates to ‘paralytic music’).  

Then he launched in full-swing, ‘why do you move your hands like that when you 

sing? It looks so uncouth. Aren’t you ashamed? Lots of girls sing very nicely without 

any excessive drama. Adakkama iru (control your body).’ (Author, written reflection, 

May 8, 2017) 

I remember feeling drained of any empowerment at I may have felt after the concert, 

following that conversation. Looking back, it was an act of bullying, by shaming 

corporeality in a young female performer. Yet another instance is painful for me to 

relate; I will briefly allude to it:  

A ‘well-meaning’ male rasika who was a prominent attendee of kacceris of various 

artists, had attended my concert. He had suggested in a post-concert chat to some 

other rasikas that my hand gestures during vocalising made me look provocatively 

suggestive. He had explicitly mentioned that it looked as though I were engaged in the 

act of masturbation. A well-wisher of the family thought it their duty to come home 

and let us know of this comment. The well-wisher asked me to sing without much 

movement in concert and said that such negative comments from seasoned ‘rasikas’ 

could ruin my career. I was shocked, confused and disgusted that such a derogatory 

comment was regarded as a negative critique, and that I ought to be doing something 

about it. Looking back, it was so ridiculous. I was only fifteen. I recall feeling very 

ashamed and crying. I could not sing properly for a few months. When I did sing, I 

became obsessed with worry about whether my hand gestures may land me in trouble. 

I began singing behind locked doors, away from anyone. I recall my family being sad. 

It took me some time, and much cajoling from family, my guru, and friends, to sing 

on stage again. (Author, written reflection, May 12, 2017) 

Such acts of shaming the female performing body in Karnatik music, in my experience, 

happen in the safety of the strongly-vaulted kacceri field. This is a space constructed by 

men for men to wield their rights over the women performers, unquestioned. The two 

instances shared here are just a sample of the kind of experiences that I have personally 

had with powerbrokers regarding onstage behaviour, and without, exception they have 

been related to gesture and my performing body. I have had comments on how to hold 

my saree while singing, lest I look provocative. I have been asked not to slap my thighs 

too hard while maintaining time, lest I look provocative. The comments reduced as I 
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gained popularity, age, and stature. Also, I noticed that when my husband sat in the 

front row in my concerts and stood by my side after the concerts, I received no such 

shaming comments at all. It was as if a male presence made everything alright, and that 

it somehow communicated that I was being properly ‘governed.’ It became an inside 

joke between my husband and me, and I went with it in my time in Chennai. 

In this context, I concur with Krishna that there is an overhanging mask of 

godliness and spirituality that hangs over the Karnatik, and covers up many of the 

truths: 

The classical world likes to act as if it is part of some great healing process, building 

bridges, harmony, love, connecting people with the godly and hence above abuse and 

discrimination. We have to rip this mask off. (Krishna in Bhattacharya, October 16, 

2018, para. 10) 

Turning again to the voices of my Karnatik colleagues, Smita (pseudonym), a Karnatik 

performer with around three decades of kacceri experience and tutelage with some of 

the best male and female gurus, begins her chat by stating the names of two prominent 

male vidwans and one male musicologist of the mid-twentieth century. She notes that 

they were key advocates for women to refrain from gesturing. She continues: 

In our society, for ages, we have had this belief that a man walks with his head up and 

a woman always bows down. Things are bit better nowadays, and we have come a 

long way - at least reporters and critics are more restrained in their comments on 

gesture in women. The issue of gesture is highly subjective and relative, and related to 

the comfort level of the artist, male or female. The audience would feel more 

comfortable if women do not take to excessive gestures. I also personally feel so. We 

are the weaker sex, and we should not freely express ourselves like the male singers. 

Even Prof. Sambamoorthy [a male musicologist] gives a list of ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ with 

relation to gesture in singers. (Smita, WhatsApp interview in Tamil and English, my 

trans., July 23, 2017) 

Smita and Saroja consider gesture a personal prerogative; I fully concur with their view 

that gesturing is a choice made by the performer. However, Smita backs up this choice 

with her surmise that “women are the weaker sex,” and I do not agree with this 

approach. Also, Smita looks to the social construct in making her choice; she thinks that 

the Karnatik audience will not be comfortable if a woman performer gestures freely. 

The audience is trained by patriarchy and drives this construct in a way. Making them 

uncomfortable, I believe, could be a first step in troubling this construct. Srividya is 
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progressive. She has elected not to let their criticism of her gesturing bother her, and has 

decided to do right by her primary purpose—making music. Her view is mostly in 

alignment with mine. 

Overall, Saroja, Shanti, and Smita have all made it clear that it is their personal 

choice not to gesture much. However, an interesting aspect is that their words bring in 

patriarchal voices almost within the first few moments of the conversation. This renders 

their ‘choices’ heavily influenced by patriarchy. Shanti has decided never to allow 

feminist thoughts to ‘corrupt’ her thinking. By contrast, T. M. Krishna is keen on taking 

down the patriarchal power structures (Ramnath, 2017). I have decided to feel the words 

and gesture freely, if only in the third space of this research. One criticism that I have of 

myself is that I have stepped away from kacceri in doing this, not least due to the 

intercultural nature of the project. I believe that I would be more successful in 

destabilising status quo if I gestured and moved freely in a Karnatik concert, in the heart 

of Chennai, at least for selected pieces that are text-intensive. 

 

6.3 Further Reflections: Finding a Way Forward  

Overall, I believe that there has been an indoctrination of patriarchally prescribed 

onstage behaviour in female performers and that this is being inter-generationally 

passed on, in the name of guru parampara. While some seek to thwart it, many others 

become enablers. 

Shanti’s blanket fear of anything that attracts attention to the female performing 

body as scandalous, including the notion of a possible feminist slant, indicates that in 

the present Karnatik culture, freedom of expression has become a feared, no-go area for 

a woman performer. Overall, I feel that the tacit control of gesture in a Karnatik female 

singer is an obvious manifestation of the much deeper issue of sexist role patterning and 

male chauvinism that is ingrained in culture of Karnatik music (Krishna, 2013, p. 320). 

A deeper discussion on this issue is beyond the scope of the current research, however, 

in future, I hope to delve further into this issue, from an academic and practical 

perspective. 

The very compact study that I have undertaken here to evaluate my opinion on 

gesture against those of my colleagues, and some key literature, importantly 

demonstrates that there is no single way to regard the issue of gesture in Karnatik 

music. As a practitioner of Karnatik music who engages in critical research, I find that I 

am outraged at the pervading impact of patriarchy and a perceptible lack of respect for 
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the female performing body in the field of Karnatik music. However, many others 

perceive a submission to convention as a tribute to the Karnatik tradition.  

Even for all my claims that movement and acting are intrinsic to opera, there 

have been singers who preferred not to move or gesture much when they sang. For 

instance, Montserrat Caballé is famously said to have declared, “darling, either I move, 

or I sing!” (Douglas, 2004, p. 91). However, in the case of early opera, history does 

indicate that rhetoric, delivery and intent tie in closely with gesture and actio (Haynes & 

Burgess, 2016; Toft, 2014). Overall, bearing in mind that even when seated, the 

performing body in Karnatik music is free to express itself with hand, facial gestures, 

and movements of the torso, I do ‘move’ (literally and figuratively) for a stronger notion 

of self-representation for the female singing body in the Karnatik, using gesture as one 

possible medium.  

The reflexive nature of ARiM endows to musicology the crucial layer of ‘act,’ 

rendering artmaking arguably indispensable to any form of research in music that seeks 

to change practices. Leech-Wilkinson (2002) resonates with this stance; here he 

discusses the importance of music-making involving medieval music in the present: 

“True, there was evidence brought together that would have been hard to ignore 

[however] it was the music-making, not scholarship, that changed medieval music 

history” (Leech-Wilkinson, 2002, p. 111). For, as Haynes (2007, p. 129) notes, “as long 

as musicology communicates by words and not by acts, it can only go so far in helping 

musicians.”  

With these issues off my chest, I now dive into the acts that will speak for 

themselves to these issues. I feel a sense of greater resolve and self-assertion at this 

stage of the research journey. 
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Chapter 7: Monteverdi Reimagined Project 

 

This chapter marks my foray into the key project that framed this research, Monteverdi 

Reimagined. I designed the Monteverdi Reimagined Project as a bilingual Karnatik–

early opera hybrid that could respond to the three research questions (as presented in 

Section 1.9) in a consolidated manner. It was envisaged as a constellation of artistic 

processes that could lead to Karnatik–early opera hybridity, and thereby address the first 

research question systematically. The text-centric, gesture-led approaches from 

Thiruppavai were extended into a two-way explorative framework, from Karnatik to 

early opera and vice versa, thereby addressing the second research question 

comprehensively. It was designed to interrogate both early opera and Karnatik 

performance cultures through composition, conceptualisation, and live performance, to 

address the third research question broadly.  

Importantly, as outlined in the methodology, the Monteverdi Reimagined 

Project and my Self, both evolved from this point onwards by drawing not only on the 

theoretical and conceptual lattice created by the decahedral framework (Chapter 4), but 

also on the rich insights gained from the earlier Thiruppavai Project (Chapter 5). 

Specifically, the affective link between textually induced bhava and melody/ornament 

induced bhava established earlier through the Thiruppavai Project, was extrapolated in 

the Monteverdi Reimagined Project to confront irreducible complexities—of culturally 

diverse semiotics, of languages, of melodic material, and of Otherness—in the 

interactionist platform of public performance.  

In this chapter, I narrate the stages through which the Monteverdi Reimagined 

Project evolved. The chapter unfolds over three parts. The first part is an exploration 

into the applications of my Karnatik vocal technique to the ornamentations in Possente 

Spirto. It represents my first step into Monteverdi’s musical world. The second part 

pertains to the transitioning of Monteverdi’s musical language and mine into the hybrid 

third space, and pertains to the pre-performance paradigm. The third and final part is an 

analysis of the live performance Monteverdi Reimagined
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Part 1: Vocal Ornamentation: My First Step into Monteverdi’s 

Musical World 

 

Monteverdi’s Act III declamation from L’Orfeo, Possente Spirto, is highly suited for 

exploring ornamentation; it is a stellar exemplar of the 17th-century embellished 

monody for the virtuosic voice, contextualised in drama. The ornate passagework that 

marks this piece (ornatus) rhetorically communicates in a way that delights the listener 

(delectare), rather than move them (movere), as I have discussed earlier in the context 

of conceptual parameter CP9 (oratione & affect) (Schwindt, 2014, p. 240–241; 

Steinheuer, 2007, p. 139; Vickers, 1988, pp. 80–82).  

Monteverdi uses ornamentation in Possente Spirto to establish an interesting 

nexus between the context of Orfeo pleading with the boatman, Caronte, the 

characterisation of Orfeo as a virtuosic singer, and the intent of the drama at this 

point—to render the Orphic plea rhetorically unconvincing. Possente Spirto therefore 

lends itself to consideration on multiple levels (Schwindt, 2014, p. 241).  

I believed that the key to starting a practical dialogue with Monteverdi’s music 

lay in understanding and interpreting his ornamentation in this complex piece, through 

my vocal practice. It was this piece that attracted me to Monteverdi’s music in the first 

place. 

Accordingly, ornamentation in Possente Spirto is examined through practice 

across two key levels. Firstly, on a functional level, I identify certain Karnatik gamaka 

types in the written-in detailing of Possente Spirto. Secondly, I address ornamentation 

at an embodied level. Aspects of such an exploration have surfaced earlier in the 

Thiruppavai Project. In that context, I have linked certain shorter varieties of simple 

gamaka to gesture, textual emotion, and therefore to the drama. Here, I use gamaka to 

process Monteverdi’s musical intent and experiment with the effects created. 

I briefly foray into theory and literature as my informants, and use my practice 

to construct a comparative analysis of voice and ornamentation across both cultures. I 

then conclusively link the gorgie in Possente to a special type of ornamentation in 

Karnatik music, the brigha. Lastly, to contextualise this practice-based exploration in 

the broader context of the performance cultures of early opera, I draw on criticisms on 

voice in early music. Alluding to certain problematic issues faced by vocal performers 

and pedagogues, particularly in the matter of learning and performing the special kind 

of ornament, gorgie, I argue the relevance of my intercultural approach to pre-romantic 
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voice, to the current context of historical vocal technique research and practice in the 

West.  

 

7.1 Surface-level Comparisons of the Karnatik and Pre-Romantic Voice 

Karnatik voice resonates with the pre-romantic voice on many levels. I drew on the 

extensive scholarship from vocal pedagogue/researcher Richard Wistreich on voice and 

ornamentation in Monteverdi’s music to deepen my understanding of the pre-romantic 

voice. I have shared some of these ideas in Chapter 5, in the context of ornamentation 

(conceptual parameter CP8). Here, I delve deeper.  

Wistreich (2000, p. 180) observes of historical practices of early modern singing 

that, “singers raised their larynx as the tone became higher, rather than consciously 

lowering it as in modern classical technique,” thus declaring the fundamental difference 

between pre-romantic singing and the modern technique in opera singing. He attributes 

this difference to the singing methods that emerged in the late 18th century; described in 

Garcia’s (1847/1984) treatise, the famous technique of depressing the larynx in the 

upper ends of vocal registers enhanced the carrying power of the voice. Larger opera 

houses could thus be filled. This development, scholars note, has altered the way 

singing has been taught and practised since then, rendering approaches to the earlier 

16th- and 17th-century voices primarily historical-source based (Potter & Sorrell, 2012, 

p. 91; Wistreich, 2000, pp. 178–191).  

Turning to such sources, I begin my initial comparison of the pre-romantic voice 

with the Karnatik voice. Marin Mersenne’s (1636) research confirmed that in pre-

romantic vocal technique, the larynx rose when pitches moved higher, and fell when 

they moved lower. This observation was verified through pedagogy, in 1755, by 

Antoine Bérard. Turning to Karnatik voice, the larynx operates in a manner that is 

similar to that described as normative in pre-romantic singing. It moves up as pitches 

increase and vice versa. I can state from experience that this is the only way the 

Karnatik style of singing can ever be realised. I draw also on practical examples of 

current Karnatik practice to testify to this fact (Jaya TV, 2018; Ragamalika TV).  

Changing the key centre of a piece to suit the singers’ voice such that the chest 

register came through, without strain, was common practice in the 16th and 17th 

centuries, as Caccini’s (1602/2009a) preface clearly indicates, and Praetorius (1619) 

confirms. So also in Karnatik singing, the tonic for any concert remains fixed 

throughout and is selected entirely based on the preference of the vocalist on the day. 

As Durga, S. A. K (1983, p. 3) notes, the ancient treatise Narada Siksha (vedic scripture 
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dating around 2500 years ago) advises the singer to use chest voice in a comfortable 

pitch, and cautions against the use of falsetto. 

In the pre-romantic context, a voice close to the speaking voice was considered, 

“more perfect, more noble and more generous” (Wistreich, 2000, p. 180, citing Maffei, 

1562), lending itself to smaller chamber settings. Giovanni Bardi’s recommendations: 

“while singing you will behave in a seemly way, so similar to your normal [speaking] 

manner . . .” resonate the same ideal (trans. Palisca 1989, p. 128–9). Turning to 

Karnatik music, the pitches are closer to speaking tone. Chamber concerts were the 

norm in the pre-microphone era of Karnatik music, and when larger halls did come into 

being in the post-nationalist era, the microphone was adopted. While the microphone in 

Karnatik music has had its supporters and opponents, the positive aspect of it was that 

the quality of the Karnatik voice that rendered it close to a singer’s speaking dynamic 

range could remain intact (J. B. Higgins, 1976; Weidman, 2001, pp. 112–116). This has 

meant greater clarity of delicate ornaments and subtleties, over larger spaces, in 

Karnatik vocal practice.  

Delicacy and subtleties were important features of 16th-century chamber 

singing. Zarlino (1588/1968, p. 253) notes, “in private rooms one sings with a lower and 

gentler voice, without shouting.” Amplification in Karnatik voice had eliminated the 

need for a pronounced alteration in vocal technique of the past when larger halls came 

into the picture, around the 1940s. However, in the West, this was not the case. Opera 

houses had to be filled and vocal techniques had to be accordingly reworked in the 19th 

century. The pre-romantic subtle ornate style, therefore, aligns with the Karnatik 

chamber-music style of voice production. 

Other similarities between Karnatik voice and the pre-romantic voice include: 

the absence of vowel modification in both traditions, the ability to hold long tones on 

pure vowels, known as fermo in the West and karvai in Karnatik singing, and an 

unforced tone. A lecture demonstration (Carnaticworld, 2016) published by leading 

scholars of Karnatik music on voice culture demonstrates several of these features, and 

it is noteworthy that the performers’ spoken and singing voices have almost similar 

dynamic ranges. My lecture-demonstration series is a personal example of these aspects 

(Mani, 2011), as are the earlier Thiruppavai Project media files. The most striking 

feature that links the pre-romantic voice to the Karnatik voice, however, is 

ornamentation.  

https://youtu.be/hRaNBSpIhyw
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7.2 Delving Deeper: Juxtaposing Ornamentation Varieties  

I have discussed swara–gamaka units and their importance in Karnatik raga structure in 

Chapter 5. Here I allude to it briefly, to access gamaka at a detailed level. The key 

feature of Karnatik raga is the connectedness between its pitch positions which is 

facilitated by microtonal embellishments (gamakas) that hook one swara to another. 

Gamakas involve a variety of movement-based relationships between pitch positions—

whether consecutive, separated by larger intervals, or involving one or more pitches 

(Viswanathan, 1977, pp. 30–32). The realisation of any melodic line in a Karnatik vocal 

style is next to impossible without a gamaka of some kind embedded in it (Pesch, 1999, 

p. 73). In Reimagining Monteverdi, therefore, my utterances may be considered 

ornamented by default. 

Gamakas as a concept, date back to the Natyasastra period (they were called 

alankara, literally meaning adornments), and have evolved through treatises such as 

Sangitaratnakara (13th century) of Sargnadeva, Somanatha’s Ragavibodha (1609) and 

Mahabharata Cudamani (18th and 19th centuries) to their present form (Pesch, 1999, 

pp. 72–76). Gamakas in current performance practice derive from a more recent treatise 

of Subbarama Dikshitar (1904), Sangita Sampradaya Pradarshini (SSP). SSP discusses 

fifteen different varieties of gamakas and groups them under ten classifications, with 

symbols (Jayalakshmi, 2002).  

Gamakas in current practice (and in SSP) are broadly of three varieties: shakes 

(kampita and related others), stresses (janta and related others) and slides (jaaru), and 

may involve one or more swaras (Krishna & Ishwar, 2012, p. 14; Pesch, 1999, p. 74–

75). In the context of voice, gamakas are a key link between vocal movement, bhava 

(feelings) and bodily gesture, as I have demonstrated in the Thiruppavai Project. Of the 

three variants in gamaka types, the reiterative stresses are particularly relevant to the 

written-in ornaments in the Possente Spirto vocal line. I have tabulated certain key 

Karnatik gamakas types of Karnatik music that are relevant to this discourse, in Table 

7.1.   
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Table 7.1  

Gamaka Types in Karnatik Music Relevant to Possente Spirto 

Gamaka  Description 

Janta 

(Stress) 

Repeated stresses on a note. More than one note can be involved in a 

varisai – ‘string’ of janta. 

Sphurita 

(Reiterative) 

Starting from note above descending to note below with repeated 

stresses. 

Odukkal 

(Reiterative) 

Quick movement from one note to the next and back  

Orikkai 

(Reiterative + 

Slide) 

Jumping movement from a swara to the next higher, and descending to 

the note immediately lower to the start. 

Brigha/gorgie 

(Fast 

collective) 

A collective of various reiterative ornaments assembled as long fast 

passages, delivered delicately.  

Kampita 

(Oscillation)  

A note is presented as an oscillation (may be slight or pronounced), 

between the notes before and after it.  

Jaaru 

(Slide) 

Sliding movement between notes  

 

Turning to 17th-century Western ornamentation, the history of embellished solo song in 

Italy lends context to the kind of ornaments that Monteverdi and his contemporaries 

employed. Treatises on singing and voice such as those of Zarlino (1558/1968), 

Vicentino (1555/1996), Maffei (1562/1979), Rognoni (1620/2007), and Dalla Casa 

(1584/1989) proliferated from mid-16th-century onwards and carried information on 

ornamentation. However, it was Caccini’s (1602/2009a) publication with an 

introduction and instructions on specific ornaments of the prevailing culture, Le Nuove 

Musiche, that became a landmark with respect to ornamentation. His work and 

Bovicelli’s (1594) Regole, both brought the erstwhile improvised ornaments into the 

written-in realm of composition (Carter, 1984, p. 209). 

These informants, along with the scores, are the key connection that early music 

singers of the present have, to their vocal history (Wistreich & Potter, 2013). By 

contrast, the oral tradition of guru-sishya parampara (handing down of knowledge from 

teacher to student) through which Karnatik music is taught, has enabled the Karnatik 

vocal techniques to propagate into the present as living oral performance culture. As 
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Neil Sorrell (2012, p. 160) observes below, historically informed performance might be 

‘redundant’ in Karnatik music: 

Performers [of Indian classical music] can be oblivious to concerns such as 

historically informed performance because the conscientiousness of the oral tradition, 

sustained by the gurusishya parampara makes the concept redundant . . . they will not 

be led to think that their tradition was in any way disrupted. (Potter & Sorrell, 2012, 

p. 160) 

This might explain some of the closeness that Karnatik music demonstrates to the pre-

romantic voice. They are both, perhaps, united by a connection to an ancient style of 

singing. 

The popular ornaments of the time are listed in Caccini (1602/2009a) and 

Rognoni (1620/2007). While the ornaments as well as their terminologies have changed 

over the centuries, the key varieties are those that involve a reiteration of a note or 

notes, often with acceleration, and of equal or unequal rhythmic divisions, culminating 

as pulsations. Many of the ornaments of reiteration of the time, find place in 

Monteverdi’s Possente. They mainly include the trillo (reiteration of a single note), 

gruppo (a two-note trill with a final turn), ribattuta di gola (a main-note trill on a long-

short dotted rhythm), tremolo (a continuous tremble in the voice), and cascata (quick 

descent in scale) (Randel, 2003, p. 619; Hitchcock, 2009; Sanford, 1979, 154–213; 

Wistreich, 2000, pp. 187–190).  

 

7.3 Progressing into a Micro-Level: Brigha and Gorgie  

Wistreich (2013, p. 140), links the Monteverdian gorgie with the trillo in his essay on 

the migration on the Italian trillo to other parts of Europe, thus: “The 16th and early 

17th-century Italian name for the vocal technique of which the trillo forms the apogee, 

is cantar di gorgia.” The gorgie was sung using a technique called the cantar di gorgia 

(singing of the throat), and was considered the acme of Italian sophisticated singing in 

the 17th century (Wistreich, 2013, pp. 140–142). A comparable ornamentation style, 

brigha, in Karnatik music, takes gamakas of a repeated stress variety to a level of 

continuity, speed and stylish ease (Terada, 1996, pp. 930–932). Thus, both gorgie and 

brigha styles derive from ornaments of reiteration; gorgie on the trillo, and brigha on 

janta (and the related sphurita). 

In both brigha and gorgie, the place of a single long note is taken by several divisions, 

as diminutions. These may be in the same pitch position or across several positions (as 

gorgie passaggi).  
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The gorgie, from the perspective of vocal function, is realised by the rapid 

opening and closing of the glottis, through a patterned regulation of such a movement. 

The diminutions of equal or unequal note value, render the gorgie or brigha as not only 

elements of melody but also of rhythmic syncopation. The brigha sangatis (passages) 

are usually long, comparable to the typical gorgie passaggi, testing the limits of breath 

power, precision and vocal agility in a singer (Terada, 2000; T. R. Subramaniam, 1985). 

Their appearance, quality and sounding is entirely relatable to the researched literature 

on the gorgie (Potter & Sorrell, 2012; Wistreich, 1994, 2000, 2004, 2007, 2013) 

The interpretive freedom that the brigha offers the singer may be gathered from 

Terada (1996, pp. 930–932; 2000, pp. 472–473). His discussion on the brigha lies 

particularly in the context of nagaswaram vidwan T. N. Rajaratnam Pillai’s artistic 

prowess which transmitted this technique to the vocal style. In the nagaswaram, a 

reeded, ancient, wind instrument, the distinct divisions of brigha are generated by 

tonguing. Rognoni (1620/2007) in Selva, interestingly notes a similar connection 

between the gorgie singing and the tonguing technique used by cornetto players. The 

brigha in Karnatik vocal practice became emblematic of vocal virtuosity, agility and 

genius, as the singing of artists including G. N. Balasubramaniam, and T. N. 

Seshagopalan testify to (Seshagopalan, 1983, p. 35; T. R. Subramaniam, 1985, p. 75; 

Venkatraman, 1984, p. 27). Similarly, vocal disposizione, the descriptive of a singer’s 

ability to use gorgie, was linked to “noble singing” (Wistreich, 2000, pp. 187–190; 

2013).  

Two traditional varieties of gamakas – the janta (repeated stresses on a single 

note or multiple notes) and sphurita (touching the higher note and descending to the 

lower, stressing final note again) primarily form the units that constitute the brigha. 

Another name for the brigha is rava jathi, literally meaning the free-flowing coarse 

grains of semolina – the notion of freeness fulfilled by the sustained breath-power, and 

the coarseness lending to distinction between each grain. The brigha is always 

improvised by the Karnatik singer, and realised differently each time in performance or 

practice sessions. However, the basic material that a performer works with in brigha is 

drawn from a selection of passages in the raga and delivered in a technique learnt from 

a guru, characteristically by imitation (Schippers, 2007, pp. 120–123). Turning to 

gorgie, while written-in gorgie were common in early 17th-century monody, the 

improvised addition of ornaments over and above what was on paper was a common 

practice in singers (Carter, 1984, p. 209). Further, imitation was historically considered 

a suitable method for learning, as Wistreich notes, “several sources which try to 
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describe the technique in print confess that it can only really be learned by imitating 

someone who can demonstrate it” (Wistreich, 2000, p. 188).  

Richard Wistreich (email communication with author, January 15, 2017) shared 

with me some interesting information on his perceptions of gorgie in relation to Indian 

classical vocal technique. He noted that it was tenor Nigel Rogers who had pointed out 

to him the similarities in laryngeal function between certain vocal techniques of Indian 

classical music and the gorgie. He went on to observe that in developing his fine gorgie 

technique during the 1960s, Rogers had listened to several recordings of Indian classical 

singers. It was refreshing to note that in a recent talk on historical vocal technique to 

students, Wistreich had played a Behag raga recording of Ajoy Chakraborthy, a well-

known singer of the North Indian classical tradition, preceding Nigel Rogers’ recording 

of a Francesco Rasi madrigal, to illustrate the striking similarities in their gorgie style.  

Physiognomically, the brigha derives its power from the lungs, however, the 

regulation of this power into light, agile sound by slicing it minute divisions that ‘roll’ 

through the voice is achieved in the larynx through the rapid articulation of vocal folds. 

Venkatraman (1984) and T. R. Subramaniam (1985) describe the sonic manifestation of 

this articulation in the context of the great vidwan G. N. Balasubramaniam (GNB), 

known for his brigha style. Several recordings of G. N. Balasubramaniam (Indian 

Record Manufacturing Company [INRECO], 2014) align closely, in my mind, with the 

description of gorgie that Wistreich advances, following a detailed discussion on 

Monteverdi’s letters on voice: 

Any discussion or, more importantly, practice of vocal articulation must begin with 

the simple acknowledgement that gorgie are articulated in the throat by a rapid closing 

and opening of the glottis. There is no possibility of making true gorgie with 

‘diaphragm articulation.’ But the sound has to be generated and projected [by the 

breath from lungs], as well as articulated. (Wistreich, 1994, p. 15). 

The gorgie was highly discussed by Monteverdi, particularly in his letters evaluating 

singers’ abilities, as I have noted in CP8 (Section 4.8.8). In the letter cited below, for 

instance, he appraises a singer from a ‘what not to do when singing gorgie’ perspective, 

going on to recommending best practice:  

Regarding the ornaments (gorgie), he does not separate them too well because he fails 

most of the time to join the chest voice to the middle (throat) voice, for if the middle 

(throat) fails the chest voice, the ornamentation becomes harsh, hard and offensive; if 

the chest voice fails that of the throat, the ornamentation (gorgie) becomes unctuous, 
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as it were, and almost continuous in the voice, but when both function, the 

ornamentation (gorgie) comes off both sweetly and separated, this is most natural. 

(Monteverdi, lettera dated July 24, 1627/1985, p. 101) 

Harris (1989, pp. 100–104) and Wistreich (1994, p. 14) clarify that the middle voice 

(voce di gola) in this translation pertains to the site of articulation of the gorgie, the 

throat. The gorgie derives its power from the chest voice, referred to as the voce di 

petto, in this context. The middle/chest references in Monteverdi’s letter are notably 

different from the modern-day use of the terms (from a vocal register perspective).  

Wistreich and Monteverdi’s descriptions of gorgie invoked bodily encrusted 

sensations of the brigha in me, in line with embodied cognition theories, as discussed 

earlier (Section 2.9, paras. 4–5). Above and beyond the theoretical similarities, the 

bodily resonance that I had with the gorgie concept became my ‘ground zero’ (Husserl 

1907/2001), as this journal entry shows:  

As I scan through every word: about the chest supporting the throat, and glottal 

closures, I am feeling the excitement. My body is pre-reflectively telling me that it has 

experienced this sensation many times. A familiar friend. A part of my singing being. 

(August 27, 2017) 

7.4 Delving into Practical Experimentation 

Prior to the reflective sessions on ornamentation, I referred to Possente Spirto versions 

of several tenors, in informing myself on how singers have interpreted the theories of 

gorgie in their practice. I identified resonances with certain renditions, particularly, 

Nigel Rogers (Ordunio, 2016; Monteverdi & Medlam, 1984), Anthony Rolfe Johnson 

(Monteverdi & Gardiner, 2010), and Nicolas Achten (Scherzi Musicali, 2014). When I 

listened to Nigel Rogers’ Possente Spirto for the first time, I jumped with joy. His 

gorgie reminded me so much of G. N. Balasubramaniam’s brigha-laden singing style 

(INRECO, 2014). As I listened to it repetitively, I sensed Damasio’s (1994) “body-

minded brain” at work in me, and journaled: 

As I hear him sing gorgie, my vocal folds experience a “mirroring” . . . I sense a 

familiarity. My body acknowledges this knowing. I recognise this sensation. This 

seems really close to what I have been singing as brigha, all these years. (August 3, 

2017) 

I revisited the embodied cognition theories from Section 2.9 and from my experiences 

in Thiruppavai (Sections 5.3 & 5.4) at this juncture, to help me understand why and 

how I identified with Monteverdian ornaments, the gorgie, in particular. To briefly refer 
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to embodied cognition here, again, Arnie Cox (2001, 2011) defines “mimetic 

hypothesis” as our understanding of music through “tacit imitation” or “mimetic 

participation.” This understanding, he notes, is based on our prior doing of the acts and 

embedded embodied experiences of similar sound production (Cox, 2001, p. 195). This, 

I believe, explains why I immediately identified with the gorgie sung by Nigel Rogers. 

This resonance came about because, as explained by mimetic hypothesis, hearing 

Nigel’s gorgie and looking at the score aligns with a bodily action that I have 

profoundly experienced as an intrinsic part of my singerly experience, the brigha 

singing. As Cox (2011) confirms: 

The ability to imagine performing an action is informed by experiences of actually 

performing that action, and the more experience one has performing a specific action, 

the more vivid and accurate the imagination is likely to be. (Cox, 2011, para. 24) 

I extended this discourse to reading of texts and looking at images of score as well. As 

Hunter (2013, p. 167) notes of embodied cognition, “this subjective imaginative 

experience, our sense of ourselves, our thought, our mind, is inextricably bound to brain 

and body.” 

I adopted a reflective practice approach to experiencing the ornamentation. I 

drew on the reflective musicianship approach of AustbØ et al. (2015) in considering the 

words, singing the ornaments as per the score, reflecting on the act and sound, deriving 

insights from what I felt as I sang, and re-ploughing these insights, as refined gamakas, 

into practice. 

 

7.5 Embodying the Ornate 

Vocality has been directly linked to sexuality, and Bonnie Gordon (2004) situates 

ornamentation squarely within her feminist critique of virtuosic singing in the early 

Baroque. She evaluates the “beating throat, active lips and tongues” discussed in 

singing treatises in the context of writings on ancient gynaecology, such as those of 

Galen, and notes that ornamental eloquence in women was considered as another form 

of incontinence; a leakage of excesses, through the throat (Gordon, 2004, p. 31). 

Gordon (2004, p. 31) clearly observes, “articulated in the throat, gorgia induced the 

rapid closing and opening of the glottis, an action paralleled to the opening of the uterus 

imagined to accompany orgasm.” While the Orphic ornamental eloquence in Possente 

has been deemed overt and grandiloquent, the same in a woman would have been 
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deemed as a display of unbridled sexuality in those times, as Heller (2003, pp. 48–52) 

affirms.  

Interestingly, brigha in Karnatik music has been associated with the masculine. 

The exception was M. L. Vasanthakumari who propagated the brigha style in female 

voices (Nayak, 2000, p. 173). In my past, while singing Karnatik kacceris, I had always 

privileged mind over body. I would conceive brigha in my mind, as a technicality, and 

sing it. Perhaps I was trained thus—to discount the participation of the body in the 

brigha process lest it rendered me provocative.  

In the reflective sessions, I realised that I was initiating the ornament from the 

bodily experience. I allowed my body to be the first receiver, and the agency that pre-

empted the impending gamaka. I turned again to Merleau-Ponty (1945/1993) in 

acknowledging that the bodily understanding is pre-reflective and prefigures any 

intellectual processing. The body as crucial to cognitive activity: the “centre for all 

knowledge and experience,” “the privileged ontological” (Waskul & Vannini, 2006, 

p. 8) came forth as experienced realities.  

This journal entry made after one of the reflective sessions reveals my state of 

mind at the time: 

 I am holding onto the embodied passion tighter than to the cerebral knowledge of the 

notes. I think only about the word and the ornateness embedded within. The gorgie is 

Orfeo’s ornamented cry. He is singing . . . to convey his desperation. He knows 

nothing else, he is a singer. A singer who communicates through ornament. Caronte 

does not see this feeling, he only sees a show-off. (August 10, 2017). 

I engaged in these reflective sessions on ornamentation in June 2017. One session was 

particularly fulfilling for me, and revealed many instances of commonality between my 

vocal style, gamakas, the text, and the Monteverdian ornaments. I annotated this video 

clip with descriptive and reflective comments, and embedded relevant sections from the 

1615 edition of the score of L’Orfeo (1607) within it (Monteverdi, 1615). I made this 

session publicly available on YouTube (Mani, 2018c); it is referred to here as Media file 

7.1. 

At the completion of this stage, I had acquired insights into ornamentation in the 

context of the melodic figures in Possente, and an overall idea the application of 

gamakas, in general, to certain ornaments typical of Monteverdi and the times. I had not 

yet consciously situated the melodic lines in relation to ragas. However, this 

identification, I can say retrospectively, had intuitively begun at this point. Gamaka 

variants, both as “ornamental note and a type of short decorative phrase” which are “an 

https://youtu.be/I2IN8Q7jzXs
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integral part of a particular raga,” surfaced in the experimentations with ornaments here, 

opening out raga possibilities for Possente Spirto (Pesch, 1999, p. 73). 

Based on my impressions from the practice sessions, I have mapped certain 

ornaments of reiteration that appear in Possente Spirto to specific gamakas from Table 

7.1, as Figures 7.1 and 7.2 show. Kampita occurred across most phrases, and is a key 

marker of Karnaticisation, described in Krishna and Ishwar (2012) as “the sound of 

Karnatak music aesthetic” (p. 14), and by Pesch (1999, p. 74) in two different ways—as 

subtle vibrato-like oscillations, and as more pronounced oscillations. The Jaaru, like a 

glissando, surfaced in practice in a few key moments as Figure 7.2 indicates and the 

media pointer at ‘il cammin’ (8’21”) demonstrates. As the annotations in the Media file 

7.1 explain, the ornaments in Possente and their expressive qualities map to the text and 

emotion and are bolstered when sung with gamaka touches and embodied involvement. 

Since I have engaged with detailed annotation in the media, I refrain from analysing this 

particular reflective session in-text, at any length.  

 

Figure 7.1. Certain gamakas mapped onto Possente Spirto, score sample 1 (Monteverdi, 1615, pp. 53–

54). 

 

Figure 7.2. Certain Gamakas mapped onto the Possente Spirto, score sample 2 (Monteverdi, 1615, p. 58). 

The resonance that I experienced with gorgie demonstrates that singing traditions that 

are seemingly disparate may indeed have resonances that practice and an embodied 

approach, can illuminate, and that they can help shape one another in the present. 

https://youtu.be/I2IN8Q7jzXs?t=501
https://youtu.be/I2IN8Q7jzXs
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In the next two sections, I briefly step aside from analysis and practice, to make 

a few observations on the relevance of my vocal approach to Monteverdi to the 

performance culture of early opera. These observations are relevant to my third research 

question, and address the performance culture in early opera (Section 1.9). 

 

7.6 The Pre-Romantic Voice and Historical Vocal Technique: Criticisms 

and Opportunities 

Western scholars of voice are aware that it is the treatises, the descriptive accounts of 

singing, the scores, analyses and the extant recordings, that inform an understanding of 

the historical vocal technique of the 17th century (Potter & Sorrell, 2012, pp. 70–80; 

Wistreich, 2000, 2012; Wistreich & Potter, 2013). Following Garcia’s (1847/1984) 

manual, there came a change in opera singing styles. Large opera houses had to be filled 

with sound, and new techniques were developed accordingly; the divide between the 

later vocal styles and the pre-romantic styles became more pronounced. Today’s singers 

and pedagogues of early music, therefore, contend with the reality that what 17th-

century singers may have actually ‘sounded’ like is unknown. “We can only speculate 

about what the singers actually did,” notes Potter in his essay on historical voices 

(Potter & Sorrell, 2012, p. 70). As Haynes (2007) observes, music-making in the 

present by drawing on aspects of the past, has been identified as one way to reconcile 

with such speculation: 

What is considered verifiable history – almost never offers a complete picture; in the 

case of music, not even recordings (if they existed) could do that. Performers have to 

fill in that picture and transform it into coherent music. (Haynes, 2007, p. 128) 

The early musical revival of the 1960s and 1970s ushered in a wave of recordings that 

became popular, and established a certain kind of normative early music vocal sound. 

This movement claimed to have ‘authentically’ reconstructed the past (Upton, 2012; 

Wilson, 2013). In the 1980s and 90s influential scholars including Taruskin (1982, 

1988, 1992), and Dreyfus (1983) argued that this movement’s claims to authenticity 

were ‘pretentious’ and that they were yet another strand of musical modernism typical 

of the 20th century whose agenda was “shocking complacent ears with new sounds” 

(Lindenberger, 1998, p. 47). Through the next few decades, researched, historically 

informed performances (HIP) proliferated, and now testify to the agenda foreseen by 

Taruskin (1995, p. 4) as “not the truth, but taste” being “on the march.” Since then, the 
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term authenticity has been confined within the closed doors of “scare quotes” (Taruskin, 

1995, p. 4).  

What the 17th-century voice sounded like is now less important than how our 

present capacities may be combined with history, using research, to produce music of 

the past, for and in the present. I turn to Leech-Wilkinson’s provocation in adopting this 

stance: 

These same scores can generate powerful experiences not just in ways that are taught, 

heard, recorded and approved now, but in imaginably and unimaginably different 

ways. So why are they not allowed to? (Leech-Wilkinson, 2017, para. 2) 

From a performer’s point of view, I do contend that one does not need an excuse to 

propose an approach other than the currently normative to singing Monteverdi, for, 

pushing boundaries in the course of artmaking is a given; this has indeed marked early 

music revival, as the emergence of successful “non-normative vocal styles” and 

“experimental” approaches of Janita Noorman, Andrea von Ramm, Cathy Berberian 

and even Nigel Rogers, testify to (Upton, 2012, para. 14) . Leech-Wilkinson anticipates 

and encourages more approaches on experimental lines: 

There is artistry in promoting convention, no doubt, but it is art without originality. It 

reassures, it does not challenge. Is that what we want from art? Doesn’t art involve 

offering new ways to see aspects of ourselves, not old ways of reassuring ourselves 

that all is well? (Leech-Wilkinson, 2017, para. 8) 

However, this brings me to a more interesting problem. Referring again to 

Leech-Wilkinson’s statement (2017, para. 8), “old ways of reassuring ourselves that all 

is well” in early music are questionable in themselves, not least due to the authenticity 

problems from earlier on.  

Taking a cursory glance at the 20th-century early music revival, Potter 

summarises this problematic issue with much greater clarity and authority than I can 

afford, considering my non-Western musical background. He notes, “there’s nothing 

wrong with the results [of the early music movement] . . . incidentally, it’s just that it’s 

misleading to use a term like ‘historically informed’ ” (Wistreich & Potter, 2013, p. 25). 

He clarifies that the early music movement of the 1960s and 1970s presented interesting 

newness. Their vocal sound, however, “wasn’t the product of research (and you won’t 

find any evidence for it in the literature),” Potter (Wistreich & Potter, 2013, p. 25) 

notes. Not that it needed to be; the problem was that it claimed to be. The ingrained 
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vocal sound in many of those recordings still holds sway and often renders newer 

efforts, historically informed or otherwise, seem more rebellious than they actually are.  

John Potter, armed with several years of performing and teaching experience in 

early music, converses with researcher/pedagogue Richard Wistreich in an interesting 

article on pre-romantic voice; he critiques the origins and discusses the ramifications of 

the early music movement for the present (Wistreich & Potter, 2013). I quote Potter 

here at some length to establish my point that newer approaches often face resistances 

that stem from unfounded premises: 

The truth is we invented the early music vocal sound based on what we wanted it to be 

like, and on the voices of a small number of singers with particular talents. The small-

scale, refined, straight, disciplined early music singing that we were used to came out 

of nowhere (or perhaps the head of David Munrow!): it wasn’t the product of research 

(and you won’t find any evidence for it in the literature). Even when singers began to 

look at pedagogical sources and so on, they (we) chose to ignore those bits that didn’t 

fit the model we had in our heads. An entire pedagogy was developed by people who 

claimed to know how 17th- or 18th-century singing was supposed to go, but whose 

knowledge was based mostly on their own experience of the late 20th-century early 

music movement, rather than an understanding of the sources. The huge success of 

early music recordings then made it impossible to go back and start again. (Potter, in 

Wistreich & Potter, 2013, p. 25) 

Wistreich and Potter (2013) go on to recommend that singers approaching musics of the 

past, particularly historical vocal technique, take initiative not only by undertaking 

research based on textual sources, but also by practically exploring their research 

through experimentation with their voice, using their vocal resources. Studies such as 

those of Järviö (2006; 2010; 2015) and Thomaidis (2013a, 2013b) which explore the 

embodied ‘now’ in voice while also considering techniques of the past, are notable 

exemplars that demonstrate this approach. By combining the performative turn in 

musicology, the phenomenological turn in voice studies, and a drive for newness, with a 

historically informed approach, a picture of history could be reimagined for the present. 

Hence, Järviö refers to her approach as “embodied historiography” (UniArts Helsinki, 

2018). 

Drawing on, and building from, such approaches, I propose that newer 

perspectives on the early modern voice, such as my own, that are informed by research 

and supported by practice, might benefit the field as alternative, informed ways to 

reimagine the pre-romantic voice. I propose that my current approach be regarded as an 
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“informed approach” (Stubbs, in K. Powers, 2018, para. 23), that is culturally inclusive 

and historically cognate; not only rebellious, which it certainly is.  

 

7.7 Global Contextualisation of Western History: Reimagined Connections 

I conclude this section with a brief consideration of the aspects of cultural plurality and 

mobility that marked the history of early modern Europe. Intercultural approaches to 

Italian music from that period, such as mine, may hold relevance to such histories and 

their practical applications for the present.  

Italy in the 16th and 17th centuries abounded in travellers from the East, and 

was home to depictions of the ‘exotic’ in theatrical productions, as Heller (2014) notes: 

One of the most intriguing features in all these entertainments [commedia dell’arte, 

and masque] is the attempt to incorporate elements of foreign and exotic cultures. The 

fascination with the exotic was inspired in no small part by Early Modern explorers of 

the East. (p. 52) 

That Monteverdi had both opportunity and the enthusiasm to connect with Eastern 

traditions of ornamentation may be construed from this excerpt from his letter: 

What I did see in Mantua thirty years ago, played and put together by a certain Arab 

who had just come from Turkey, was a cittern, the size of ours, strung with the same 

strings and similarly played, but it had this difference—its belly was half wood around 

the part near the neck, and half of sheepskin around the underneath part . . . the small 

finger of the quill hand making the said sheepskin dance while he stopped the chord. 

Those chords came out with a tremolo motion which gave a very pleasing effect. I 

have heard nothing more novel that was to my liking. (Monteverdi, lettera dated 

February 2, 1634/1980, p. 325) 

Monteverdi describes what could be imagined as microtonal inflections being enabled 

on chords; an Eastern sonic world was available to him through such experiences, 

during his active composing years. I certainly do not argue that Monteverdi and his 

contemporaries were clearly influenced by music from the Eastern cultures, not least 

Karnatik music, nor is such an argument within the scope of this research. However, it 

is interesting to consider that such a proposition need not necessarily be an 

impossibility.  

It is a certainty that the music of Monteverdi and his contemporaries including 

Luzzaschi, and Frescobaldi was born at a time when Europe was at the height of its 

cultural mobility and migration (Smith & Findlen, 2002). The cultural situations of 
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early modern Europe have direct implications for present constructs of music research: 

“A general recognition of the borderless mobility of music and musicians in this period 

is now gradually undermining the vestiges of 19th-century nation-state musicology” 

(Leach, Fallows, & Van Orden, 2015, p. 194). Efforts such as a brigha approach to 

gorgie might be an example of such a reimagination of borderlessness in the present. 

The history of ethnic encounters in early modern Europe is a field of scholarship 

that is gaining traction and testifies to the fact that a global network had developed itself 

during the 16th century in early modern Europe (Betteridge, 2007). Rubiés’ (2000, 

2007) works on travellers’ accounts from South India are noteworthy. Horodowich 

(2005, pp. 1039–1043) in her study of Venice, notes that music and the allied arts in 

Europe at that time would have been significantly influenced by the Others. especially 

in the context of Italy. The findings of such scholarship present a convincing picture of 

the kind of cultural influences that Europe enjoyed at that time, as Kate Van Orden 

notes in her essay: 

Europe that once ended at the Iron Curtain will now need to include music in 

Bohemia, Silesia, Moravia, and the Ottoman Empire, and as scholars begin to take 

stock of the profound multiculturalism of cities like Prague and Rome, I believe we 

will see more attention paid to the role of vernacular songs in projecting ethnic 

identity at this time of great cultural mobility. (Leach et al., 2015, p. 217) 

Such understandings have led to ground-breaking approaches to the study of the history 

of Western music from a global perspective. The Balzan Project, ‘Towards a Global 

History of Music,’ headed by Prof. Reinhardt Strohm at Oxford University is one such. 

Consisting of several case studies which connect The New World, South America, 

Mediterranean and Ottoman areas, India as well as other parts of East Asia, to Europe, 

and therefore to the history of Western classical music as we now understand it, this 

project presented interesting intersections, provocations and invitations for future 

research: the outcomes of this project are presented by Prof. Strohm in “Studies on a 

Global History of Music: The Balzan Musicology Project” (Balzan Research Project, 

2013–17; Strohm, 2018).  

The implications of such studies run deep for practice-based research. A 

reconsideration of the vocal style of early opera from a Karnatik perspective could offer 

one possibility for practice to support such reframing of musical histories. Monteverdi 

Reimagined is a name that not only refers to musical constructs being reimagined but 

also the cultural constructs being revisited and recombined in the present.  

https://www.music.ox.ac.uk/research/projects/past-projects/balzan-research-project/
https://www.music.ox.ac.uk/research/projects/past-projects/balzan-research-project/
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In the ensuing Part 2, I continue my interactions with Monteverdi’s musical 

materials and the Italian language. In functioning like tributaries of a river, the 

processes follow their own path before joining the central research; they illuminate sites 

to gaze upon in their traversal. The chapters, and parts within chapters, sometimes, 

therefore, declare their own outcomes within those sections.  
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Part 2: Monteverdi Reimagined: Considerations for 

Interculturality, Co-creation, Visual Representation, and 

Performance–Preparation 

 

Having described my analysis of, and experimentation with, Monteverdi’s challenging 

ornaments in Possente Spirto in Part 1, here, I describe the next phase of ‘co-creativity’ 

with Monteverdi (Austbø et al., 2015; Crispin, 2013, pp. 49–50). In adopting co-

creativity, I have operated from a performer’s perspective, and draw on Paul Barker’s 

(2018) observation: “I do not differentiate between creators and performers; I have no 

experience of being one without the other” (para. 2). 

In Part 2 of Chapter 4, I discussed certain key aspects of Monteverdi’s melodic 

material in relation to Karnatik raga. Here, I derive my practical approach to the 

melodic material in Monteverdi’s declamations, firstly, by considering how a certain 

melodic fragment might become Karnatik, and secondly, by evaluating how co-

creativity can manifest as improvisation. In the previous chapters (4, 5 and Part 1, 

Chapter 7), I have also stated that the swaras in Karnatik music are congealed with 

gamakas and that the rendition of a melodic figure in a Karnatik style is ornamented, by 

default. I refer to such a rendition by the term Karnaticisation.  

 

7.8 Karnaticisation: Hearing as Karnatik, Making Sound Karnatik 

The usage of the term ‘Karnaticising’ an instrument or a melody is one that is being 

used in Karnatik music today, across a few contexts: where North Indian ragas are 

adapted to the South; Western instruments such as the clarinet are adapted to Karnatik 

gamaka, or in fusion contexts, when a Western melody is made to sound Karnatik with 

gamaka (Ramanathan, 2008a). Karnaticisation, as I understand it, relates also to the way 

in which a Karnatik musician might cognise a melodic phrase that they encounter, 

visually or aurally. I believe they do so with gamaka, and as a raga prayoga, from 

personal experience. Viswanathan and Allen (2004, p. 42) concur that this phenomenon 

might pertain to the attribute in Karnatik musicians to naturally “recognise particular 

melodies and tunes as belonging to a raga.” This is certainly the way in which I 

processed Monteverdi’s musical language, and this was also the way in which I 

observed some of my collaborators from the Karnatik field processing Monteverdi’s 

musical contours, as I shall describe later in this chapter. 

I draw on Scruton’s (1997, pp. 444–445) idea of deconstruction of music into a 

“world of tones” occupied by the constituent units, including melodies, phrases, motifs, 
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and harmonies, to explain how Karnaticisation happens for me. These “quasi-

individuals” that Scruton (1997, p. 455) refers to, from a Karnatik sense, translate to 

gamakas, prayogas and sancharas. The link between hearing, understanding and 

reframing of a melodic fragment into a Karnatik style, is tied to these individual 

elements. Scruton’s observation on how we listen to music, links these elements to 

Karnaticisation: 

We have transcribed [the quasi-individuals] into our inner voice . . . we have acquired 

the habit of detaching them from the larger musical structures and perceiving them as 

individuals. (Scruton, 1997, p. 455)  

Building on Scruton (1997, p. 455), through my Karnatik “inner voice,” the 

Monteverdian notes assume a swara shape and become engulfed by gamakas; the 

motifs from Monteverdi’s melodic line detach themselves from the superstructure of his 

form and transform into prayogas. I experience the deconstructed fragments as a 

Karnatik whole. This phenomenon was touched upon earlier, in the reflective practice in 

Part 1 of this chapter. That instance looked at ornamentation in particular; however, it 

also the reflected melodic motifs morphing into raga phrases and Godøy’s (2011) 

gestural sonic-objects, due to my embodied involvement. Taruskin observes:  

A performer schooled in any mainstream receives his basic training before he has 

reached age of consent . . . his musical responses and tastes will have been formed at a 

preconscious level, vested, so to speak, in his spinal column. (Taruskin, 1995, p. 77) 

Extrapolating from Taruskin (1995, p. 77), my mainstream is Karnatik, and this is the 

lens through which I see all other musics, “preconsciously.” The very idea of making 

sound Karnatik stems from listening and responding as Karnatik, through 

Karnaticisation. This can be considered a kind of improvisation on a Western melodic 

line. However, it can also lead to further improvisations, as is normative in Karnatik 

music. The expandable potential of a Karnaticised Western segment is the node of co-

creativity here. 

 

7.9 Improvising the Karnaticised: How Much is Too Much? 

Before I describe my engagement with the Monteverdian declamations in practice, I 

briefly discuss the nature of, and scope for, improvisation in this engagement.  

At this point in the research, I revisited literature on improvisation, across the 

Karnatik and early Baroque cultures. The current narration of my research process 

mirrors this path. In the Thiruppavai, my narrative followed an approximately linear 
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path. In this project, theoretical revisitations, musical analysis, language, 

experimentation, reflection, travel, collaboration, scoring, and rehearsals, all happen in 

an overlapping, messy way. I have allowed this messiness to exist, and worked around 

the structuring of the narrative so that this trait of “jaggedness” (Crispin, 2014, p. 149) 

that is inherent to artistic research, is not lost in the sharing of it.  

Karnatik culture is one where improvisation is a “way of life” (Bailey, 1992, 

p. 2). Which of its many facets were to be harnessed in this project, was in question. A 

Karnatik raga’s building block, the prayogas may be thought of as ‘pre-existing musical 

material’ (Pearson, 2016a, p 46) that lend themselves to reshaping, across composition 

and improvisation. This renders improvisation and composition very closely linked in 

Karnatik music (Nettl, 2009, pp. 42–43; Nooshin & Widdess, 2006; Viswanathan, 1977; 

Viswanathan & Cormack 1998, pp. 219–230).  

Improvisation can manifest in many ways in Karnatik music, and relates to 

concatenation of swaras into prayogas, and prayogas into larger motifs of exploration. 

It can pertain to the various ways in which a particular swara or a prayoga can be 

ornamented in itself, or connected to others, using solfége or meaningless syllables. 

Improvisation can also refer to the ways in which a simple melodic line that forms the 

basic structure of a line of text can be built on, using “variegated variations” (sangatis) 

in melodic and/or rhythmic construct (Pesch, 1999, p. 37). Improvisation, across both 

the above-mentioned models, can also manifest as deeper, longer departures into raga. 

In such cases, they break away from the construct of the composed melody line or basic 

motif, assume a form of their own that develops in real-time and is often unstructured, 

and eventually return to the point of departure. 

I was interested into exploring the variations (sangati) model of improvisation in 

this context of co-creativity with Monteverdi. Since text-centricity was key to my 

approach, I did not want to lose myself in raga forays unless necessary for the drama. I 

turned to ideas on improvisation in Monteverdi’s musical culture, and looked to text-led 

improvisatory approaches. 

In Monteverdi’s time, the performers’ approach to melodic material was indeed 

improvisatory, as much research demonstrates (Cyr, 2017; Haynes & Burgess, 2016). 

Looking to earlier literature, Luca, one of the imaginary interlocutors in Artusi’s 

discussion on Monteverdi’s digressions from contrapuntal rules, explains how the 

graces (vaghezze) and accents (accenti) involving articulated notes are often substituted 

multiplicities (suppositi) in place of a bar or less. Such multiplicities generated 

microstructures of changes to the plain note; this was essentially an ornament-led 
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improvisation model (Palisca, 1985, p. 130–132). However, the unique feature of 

improvisation in the Baroque was that the graces thus added were integral to the affect 

and pertinent to conveyed meaning (Haynes, 2007, pp. 108–109). 

Monteverdi demonstrates a notated model of improvisation through his 

ornamented version of Possente Spirto. This is strikingly different in melodic contour 

and dramatic impact, from the unornamented, simple one. Despite employing a 

common bass-line for both, he places the ornamented and unornamented versions, one 

over another, for us to see the difference on paper. The example score section from 

Figure 7.3 shows the simple line for the phrase ‘alma da corpo sciolta’ overlaid on a 

more complex possibility (Monteverdi, 1609/1993, p. 68).  

 

Figure 7.3. Monteverdi offers one way to improvise (Monteverdi, 1609/1993, p. 68, mm. 112–114). 

Overall, such examples from Possente Spirto suggest freeness in improvisation in a way 

that also abets text; it is a possible prototype for performers and was possibly derived 

from the improvisatory practice as seen in performers of the time, as Carter (1984, 

p. 209) suggests. It is an instance of performance-inflected composition that derives 

from, and contributes to, improvisation.  

Toft highlights the importance of improvisation in 16th-century singing in the 

context of text and emotion: 

 In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, singers viewed scores quite 

differently, and for them to transform inexpressively notated compositions into 

passionate musical declamation, they treated texts freely and personalized songs 

through both minor and major modifications. (Toft, 2014, p. 2).  
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Drawing on above text-led styles of improvisation, as well as from the Karnatik 

variations models, I consider simple ornament-led variations as minor improvisations 

(like sangatis), and departures from the vocal line into short raga forays, as deeper 

improvisations. The second kind, that of departing raga forays, is comparable to nereval 

in Karnatik music, where a single line from a composed song is undertaken for 

extensive melodic and rhythmic elaboration, but nowhere nearly as elaborate (Pesch, 

1999, p. 179–180).  

With this preamble on Karnaticisation and improvisation, I now narrate my 

practice-based experimentations with Monteverdi’s declamations from L’Orfeo. 

Practice would illuminate the ways in which Karnaticisation would unfold, and the two 

kinds of approaches to improvisation would surface in real-time. 

I began, as in the Thiruppavai, with language, poetry, and culture, referencing 

conceptual parameters CP1, CP4 and CP5, relating to rhetorical style, poetic content 

and syllabic structure.  

 

7.10 Language and Culture: New Learnings 

In Karnaticising Monteverdi’s music, my reflective practice, journaling and research, 

into score, literature and libretto, unfolded concurrently; they informed one another. As 

mentioned in Part 1, I began my days by listening to and watching recorded 

performances of L’Orfeo (e.g., Monteverdi & Gardiner, 1990; Monteverdi & 

Harnoncourt, 1992; Monteverdi & Medlam, 1984; Monteverdi & Savall, 2003). I 

referred to well-regarded scores, including the 1615 facsimile edition (Monteverdi, 

1615), and later annotated editions, notably from Clifford Bartlett (Monteverdi, 

1609/1993) and Rinaldo Alessandrini (Monteverdi, 1609/2016).  

 “Attempting to carve the words and their meanings into the flesh of my living, 

singing body” became key here, and most challenging (Järviö, in Karttunen & Järviö, 

2011, p. 3). When I began my doctoral studies in 2016, I was not familiar with the 

Italian language. This was a handicap, considering the importance accorded to word in 

Monteverdi’s practice. I decided to tackle this issue around February, 2017.  

With the help of Italian language coaches at the Queensland Conservatorium, I 

developed a greater understanding of phonation and emotion in the relevant 

declamations. I undertook an ‘Italian Intensive’ course at my University constituting 60 

hours of foundational learning across the areas of listening comprehension, fluency in 

speaking, and basic writing patterns (Griffith University, 2017). This journal entry made 

during that time reflects the benefits of engaging with the language: 
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The delicacy of the ‘t’s and the softness of the ‘d’s. 

The hard depth in the ‘gh’ and ‘ch’ and the lips puckering softly in the ‘gia’ and ‘ci’ 

I savour the deliciousness. Of feeling the sound before it emerges into ephemerality. 

I feel more confident with what I say. Now I can worry about how I say it, in music. 

(February 16, 2017) 

With this background, I identified the important words in the libretto and their meaning. 

I spoke aloud the selected verses from the libretto, focussing on syllabic extensions and 

complementing the important words with hand gestures, as I did with the Thiruppavai, 

drawing on Lawrence-King’s approach (The Harp Consort & Il Corago, 2014).  

I began a performance-flow document for each of the pieces selected for study: 

Prologo, Possente Spirto and Rosa del ciel (Appendix D, Tables D1, D2 and D3 

respectively). This document, at this stage, comprised the verses of poetry, and their 

meaning. The document which began thus, later developed into a full-fledged 

representation of the text, meaning, ritornelli placement, and raga-flow, in each of the 

pieces. I utilised this document to quickly recall of the structure of each piece during the 

later rehearsal period.  

By repeated experimentation with the words and their sounding, I identified 

suitable syllables (and words) that could be embellished with Karnatik variations. For 

example, this journal entry dated May 8, 2017 (Figure 7.4) depicts the moments that 

lend themselves to ornamentation and variation in the verse ‘Io su cetera dor 

cantando . . .’ of the Prologo. While the entirety is Karnaticised, the selected words are 

improvised further. 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 194 

 

Figure 7.4. Journal notes dated May 8, 2017: Identifying possibilities for embellishment of text. 

Turning to Eric Chafe, I reminded myself that Monteverdi’s Seconda Prattica was 

“oriented toward the domination of oratio, word, rather than harmonia” (Chafe, 1992, 

p. 6). I referred to the conceptual parameters CP5, CP6, CP9, and CP10 to identify the 

oratio related elements in poetic construct and metre, rasa evoked, and ease of delivery. 

The following aspects became relevant in Karnaticisation and improvisation: 

• The rhetorical delivery style  

• Textual meaning 

• Syllables long and short 

• Pronunciation / Italian diction 

• Sprezzatura/sowkhya, as ease of integration of the musical with embodied 

delivery. 

These factors were identified as the steps in co-creation with Monteverdi in Mani 

(2017c), the paper I presented at the EPARM (European Platform for Artistic Research 

in Music) conference, in April 2017.  
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Deciding through practice where and how the Karnatik touches and melisma can 

reinforce the Monteverdian ‘words over harmony’ ideal is where the ‘negotiation’ of 

the ‘tensions’ between his composing and my reimagining actually happens. (Mani, 

2017c, p. 2)  

A month and a half in the Italian cities of Cremona, Mantua and Venice (which were the 

main cities from which Monteverdi operated during his lifetime) in June–July 2017, 

provided me with cultural insights and an opportunity to experience the Italian 

language. I participated in the Monteverdi 450 commemorative conference in the cities 

of Cremona and Mantua (Monteverdi Festival, 2017). I was also kindly invited by Prof. 

Ellen Rosand to attend the conference hosted by the Cini Foundazione around that time, 

at Venice (Foundazione Giorgio Cini, 2018). From these conferences, I gained some 

insight into the vast body of scholarship that constitutes Monteverdi Studies today—his 

compositional practices, life, editions of operas, and performance-related issues in his 

operas. (See Figures 7.5 and 7.6). 

 

Figure 7.5. Photo dated June 8, 2017, at the biblioteca (library) at Mantua. L’Orfeo score edition of 1609 

and libretto in display (among many other editions).  
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Figure 7.6. At the ‘Monteverdi commemorative exhibition’ at Cremona. Photo dated June 7, 2017. 

I recall having felt a connection with place and culture most profoundly when I stood 

inside the ‘sala degli specchi’ (Hall of Mirrors), at the Ducal palace in Mantua. With 

Prof. Paula Besutti describing the way in which the hall would come alive every Friday 

when Monteverdi’s music was performed, I found myself wandering into a zone of 

fantasy: as if I had been transported back in time. This was also the room where 

Virginia Andreini was supposed to have rehearsed for here title role in Arianna (1608). 

In the company of an enthusiastic scholarly group consisting of experienced and new 

Monteverdi scholars, I felt excited. I sang for a few minutes, informally, in that space 

(Figure 7.7). In this journal entry, I reflect on how I felt when I sang in that space: “I did 

not have to push my voice at all. The acoustic was fantastic. It must have been so easy 

to sing without a microphone” (June 11, 2017). 
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Figure 7.7. The ‘sala degli specchi’ (Hall of mirrors) at the ducal palace in Mantua. Photo dated June 9, 

2017.  

The academic knowledge, culture and music that I experienced in that trip were 

inspiring. I carried these memories with me into the rather challenging music-making 

and researching periods that were to follow. (See Figures 7.8 and 7.9). The inspiration 

that I felt at that time is conveyed in this journal entry: “I wish I could live here for a 

while and keep speaking this language. I feel like an explorer. I construct and am 

constructed at the same time” (June 26, 2017). 

 

Figure 7.8. Entering the Monteverdi 450 conference at University of Pavia, Cremona. Photo dated June 7, 

2017.
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Figure 7.9. Monteverdi’s bust at Cremona. Photo dated June 6, 2017.  

While Tomlinson (1993) criticises such an unchecked affinity and an assumed right to 

evaluation of, and adopting of, another culture, recommending “cultural distance” to 

avoid the risk of “colonizing” it, he was indeed accused by Kramer for wanting a 

“musicology without music” (Cook, 2007, p. 230 citing Kramer, 1993, p. 27). Music, as 

subject for the senses, rendered me emotionally charged, vulnerable, disarmed and 

enamoured, all at once, and I allowed myself this romantic indulgence.  

Hearing the Italian language being spoken, in Italy, developed my ‘ear’ for the 

sounds. I spoke some Italian. On the day of my departure from Italy, I saw an Italian 

pop band sing at the piazza at Il duomo di Milano. In comparing the way Italian 

sounded in opera and in pop music, I mused on the elusiveness of the past, and the ways 

in language adapts itself to musical styles of the present. 

 

7.11 Practical Unfolding of Ragas 

Turning my narrative slightly back in time, I share the trajectory of progress that I 

followed, until then. Between May 2016 and May 2017, I experimented with 

approaches to interpreting the modal and tonal harmonies in the selected repertoire, by 

making music with a selection of collaborators. Any given melodic segment when 

karnaticised, can be applicable to a variety of ragas. To nominate one raga out of many 

possibilities necessitates an evaluation that stems from practice, but is solidified through 

analysis. Accordingly, I conducted a musicological analysis of the pieces from a 

Karnatik perspective, during early 2017 (on which I will later elaborate). Based on the 

concurrences observed between the experimental and analytical approaches, I identified 

Karnatik ragas in the declamations.  
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During this period in the research, I primarily focussed on conceptual 

parameters pertaining to raga, modality-tonality correspondences, instrumentation and 

ornamentation (CP2, CP3, CP4, CP7, and CP8). Also, my focus was on co-creativity 

with Monteverdi; I did not begin composing my Tamil responses to the Italian verses at 

this stage, although the ideas began to form.  

I now share my insights from three key experimental trials. These engagements 

were pivotal to my musical understanding of the selections. In between the first and the 

next two, I faced a challenge that would become an important informant to my 

improvisatory approach in this project. 

 

7.11.1 With Karnatik musicians in Chennai, June, 2016. 

In June 2016, I travelled back to Chennai, and worked on Possente Spirto 

experimentally with a Karnatik Violinist, B. Anantakrishnan and Flautist, J. B. Sruti 

Sagar. Over three sessions of around one hour each, we worked with Nigel Rogers’ 

(Orduino, 2016) version, and they were both astounded by the brigha in his voice. 

Together, we listened to, and identified, a few ragas that ‘jumped out’ at us, particularly 

Gowrimanohari (scalar structure similar to melodic minor, however, with a major 

seventh in descent also). 

I now share my reflections and learnings from this engagement, by analysing the 

recording that we made (Media file 7.2). In the recording, Anantakrishnan and Sruti 

Sagar closely follow the Monteverdian ritornelli, in line with the essentially linear 

nature of Karnatik music. Overall, Anantakrishnan Karnaticises the ritornelli at several 

points, while, at times, he emulates the plain Western violin style. Sruti Sagar, 

throughout the cornetti passages, applies ornaments typical of Gowrimanohari. 

Specifically, between 1’30” to 2’, Anantakrishnan presents the ritornello as a 

detailed Gowrimanohari raga exposition. He builds on the melodic material from 

Monteverdi, however, grows it using an entirely Karnatik approach, into an improvised 

raga-based edifice, using prayogas. The finish caresses the seventh scale degree before 

a final release at the octave, at 2’, and draws on the typical alapana styled 

(improvisatory) reply to a Viruttam verse. Such a finish also aligns with Monteverdi’s 

cadence resolution style seen in his ritornelli. The lingering tensions between the 

seventh and the octave give way to resolution, after some deliberation at the seventh, in 

both Monteverdi’s construct and Anantakrishnan’s improvisation. 

At 2’17’ Srutisagar’s replies on the flute mirror the cornetto line. His approach, 

however, immediately renders the phrase karnaticised, due to the natural application of 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/song-3/s-TrUOK
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gamaka at the third and sixth scale degrees: a feature that is typical of raga 

Gowrimanohari.  

My vocal rendition in this recording is plain, and lacks in Karnaticisation. This 

is because, I had intended to ‘live with’ the simple Monteverdian line before deciding 

on which raga to adopt and therefore how best to karnaticise. For instance, between 

2’36” and 2’40”, Anantakrishnan’s playing suggests a variety of possible ragas that 

could have accommodated the minor sixth scale degree. I wished for these uncertainties 

to ‘play out’ before selecting a raga path, at any point.  

My Italian pronunciation is incorrect at several points in the recording. For 

instance, the syllable ‘scio’ in ‘sciolta’ is incorrectly pronounced with hardness, and the 

softer syllables such as ‘te’ and ‘da’ with are intoned with hardness. I have resorted to 

splitting the words with little regard to their meaning. For instance, I split ‘spirto’ as 

‘spir/to’. Depicting my earliest foray into the project, this attempt stands alongside 

several others, as a crucial one, for me to reflect on, and learn from.  

The only downside to this purely melodic approach to experimentation was the 

absence of a continuo substrate. The lack of a bass-line rendered the syllabic 

distribution unregulated and unsupported, both harmonically and in terms of forward 

motion. I was inclined to explore raga changes at a few instances, however, could not, 

due to the absence of a leading chordal substrate. For example, at 4’35” (‘tanta 

bellezza’), I have curtailed my urge to explore the hint of raga Natakurinji that appeared 

precisely between 4’49” and 4’51”. I was governed by my propensity to return to the 

seemingly central raga that overtly appeared throughout this exploration, 

Gowrimanohari. Monteverdi’s typical modality-tonality interweave was, therefore, 

under-explored in this attempt. 

Anantakrishnan and Sruti Sagar were committed otherwise and could not be part 

of the final production of Monteverdi Reimagined that was fixed for October, 2017. 

They did not wish to be videographed. This experimental attempt was recorded at 

Surang Studios, in Mylapore, Chennai.  

 

7.11.2 Challenges in finding a balance between continuo and 

improvisation.  

My next few sessions of experimentation, reflection and learning occurred in the 

company of continuo players. In line with this quote from Potter (Potter & Sorrel, 

2012), improvisation with a chordal substrate, I believed, could afford stability across 

moments of raga change: 
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 Singing over an instrument which is improvising harmony from a bass line is an 

invitation to improvisation . . . Caccici was probably unsuccessful in his attempt to 

persuade singers to stop showing off. (Potter & Sorrell, 2012, p. 78) 

In February 2017, I contacted around ten harpsichordists and lute players, based not 

only in Brisbane, but also in other cities in Australia, and globally, receiving favourable 

responses from around five. Juanita was unavailable for this project. The first 

harpsichordist that I worked with was Brisbane-based. After an hour’s session, she 

declared that she found it almost impossible to follow where I was at any point because 

I was not abiding by the score. This journal entry made on the day shows the key 

challenge that I was confronted with: 

Sometimes I fell out of the tempo. I extended some syllables beyond what Monteverdi 

had intended. I found it hard to concentrate on the continuo; I was engulfed in the 

vocal line. The harmony was preserved, but I played around a bit within that ‘playpen’ 

– sometimes it went well, at other times it fell flat. It is hard for me not to improvise. 

It was also hard for her to manage my departures from the score.  

I think I should plan my forays. It would be nice if the continuo player could listen to 

me, in addition to looking at the score. It was like we were speaking two different 

languages – hers was fully notated, mine was mainly improvisational. I could have 

listened better to her bass line changes.  

Anyway, I lost her, and feel dejected. Lesson learnt: more planning, visually relatable 

material, and more listening. (February 24, 2017) 

It was not easy to find continuo players who were willing to ‘listen’ to an improvising 

singer, nor was it easy for me to confine my improvisations to the rhythmic distribution 

in the Monteverdian line.  

I approached a few more harpsichordists. With my improvisatory mind-set, I had 

little success in gaining a collaboration. I had not yet figured a way to work with the 

score such that I could improvise, while also making my collaborators privy to my 

sequence of actions. The month that followed passed with me working feverishly on the 

Thiruppavai Project. This journal entry reflects my state of mind then; I was quite 

worried: 

If I can’t improvise, I feel like I am not expressing myself . . . In the Baroque, they 

widely improvised, in Karnatik music, we live to improvise. It is difficult here, for 

many reasons. There is the constrain of drama. The Score.  
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If I give this improvisation up, the true Karnatik spirit cannot be investigated in this 

context. I must find a balance. (March 15, 2017) 

7.11.3 With harpsichordists in Norway and Sweden, April, 2017. 

In April 2017, through singer-researcher friends in Norway and Sweden, I met with two 

remarkable continuo players. Gunnhild TØnder in Oslo, and Andreas Edlund in 

Gotenberg experimented with me on the selected declamations. I retained the 

improvisatory approach, however, by then I had also learnt an important lesson: to listen 

to the bass-line with more attentiveness, and to allow the continuo player to sometimes 

lead. 

In these trials, I was successful in gaining valuable insights. The Monteverdi 

(1609/1993) edition from Clifford Bartlett was used, as it was a popular choice with 

both of them. Each of them approached the score from their personal perspective, 

drawing on their Baroque improvisatory practice training, while I drew on the variations 

model of Karnatik practice. I allowed my improvisations to reflect their impetus, rather 

than to lead theirs, as this journal entry indicates.  

They were the conduit between the Monteverdian page and me. They led me into 

zones, not I, them. Once in the zone, we egged each other on – like pranksters. So 

much fun. (April 21, 2017) 

Excerpts from the discussion between myself and Gunnhild on 16 April, 2017, at Oslo 

are shared below. We are discussing the fourth line of the strophe beginning ‘Io la 

musica’ from the Prologo, ‘le piu gelate menti’ (refer to clip between 4’ and 5’30”). See 

Figure 7.10, and Media file 7.3 for an idea of this session. 

Author: It’s telling me something. 

Gunnhild: This chord is very typically Monteverdi.  

I hum a raga, and then we play together. 

Author: It went somewhere . . . This raga is called Hemavati.  

I suddenly lose myself in raga exploration, and we play. 

Gunnhild: I mean, it can go anywhere! This is so much fun. You asked me what I did 

there, and I don’t remember.  

Author: Yes, different every time, like a Karnatik performer. 

https://youtu.be/f7RjCilWvFs
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Gunnhild: When you go somewhere, I go there too and see what I can explore. I love 

this... 

We both speak also to another interlocutor, singer/researcher Elisabeth Holmertz. I am 

visibly moved in this clip, and we are all very excited about the augmented fourth that 

emerged suddenly at ‘le piu gelate menti’. I try to make sense of this moment, as a 

raga, and Gunnhild makes comparisons with Monteverdian chords. (Experimentation 

transcript, April 16, 2017) 

 

Figure 7.10. Harpsichordist Gunnhild exclaims, ‘I mean, you can go anywhere!’ Photo dated April 16, 

2017. 

Reflecting on these particularly powerful moments in the session, I turned inward to 

rethink of the meaning of the text. This thought emerged in my journal entry later in the 

day. It began with the meaning of the line ‘le piu gelate menti’ (music that inflames icy 

minds).  

Perhaps the raga passage can become a metaphor for the melting of the icy mind. Or 

maybe the confusions that are in the thoughts – that need melting? Together, the 

continuo and voice respond to a larger need, of meaning. (April 17, 2017) 

The clip and the journal entry considered together, on one hand, point to raga 

possibilities from the Monteverdian line. On the other hand, they hark back to the risk 

identified to the text-centricity in the Karnatik, namely, melodic over-indulgence, 

during improvisation.  
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Turning towards Monteverdi for reference, I noted that Ossi (2003, p. 57) writes: 

“music and text became equal participants” in Monteverdi’s style after around 1605 (the 

Fifth Book). This presupposes a shift in the way oratione would manifest across his 

operatic works—shifting from a position of text being the ruler of melody, to allowing 

melody to assume a role of being the equal of text. In these experimentations, I 

perceived a shift in my tendency; I was allowing the melodic aspects to surface freely. 

However, in attaining a sense of balance between musical freedom and dramatic intent, 

I understood, dwelt the challenge and reward in this hybridity. The possibility of 

weaving in raga Saraswati, a derivative of raga Hemavati, at the end of every strophe in 

the Prologo, emerged as a tangible outcome from this attempt.  

A few days after my session with Gunnhild, I experimented with harpsichordist 

Andreas Edlund at Gothenburg (Media file 7.4 and Figure 7.11). With singer/researcher 

Elisabeth Belgrano as interlocutor, our session was mainly about how an improvisatory 

approach may be applied to the melodic line, and the role of editions in such an 

approach. The rhythmic distribution of the bass line was something that Andreas was 

highly attentive to, and I was not. I noticed that he listened to my improvisations; while 

he did not improvise himself, he allowed me. In the context of the facsimile edition of 

1615, Andreas observed that I had finally managed to play around with improvisation 

and still stay within the barlines. (Refer to recorded clip from 3’10” onwards): 

Andreas: As per this edition, you didn’t make any compromises to this four-beat 

division, the common time.  

You can do accenti in any number of ways. He [Bartlett] wrote something – one way 

of doing it, just to let us know a possibility. You approach it in a different way. That 

seems fine too. It is just easier to improvise with the freer 1615 edition. 

(Experimentation transcript, April, 18, 2017) 

An edition, I understood, was an instance of realisation and, when interpreted rather 

than followed, could give rise to many more such realisations. L’Orfeo, interestingly, 

began as performance in 1607, and then became an edition in 1609, only to generate 

numerous performances and editions over the last few centuries (Calcagno, 2012, 

pp. 17–20). I made a journal entry that could guide me in preparing a document that 

reflected my interpretation of L’Orfeo. My collaborators and I could refer to this 

version, in preparation for, and in, performance. 

The simple 1615 edition and the other “realised” edition differ in many ways. They 

are interpretations of Monteverdi. I want my interpretations to be fluid. Not set in 

https://youtu.be/AGTiKby7e38
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stone. They could represent my creativity at a moment in time. They could come alive 

in performance in many ways. Yet they are captured, for memory, for contour, and for 

guidance. (April 18, 2017) 

At the end of these three experimental encounters, I emerged with a better 

understanding of how the various ragas could surface across the two declamations: 

Possente Spirto and the Prologo. The points at which transitions between ragas could 

happen, became more pronounced; I acquired a self-regulated approach to ornaments 

and improvisation, and an idea of how to work with an edition. At this point in the 

chronology, the poetic and semantic aspects had begun to congeal with the musical.  

 

Figure 7.11. Experimenting with harpsichordist Andreas Edlund. Photo dated April 19, 2017. 

7.12 Analytical Unfolding of Ragas: Accompanying Practice 

Several ragas unfolded in the practical exploration; I carried out an analysis of the 

selected declamations from a comparative musicological perspective around the same 

time, to solidify raga selections. I share the rationale for, and steps followed in, the 

analysis here. 

Jeffrey Kurtzman observation on Monteverdi’s music is an invitation for 

alternative approaches to analysis, to emerge: 

The difficulty Monteverdi’s music poses for us, hovering as it does between modal 

and tonal composition, partaking of features of both, is that it does not wholly fit into 

any of the systems for which scholars have developed various analytical techniques 

and terminologies. (Kurtzman, 2000, p. 187) 

The fact that Monteverdi’s music cannot be strictly categorised has meant that it is not 

only possible, but also useful, to analyse it from varied perspectives. Chafe’s landmark 
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(1992, p. 128), approach to the analysis of Monteverdi’s musical language uses the 

modal-hexachordal system as its premise. McClary (1976), and Chew (1989), are other 

key analysts who have approached Monteverdi’s music from a transitional perspective, 

that is, at the junction of modality and tonality. A brief glance at these various 

approaches contextualises my Karnatik approach. 

Firstly, in describing L’Orfeo from a modal approach, Carter (2002, p. 134), 

drawing on McClary (1976), explains Renaissance modes in terms of an octave scale 

being “divided into a fifth (diapente) and a fourth (diatessaron), signifying the 

descending fifth as a pivotal modal marker.” Secondly, Chafe (1992, pp. 38–49) 

understands Monteverdi’s music in terms of modal-hexachords. Drawing on Athanasius 

Kircher’s grouping of twelve modes in mollis and durus forms, Chafe advances that 

Monteverdi constructed L’Orfeo using the prevalent 17th-century framework of four 

hexachords in B♭, F, C and G, housed within two systems (signatures)—the cantus 

mollis (key signature with a B♭) and cantus durus (key signature with a B♮). Chafe 

observes that Monteverdi’s, across his works, varied the harmonic colour by either 

rotating the modes (mutatio toni) within a particular system or varying the system itself 

(mutatio modi). To expand briefly on this concept, the cantus mollis system consists of 

the two-flat B♭, the one-flat F and the natural C, hexachords. The cantus durus system 

constitutes the three traditional hexachords, the one-flat (F), natural (C) and sharp (G). 

Thus, the one-flat and natural hexachords overlap across the two systems, and each 

hexachord has the tone-tone-semitone-tone-tone distribution between its notes. 

The most popular approach which is often considered alongside the modal 

approach to Monteverdi’s music is from the perspective of tonality. Kurtzman (2000) 

summarises that “harmonic colour” in Monteverdi’s compositional style was varied by 

“the frequent shifts between major and minor forms of the same triad” and “tonal shifts” 

emerging as “discrete musical blocks” in the structure (p. 186). Gary Tomlinson (1987), 

Ossi (2003), and Steinheuer (2007) all use a combination of modal and tonal 

terminology in their analyses. 

In this analysis, I draw on modality, tonality, and a small slice of Chafe’s (1992) 

rotating modal-hexachordal approach in presenting the melodic content in the selected 

declamations from an intercultural perspective, in the form of Karnatik ragas. I refer to 

the scalar framework of all the ragas featured here from a single compilation of South 

Indian ragas in Western staff notation by Kauffman (1976). Now, I turn to the analysis, 

piece-wise.  
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7.12.1 Analysis of Possente Spirto. 

Monteverdi has cast Possente Spirto within the cantus mollis system, implying the 

presence of a B♭ in the key signature, in a g mode (the mollis gamut with a minor third 

scale degree). The minor third coincides with the mollis signifier, B♭. From a modal 

perspective, Possente Spirto is regarded as in G-Dorian (transposed mode) by scholars 

(e.g., Carter, 2002; Steinheuer, 2007). Sixteenth century theorist Zarlino (1558/1968) 

described this mode as having an effect between sadness and joy; it corresponds to the 

swara combination in Karnatik raga Kharaharapriya (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 259) (with an 

inversion in its uttaranga [diatessaron] and purvanga [diapente] order).  

Within the mollis system casting, Monteverdi freely moves between the three 

possible hexachords: the two-flat hexachord in B♭, one-flat hexachord in F, and the 

natural hexachord in C. However, in adopting two kinds of brighter harmonic usages, he 

does anticipate joy. Firstly, with the frequent introduction of the F♯, the D minor triad in 

the natural hexachord gently pushes itself to the D major, instating the joyful F♯ as the 

third degree. Secondly, with the introduction of the bright B♮, the G minor triad 

suddenly morphs into a G major in certain special instances. I have analysed, with 

examples, the zones at which these transitions occur, with a commentary on ragas that 

map onto these transitions. Table 7.2 offers Striggio’s Italian libretto of Possente Spirto 

with an English translation by Barrese (1996), to aid in the proposed word-meaning-

raga mappings.
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Table 7.2  

Possente Spirto Italian Text and Meaning 

 

7.12.1.1 The sixth-seventh scale degree pairing combinations. 

Within Possente Spirto, Monteverdi’s vocal line continually moves between four 

combinations of the sixth–seventh scale degree pairs, while maintaining the third scale 

degree as B♭. These combinations are the E♭–F, E–F, E–F♯, and E♭–F♯ pairs. These 

four pairs cover an array of ragas that span the extremes, namely E♭ and F♯, and 

positions in between. I shall discuss them in the context of the two main dualities that 

dominate the harmonic spheres of this piece, namely, the E/E♭and F/F♯ juxtapositions.  

A striking example is the use of the bright E in ‘nume’, and its immediate 

juxtaposition with the E♭ in ‘altra riva’; the powerful god capable of granting passage 

across the Styx to eternity, contrasted against the poor dead souls who wish for such 

eternity. The raga (all references to raga assume the note ‘G’ as tonic) suggested in the 

E♭–F pairing between the sixth and seventh scale degrees is known as Natabhairavi 

(Kaufmann, 1976, p. 205), and the raga suggested in the E–F pairing is Kharaharapriya 

(earlier featured in Thiruppavai 23 and described as majestic). Natabhairavi is known to 

Italian libretto Meaning in English  

Possente Spirito e formidabile nume, 

Senza vui far passaggio a l’altra riva 

Alma da corpo sciolta in van presume. 

 

Non viv’io, no, che poi di vita è priva 

Mia cara sposa, il cor non è più meco, 

E senza cor com’esser può ch’io viva? 

 

A lei volt’ho il cammin per l’aer cieco, 

A l’inferno non già ch’ovunque stassi 

Tanta bellezza il paradiso ha seco. 

 

Orfeo son io che d’Euridice i passi 

Segue per queste tenebrose arene, 

Ove giàmmai per uom mortal non vassi. 

 

O de le luci mie luci serene, 

S’un vostro sguardo può tornarmi in vita, 

Ahi, chi niega il conforto a le mie pene? 

 

Sol tu nobid dio puoi darmi aita 

Né temer dei, che sopra un’area cetra 

Sol di corde soavi armo le dita 

Contra cui rigida alma in van s’impetra. 

Mighty spirit and powerful deity, 

Without whom the souls freed from their bodies 

Hope in vain to reach the other bank. 

 

I am not alive, no, after the death of 

My beloved wife, my heart is no longer mine, 

And without a heart how can it be that I live? 

 

To her leads my path through the dark air, 

Not towards Hell, for everywhere 

Where there is so much beauty is Paradise. 

 

I am Orpheus, who follows the steps of Euridice 

Through the gloomy plains, 

To which no mortal has access. 

 

O serene light of my eyes, 

One glance from you can return life to me, 

Alas, who can deny me comfort in my torment? 

 

Only thou noble god, can aid me, 

Fear not, for it is only the sweet strings of a 

Golden lyre I use as a weapon against 

The stern souls to whom it is vain to implore. 
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be stark and darker than Kharaharapriya, and this perception aligns with the notion of 

increasing brightness as the two-flat hexachord in B♭ (with the single semitone ‘mi-fa’ 

between E♭–F) morphs into the natural hexachord in C (‘mi-fa’ between E–F), the 

gateway into the brighter durus domains. Further, the reverse rotation from the natural 

to the two-flat hexachord from a tonality perspective represents as a shift between the C 

major and minor triadic chords, thereby projecting the E and E♭ alternations, and a 

greying of the sound colour. 

The ‘D–E–F♯–G’ is a diatessaron arrangement that maps to the brightest hue 

that a raga with a minor third can assume, (without considering vivadi melas, those 

involving dissonant swaras). This raga is known as Gowrimanohari Kaufman, 1976, 

p. 315). The introduction of the F♯ instead of the F into the mode could be viewed from 

a tonality angle in terms of the triadic chord in ‘D’ assuming a major (with F♯) quality 

instead of the usual minor quality (with F).  

The dramatic impact of the occurrence of the F or the F♯ is significant; the F♯ 

yearns to fulfil its brightness by completing its embrace of joy with the durus signifier 

B♮, but Monteverdi systematically curtails this propensity of it, reintroducing at every 

juncture, the brooding quality of the B♭ yielding to the overarching melancholy, 

shocking Orfeo back to his wretched reality. For example, when Orfeo refers to his wife 

as dear to him in ‘mia cara sposa’, the ‘ra’ syllable is situated centrally on the F♯, a 

hopefulness to which even the cornetti favourably respond to. But soon, he reverts to 

the realisation of his plight; in ‘e sense cor commeser pou . . .’ he turns once again to 

the cold embrace of the E♭–F combination. The score section in Figure 7.12 depicts this 

E♭–F pair, and its predisposition to raga Natabhairavi. 

 

Figure 7.12. Natabhairavi seen in this section from Possente Spirto (Monteverdi, 1615, p. 57). 

The last strophe (when Orfeo finishes his well-presented argument), dwells in a 

comparatively duller zone, E–F; he sings of the souls of stone, ‘rigid alma’, which do 

not melt for the lyre (that he holds). However, in his fervent hope that Caronte does 

move to his entreaties, he signs off from his third act prayer with the E–F♯ pairing 

contoured in ‘s’impetra’, thus clinging on to an expectant brightness of hue. The E–F 

and E–F♯ pairings are indicative of ragas Kharaharapriya and Gowrimanohari, when 
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considered in the context of the other notes in the Dorian mode, and are indicated in 

Figure 7.13. 

  

Figure 7.13. Kharaharapriya and Gowrimanohari combination from Possente Spirto (Monteverdi, 1615, 

p. 65). 

A three-semitone separation is witnessed in ‘van presume,’ describing the attempts of 

the soul that end in vain, the E♭– F♯ pairing positioned strategically at both ends of a 

florid proclamation of futility (Figure 7.14). The raga corresponding to this sixthseventh 

combination, with the B♭ as the third is known as Keeravani (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 249), 

the harmonic minor. I find this a moving and meditative raga, from my experience and 

learnings from gurus. 

 

Figure 7.14. Kharaharapriya could morph into Keeravani in this section of Possente Spirto (Monteverdi, 

1615, p. 54). 

The modal-tonal co-existence in Monteverdi’s style makes his work unique in harmonic 

colour, admitting not only modal harmony but also functional harmony, reinforcing 

cadential direction in the melody. When staying within the modal harmony of a single 

raga, as I had done in the Thiruppavai Project, I could achieve only a certain degree of 

dramatic impact. However, in analysing Monteverdi’s writing while deriving a Karnatik 

reading, I have come to realise that functional harmony can be suggested by quickly 

rotating from one raga to another, while modal harmony may be instated on returning to 

the raga that was the point of departure. In these rotations of raga that closely follow 

Monteverdi’s departures from the mode, the bass-line remains Monteverdian.  
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7.12.1.2 The third scale degree: B♭/ B♮ duality. 

From the sixth-seventh scale degrees, I now turn to the third scale degree, and identify 

that the most striking of dramatic shifts occur in Monteverdi’s handling of it. 

Monteverdi induces a change in emotion as he shifts, across various instances in the 

piece, from the overall gloom of the B♭ to the hopeful, and promising B♮, which may be 

read as a durus shift involving the hexachord on G, or as an accidental to the mode. 

Whichever way it is explained, its presence is summoned at pivotal points. Orfeo’s 

enthusiasm in his utterance ‘tanta bellezza’ as he recalls the plentiful beauty of Euridice 

is an excellent example of how Monteverdi employs the B♭/B♮ duality.  

In constructing ‘tantabellezza’, he meanders with plentiful gorgie 

embellishment from F1 down to F plunging even further to the B♭ an octave below (in 

maintaining the mollis graveness throughout the syllable ‘tan’), only to introduce a 

paradigm shift into the bright tonal sphere. This he does by employing the gesture C–B♮

–G that lands on the tonic after a minor repose at the comforting major third, laden with 

bittersweet expectation. The C–B♮–G descent relates directly to a key prayoga in the 

raga Natakurinji, mapping on to a cadence across the scale degrees 4–3–1 (Figure 7.15). 

Natakurinji (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 358) is a derivative (janya) of the seven-tone parent 

scale which maps to the mixolydian mode, Harikambhoji (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 349), 

and is believed to denote ‘sringara’ rasa, the feeling of expectant love. A thought on 

the great beauty of Euridice is all that is needed for Orfeo to summon the feeling of 

hopeful love in his music, even if it was only for a fleeting moment.  

 

Figure 7.15. Natakurinji is suggested across this section from Possente Spirto (Monteverdi, 1615, p. 60). 

Yet another example when the B♮ appears as an emblem of hope is when Orfeo pleads 

to the good sense in Caronte (‘sol di cor deso’) in his gradual descent from D, through 

C to the B. Here, the joy however grinds to a halt when the B♭ creeps in at ‘avi’, as it 

does at instances throughout Possente, whenever Orfeo makes bold to express the B♮. 

The sudden shadow cast by the B♭ in such instances effectively portrays his heaviness 

of heart that no joy other than actually having Euridice back could rekindle. I map this 

B♭/B♮ duality in this phrase ‘sol di cor deso avi.’ to a raga known as Anandabhairavi 
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(Kaufmann, 1976, p. 223) which uses not only the primary third, B♭, but also a foreign 

note (bhashanga swara), B♮ in its prayoga, conveying pity and joy in equal measure 

(Figure 7.16). 

 

Figure 7.16. Anandabhairavi indicated by variations to the third scale degree in this section of Possente 

Spirto (Monteverdi, 1615, p. 65). 

7.12.1.3 Shift of tonic.  

I have situated the raga Purnachandrika (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 437) in the zone 

nominated for improvisation at ‘O delle luci mie.’ The phrase at that point: E–C–B♭, 

suggests that a shift of tonic from G to B♭ for a short time might yield a new raga. The 

shift of tonic while maintaining the mode intact is referred to as graha bhedam in 

Karnatik music. Shifting the tonic to B♭, the note E becomes the subdominant of the 

raga, and C the major second (Figure 7.17). 

 

Figure 7.17. Purnachandrika achieved by shifting tonic to B♭ in this section of Possente Spirto 

(Monteverdi, 1615, p. 64). 

Introducing a major third with respect to the new tonic and completing the contour as a 

yields raga Purnachandrika. This is a raga that signifies joy and positivity, a derivative 

of raga Shankarabharanam (whose scalar equivalent is the major scale). 

Purnachandrika is a vakra raga, in that, in descent, it moves from the major third 

degree to the fourth before descending to the second. Its mapping with Monteverdi’s 

choice of harmonic placement for the text ‘O delle luci mie, luci serene,’ ‘Oh! my bright 

serene one,’ demonstrates the effectiveness of Monteverdi’s approach to composition. 

As Steinheuer (2007) notes, “Monteverdi creates a complex system of reference in 

which musical codes are assigned to specific semantic layers” (p. 131). It also logically 
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shows that, as ragas subtly change, so does the underlying bhava, as I have discussed in 

the raga selection section of the Thiruppavai Project.  

 

7.12.1.4 Summary of analysis of Possente spirto. 

To summarise, at this stage, I drew on my experimental trials and the analysis and 

nominated my forays into ragas Natakurinji (‘Tantabelleza’), Purnachandrika (‘O delle 

luci mie’) and Anandabhairavi (‘sol di cor’) as zones for deeper improvisation in 

Possente Spirto. The ornament and variation–led improvisations were to take place 

across ragas Natabhairavi, Kharaharapriya, Gowrimanohari and Keeravani, as shown 

in Table 7.3. 

 

Table 7.3  

Karnatik Analysis of Possente Spirto 

Third Scale 

degree 

Ragas across Possente Spirto Sixth-seventh scale 

combination 

With B♭ Natabhairavi  

 

Kharaharapriya 

 

Gowrimanohari 

 

Keeravani  

E♭ – F 

E – F 

 

E – F♯ 

 

E♭ – F♯ 

With B♮ Natakurinji 

 

Purnachandrika 

 

Anandabhairavi – B♭ usual, B♮ (bhashanga) 

E – F 

 

Sixth absent, seventh F♯ 

 

E – F 

 

7.12.2 Analysis of La Musica Prologo. 

Before I turn to the analysis, in Table 7.4, I offer Striggio’s Italian text for the Prologo 

and an English translation of it by Blin (2017) to aid in cross-referencing the word-

meaning relationship to the music. 

 

Table 7.4  

La Musica Prologo Italian Text and Translation 

Italian libretto English translation 

Dal mio Permesso amato à voi ne vegno,  

Incliti Eroi, sangue gentil de’ regi,  

Di cui narra la fama eccelsi pregi,  

From my beloved Permessus, I come to you,  

Glorious heroes, noble blood-line of rulers,  

Of whom fame relates high praise,  
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Nè giunge al ver, perch’è tropp’ alto il segno. 

 

 

Io la Musica son, ch’a i dolci accenti,  

Sò far tranquillo ogni turbato core 

Ed hor di nobil ira, ed hor d’amore 

Posso infiammar le più gelate menti.  

 

Io sù Cetera d’or cantando soglio  

Mortal orecchio lusingar talhora 

E in questa guisa a l’armonia sonora  

De la lira del Ciel più l’alme invoglio 

 

 

 

Quinci à dirvi d’Orfeo desio mi sprona 

D’Orfeo che trasse al suo cantar le fere, 

E servo fè l’Inferno a sue preghiere  

Gloria immortal di Pindo e d’Elicona. 

 

Hor mentre i canti alterno hor lieti, hor mesti,  

Non si mova augellin fra queste piante,  

Nè s’oda in queste rive onda sonante,  

Ed ogni auretta in suo cammin s’arresti. 

Without quite attaining the truth, as it is too high 

a mark. 

 

I am Music, who in sweet accents,  

Can make peaceful every troubled heart,  

And so with noble anger, and so with love, 

I can inflame the coldest minds. 

 

Singing with my golden Lyre, 

I like to charm, now and then, mortal ears,  

For the resounding harmony of the lyre of 

heaven. 

And in such a fashion that I make their souls 

aspire for more. 

 

Hence desire spurs me to tell you of Orfeo, 

Of Orfeo who tamed wild beasts with his song, 

And made Hades answer his prayers,  

To the immortal glory of Pindus and Helicon. 

 

While I vary my songs, now happy, now sad,  

No small bird shall move among these bushes, 

Nor on these banks a sounding wave be heard,  

And every breeze shall stay its wanderings. 

 

Monteverdi has cast the six strophes of the Prologo within a cantus durus d mode (the 

durus gamut that houses a minor third). From a modal point of view, the prologo is cast 

in a D-Dorian. Chafe (1992, p. 127) observes two key themes in his analysis of the 

Prologo: the rotation between the flat and natural hexachords, as well as strong tonal 

spheres surrounding the tonic (D) and the dominant of the mode (A). The tonic-

dominant relationship is evident in the ritornelli descent through the cadence degrees in 

A minor, F major, and D minor, and the flat hexachord contributes to the introduction of 

a mollis signifier B♭ at two key points in the structure.  

B♭/B♮ juxtapositions induce quick changes in harmonic colour, and I shall 

describe them using the strophe ‘Io la musica son . . .’ as an example (Figure 7.18) 

Firstly, the B♭ appears as a dramatic repose in ‘accenti’; secondly it stands against the 

relief of a hopeful B♮ (‘et hor d’amore’) that speaks of invoking love, proclaiming the 

ability of music to inflame, ‘infiammar’ (B♭), minds that are icy, ‘gelate menti’ (B♮ to 

an A♮). The affective powers and attributes of music are systematically assigned a 

contrast in the sixth scale degree with the interplay between B♭ and the B♮. This 

indicated to me that the raga identified as a prime interpreter in this piece must be one 

that displays a strong B♭/ B♮ co-existence.  
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Figure 7.18. The B♭/ B♮ duality in the Prologo (Monteverdi, 1615, p. 2). 

Monteverdi uses a marked F♯ as he opens the third line of each of his strophes, a major 

third. Contrasted against a darker F♮ seen which appears at the commencement of the 

second line, another duality is clearly manifest, namely, F♯/F♮. In the very first stanza 

introducing the noble rulers, this duality is pronounced in the contrast between the ‘F♮’ 

in ‘incliti eroi’ speaking of their heroism, against the ‘F♯’ in ‘di cui narra la 

famma . . . ,’ which speaks of high fame. This duality indicates that the prime raga of 

this piece must also be one that reflects a strong F♯/F♮ duality also in its characteristic. 

(See Figure 7.19).  

 

Figure 7.19. F♯/F♮ duality and B♭/ B♮ duality in Prologo suggests of Kapi (Monteverdi, 

1615, p. 1). 

A raga that demonstrates both these dualities, B♭/ B♮ and F♯/F♮, is the raga Hindustani 

Kapi, commonly referred to as Hindustani Kapi in current of Karnatik practice 

(Kaufmann, 1976, p. 282). While several ragas in theory hold such a duality, raga Kapi 

was also my intuitive choice in the experimental trials. (See again, Media File 7.3). 

https://youtu.be/f7RjCilWvFs
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The durus hexachordal rotation featuring hexachords in A, rotating through G 

and then to the C♮ covers the gamut of a raga known as Bahar (Tanarang, 2018). Bahar 

displays both C♯ and C in its seventh scale degree. Bahar, an essentially North Indian 

vakra raga, very sparingly used in Karnatik lighter pieces finds place here owing to the 

occurrence of a prayoga typical of it ‘G–A–C–B♮–D’ in Monteverdi’s phrasing at the 

end of every second line (for instance, ‘lusingar tal hora’). The raga retains the durus 

colouring with the B♮ brightness intact, while balancing this with a greyer zone 

introduced by the F♮ as its third scale degree. Thus, this raga is the link to the F♯–F♮ as 

it morphs into the raga Kapi in the third lines of the strophes. 

Monteverdi hesitates at the B♮ before cadencing at the fifth at the last phrase of 

every strophe (except the very last, which he abruptly ‘arrests’ at ‘il suo cammin 

s’arresti’ at the B♮). The dwelling at the B♮ at every such cadence invited, in my 

imagination, a G# into the mix; an E major harmony congealing them. The presence of 

the C♯ harmony in the bass-line at ‘gelate’ anticipated this invitation. The G♯ when 

considered with respect to the tonic (still at the D), assumes an augmented fourth 

position, known in Karnatik music as the ‘prati madhyama’, and is separated from the 

perfect fifth by a precious single semitone. The raga that results is raga Saraswati 

(Kaufmann, 1976, p. 648), an asymmetric scale janya raga, sharing its name with the 

goddess of music in the Indian tradition. I rejoiced at this unplanned coincidence. (See 

Figure 7.18, again). 

To summarise this analysis, I nominated ragas Bahar and Saraswati for 

improvisatory departures, and selected raga Kapi as the one that steers the ornament-led 

improvisations.  

 

7.12.3 Nominating zones for improvisation from analysis and 

practice. 

The experimental approach and the analyses together yielded insights on a few 

significant issues. The raga overlaps and concurrences were identified and I updated the 

performance-flow document to reflect the ragas and the precise points at which they 

transitioned into other possible raga zones. Importantly, the two distinct levels of 

improvisation—as ornamented variations, and as departures—were identified, and the 

points at which these levels would become operative in ‘performance’, needed to be 

embedded into the ‘work,’ as sign posts.  
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Drawing on the earlier discussion, I briefly expand on the nominated 

improvisation types here. The first level of improvisation is identified as ornament-led, 

leading to the slight variations in the vocal line that accompany the application of 

gamakas. Here the Monteverdian melodic contour is retained and recognisable.  

The second level of improvisation is recognised as being on a larger scale, employing 

certain specific points in the Monteverdian vocal line as nodes of departure into broader 

raga explorations, as sancharas. These improvisations depart markedly from the 

Monteverdian line and build on prayogas identified in the line. The innate nature of 

such an improvisation is requires a pervading sense of sprezzatura, referencing a 

possible alignment with conceptual parameter CP10 at these points.  

I planned the departures from the Monteverdian line into raga forays as very 

brief episodes of digression from the ‘plot’ that return to the progressing line, quickly, 

to be indicated within the score. I decided that a time-frame for these forays would have 

to be pre-agreed with my collaborators. I would have to connect with them again to be 

literally ‘on the same page’ after these departures.  

Haynes’s (2007, p. 88) view that a “score might also be seen as a gene map of 

series of potential performances, each differing by individual traits,” aligned with my 

approach to scoring this project. I saw the potential in this score to be interpreted in 

future by those who wished to perform Monteverdi from not only an intercultural 

perspective, but also a non-conventional perspective that uses improvisation much more 

commonly that is presently normative in the context of Early Opera.  

I was deciding on the zones for improvisation at the time (May to June 2017) 

when the Thiruppavai Project was nearing completion. I had developed a way to 

understand way in which the ‘word-meaning-musical gesture-physical gesture-visual 

mapping’ nexus could exist in my hybrid practice. This journal entry reflects my state of 

mind: 

I feel I know what Monteverdi’s ideas might mean, through my language, raga. I feel 

excited about my responses – as Saraswati, as La Musica, and as Euridice. (June 23, 

2017) 

7. 13 Composed Responses 

The responses to the Prologo, Possente Spirto and Orfeo’s happy declamation, Rosa del 

ciel, were brewing within me throughout the experimentation and analysis period. I read 

a great deal of poetry in Tamil during that time, and composed Saraswati, Euridice’s 
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Lament and Roja Malare as responses to the above-mentioned three pieces, 

respectively.  

 

7.13.1 Saraswati. 

In May 2017, I selected Tamil verses on the Indian Goddess of music, Saraswati from 

the poetry of Bharatiar, in response to the Prologo. Table 7.5 presents the Tamil text 

and my English translation for Saraswati.  

 

Table 7.5  

Saraswati Tamil Text and Translation 

Tamil Poetry Translation 

VeLLai TAmarai pUvil iruppAL;  

VINai seyyum oliyil iruppAL;  

KoLLai inbam kulavu kavithai;  

KUrum pAvalar uLLathiruppAL.  

VeLLai TAmarai pUvil iruppAL. 

 

ULLathAm poruL Odi UNarnde;  

Odum vedathin uL nindru oLirvAL;  

KaLLam attra munivargaL kUrum;  

karuNai vAsagathu utporuL AvAL.  

VeLLai tAmarai pUvil iruppAL. 

 

mAdar thInkural pAttil iruppAL;  

makkaL pesum mazhalaiyil uLLAL;  

gItam pAdum kuyilin kuralai;  

kiLiyin nAvai iruppidam kondAL.  

VeLLai tAmarai pUvil iruppAL. 

She [Saraswati] resides in a white lotus;  

She lives in the sound of the VIna; 

She embodies sweet joy in poetry; 

And resides in the heart of singer poets. 

She resides in a white lotus. 

 

She resides in the deep chanting; 

Of introspective Vedas, there she dazzles; 

In the kind words of simple sages; 

She resides as knowledge. 

She resides in a white lotus. 

 

She resides in the voice of women; 

In the words of innocent children; 

In the song of the cuckoo bird; 

In the tongue of the parrot; 

She resides in a white lotus. 

 

In reshaping the three dualities that were discussed in the light of the analysis of the 

prologo, namely, B♭–B♮, F♮–F♯, and C♮–C♯ into a declamatory style, I approached the 

verses firstly by meaning and then as feet, word and syllable. Inspired by the three pairs 

of dualities I constructed three strophes and a ritornello, in response to strophes 2, 3 and 

4 of the Prologo. The piece became ‘La Musica-Saraswati,’ signifying a meeting of the 

musics. The ragas that emerged in the response were Kapi, Jaunpuri (Mani, 2012c), 

Desh (Tanarang, 2018), and Charukesi (Kaufmann, 1976, p. 334). I realised that raga 

names were less significant than their vastly different sound realms that mirrored the 

moods of the Monteverdian strophes and ritornello.  
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7.13.2 Euridice’s Lament. 

In July 2017, I gave shape to three verses from of Tamil poetry of celebrated 19th-

century Tamil poet, Bharatiar, as the Euridice’s Lament, in response to Possente Spirto. 

I offer the text and my English translation of these verses, in Table 7.6 below.  

 

Table 7.6  

Euridice’s Lament Tamil Text and Translation 

Tamil poetry English translation 

Asai mugam marandu pochE!  

idai yaaridam solvEn adi tozhi?  

nesam marakkavillai nenjam, enil,  

ninaivu mugam marakkalAmo? 

 

Kannan mugam marandu ponAl,  

inda kangaL irundu payan undo?  

vaNNa padamum illai kaNdAi;  

ini vAzhum vazhi ennadi thozhi?  

Asai mugam marandu pochE!  

 

kannil theriyudoru tOtram!  

adhil Kannan azhagu muzhudillai, 

naNNu mugavadivu kANil,  

anda nalla malar siruppai kANom! 

Asai mugam marandu pochE!  

Alas! I have forgotten his loving face! 

Who can I lament to? 

I haven’t forgotten his love;  

How can I forget his face? 

 

If my beloved is forgotten 

What is the use of having eyes? 

I don’t even have a picture as memory . . . 

How can I go on? 

Alas! I have forgotten his loving face! 

 

Ah! I see a form [could it be him!] 

It is so beautiful, 

I try to see the face; 

Its not him, not his familiar smile! 

Alas! I have forgotten his loving face! 

 

In the selected verses, an aggrieved lady expresses her sadness to her imaginary lady 

friend on losing her lover. Euridice, under-represented in the opera L’Orfeo, is given an 

equal voice in this imagined strophic response, rendering her emotionally enabled and 

eloquent. She does lament, as was emblematic of women in 17th-century opera (Heller, 

2003, pp. 82–85). However, I intended her lament to be a simple expression of loss; a 

welcome contrast to the Orphic grandiloquence. Hence, I avoided gorgie, and drew on 

an oratione style that reflected a balance between raga and word. 

The first response strophe and ritornello focusses on an E♭–F♯ sixth–seventh 

scale degree pairing, with a minor third. The raised seventh yearns for resolution, 

mirroring Euridice’s helplessness; the merciless gloom of the E♭ overhangs. In the 

ascent, I eschewed the fifth, to convey a sense of instability. However, a dark stasis 

creeps up as the unwelcome stability; in the form of the relentless E♭, it rears its head in 

the descent of the raga. This raga is known as Kalyanavasantham (Kauffman, 1976, 

p. 225), a derivative of Keeravani (approx. harmonic minor scale). 
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The second response strophe and ritornello is composed in raga Gowrimanohari. 

Euridice reminds herself of the beautiful face of Orfeo by harnessing the brightness of 

the E♮–F♯ domain. However, she is tormented that she has forgotten it; she succumbs to 

darkness in the cold embrace of the inevitable B♭.  

A third and final response from Euridice is elicited when Orfeo sings of her 

beauty. As if awakened by an angelic call, Euridice feverishly anticipates Orfeo’s 

arrival. Composed in raga Natakurinji, the strophe completes the feeling of gentleness 

that Orfeo’s ‘tanta bellezza’ initiates; the soothing B♮ overtakes, and Euridice waits in 

anticipation. 

 

7.13.3 Roja Malare. 

I did not plan to sing Rosa del ciel in the performance. I wrote the Tamil poetry Roja 

Malare (rose flower) and composed it as a loving response from Euridice to Orfeo’s 

Rosa del ciel. Table 7.7 presents the text and translation of Roja Malare.  

 

Table 7.7  

Roja Malare Tamil Text and Translation 

Tamil poetry Translation 

RojA malare, kaadhal solvAya? 

Unnai kandEn, 

Ennai marandEn, 

Nammai unarndEn, 

kAdhal kondEn. 

 

Ennai piriyAdhe kannA . . . 

Endrum nAn undan sondham; 

NIndgAdhu indha bandham, 

VINai naan en nAdham nI vA! 

 

RojA malare, kaadhal solvAya? 

Unnai kandEn, 

Ennai marandEn, 

Nammai unarndEn, 

kAdhal kondEn. 

Gentle rose flower, tell him of my love? 

[Orfeo], When I saw you, I felt happy, 

I forgot myself, 

I realised us, 

I felt love. 

 

My beloved, never leave my hand . . . 

I am always yours; 

This bond will never cease, 

I am your Veena and you my music! 

 

Gentle rose flower, tell him of my love? 

[Orfeo], When I saw you, I felt happy, 

I forgot myself, 

I realised us, 

I felt love. 

 

Rosa del ciel, also based in G-Dorian (transposed) demonstrates a gravitation 

towards the minor third, and the tonic. I adopted a raga which reflected a pronounced 

affinity for the minor third, and an exaggerated kampita gamaka presence in its third 

and sixth scale degrees. This combination, suggests an aching quality. The E♭– F 

pairing at the sixth–seventh scale degrees is an added feature of this raga that resonates 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

  221 

with Monteverdi’s overall schema in this piece. This raga, known as Durbari Kaanada 

(Mani, 2012b), has always elicited sringara (love) and karuna (pity) rasas in me, and is 

laced with pain. In this piece, Rosa-Roja, a young tenor and student of the 

Conservatorium, Ronan King-Rose, was engaged to play Orfeo; I was to play Euridice. 

For the other pieces, I was to perform as all the characters: La Musica, Saraswati, Orfeo 

and Euridice; a stark contrast to the all-male cast (and audience) of the first showing of 

L’Orfeo on February 24, 1607.  

I have not elaborated further on the processes undertaken in composing the 

Tamil responses in this project, since my focus is around interpreting Monteverdi, and 

working with a team of musicians towards performance. However, I did follow a 

compositional style that was similar to the one in Thiruppavai. I worked at the levels of 

syllable–gamaka, word–prayoga, and poetic-feet–sanchara. (See Figure 5.4, again). In 

response to the Monteverdian song-like style in Possente, I tended more towards the 

cantar recitando style in the Euridice’s Lament, invoking a greater raga presence and 

thereby, a middle-level rhetorical style (CP1). Notably, I derived the raga motifs from 

my vocal inflections in speaking the poetry, as I did earlier in the Thiruppavai (Section 

5.4). 

Overall, the performance-flow documents (which I refer to earlier in Sections 

7.10 and 7.12.3) for Possente Spirto-Euridice’s Lament, La Musica-Saraswati and 

Rosa-Roja, at this point, included the Italian and Tamil verses, their gist, raga names, 

entry and exit points of various roles, and pointers for improvisatory departures 

(Appendix D). Important words and syllables had been underlined in these documents, 

to indicate their suitability for raga prayoga and ornamentation. I referred to this 

document during the scoring process (discussed in the next section).  

Meanwhile, in May 2017, I scheduled the performance of Monteverdi 

Reimagined to be held in Brisbane on October 21, 2017. A concert hall, ‘Magda’s 

Community Hall,’ in Bardon, Queensland, was selected. Baroque violinist Margaret 

Caley, Indian classical flautist Darshil Shah, harpsichordist David Jenkin and lutenist 

Joseph Meyer formed the core team. They were selected based on their their excellence 

in performance standard, their availability for three rehearsals prior, and a fourth 

rehearsal at the venue prior to performance, and their willingness to step into a hybrid 

musical and cultural space. I share details on the hall later in this narrative. 
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7.14 Settling Scores 

I have already completed practically all of the first act . . . I shall send it off to your 

Lordship when I have copied it, so that you can give it a glance, and you will see that 

signora Margherita will have a great deal to do on her own. (Monteverdi, lettera dated 

July 24, 1627/1985, p. 68) 

In this letter, Monteverdi speaks of the first act of La finta pazza licori, and suggests to 

the librettist, Striggio, that the score shall leave much open to the singer Margherita 

Basile. I wonder, perhaps, drawing on his approach to Possente Spirto, if he may have 

written an outline, and left the interpretation open to her. Or perhaps, he may have 

indicated points of departure where she might improvise. A ‘great deal’ that stems from 

an incomplete score, may not indicate a merely cadential or expression–related 

improvisation. Substantive improvisation may have been possible, possibly usual, even 

within the rigid framework of the drama.  

This leads to me proposing that early opera producers and conductors of today 

who wish to stage historically informed productions (an interesting anomaly in the 

present: historically, early opera was not performed with a conductor) invite the singers 

to explore certain nominated portions as per their choice, allowing them to move 

beyond the page, even for a very short while. The conductors could wait for the 

interpretation to finish, by listening to the singer, along with the rest of orchestra, and 

then continue, drawing on a cue from the singer. 

I witnessed a refreshing example of such a practice in Sir John Elliott Gardiner’s 

production of L’Orfeo at Venice in 2017. (Recording available at Culturebox (2017)). 

La Musica, Hana Blazikova, self-accompanied on a smaller harp in the last strophe, and 

took her time in interpreting the silences of nature in the formidable presence of music. 

For instance, in ‘non si mova,’ where the libretto draws attention to stillness in leaves, 

she momentarily paused, glanced around at the stillness, and then resumed; similarly, in 

‘ne soda in queste rive,’ where the audience attention is drawn towards stillness, she 

took an elongated pause, taking the tactus regulation into her own hands. She finished 

her invocation in ‘il suo cammin s’arresti’ (at this moment the libretto suspends 

movement or sound), and delivered with gravity, the centrality of music to the opera, 

with a knowing glance at the audience. Only afterward did she slowly turn towards Sir 

Gardiner, who, until then awaiting her cue, responded by continuing with conducting 

the ritornello section. I found this approach effective in that it allowed the singer’s 

improvisatory abilities and creative impulses to come forth. 
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For Monteverdi Reimagined I did not use a conductor. Karnatik performances 

are never conducted from outside the performing ensemble. The music-makers, led by 

the central figure, the vocal artist, self-regulate, based on a shared, traditional 

understanding of the forms. For my collaborators and myself to come to a shared 

understanding in this context, I decided to prepare identical copies of a hybrid score. 

This score would consist of RagaCurve-based notations placed alongside relevant parts 

from the Monteverdi (1609/1993) edition. The function of this score was to indicate the 

dual levels of improvisation that had emerged in the experimental analytical phase. The 

points at which to stop and listen for improvisation, and points at which the syllabic 

distribution of the vocal line varied significantly in relation to the bass-line, were both 

required to be indicated, for the team to stay attuned with one another.  

My approach to scoring the three pieces varied according to the variance in my 

approach to ornamenting and improvising them. For La Musica, I deviated markedly 

from any of the editions in two primary respects: note durations of, and therefore, the 

melodic figures overlaid on, each of the syllables, and the strictness of laya movement. 

Hence, the vocal portions of the piece La Musica-Saraswati were entirely notated, in 

RagaCurve style. For Monteverdi’s ritornelli, the Bartlett (1993) edition was used. With 

permission from Clifford and Elaine Bartlett of King’s music, I scanned the relevant 

portions and incorporated them alongside my Curve based notation to construct a 

performance score for Monteverdi Reimagined (Appendix E). 

I spent a few weeks writing the RagaCurve notation for La musica. Something 

was gnawing at me and I was unsatisfied with the poor level of gamaka intricacy that 

the usual 7mm-high stave height afforded me (See Figure 7.20). Due to the simpler 

nature of the melodic line in the Thiruppavai, and a speech-like approach, the issue of 

intricacies was not a problem in that context. However, in La musica, my hand gesture 

mirrored the vocal line as I sang, and sketched a rather intricate contour in the air. I 

wished that the notation could somehow mirror these inflections, on paper. I was 

experiencing in practice, the hand–expressivity linkage that Leman, Nijs, and Di 

Stefano (2017) discuss. 

file:///C:/Users/karthikb/Downloads/Monteverdi%23_Appendix_E:_
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Figure 7.20. Unsatisfactory attempt at scoring: The 7mm stave height did not do justice. 

At this point, an interesting event occurred. This journal entry describes one of those 

moments in the life of an artist where seemingly playful statements from those around, 

can make a significant impact on the artistic decisions, often alleviating stressful 

circumstances. My 12-year-old son Krishna, a budding pianist, was sick and didn’t go 

to school one day. I was at work, and he was with me. I started complaining to him, 

showing him the 7mm-stave RagaCurve notation for La musica: 

Author: I am hitting a road-block here . . . You heard me sing the phrase right? So 

many gamakas. On the page it looks like a straight line! I am not able to squeeze all 

this detail into this little space . . . (I look at the 7 mm stave in dismay) 

I draw as I sing, and he looks. We keep trying; frustrated.  

Krishna: Use a magnifying glass, mum! (After some thought) Maybe you can magnify 

the stave, and then draw clearly inside it. (Journal, May, 2017) 
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It was a “eureka moment” (Crispin, 2015a, p. 67). I decided to use a customised stave 

height to write-in the raga line, with as much intricacy as I felt, in my body. I tried with 

a height of around 10mm, then increased it to 15mm. Finally, at 20mm, I felt happy; the 

felt viscerality as body musicality was finally manifest graphically (See Figure 7.21 

showing the initial sketch in a broader stave). The transition between the Thiruppavai 

score and the Monteverdi Reimagined RagaCurve score, which I refer to as the detailed 

RagaCurve notation, represents a trajectory typical of artistic research: several 

unsuccessful and/or incomplete attempts leading to a viable solution. 

 

Figure 7.21. Initial sketch for detailed RagaCurve notation 

While such a detailing in RagaCurve was an improvement from the Thiruppavai score, I 

did not intend for it to be a prescriptive approach to ornamentation. The detailed curve 

had elements of open-endedness in it, which could come alive in performance. For 

instance, the contour in ‘ca’ of ‘Musica’ is a snapshot of an ideal trial, a shaping of 

music, gesture and voice; an example of cross-modal correspondence in musical 

expressivity that links “intention to action” and “action to sound,” (Leech-Wilkinson & 

Prior, 2014, p. 35) and “sound to the visuo-spatial” (Küssner, 2017, pp. 35). However, it 

is not representative of the only path that such a nexus takes; it was designed to 

manifest in a way that was close in concept to what was notated, not in exact content. It 

also reflects the importance of the performing body as the centre of knowledge. 

Importantly, it is a visual representation of text extending as gesture, mediatised by the 

music. Media file 7.5 and Figure 7.22 show the voice-hand-led visual under 

construction. Figure 7.23 shows a section of the finished detailed RagaCurve notation 

score of the Prologo. 

https://youtu.be/yHgNDtnmly8
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Figure 7.22. Detailed RagaCurve scoring in progress. 
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Figure 7.23. A section of the score for the Prologo made using the detailed RagaCurve model. 

For Possente Spirto, I followed the Monteverdian embellished vocal line, quite 

closely. I indicated the points nominated for deeper improvisation in all the score 

copies. Minor interpretive changes, such as repetitions of a phrase, were noted by the 

collaborators in their respective score copies, in a way that they could best relate to. As 

in the case of La Musica, the Tamil response strophes in Possente used a detailed 

RagaCurve notation. 

Joan La Barbara (2009, p. 123) observes of graphical scoring: “something that is 

visually simple, intuitive and uncomplicated is best, and sending a recorded sample of 

the sound along with the score is often advisable.” Drawing on this idea, I created audio 

recordings of my composed strophes and ritornelli, added some introduction into the 

ragas, and embedded links to these clips within the score pdf document. Future 

interpreters of this version of Monteverdi Reimagined could consider the score with 

sound, in constructing their imaginations.  

Media file 7.6 comprises verse 1 and ritornello in Kalyanavasantham; clip 7.7 

comprises verse 2 and ritornello in Gowrimanohari, and clip 7.8 shows verse 3 in 

Natakurinji; all pertain to Euridice’s lament. Media file 7.9 demonstrates my composed 

ritornello for La musica–Saraswati. I had mentioned earlier (Section 7.13) that I scoped 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza1rit/s-g9nTY
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza2rit/s-nhrEW
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza3/s-AaVDb
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/lamusica/s-bQ4dP


Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

  228 

out the raga prayogas from the inflections of a speech-like approach to the poetry. The 

media files listed above evidence this approach.  

I wrote the ritornelli in a staff notational style. I used a few simple symbols to 

indicate a small variety of gamakas and defined them at the opening of the score. I did 

not go into a detailed symbolic approach here; I only wished for the violinist, Margaret, 

to have an idea of where my idea for sound originated, and for her to interpret it from 

her perspective.  

 

7.15 Approaching Gesture in Monteverdi Reimagined 

Prior to the rehearsal period, I drew on my experience in Thiruppavai, and revised 

mimetic gestures from my dance background that represented certain key-words in the 

libretto and Tamil poetry. I had a few sessions with Sydney-based South Indian 

classical dancer Nikhila Kiran, and we worked on hand gestures for specific references: 

for example, ‘lotus’, ‘Veena’, and ‘parrot’, from the Saraswati portions of the piece, and 

‘tranquillity’ (tranquillo), ‘sound’ (sonora) or ‘setting the minds of people ablaze’ 

(infiammar), from the Prologo. I also worked on my facial expressions for the various 

rasas that I experienced and wished to communicate, in the Orphic drama. Nikhila’s 

(personal communication with author, July 20, 2017) advice, “feel the emotion as if you 

are inside the drama, not as if you are narrating it,” resonated with how I wished to 

weave in the early Baroque acting spirit into my reimagining. She advised me to use the 

mudras as points of reference within the actio rather than as units of choreography. This 

free approach suited my idea. I am not a professional dancer, yet, I was trying to 

represent certain words, and meanings through my embodied experience of them. 

Mudras were one tool. I looked again to the early Baroque style of affective 

performance through song, and Schechner’s (2001) rasa-based approach to 

performance, as demonstrated in the Thiruppavai. Using some of these natya gestures, 

and by revisiting Bulwer’s (Toft, 2014, pp. 188–196) rhetorical gestures, as I did in the 

Thiruppavai, I familiarised myself with the libretto from an embodied perspective.  

However, as I found with my experiences in the Thiruppavai, it was by allowing 

the gestures that specifically tied to meaning, to flow naturally into, and intermingle 

with, the musically contingent gestures, that I could find a blend of “singerly” and 

“dramatic” gesture in my singing (Atkinson, 2006, p. 97). The mediating moments of 

self-expression that bridged the text, music and the cumulative bhava that they both 

evoked in me, afforded this blend. Some of the “key postures” became the mimetic 

mudras, and aligned with accents in word; the “trajectories” between these key 
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postures, and the musically iconic or metaphorical postures became continuous contours 

of expression (Godøy, 2017, pp. 22–23). Through the practice and rehearsal period, I 

began to understand the intermingling of gestural types through my body. 

 My experiences with understanding how I could use gesture in Monteverdi 

Reimagined, therefore, grew out of the Thiruppavai into a bilingual, more dramatic 

domain. It aligns with, and draws on, Nair’s (2017, p. 168) notion of “text” leading to 

“performance text” and becoming “expressive act,” as I have shared in Sections 1.4 and 

2.9. I went into detail on gesture in the Thiruppavai explanations; therefore, in this 

chapter, I refrain from detailing pre-performance gesture-related preparations further. I 

revisit and analyse the ways in which the expressive act manifested in performance in 

Part 3 of this chapter. 

 

7.16 Pre-Performance Decisions and Rehearsals 

In preparation for rehearsals, I had initial meetings with each of the collaborators 

individually and handed them copies of the prepared score, explaining my ‘two levels of 

improvisation’ plan. (See again, Sections 7.9 and 7.12.3). The tuning of the harpsichord 

was settled as 415 Hz owing to Joseph’s ‘best lute’ being in that pitch. Practicality 

overruled all other considerations including historical tuning systems; we did not even 

think about considering them. However, in this instance, the “general Baroque 

frequency” of “A–415 Hz” coincided with what was most practicable (Lawson & 

Stowell, 2002, pp. 84–85).  

The composed ritornelli in both the Prologo and Possente Spirto were intended 

for the Baroque violin and/or Indian flute. The flautist, Darshil Shah, does not read 

music notation. He belongs to the Hindustani system of music of Northern India. This 

system shares a close history with the Karnatik in terms of ragas and an aural-oral 

approach to learning (Pesch, 1999, p. 12). Luckily, all the ragas featured in this 

production were under the category of those that were shared between the Hindustani 

and Karnatik systems. I communicated with him from a purely aural-oral perspective. 

For the performance, he decided that he would follow his brief from the rehearsals and 

look for visual cues from the rest of us. Joseph, the lute player agreed to signal to 

Darshil, at key moments of entry. I assigned durations between 10 to 40 seconds for 

each of the flute ritornelli, depending on where they appeared.  

Over four rehearsal sessions (three at the Conservatorium and one more at the 

hall), we developed a shared understanding of how hybrid work. Media file 7.10, shows 

excerpts from the first rehearsal dated September 9, 2017. Only Margaret and Joseph 

https://youtu.be/CpX9p9zClio
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were present at this rehearsal. Margaret quips, “let’s play through and see what 

happens,” and we excitedly begin. It was during this rehearsal that I felt the unity 

between gesture, word, melody and drama begin to manifest naturally as the embodied 

me.  

In the rehearsal sessions, I felt aligned with Thomaidis’s (2014, p. 242) 

observation on musicality beyond music: “It may be just me, but it sounds as if 

everybody acknowledges the sounding of the others.” He concludes, “for every new 

performance, new ways of allowing musicality [as physio-vocal] to inform all its 

aspects, should be explored” (Thomaidis, 2014, p. 251). Likewise, in this clip, we 

discuss our points of entry, makes notes in our scores, and observe one another’s style 

of music-making. Figure 7.24 shows a relaxed moment in the session; our comfort 

level, as a group, was improving, and this was reflected in our music-making. My 

research journal entry reveals this feeling: 

I now feel like performing with gesture and movement is natural to me. Like this has 

been my state, that was until now stifled. If this is how rehearsal feels, I can’t wait to 

experience performance; to surprise myself, and others. It has been a joyful session 

today. We are getting comfortable with each other, as people, as artists. Becoming 

friends, before collaborators. (September 10, 2017). 

Media file 7.11 is annotated, and shows me working with Margaret on my composed 

ritornello in Euridice’s lament from 2’ onwards. At around 33” Joseph and I 

incidentally coincide in a gesture that pre-empts sound from both of us. This unplanned 

coincidence took me by surprise while analysing the clip. 

 

Figure 7.24. A lighter moment at rehearsal 1 of Monteverdi Reimagined, with Margaret (violin) and 

Joseph (lute). Dated September 9, 2017. (Photo: Krishna Karthik)  

Media file 7.12 shows a rehearsal session with the full group, dated September 23, 

2017. By that time, the group was comfortable with the musical materials. In this clip, I 

am working on ways to communicate with Darshil on his departures and finishes. 

https://youtu.be/kOtlcAczsjM
https://youtu.be/Bx8_a_pGXtg
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Darshil’s realisations were entirely improvised; indicated in-score as ‘Flute ritornello in 

raga . . .’. No two attempts of his were even similar; this is normative in Indian classical 

music, however, this rendered it difficult for the others to read his exits.  

Between 3” and 51” I request Darshil to hold for a prolonged duration at the 

tonic, following his improvised response to me. Ronan, unable to judge the duration of 

Darshil’s short elaboration of raga Durbari Kaanada, is unsure of when to begin ‘fu ben 

felice . . .’. When Darshil holds the finishing note (see Figure 7.25), I gently signal to 

Ronan to begin. We discuss on how best we can facilitate Ronan’s entries within the, 

now compartmentalised, Rosa del ciel duet form. Later in this excerpt, I enter the 

singer-actor role, shedding the musical director garb. I look at Ronan and sing ‘Roja’ to 

him, like I mean it (see Figure 7.26). I become aware of us as Orfeo and Euridice; 

moments of immersion into the rasa of sringara (love) are clearly visible in this clip, 

rendering the dramatic turn palpable. I offer Ronan an indication of what might be 

expected in the concert at this time; we exit as a happy pair from the stage.  

 

Figure 7.25. Rehearsal 2: Darshil exploring on Indian flute, Ronan waiting to sing, and David at the 

harpsichord. Dated September 23, 2017. (Photo: Krishna Karthik)  
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Figure 7.26. Rosa-Roja rehearsal with Ronan: Trying to be in character. Dated September 23, 2017. 

(Photo: Krishna Karthik) 

A short description of the concert venue is warranted here. Magda Community Hall is 

rectangular; wooden panelled and wooden floored, it has a seating capacity of around 

100, and is seen somewhat clearly in Figure 7.27. We decided not to amplify the voice 

in the space, but to use microphones for the purposes of recording only.  

 

Figure 7.27. Rehearsal at Hall, October 20, 2017. (Photo: Lynette Lancini)  

Turning to history, only recently a room in the ducal palace at Mantua has been 

identified as the place where the first performance of L’Orfeo was staged in February, 

1607. Paula Besutti (2007) observes that an exact identification of this room has not yet 

been successful due to large-scale restructuring of the palace in the 18th century. But, 
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she does present an idea of the dimensions and architectural features that may have 

been: 

It is very likely that the room in which Orfeo was performed had dimensions of at 

least two hundred square metres, an elongated rectangular plan and a vaulted ceiling, 

equipped with a simple raised platform with wings, the kind erected for the plays of 

the palace comedians. (Besutti, 2007, p. 85).  

I bore in mind the sala delgi specchi (Hall of mirrors) that I had witnessed in the ducal 

palace, and also considered the above description in Besutti (2007), in looking for a 

suitable hall to perform Monteverdi Reimagined. Since I was using the Karnatik vocal 

technique (therefore, with limited power, but many subtleties), I had to ensure that the 

hall was compact enough for me to be heard. The venue had to be quiet, accommodative 

of a small ensemble, and acoustically suited to support the delicate ornamentation so 

intrinsic to the hybrid style.  

Sound engineer Daniel Kassulke presents his perspective on microphone 

settings and selections, here: 

The approach for Charulatha’s Monteverdi Reimagined concert was to capture the 

perspective of an audience member, but for flexibility I opted to use close microphone 

techniques to complement the video footage that was being captured simultaneously. 

In practice, this meant the deployment of an ORTF stereo pair, and highly detailed 

condenser microphones for each spot mic to provide a natural mix. 

A significant feature of both Monteverdi’s works and Mani’s Karnatik tradition is the 

use of performative movement. The ORTF pair was ideal to give a realistic 

impression of the performers in concert space. The use of a headset microphone aided 

greatly in adding detail where necessary during the mix. A headset microphone was 

the least visually obtrusive option for this concert. (Daniel Kassulke [sound engineer], 

email communication with author, December 22, 2017) 

To briefly elaborate, in an ORTF arrangement of microphones, the spacing of the 

microphones aligns corresponds to the distance between the human ears. Also, the angle 

at which the two microphones are placed approximately align with the “shadow effect 

of the human head,” rendering their quality suited for live performance recordings in 

acoustic spaces (DPA Microphones, 2016). 

I prepared the publicity material for Monteverdi Reimagined in early September, 

and program notes in early October (see Appendix F). The program notes weave an 

intercultural version of the story: La Musica and Saraswati establish the intercultural 
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musical environment; in Rosa-Roja, Orfeo and Euridice communicate bi-musical and 

bilingual joy as young lovers in the Thracian field; Tu sei morta (this piece was to be 

sung by Ronan King-Rose to keep the story coherent), marks Euridice’s untimely death; 

and in Possente Spirto–Euridice’s Lament the lovers yearn for one another—Orfeo 

pleads in Italian, Euridice laments in Tamil. With this, the story of Monteverdi 

Reimagined ends. In this ending, there overhangs an expectation that Orfeo and 

Euridice might unite after all.  

I drew on Whitney’s (2015) observations in looking forward to the live 

performance; they align with my past experiences in Karnatik performance and my 

expectations for present: 

Once a piece is known, one can feel less like one is driving the material in relation to 

past planned action and more like a spontaneous creator of musical ideas, acting 

physically and expressively to make creative choices. (p. 95)  

She expresses this view in clear relation to “the moment of performance in response to 

that performance’s unique conditions” (p. 95). I resonate with her observation; what 

happens in a performance is unique, inexplicable, and contingent to performance 

conditions.  

What kind of a phenomenon, or experimental creative space, must live concert 

performance be, and how does participation in it facilitate access to especially 

intuitive or inspired musical responses for performers and listeners? We simply do not 

know. (Whitney, 2015, p. 95) 

I found rehearsals useful in training my body to be receptive to such experiences. In this 

way, the methodology for rehearsal was performative. In all the rehearsals, there was at 

least one member of audience, who we (the performance group) did communicate to, 

apart from each other (Whitney, 2015, pp. 95–96). This was usually the family member 

or friend who was behind the camera. Figures 7.27 and 7.28, and Media 7.13, were 

captured at the venue-rehearsal, the day before performance (October 20, 2017).  

https://youtu.be/zQlg6u9FA7M
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Figure 7.28. Rehearsal at hall the day before performance, October 20, 2017. (Image from video by 

Lynette Lancini) 

This journal entry made on the day of the last rehearsal sums up my reflections, as 

researcher/participant, on the complexities—cultural, musical and semiotic, that were at 

interplay in this project: 

Playing, reflecting, correcting, replaying, disagreeing, agreeing, figuring out a way, 

laughing, gaining knowledge, giving knowledge, respecting others, respecting the self, 

sighing, feeling exasperated, inspired, supported, lost, overwhelmed, confident, and 

strangely connected in those two-hour blocks of intensity to a room full of people who 

were strangers until then. (October 15, 2017) 

7.17 Looking Forward to Performance 

I concur with Järviö’s observation on what becomes of an embodied singer at a certain 

point in her exploration: “All her theoretical knowledge of the repertoire becomes flesh 

in her living body, thus blurring the split between theory and practice, between mind 

and body” (Cook, 2018, p.114, citing Järviö). It was a similar blurring that I 

experienced in the rehearsal phase. The decahedral conceptual framework assumed 

wholeness. 

Coessens (2014a), and Haynes and Burgess (2016) refer to suspended time 

within performance. Haynes and Burgess (2016, p. 201) define ‘Kairos’ in relation to 

rhetoric in performance: “Knowing the right moment, and seizing it, is crucial to how 

any message is transmitted. There is a perfect moment for every gesture, a time when it 

will have its optimum effect.” They observe that such a heightened awareness of the 

interiority of time comes alive only in the moments encased in performance. Whitney 

(2015, p. 92), drawing on Dunsby (1996) uses the word “magic” to describe this liminal 
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space of suspended time. Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 10) observes that the “decision-

making that happens in performance is very different from that which happen in the pre-

performance phase.” The magic, Kairos, the special mode of decision making, and 

suspension of time, are aligned, and unique to performance. 

The ensuing Part 3 relates to the performance of Monteverdi Reimagined; I 

contend that it provides answers to all three of the research questions. Whitney’s 

observation on the significance of performance sets this outcome cum creative-act in 

bold relief against everything else in this thesis. The primacy of performance is 

incontrovertible: 

It is worth considering what insights we might gain (not to mention what research 

time we might save) if we were to rate performers and their live performances, rather 

than their commentaries, recordings, and DVDs documenting the relationship between 

their preparation and their performances. (Whitney, 2015, p. 96) 
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Part 3: To Cite a Performance is to Relive it from the Heart 

 

A cursory glance into the classification of performance documentation flags off this 

third and final part of the Monteverdi Reimagined Project. I situate this part in the 

broader context of documentation and dissemination of this research, thereby cross-

referencing the exposition section in methodology.  

While the Thiruppavai was theatrical in its documentation, as I have explained 

earlier in Chapter 6, Monteverdi Reimagined was experienced as an autonomous staged 

event in the presence of an audience, rendering its documentation as documentary 

performance documentation. That is, the recording holds an ontological and historical 

link to the pre-existing ephemeral event, the performance (Auslander, 2006). The 

performance is the key creative output from this research. The video recording of the 

performance is publicly available at Mani (2018b). All hyperlinks referenced in-text 

pertain to Media file 7.14, which also links to the published YouTube video Monteverdi 

Reimagined: L’Orfeo from a Carnatic Perspective. The experiences that I personally 

had during the performance were unique, rendering the performance a site of 

knowledge. These experiences are unpacked here from my subjective point of view 

(Whitney, 2015; Doğantan-Dack, 2012; Laws, 2014; Järviö, 2006, 2015).  

To construct my narrative of performance, I draw on Reason’s (2006, chapter 

10) approach to sharing live experience by embedding the quality of liveness within the 

language and organisation of the writing. Reason (2006) draws on the ideas of Pollock 

(1998, 2007) in calling for the writer’s subjective experience to be seminal to the style 

of writing. Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 40), drawing on Ellis and Bochner (2000), and 

Bartleet and Ellis (2009), recommends “narrative autoethnography” for research writing 

on music performance. With an example from her own piano recital, and using literature 

and conversations with her collaborator as reflective companions, she contextualises her 

experiences as artist-researcher using this method.  

Drawing on these ideas, my written reconstructions are presented as fragmented 

and incomplete vignettes here (O’Dell, 1997; Murphy, 2014). They stem from a 

personal singer/performer perspective (Aszodi, 2018; Doğantan-Dack, 2012; Järviö, 

2015), and privilege live music-making. Auslander’s (2008) work on “liveness” 

bestows upon the term its pivotal attribute, “context”—the specificities of time, place, 

cultures and society converge in meaningful ways in a live context. His approach is 

comparable to J. W. Davidson’s (2014b) approach that regards conext as crucial to 

performativity in music. Auslander (2008, pp. xiii–3) notes, “liveness must be examined 

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ
https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ
https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ
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not as a global, undifferentiated phenomenon but within specific cultural and social 

contexts.”  

Whitney’s (2015, p. 98) definition of liveness factors in audience presence and a 

professional quality as pivotal attributes: 

Liveness is a quality and an expressive, experimental space that facilitates creative 

action and reception for performers and listeners in a live concert setting. The term 

‘liveness’ as I use it incorporates the concepts of ‘music in live performance’ and 

‘performers and listeners engaged in live musical action’, and also includes the unique 

quality we ascribe to live action that differentiates instances of performing or listening 

when musicians and listeners are jointly physically present in the same room from 

those when they are not. (Whitney, 2015, p. 98) 

In line with Whitney (2010, 2015), Doğantan-Dack (2012), J. W. Davidson (2014b), 

and J. W. Davidson and Correia (2001), I present my vignettes as recalled memories of 

being in the live. The memories were recorded on the morning after the performance, in 

my journal. They are in first person, in short sentences, and in the present tense, unlike 

Murphy (2014), for instance, who refers to herself in the third person in her 

performance narration. I wrote these as if I was an observing version of myself standing 

alongside my doing, performing version; it is a self-commentary emanating from within 

the liminal space of performance (See Figure 7.29).  

Several months temporally removed from the concert, I allowed my present 

‘writing self’ to add a layer of reflective critical commentary on the recalled moments in 

performance, drawing also on the video recordings. This approach, aligns with 

Doğantan-Dack’s (2012) while also drawing on J. W. Davidson’s (2014b) descriptive 

style of performance analysis using media.  
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Figure 7.29. In the warm embrace of performance, on the evening of October 21, 2018. (Photo: Michelle 

Vine) 

7.18 Vignettes of the ‘Live’ with Retrospective Reflective Commentary 

I am backstage. Ten minutes to go for curtain to open. A scene from Mantua: the 

ducal palace room jumps into my head. I see the turrets, and the piazza adjoining it. I 

am back in the present. I hear the clinking of wine glasses in the foyer and register the 

smell of samosas.  

I was experiencing interculturality in my present, in the context of performance. I 

realised my role in the already strong multicultural fabric of arts in Australia, as one 

who brings together people to share the hybridity that I have conceived. 

*********************************** 

This vignette relates to the Prologo; media pointer at around 4’40”,  

I am singing ‘Io la musica . . .’ I decorate the accenti by drawing in the air. I suddenly 

introduce solfége in improvising Bahar, I had never done this in rehearsal. It is good 

to sing solfége, I think, it makes a statement for the Karnatik. I feel like I have 

proclaimed “Karnatik raga is in the house, everyone!”  

Looking at the video, I recall that the deep breath at 4’40” was the moment of resolve 

for me—I am music. I adopt postures with the signature drone instrument, the tanpura, 

treating it not as a musical instrument but as an emblem of becoming music. I was like 

Orfeo’s golden cetera. When my hand reaches out ‘core,’ I recall feeling like I was 

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ?t=275
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holding the hearts in that room close to mine. At 5’39” the metaphorical combustion 

caused by the ‘inflaming’ of hearts by musica is signified through ‘infiammar.’ The 

ictus at ‘fia’ aligns with an ornament that combusts in its speedy traversal from the 

minor sixth, to the octave, tumbling into the fifth, at ‘mar.’ The syllable ‘fia’ and the 

ornament align with the hand gesture that represents the bursting of flame, coinciding 

almost naturally with the very instant ‘fia’ was uttered (Figure 7.30). The gesture was a 

metaphor for the musical floridity at that point; it was also an iconic representation of 

the inflaming. The Karnatik elements of raga and ornament, the gestures, and my voice 

had assumed unity with the Italian word and the Monteverdian harmony in those 

moments. Several instances demonstrate such an alignment, rendering the role of 

gesture highly significant—for word, for the voicing body, for the musical setting, and 

for communication, in the hybridity. 

 

Figure 7.30. Being musica, inflaming icy minds: The gestured ‘infiammar’, bursting forth at ‘fia.’ 

*********************************** 

The vignette below relates to Saraswati’s first strophic reply, Vellai Thamarai: 

 In ‘Vellai thamarai’, the headset recording microphone falls. I smile at the audience 

and put it back on. I feel irritated for a moment. I continue as Saraswati. It falls again. 

This time I do not allow it to interrupt me. I pick it up only at ritornello. 

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ?t=382
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I psyche myself again thinking ‘I am music.’ I redeem myself from the distraction that 

snatched me away from my audience, if even for a few moments. I hated being 

hijacked by reality.  

I resolve to leave that behind. I look at the lights again. I feel the warmth in my skin. I 

don’t know where my voice is coming from, but it does emerge almost like a blessing, 

protecting me. All is well again, and I am in the zone. Now I need to float away. 

I should have taped up the headset microphone. I had never worn one in kacceri, and 

had not considered this potential problem. My gesture for ‘oli,’ pertaining to the sound 

of Saraswati ’s instrument, the Veena, had triggered the fall of the headset (Figure 7.31). 

As artistes, Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 39) rightly observes, we take decisions such as the 

one that I took in relation to the contingency brought about by the microphone falling. 

Both Doğantan-Dack (2012), and Whitney (2015) note that such decisions taken within 

the domain of performance are very different from the decisions we take in preparing 

for the performance, rendering them those that we can never plan for.  

It is true that I could have planned for taping the microphone, however, any 

number of other things could have occurred. I could have stepped on a bell pin and hurt 

my foot, still making the decision to continue to sing. A few years ago, I was singing a 

kacceri on a temple float. The oar had swerved out of control and was about to land on 

my head. I was unaware of this and engrossed in singing. Suddenly, the mridangam 

player’s left hand went up in the air. I turned at the sudden stopping of the drum. He 

was clutching an oar, inches above my head. He may have saved my life, acting as he 

did within the intense moment of performance, with great presence of mind.  

My decision to ignore the microphone falling the second time was the instant I 

chose my audience over the recording; my commitment to liveness over my 

commitment to documentation. While Doğantan-Dack (2012, p. 39) declares that 

“performance, while it happens,” is not a research activity, she does make her paper 

about suggesting and demonstrating ways (in narration, in modes of thinking) in which 

we can unpack performances, as being a research activity. In reflecting on such 

instances, I understand the reasons for (some of) my actions in performance. 
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Figure 7.31. Keep calm and let the recording microphone fall: Notice the dangling wire.  

*********************************** 

I found that the moments that transpired between subsequent strophes, or fleeting 

glances into the audience or at accompanists, brought in some really ‘out of the 

ordinary’ unplanned thoughts into my mind. I have here shared a few of these random 

jottings from the journaled recall.  

Pick up the tanpura, now. The subject is cetera.  

Musica wields the cetera, Orfeo too. I wield the tanpura.  

I feel safer with a tanpura to hold on to.  

I am vulnerable without a prop. Is the tanpura a prop? 

The audience see the character and through that they see me.  

In kacceri, there is nothing else to distract the audience, there’s only me. This is better 

than kacceri, I have a façade.  

I am not me. I am a character.  

I feel free to act. 

These accompanists are wonderful. I love them. They are my onstage family.  

I am being looked after.  
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I love this attention. It is lovely to become someone. 

It must be lovely to be an opera singer.  

I don’t want this night to end. Soon it will. 

I am saying the Italian and Tamil words –clearly. Maybe they don’t get it – of course 

they don’t. Tamil and Italian.  

Unpacking these thoughts here, I see myself as being enamoured by the dramatic form. 

I am moved, and feel like I am taking everyone with me. Rather, that I am being 

embraced with a warmth and a sense of love that only being in a hall with collaborators 

and an audience can arguably confer.  

The thought on pronunciation of the word also harks back to the fact that while I 

provided my audience with a gist of each of the items, as a concise story of Orfeo, I did 

not have surtitles at the hall. I recall feeling at a point, as if the gestures were my only 

avenues of communication with the audience. This was Brisbane, Australia, and I was 

singing in Tamil and Italian. The audience members were predominantly music lovers 

from the suburb, and from the university; not necessarily well-versed, at all, in Italian 

and/or Tamil. There were a few frustrating moments when I felt as if I wasn’t 

communicating the drama, at all. 

I recall at one point (in Rosa-Roja), consoling myself that the audience shall 

derive their understanding from seeing me and Ronan owning our feelings in singing 

the text. What surprises me is that it was in the heat of performance that this ‘knowing’ 

descended on me. I had to be there in the same room, physically with my audience of 

around a hundred people to realise the obvious issue of language. When the realisation 

descended thus, however, it became powerful learning.  

I would never undervalue the role of surtitles in opera. More importantly, it 

reaffirmed my notion that gesture and its stature that is intertwined with meaning, 

embodied voice and musical form, is a lifesaver.  

*********************************** 

This vignette pertains to the chemistry between myself and Ronan in Rosa-Roja: 

Orfeo is singing Rosa del ciel beautifully. Ronan is Orfeo. I am Euridice 

 ‘Sweet rose flower (roja malare), tell him of my love, won’t you?’  

I look at him, he at me. We are an Orfeo-Euridice symbol.  

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ?t=981
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There have been many before us, there will be many after. He declares that he was 

happy the moment I gave him my fair hand ‘candida mano.’ 

 I give him my hand; I look down at it. My hand is brown. 

I am momentarily destabilised at this slight mismatch between what was uttered and 

what is real. The mismatch between text, the present and the context.  

I ask Orfeo never to leave my hand. We leave the stage, hand in hand. 

Every such symbol of Orfeo and Euridice through history has had its own 

performativities, across various performances (Figure 7.32). In this reimagination, 

Euridice has been conferred greater envoicing. She speaks in a tongue that is foreign to 

Orfeo. She is different in many ways from the Monteverdian Euridice. I realise upon 

reflection, that the hybridity here is not only musical or genre related; it has permeated a 

deeper level of linguistic and semantic intent. A Greek myth adapted for Italian, 

reshaped using Tamil, is a model of text–melody co-existence crafted for a composite 

culture of the globalised present.  

 

Figure 7.32. The Orfeo–Euridice intercultural symbol. (Photo: Michelle Vine) 

The question of context and culture emerged as fundamentals in performance in the 

present, on processing this vignette. Opera has long had themes involving the oriental 

other; in the sub-continental context Pearl Fishers, Lakmé, Shakuntala, and Satyagraha 

are noteworthy (Lindenberger, 1998, pp. 160–190). In this performance, the collective 

presence of our group in a certain space, and at a certain time, performing this scene 
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from the Thracian fields, introduced a unique “self and other” binary alongside the other 

binarisms that prefigure in this opera—“then and now,” “real and fictive,” and “near 

and far” (Locke, 2015, pp. 25–30). Locke (2015, p. 30) declares, “exoticism [across 

these binaries] is not an inherent trait in the work, but rather arises as the interaction of 

the work and its receivers (performers, listeners, audience members, critics),” rendering 

the site of performance the unique context where the key issues pertaining to hybridity 

are experienced.  

*********************************** 

This vignette presents my overall sense of the space in relation to liveness. 

My skin feels warm, the space is fluid. My body is self-directing. I don’t think, I only 

do hyper-extending. I inhabit the space, the audience are part of me, I am a part of 

them. Together, all of us we are building a world, here, now.  

This experience also resonates with Coessens (2014a, p. 64): our team was a “body part 

of the space.” Feelings such as this are embedded in my body, and derive from certain 

peak moments experienced within performance. I sometimes recall these experiences to 

remind myself of the wonderful things that I have been an active part of, and which can 

happen within just minutes, to so many people, through performance. That night was 

more special than anything I have ever performed. Flowstate discourses that pertain to 

the kind of concentrated focussing that happens in the state of performance and the 

transformations that it produces in the performer, testify to these experiences that are 

unique to performance (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 28; J. W. Davidson & Correia, 2001, 

pp. 95–96). As Whitney (2015, p. 95) observes, “it is important to remember that 

professional performers ‘prepare’ for this mode of action almost not at all.”  

***********************************  

This vignette pertains to ‘tanta bellezza’ in Possente Spirto-Euridice’s Lament: 

Variations present themselves in Natakurinji. I am feeling momentary joy, as Orfeo, 

in imagining Euridice’s beauty. I leave the raga in suspended animation. 

I turn to touch the scarf. I feel its limpness, drape it on myself.  

Becoming Euridice, I continue ‘kannil theriyudoru totram, adhil Kannan azhagu 

muzhudillai’ . . . ‘I can see a form of my beloved that is brimming with beauty’. I 

express a mad hope, imagining Orfeo standing before me.  

The tenor of the next line changes: ‘I cannot see his smile, alas! He has 

disappeared . . .’. I sense my face crumpling, my voice trembling at the loss of hope. I 

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ?t=1921
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am the body-voice. My voice surprises me with its ever-supportive presence. I have 

never felt more loved by my voice, ever.  

I had incorporated Tu Sei Morta in the program, to maintain the story flow. I used this 

time to also quickly change into my Orphic costume: an oversized kurta (an apparel 

worn by men and women in India, styled differently for each), to appear as Orfeo. For 

my role-doubling in Possente Spirto-Euridice’s Lament, as Euridice, I had consulted 

with opera and theatre scholar Guillaume Bernardi from York University, Toronto, on 

the matter of costume. We decided on a ‘costume element,’ as a signifier of the quick 

change in role and personality. I nominated a sash as the costume element. It was 

decided that I would it drape on when I played Euridice and remove when I became 

Orfeo. (See Figures 7.33 and 7.34). The sash was strategically placed at the stage, near 

the tanpura. How the sash would enact with me was something I had not rehearsed. I 

wished to experience the chemistry between my Self and the sash, in performance. I 

wanted the immediacy in my affective reactions to fuel my senses and my music. 

 

Figure 7.33. As Orfeo in Possente Spirto. (Photo: Michelle Vine)  
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Figure 7.34. Role-doubling as Euridice in Euridice’s lament with the ornate sash. (Photo: Michelle Vine) 

I personally feel that I came closest to my vocal ‘grain’ in those moments when I 

transitioned between being Orfeo and Euridice. I recall being surprised and moved at 

the same time—on hearing myself vocalise the Orphic desperation, and at being aware 

of the gentle caress of the sash, my body drooping and my voice softening, as Euridice. 

The rasa of sadness (shoka) had melded with the notion of oratione. The Orphic prayer 

and the lament became a flowing potion of pain. Vocality was in close alignment with 

the corporeal at this time. Figure 7.35 shows me as Orfeo; fists balled and voice 

forceful, I am trying to persuade Caronte with all my strength.  

 

Figure 7.35. The balled fists and forceful voice depict Orfeo’s desperation. (Photo: Michelle Vine) 

The costume element, the languages, my bodily expression and voice, collided on stage 

at such moments. I believe that hybridity came alive when these various elements came 
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together. However, hybridity also made itself visible in the distinctness that the musics, 

languages and styles retained in such a confluence. I revisit my discussion on Homi 

Bhabha’s (2004, 2015) views on hybridity and the third space (Chapter 2) here. I concur 

with him fully, that hybridity does come through in those “moments or processes that 

are produced in the articulation of cultural differences” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 2). The space 

of performance became that third space where the differences were articulated with 

“authority” and “agency,” rather than with a quest for “authenticity” (Bhabha, 2015, 

p. 5). Research on performance becomes important, for these real-time issues that play-

out in this space to be acknowledged and made explicit. 

*********************************** 

This vignette pertains to ‘tantabellezza’ (so much beauty!), with media pointer at 

31’58”. This is where Orfeo momentarily thinks of Euridice’s beauty and associates it 

with paradise. My hand gestures in ‘tanta’ begin as dramatic (Figure 7.36), but soon 

transform into a singerly, metaphorical expression of the vocal gorgie (Figure 7.37). 

When the passage reposes at ‘bellezza’, the dramatic side of gesture takes over yet 

again.  

 

Figure 7.36. Dramatic gesture: So much beauty! 

 

https://youtu.be/9szMfVtHQmQ
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Figure 7.37. Singerly gesture to drive gorgie.  

Reflecting on this, it seems as if I had not been entirely successful in evolving a 

seamless hybridity between the rhetorically directed representational gesture style for 

drama and the normative gesture style in Karnatik. However, I do believe that such 

differences in gesture, however, could indeed render the forms at interplay uniquely 

differentiated. Either way, they rendered my feminine embodied form expressive, 

present and impactful; a striking contrast to my kacceri past. I recall the film 

appearances of the fine Karnatik singers of the 1940s to the 1960s, specifically K. B. 

Sundarambal, as I reflect upon the dramatic form that the hybrid has taken 

(Padmanabhan, 2016, pp. 336–338). My recollections of the concluding moments of the 

performance bridge the fictive to the real, and the performance cocoon to the outside 

world. 

I conclude, ‘contra cui rigid alma . . . s’impetra’. My right arm is outstretched. 

The hall lights up. Caronte, Orfeo and Euridice all suddenly disappear. I am back in 

the room to the sound of applause.  

Backstage again. I feel my eyes welling up. I sit quietly. I feel like I am sitting in the 

middle of a blitzkrieg. Margaret puts an arm around me. I thank her. Some kind soul 

hands me a glass of wine.  



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

  250 

7.19 Tacit made Explicit 

The minutiae that form a crucial part of the research was experienced fully in 

performance. As Hultberg (2013) notes, the descriptions here can also be brought to 

bear on the decisions made before and in performance: “Considerations in performance 

preparation and public presentation of works of music often belong to a tacit dimension 

of artistic knowledge and are therefore important to reveal” (Hultberg, 2013, p. 87), 

rendering the explication of the key moments in music-making before and in 

performance important to this research.  

Through the planning and execution of the Monteverdi Reimagined Project, and the 

sharing of the undergirding processes in this chapter, I hope I have demonstrated my 

approach to answering the research questions from practical, analytical and written 

perspectives. This chapter is the longest in this thesis; yet, there is so much left unsaid.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusions and Future Directions 

 

Socio-cultural theorist Arjun Appadurai (2000) discusses “imagination” as the catalyst 

that shapes globalisation in the present: 

The imagination is no longer a matter of individual genius, escapism from ordinary 

life, or just a dimension of aesthetics. It is a faculty that informs the daily lives of 

ordinary people in myriad ways: It allows people to consider migration, resist state 

violence, seek social redress, and design new forms of civic association and 

collaboration, often across national boundaries . . . it is also the faculty through which 

collective patterns of dissent and new designs for collective life emerge. (Appadurai, 

2000, p. 6) 

Reflecting, I believe that research is a manifestation of imagination in action. 

Responding to Appadurai, I believe that my research illustrates the ways in which 

reimagination of art forms can acquire a significant dimension both in aesthetics, 

artmaking and in socio-cultural paradigms. Through the artistic journey encapsulated in 

this research, I have reimagined the musics of two very diverse cultures, in a newer 

space of conceptual hybridity, harnessing the agentic potential of the Self. In the process 

of such artistic reimagination, I have challenged established narratives across both 

practices, experienced wholeness in my voicing body, and explored my Karnatically-

trained voice in relation to poetry. In doing so, I have established through practice that 

the tensions in such hybrid attempts reside in the interstices of the artistic processes, 

rendering the processes and the artist resistant to change, yet vulnerable enough to be 

challenged. 

The thesis is an account of my journey through hybridity. Along this journey, 

knowledge was generated at various pivotal points, within the planning phase and the 

processes. Some of this knowledge has found its way into the world, as creative works 

published online (Mani, 2018b; 2018c; 2018d) and as published articles (Mani, 2017a; 

2017c; 2018a). All the insights, I believe, have embedded themselves into my ‘web of 

practice’ as Coessens (2014b) argues, and, wherever applicable, have meshed into the 

ongoing research. This has rendered the processes as productive, or even more so, than 

the output, in terms of outcomes. Rather, the doing of the research has, on its own 

terms, answered the research questions while provoking new ones.  

I began my research by identifying a few issues related to text and the embodied 

in the Karnatik. I settled on intercultural musical hybridity as a lens through which I 

could reconsider my own practice in a way that allows for a deeper consideration of 
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these issues of text and gesture. I then derived a primary research objective – to 

conceive and stage hybridity between Karnatik musical elements and declamation in 

Early Opera, and unpack the embedded artistic processes in doing so. The two other 

research objectives were enfolded within the artistic processes that the first encased. 

The objectives were: to generate and sustain text-centricity and gestured vocality in the 

processes; and to identify the questions, provocations, and relevance that the overall 

hybridity and constitutive processes bring up, doing so for both musical practices. 

I believe I have fulfilled these objectives by conceiving, staging and analysing 

the two hybrid projects, Thiruppavai and Monteverdi Reimagined, and ensuring textual 

primacy across both. An increasing degree of text-melody balance between the first and 

the second projects, an ontological privileging of my singing body across the creative 

processes, and an artistically and socio-culturally pertinent approach to critical 

reflection have marked my research. The nature of this research project is such that the 

pathway to the outcome unfolds as the project evolves, and the meta-hodos (travel, 

journey) becomes fully evident only in hindsight. Hence, I have used the word ‘journey’ 

in my dissertation subtitle.  

In the broadest sense, this research could be regarded as one that sheds light on 

the intercultural or hybrid nature of any encounter, whether by individuals who belong 

to different cultures, or by those who might share a culture by default and an illusion of 

a common understanding of musical matters. A musician meeting another does so with 

prior experience ingrained in them. In an encounter with another culture or persons, the 

third space created is catalysed by several such ingrained experiences. As Finnish 

philosopher Mika Hannula observes, “the third space….  is the result of negotiations 

about being together; a space that the parties involved create in mutual reciprocity, and 

which belongs to both of them only for that fleeting moment” (2006, p. 77). It was in 

those moments within the art-making and performance that I first-hand experienced 

hybridity and its presence as ‘third space.’ This personal experience is singular; I do not 

claim to generalise that all third space encounters might create a similar sense of 

working hybridity. However, it is clear that the primary outcome of this thesis has been 

in the form of a model for hybridity that challenges the notions of comfort and 

convention, and acknowledges the complexities that are typical of artistic encounters 

between individuals. The complexities problematised here are subtle, significant, and lie 

over and above the overtly visible labels of cultural difference. 

I briefly glance at the research outcomes chapter-wise by way of recapitulation. 

Chapters 1, 2 and 3 established the research rationale and aims, provided a literature 
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review, and articulated a research design. Following on from this, in Chapter 4 I offered 

a decahedral conceptual framework. This framework was crystallised from the two 

musical practices and formed the lattice within which hybridity between the 

Monteverdian monody for musical drama and the Karnatik voice “played out” in 

practice. In Chapter 5 I offered original compositions derived from the conceptual 

framework as dramatised Thiruppavai. Chapter 6 presented a brief study on the current 

state of gesture as used by female Karnatik musicians. Its outcome indicated the trend of 

patriarchal control embedded in the system and the need for performers’ voices to come 

through strongly for the current state to undergo positive change. Chapter 7 unfolded 

over three parts and marked the culmination of this research through the conception and 

realisation of a bilingual, composed/co-created, self-directed, hybrid–Monteverdi 

Reimagined. In Part 1 of Chapter 7, I proposed the Karnatik vocal ornamented style as a 

possible approach to reconsidering the pre-romantic voice. In Part 2, the 

conceptualisation of the Monteverdi Reimagined Project, I offered a practice-based 

improvisatory framework of intercultural co-creativity with a composer, using raga-

mapping onto the Monteverdian musical line as a tool. In Part 3 I examined my live 

performance of Monteverdi Reimagined by privileging the moments of ‘becoming’ in 

liveness. This performance was a practical distillation of the theoretical, analytical and 

methodological frameworks that were developed in this research. It valorised text-

melody co-existence and the performing body. Chapters 5 and 7 yielded RagaCurve 

based notations as outcomes that relate to the notion of gesture—as musical metaphor, 

as textual signifier, as shape on paper, and as motion in the body. Some of these 

outcomes were incidental, rather than intentional, such as the RagaCurve notation types 

that were refined from the first project into the second.  

Accordingly, this research has demonstrated the emergence of new knowledge 

in the fields of ARiM; Karnatik practice and the voice in the context of the feminine; 

historical vocal technique in early opera; intercultural music-making; performance 

studies; gesture studies in music; and cross-modal correspondences between sound, 

score, and gesture. The outcomes across the Thiruppavai Project and the Monteverdi 

Reimagined Project dovetail into one another. In this concluding chapter I expand on 

the above mentioned seven strands of outcomes, rendering them open to critical 

discussion, future research planning, and recontextualisation in my growing practice, as 

well as within the broader fields to which they contribute. 

My research valorises ARiM as a methodology for research that seeks to 

examine the impact of artistic imagination on lives and cultures. Artistic Research 
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concerns itself with the qualities of process centricity, self-reflective criticality and has 

more recently aligned itself with social impact and responsibility. ARiM has been a 

suitable lattice for my project, and has allowed for the tensions and joys in artmaking to 

be felt, and for their impact to permeate from artmaking into the world.  

It is my hope that this research has made a worthy contribution to the field of 

ARiM. It has demonstrated that artistic research can enfold established methodologies 

such as literature study, and comparative and analytic musicology, while foregrounding 

the artmaker’s experimental acts, reflections, turbulences, expositions, and learning. 

Also, that ARiM can be a tool to reflect seemingly personal learnings of an artist into 

the world, thereby rendering these insights relevant for the broader fields on which they 

may have a bearing. I offer my research design as an exemplar of socio-culturally 

interrogative artistic research in music, where the artmaking has become a powerful 

trope for advocacy, self-assertion, and self-representation. A woman performer from the 

Karnatik tradition exploring Monteverdi's music, critiquing aspects of her own 

performance culture as well as of that of Early Opera, represents not only destabilisation 

of, but also alternate pathways to, approaching tradition. 

In this research, I have employed gesture as a connector between musical 

contour, textual meaning, and my self-expression. This nexus has revealed itself in 

practice and has conferred primacy on my Karnatically-trained female body. It has 

shown me that I can express corporeally. I have gained confidence and self-assertion in 

exploring gesture. My experience could be a reference for other women performers of 

Karnatik music who wish to assert themselves through their embodied involvement in 

singing.  

My research proposes that Karnatically-trained singers could situate their vocal 

style in an alternate representational dramatic paradigm. Both projects testify to the 

impact that Karnatik raga, laya and bhava notions, and gamakas impart to the dramatic. 

In this research, I decontextualised these elements of Karnatik music from the kacceri 

space and reworked them into a hybridised form. To resituate the hybrid aesthetic into 

the normative Karnatik concert (kacceri) paradigm, I propose the following future 

directions.  

Karnatik kacceris could adopt stage-settings which afford greater movement of 

the singer on the stage. For instance, as demonstrated in Monteverdi Reimagined, the 

Karnatik accompanists could be seated on raised platforms on either side of the moving 

vocal artiste. The microphone could be easily arranged to support this set-up. It might 

be time for Karnatik artists who wish to embody and express their music to bring about 
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certain modifications to suit their present artistic choices, even if that means a departure 

from established convention. This harks back to my argument in Chapter 1, that 

historically, movement has been intrinsic to Indian performing arts. A call to reinstate 

movement in Karnatik music is a step hitherto not publicly undertaken by an individual 

kacceri performer. Incidentally, as I write this thesis, in November 2018, a Chennai-

based theatre company ‘The Madras Players’ staged an English play, Trinity, as a 

tribute to three most prominent [male] Karnatik composers of the past. The cast 

included professional Karnatik singers acting and singing Karnatik music, live, on a 

theatre stage (Madras Players, 2018). This was a first, and I do hope many such 

attempts will follow.  

I also hope that productions could do the same for the few female composers of 

the Karnatik field. In May 2017, through the Thiruppavai, I could foreground the work 

of the female poet Andal. I also hope that the stories of legendary female performers, 

including the embodied devadasis whose legacy of ties to Karnatik music has thus far 

been kept sequestered from the public view, may be given life through this new-found 

arena of theatrical expression using Karnatik music. It becomes imperative to ensure 

that such ventures do not fall into the familiar patriarchal and casteist trappings, 

becoming yet another avenue for the already powerful. To this end, I suggest that more 

female artists take the initiative in such productions and get actively involved, not only 

singing, but also producing and directing the performance, as per their artistic vision. 

Certain pieces in Karnatik repertoire are referred to as ‘opera’ which include 

Prahlada Bhakti Vijayam and Nowka Charitram of Thyagaraja. These are misnomers if 

drama and embodiment are eschewed from their portrayal, which is indeed the case in 

present kacceri renditions (Nagaswamy, 2015). I propose that such forms could be 

performed by adopting an embodied dramatic approach to them, even in kacceri, by 

devoting attention to the words and the unfolding of the story. Gestures that align with 

the textual content may be interwoven effectively with musical gestures in such 

contexts.  

In Karnatik music, pedagogy is closely aligned with performance, as I have 

indicated across the thesis. As a student-performer, I have learnt by observing my gurus 

in action, rather than in the classroom. Even though my research does not pertain to 

pedagogy, I wish to connect the practice developed here to possible pedagogical 

implications for future exploration by myself or others. I believe that there is benefit in 

students of Karnatik music being taught their historical heritage of emotion and 

embodiment through raga, text, and rasa concepts. The performing body in its totality 
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could be regarded as the locus of artmaking, and performers could find ways to express 

themselves from the perspective of lived bodily experience. I offer my experiences in 

the Thiruppavai and Monteverdi Reimagined as one way to find such embodied 

expression. 

Further, I believe that a girl child who begins to learn Karnatik music today need 

not regard her body as something to be restricted in performance. Rather, she could be 

encouraged to regard it as a legitimate site of experiencing and producing knowledge 

from an embedded, experiential and empowered perspective. This is the learning that I 

lacked in my Karnatik music education and would love to see in the younger 

generations. I contend that such education begins with performance. My research 

impacts the very performance cultures that could make this difference in pedagogy. I 

am grateful to singer Aruna Sairam for introducing me to an embodied approach in the 

Karnatik—through her concerts and personal lessons. If I were able to do the same for 

the coming generations, I would have achieved my objective.  

Through this research, I demonstrate that text need not be sacrificed for music to 

thrive. Likewise, that activating the poetic intent need not mean a negation of the 

melodic aspects. I have used drama as a medium to devise ways in which text induced 

emotion can manifest in and through raga and ornamentation. Such an approach regards 

Karnatik elements as being complementary to text, and does so through a lens that is not 

only musical and spiritual, as is typically the case in Karnatik music today, but also 

through an approach that is bodily sense-led. Across both Thiruppavai and Monteverdi 

Reimagined, I hope I have demonstrated this approach convincingly.  

My analysis of the performance of Monteverdi Reimagined in Part 3, Chapter 7, 

presents what I hope is an interesting model for intercultural approaches to scholarship 

in performance studies. Fresh perspectives on how to unravel the ‘how,’ ‘what’ and 

‘why’ in liveness are being increasingly sought in this field, and my research offers a 

few possible approaches, as Part 3 of Chapter 7 demonstrates. 

At each stage, within music-making and writing, I have tried to reference any 

calls to attention from scholars in the specific field to which the artistic process pertains. 

This approach has helped to contextualise my work—across composition, notation, 

collaboration, and performance—in the light of current research trends and gaps. To add 

to this corpus of calls to attention, I add Tina Ramnarine’s (2017) recent views on music 

research from a global perspective to this concluding section. Ramnarine (2017) 

references the associations that research concerning musics of different cultures, 

anthropological constructs, and societies, might invoke: 



Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

  257 

A critical gaze on the familiar to broaden the ethnographic and theoretical horizons in 

ethnomusicology has paralleled developments in other fields such as anthropology, 

history, comparative literature, and postcolonial studies, and it is closely related to the 

musicological project of approaching music histories more globally. (Ramnarine, 

2017, p. 3) 

She emphasises the roles of creativity and performance as agents that spur social change 

and recommends a practical approach to theories that look to a globalised critique of 

musical histories. Her views link to a burgeoning trend in scholarship that looks to 

reconsideration of music and performance from a global angle and align well with my 

overall conclusions, particularly in relation to the implications that a Karnatik approach 

to early opera may have for the future of music-making—across histories and cultures. 

With regards to Monteverdi Reimagined, the compactness of the participating 

ensemble, the absence of a conductor, self-direction with regards to collaborators and 

gesture, the exploration of the Barthesian vocal grain using lived bodily experience, and 

the scoring process, all present a model for self-sufficiency in opera performance 

production. Such a model might hold relevance for productions with budget limitations 

that are intended to explore creativity in opera performance. As historical sources have 

established, the music of the Baroque was known for its improvisation—not only in the 

use of cadential ornaments and expressions, but also in incorporating variations to the 

vocal line and interpretations of the bass line. Efforts such as Monteverdi Reimagined 

push the envelope further in that very direction—towards improvised Early Opera—by 

reimagining the written line from a performance-inflected perspective and engaging 

with the continuo player in a transitional, transactional interaction. A singer’s 

perspective on improvisation, and particularly on spontaneity in improvisation, is often 

overlooked particularly in staged opera of the early Baroque, not least due to trends that 

support larger orchestras, bigger halls, and the leadership of a conductor. My attempt 

could be regarded as a call to greater freedom of creativity and leadership for a singer, 

not least of Early Opera. 

My research has offered a fresh perspective on the notion of the voice in early 

music. In offering an alternative approach to voicing, specifically ornamentation, it has 

also briefly critiqued the notions of pre-romantic historically informed vocal technique 

in the West. The practice-based interrogations of historical vocal technique in Part 1 of 

Chapter 7 expose the pressing need for further research on, and reconsideration of, early 

voice performance and pedagogy, preferably from the perspective of a vocal style that is 

intrinsically ornamented and of an aural-oral tradition.  
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The research speaks to some of the most pressing issues in performance practice 

and creativity that scholars who are looking to reconsidering opera, and voice, such as 

Atkinson (2006), Thomaidis (2013b; 2014), Järviö (2006, 2011, 2015), Wistreich 

(2013), Aszodi (2018), and Belgrano (2018) have identified as research-worthy. From a 

contextual perspective, operas such as Lakmé of Delibes, Pearl Fishers of Bizet, and 

Shakuntala of Alfano, which hold within them a significant Indian subcontinental 

content in the libretto, setting, and context (if not in music), may lend themselves to 

collaborations with Indian music. A brahmin priest’s daughter Lakmé can be well-

visualised in a sari, singing in a Karnatik vocal style (Lindenberger, 1998, pp. 184–

185). Such an approach can generate research across areas straddling opera studies, 

feminism, language studies, and performance studies. 

A vital linkage between the shape of musical contour, gesture and drawn score is 

explicated in this research through practice, and aligns with the pioneering work of Rolf 

Inge Godøy (2013, 2017) in the field of music, time and embodied cognition. This 

linkage responds to recent scholarship that maps music to shape in a plethora of ways, 

particularly the edited volume, Music and Shape from CMPCP (Centre for Musical 

Practice as Creative Performance) by Leech-Wilkinson & Prior (2017). Godøy (2013, 

p. 223) explicitly links “shape-related metaphors for features of music, music-related 

images such as graphical scores, and music-related bodily motion.” These three features 

are clearly manifest in this research; the gesture, musical quality, and RagaCurve have 

demonstrated a consistently high level of alignment with one another. In addition, the 

affective, expressive quality of the text is also realised as gesture that sometimes maps 

to, and at other times punctuates the musically-contingent gesture space to which Godøy 

(2013) refers. Following on Pearson’s (2016a) investigation and my practice-based 

findings, gestures induced by Karnatik ragas in various contexts—with and without 

text—could be investigated in future research endeavours. This could shed light on the 

affordances of raga and gamaka for expressivity through the body.  

The detailed notation using the RagaCurve is a visual capture of an instance of 

sonic, embodied interpretation. It is a version that could be interpreted differently in 

performance; it is transferrable across traditions and approaches. The RagaCurve and 

the audio/visual supplement collective proposes a model on the basis of which future 

interpreters, from Western and non-Western traditions, could build their own ideas of 

improvisation around the opera. Future research could explore the scope of the 

RagaCurve notational model developed here in the fields of intercultural composition, 
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visually and kinaesthetically aided music teaching and performance, and gesture 

studies.  

RagaCurve, in this research, explored only a fraction of the numerous 

possibilities and had its limitations. It only looked at contour, not at timbre, texture or 

dynamic of voice. Notably, I did not seek the help of technology to unpack the notions 

of gesture and shape further. However, I believe I may have opened doors for further 

research in a direction that ideally aligns with Godøy’s (2017, p. 26) ideas on musical 

shape and movement. Future research could enlist the help of technology to understand 

more about intricacies of sound, emotion, and cognition, in relation to the motor-

mimetic in the context of Karnatik music, thereby linking also to the scholarship of 

influential researchers in this field, including Pearson (2016a, 2016b), Clayton and 

Leante (2013), and Jensenius et al. (2010), to name only a few. Such research could 

involve quantitative and qualitative data, empirical analyses, and a broader section of 

Karnatik musicians and dancers, also looking at the role of rasa aspects and mimetic 

gesture in such a study. Such a study would benefit the fields of music, emotion, 

representation of the body, cognitive psychology, and aesthetics.  

Overall, the journey into hybridity in this research was enabled by a 

constellation of several individuals—my music-making collaborators, across cultures. 

The ways in which multiple, distributed subjectivities of several individuals became 

manifest in hybridity and the ways in which I curated these nodes of subjectivities to 

align with my research trajectory is evidenced through this effort. This model might suit 

performers who wish to give their ideas musical form on their own terms with the 

involvement of collaborators. Several research projects have demonstrated multiple and 

distributed subjectivities in artmaking, over the years (Evans, 2014; Laws, 2016; 

Östersjö, 2017; Wren, 2014). Mine is yet another, strengthening the fabric. 

As Lawrence Kramer notes, one stratum of reflection on artmaking permeates 

many others, rendering music inseparable from the Self, and the Self inextricable from 

its associated histories, cultures, and contexts: 

A musical work or performance can draw us in either direction, divide us between 

wonderment and wondering . . . music is neither simply autonomous or simply 

contingent but something that in principle troubles these categories . . . It addresses 

the social (or the cultural, the historical, the philosophical, or for that matter the 

emotional) not by reflecting it but by prompting reflection on it; by means of the 

aesthetics of form. (Kramer, 2011, p. 68) 
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Kramer’s (2011) words aptly reflect my journey through this research. My hybrid 

aesthetic had two clear goals. First, to understand and demonstrate the privileging of 

text in raga-based music. Second, to correlate the conceptual word-melody meaning 

relationship to its manifestation as gesture. The research thus envisaged has successfully 

“troubled” several established categories, not least due to its interculturality and my 

identity as a female performer. 

This research leads to, and emerges from, performance. It has therefore already 

gone out into the world and is hopefully making indentations. These indents may have 

begun with the first breath taken in public performance, or with the click of the 

‘publish’ button on YouTube. I believe that my research has taken ‘baby steps’ into the 

world through performance; for this, I am most grateful. 

I humbly submit that this research is a true representation of who I am at this 

juncture in my artistic life. It draws together what I wished to explore, how I went about 

this exploration, what I learnt from it, and how my experiences have, and could, become 

relevant to the world. I offer it as an exemplar of hybridity that is conceptually driven, 

historically informed, currently relevant, critically argued, intentionally interrogative 

and naturally maverick. It is a misshapen pearl, like the Baroque, and I would not have 

it any other way.  
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Analytical Approaches to World Music,1(1). Retrieved from 

http://www.aawmjournal.com/articles/2011a/Morris_AAWM_Vol_1_1.htm 

Morris, R., & Ravikiran, C. N. (2006). Ravikiran's concept of melharmony: An inquiry 

into harmony in south Indian ragas. Music Theory Spectrum, 28(2), 255–276. 

Mudaliyar, A. M. C. (Ed.). (1982). Oriental music in European notation (Reprint). 

Chennai, India: Cosmo Publications. (Original work published 1893) 

Mumbai Mirror. (2018, October 14). Carnatic music community calls for investigation 

into #MeToo allegations. Mumbai Mirror. Retrieved from 

https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/mumbai/other/carnatik-music-community-

calls-for-investigations-into-metoo-allegations/articleshow/66204793.cms 

Murphy, S. (2014). Writing performance practice. In H. Borgdorff & M. Schwab (Eds.), 

The exposition of artistic research: Publishing art in academia (pp. 177–191). 

Amsterdam, Netherlands: Leiden University Press. 

Music Academy. (2016). Publications: Journal. Retrieved from 

https://musicacademymadras.in/publications/journal 

Nagarajan, A. P. (Producer & Director). (1965). Thiruvilaiyadal [Motion picture]. India: 

Sri Vijayalakshmi Pictures. 

https://www.monteverdifestivalcremona.it/en/450-archive/detail/the-making-of-a-genius-claudio-monteverdi-from-cremona-to-mantua.html
https://www.monteverdifestivalcremona.it/en/450-archive/detail/the-making-of-a-genius-claudio-monteverdi-from-cremona-to-mantua.html
http://www.aawmjournal.com/articles/2011a/Morris_AAWM_Vol_1_1.htm
https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/mumbai/other/carnatic-music-community-calls-for-investigations-into-metoo-allegations/articleshow/66204793.cms
https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/mumbai/other/carnatic-music-community-calls-for-investigations-into-metoo-allegations/articleshow/66204793.cms
https://musicacademymadras.in/publications/journal


Charulatha Mani Hybridising Karnatik music and Early Opera: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

  291 

Nagaswamy, R. (Lecturer). (2015, January 24). Fresh light on Nauka Charitram of 

Saint Thyagaraja-Dr R Nagaswamy [Video file]. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FqwilrGI30 
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Nguyễn, T. T. (2018). The choreography of gender in traditional Vietnamese music. 

Retrieved from https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/55919/55920 
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Appendix A: Dimensions of Interaction Between the Musico-

Poetic Forms in Karnatik Music and Early Opera  

 

This table has emerged from the comparative analyses and artmaking processes that 

have underpinned this research.  

 

Table A1  

Dimensions of Interaction between Karnatik Viruttam and Declamation in Early Opera. 

DIMENSIONS OF 

INTERACTION 

KARNATIK VIRUTTAM DECLAMATION IN 

EARLY OPERA 

CONTENT BUILDING 

& DELIVERY 

  

Context Art Music, using raga and poetry. 

Non-represenational. 

 

To convey drama to an 

audience using poetry 

using music. 

Representational and 

referential. 

 

Nature of Form Fully improvised by singer. 

 

Fully composed by 

composer. 

Improvisation expected 

from singer. 

 

Musical Organisation Verse–Violin response–Verse 

etc. 

 

Strophe–ritornello–

strophe etc. 

 

Order of priorities  

 

Raga and vocal virtuosity 

primary. 

Meaning/pronunciation/word-

splitting secondary. 

 

Priorities decided by singer. 

Wordsetting, meaning, 

pronunciation primary. 

Melody secondary. 

 

Priorities decided by 

composer to best serve 

drama. 

Melody and rhythm Entirely raga based. 

One or many ragas feature, one 

after another.  

 

No cyclic Tala. 

 

 

Laya related metre of poetry.  

 

Modality/Tonality co-

exist. Modes change 

within piece. 

 

Tactus dictates forward 

motion. 

 

Syllables at interplay 

with continuo give rise to 

flexible rhythm.  

 

Textures Vocal line leads. Violin Voice and continuo 
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follows/responds to voice.  

 

No harmonic substrate, except  

tanpura drone. 

  

combination.  

 

Harmony and 

dissonances jointly 

constructed by composer.  

 

Text & meaning Tamil metrical poetry on Hindu 

Gods. Moric metres.  

 

 

Italian metrical poetry. 

Syllabic metres. 

Dramas from ancient 

tragedies. 

 

Ornamentation Highly ornamented. 

 

 

 

Dependant on singer’s bani 

(style absorbed from guru) 

Raga grammar-led 

 

Ornamentation written-in 

/ improvised. 

 

Dependant on rhetorical 

style, composer’s intent 

and singer’s abilities. 

Text-led. 

Voice  

(Dynamic, Physiognomy, 

Functionality) 

 

Voice close to spoken tone. 

 

Volume limited in vocal 

projection. 

 

Larynx elevates on singing 

higher. 

 

Hence limited range, delicate 

ornaments, fast brigha 

(equivalent to gorgie).  

 

Voice close to spoken 

tone.  

Volume limited in vocal 

projection.  

Larynx elevates on 

singing higher. 

 Limited range, delicate 

ornaments, facile, fast 

gorgie.  

 

Style of Delivery Primarily song-like and ornate. 

 

Concept of rhetorical styles not 

prevalent. 

 

Primarily sung-speech 

(recitar cantando) or 

sometimes spoken-song 

(cantar recitando) and 

embellished (cantar di 

garbo) 

PERFORMANCE 

CULTURES 

 

 

 

Emotion Traditional emotion bhakti 

(devotion). 

Emotion felt and conveyed 

mainly through raga, rarely 

through poetic content. 

Mainly spiritual, not 

demonstrative. 

 

Various emotions of life 

conveyed through 

wordsetting and 

embodied delivery 

strategies. 

Deliberate and 

demonstrative. 

 

Gender Gendered.  

Demureness expected in women 

Gendered. Stereotyping 

present. 
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singers.  

 

Woman’s role usually 

tied to lamenting. 

Castrati popular.  

All male performances 

were held (performers 

and audience). 

 

Gesture/Embodiment Present female performers 

typically discouraged from using 

excessive gesture.  

 

Historically, hereditary devadasis 

used mimetic and 

representational gesture and 

movement in singing. 

 

At present, gesture used to 

indicate raga contour / tempo/ 

ornamentation etc. and not to 

convey textual meaning or 

drama. 

 

Female singers were also 

actors. 

 

Hand and facial gesture 

was rhetorical and 

normative. 

 

Emotionally charged. 

 

Notation cultures Viruttam not notated since fully 

improvised. Notation, in general, 

pedagogy-related, not 

performance. 

 

Notated, not prescriptive. 

Written to be memorised 

and interpreted in 

performance. 

 

Performance spaces Historically, courts, temples, and 

salons, sans amplification 

(devadasis). 

Present performance spaces 

usually large halls, with 

amplification. 

 

No amplification. 

Chamber performance 

spaces much smaller 

compared to opera 

Houses.  

 

Stage/ Settings / 

Costumes 

No sets. Elevated singing 

platform. 

Seated posture. 

Traditional South Indian attire 

(saree/dhoti). 

 

 

 

Visual aspect in performance tied 

to personality of singer rather 

than content of music. 

 

Sets and costumes 

present. Stage machinery 

common. 

Attire according to 

subject matter and 

character. 

 

Visual aspect ties with 

the aural and story 

situation.  

 

Society 

(performers/audiences) 

Mainly monocultural: South 

Indian brahmin community. 

Casteism present. 

Monocultural at papal 

states such as Mantua. 
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Sometimes multicultural, 

specifically fusion contexts, 

universities abroad, International 

festivals. 

 

 

Culturally plural public 

in Venezia.  

Present performers & 

audiences mainly from 

Western cultures. 
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Appendix B: RagaCurves for Ragas in Thiruppavai 

 

I created RagaCurve depictions for the five ragas employed in the Thiruppavai Project, 

along with supplementary audio files, with the primary intent of introducing them to my 

collaborator Juanita (Figures B1–B5, Media files 5.6–5.10). The RagaCurves and the 

accompanying demonstration are also stand-alone pieces of information on these ragas 

and could be used by learners of Karnatik music. Table B1 is offered as an aid in 

interpreting the RagaCurves. 

 

 

Figure B1. RagaCurve Shankarabharanam. (Media file 5.6). 

 

Figure B2. RagaCurve Bowli. (Media file 5.7). 

 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement-to-ragacurve_shankarabharanam/s-xxWmR
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement_to_ragacurve_bowli/s-C6yFN
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Figure B3. RagaCurve Shanmugapriya. (Media file 5.8). 

 

Figure B4. RagaCurve Lathangi. (Media file 5.9). 

 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/supplement_to_ragacurve_shanmukhapriya/s-oPKQt
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/raga-lathangi/s-T0WS0
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Figure B5. RagaCurve Kharaharapriya. (Media file 5.10). 

 

Table B1  

Notes for Interpretation of RagaCurve  

• The scale degrees (swarasthanas) are represented as solfége (Sa, Ri, Ga ...). 
Certain ragas have a few scale degrees missing out of the seven, in ascent or 
descent, as in the case of raga Bowli (hymn #6). 

• The semitonal separations between the scale degrees are indicated as numbers 
in the gaps between them in the curve. 

• Semitonally separating scale degrees are an approximation in Karnatik music 
since the system does not follow equal temperament. However, the octave 
division into twelve swarasthanas with sixteen names (including the enharmonic 
notes) makes the Karnatik system suited for such an approximation. 

• Any key centre may be assumed, the RagaCurve applies in all cases. 
• The continuous contour depicting oscillation ornaments (gamaka) is not 

quantitative or prescriptive, but experiential. 
• The RagaCurve depiction of ascent and descent in each raga is supplemented by 

my vocal rendition of it with appropriate gamaka (Media files 5.6–5.10) 
  

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/kharaharapriya/s-9g34i
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Appendix C: Thiruppavai Scores and Handbook 

 

In the document below, I have consolidated the scores and the poetry (along with 

English meaning) of the five poems that I have performed in the Thiruppavai Project. I 

do hope that listeners of the Thiruppavai Project as well as future interpreters of my 

composed version might benefit from this. Post examination, I hope to share this (and 

the audio-visual support material pertaining to the Monteverdi Reimagined Project) on a 

companion website.  
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ANDAL’S THIRUPPAVAI  

HANDBOOK OF SELECTED VERSES

 

Sri Andal 

Image courtesy: Tamilnadu Tourism Board. 
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2 

VERSE-GIST-TRANSLATION1 

VERSE #6 

“PuLLum silambinakAN” 

Context: The holy sages have risen to offer their prayers, please 

wake up child! Do you not hear the great reverberation of the conch 

from the temple? 

Poetry with translation: 

puLLum silambinakAN puLLarayan kovil veLLai viLisangin pEraravam 

kEtilayo? 

The birds are awake, do you not hear the white conch of the 

temple? 

piLLAy, ezhundrirAi! pei mulai nanjundu kaLLa sakatam kalakkazhiya 

kAlocchi 

Child, awake! [Meditate on the lord who] suckled the life out of the 

demoness 

                                 

 

1 The poetry is in Tamil, the language of Tamil Nadu, South India. It has been 
expressed here in English. The hard consonants in capitals, soft in small letters; 
lengthened vowels in capitals, and shortened ones in small letters.  
Tiruppavai (2016). Andal’s Tiruppavai. [Website]. Retrieved from 
http://www.tiruppavai.net/index.html 
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3 

veLLataravil tuyil amarnda vitthinai uLLathu kondu munivargaLum 

yogigaLum 

and is revered by holy sages. 

meLLa ezhundu ari endra pEraravam uLLam pugindhu kulirndElOr 

empAvAi 

Awake gently, listen to the holy sounds, and feel fulfilled. 

 

  



Charulatha Mani Karnatik—Early Opera Hybridity: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 338 

 

4 

VERSE #7  

“KIsu kIsu”  

Context: The devotee, Andal in this hymn addresses her friend 

who is deep in slumber. Andal tries to wake her up by chiding her. 

She is annoyed at her friend’s tardiness and the in the last line of 

the verse, asks her to open the door, and arise. There are 

philosophical overtones to the literal ‘awakening’; one that 

underscores this entire collection of poetry.  

Poetry with English translation 

kIsu kIsenRu engkum Anaich sAththan kalandhu pEsina 

pEchcharavam kEttilaiyO? pEyp peNNE!  

‘Keech Keech’ sounds emanate from the tittering birds; do you not 

hear that? (D) Sleepy head! (D) 

kAsum piRappum kalakalappak kai pErththu vAsa naRungkuzhal 

Aychchiyar maththinAl Osai paduththath thayir aravam 

kEttilaiyO? 

Can’t you even hear the well-dressed women of Vrindavan (abode 

of Krishna) churn butter, their bangles jangling? 

nAyagap peN piLLAy! nArAyaNan mUrththi kEsavanaip 

pAdavum nI kEttE kidaththiyO?  
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 5 

O privileged girl! Are you still sleeping when your friends are 

enjoying singing morning praises of the Lord? 

thEsamudaiyAy! thiRavElOr empAvAy  

Shame on you! Open the door, and please wake up (she almost 

implores). 
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VERSE #9 

“ThUmaNi” 

Context: Andal asks her aunt to awake her cousin for the morning 

ritual from her deep sleep in a comfortable bed, with incense by her 

side. 

Poetry with translation: 

thUmaNi mAdathu suttrum viLakkeriya dhUbam kamazha tuyil anai 

mEl kaN vaLarum mAmAn magaLE! 

Oh! gentle cousin who sleeps comfortably in an aesthetically lit 

bedroom filled with the sweet smell of incense, 

maNi kadavam tAL tiravAi! 

Open the bell laden doors! 

mAmIr avaLai ezhupIro! un magaL thAn – UmayO, andri sevidO 

ananthalO? Ema perum thuyil mandira pattaLO? 

Dear aunt, why don’t you wake her up? Is your daughter dumb, deaf 

or just deliberately unresponsive? Or, is her sleep induced by magic? 

mAmAyan mAdhavan vaikuntan endrendru nAmam palavum 

navindrelor empAvAi! 

Let us listen and sing the names of ‘Madhava’ and ‘Vaikunta’, awake! 
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 Andal (entreats): Awake dear girl, and sing the praises of the 

magical Lord who destroys powerful demons and evil-doers.  
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VERSE #23 

“MAri malai” 

Context: 

Poetry with translation: 

mAri malai muzhainjil manni kidandhurangum, sIriya singam arivutru 

thIvizhitthu 

The majestic lion, roars and awakens from the cave 

vEri mayir ponga eppAdum perndudari mUri nimirndu muzhangi 

purappattu 

He proclaims his stately presence, his fiery mane a moving gold 

pOdarumA pOlE nI pUvai pO vaNNa un kovil ninru ingaNE pondaruLi 

Leave your shaded garden and come forth, 

koppudaya sIriya simmAsanathirundhu yAm vandha kAriyam 

ArAyndhu aruLelor empAvAi 

Preside from your regal throne by asking us what we need, and 

granting it to us. 
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Appendix D: Monteverdi Reimagined Flow-Documents 

 

I created a performance-flow document for each of the three pieces–La Musica-

Saraswati, Possente Spirto-Euridice’s lament and Rosa-Roja–that framed the 

performance of Monteverdi Reimagined. Their function was to aid my 

conceptualisation, raga nomination and rehearsal processes. They feature both Italian 

and Tamil poetry as performance-text.  

 

Table D1  

Flow-document for La Musica-Saraswati 
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Table D2  

Flow-document for Possente Spirto-Euridice’s Lament 
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Table D3  

Flow-document for Rosa-Roja  
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Appendix E: Monteverdi Reimagined Performance Score 

 

This score informed the performance of Monteverdi Reimagined and consolidates the 

notations of La Musica-Saraswati, Possente Spirto-Euridice’s lament and Rosa-Roja. I 

prepared it using relevant portions from the Monteverdi, Striggio & Bartlett (1993) 

edition and my detailed RagaCurve notations. Future interpreters might draw this hybrid 

approach to scoring, particularly in the context of improvised, small ensemble 

productions. 
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INSTRUCTIONS TO INTERPRET GAMAKA SYMBOLS IN RITORNELLI  
 
A swara is a note position, gamaka are ornaments applied to them that microtonally 
inflect them. The following types of gamakas are indicated for the Carnatic ritornelli: 
 
J - ‘Janta’  
Play as two equal divisions repeatedly stressed accent on the second division 
 
^ - ‘Kampita’ (Variety 1) 
Play as an oscillation, smooth and swaying, connecting 
[Swara- next swara- return to swara]  
 
V - ‘Kampita’ (Variety 2) 
Play as an oscillation, smooth and swaying, connecting 
[Swara- previous swara- return to swara] 
 
Both varieties should ideally sound as a ‘triplet’. 
 
_\__- ‘Jaaru-Janta’  
From the adjacent swara slide to indicated swara, then stress upon arrival again. 
A Jaaru is similar to a glissando, may be used at take-off notes to avoid sounding 
abrupt.  
 
 
BEST PRACTICE TO APPROACH RAGACURVE AND GAMAKA 
 
Please take a few moments to listen to these recordings and while doing so, trace with 
your fingertip, the RagaCurves.  
A few ways to apply gamaka to the ritornelli in ‘Euridice’s Lament’ is demonstrated in 
these short clips:  
Stanza1 + Ritornello: https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza1rit/s-g9nTY 
Stanza2 + Ritornello: https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza2rit/s-nhrEW 
Stanza3: https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza3/s-AaVDb 
 
A quick example of the Karnatically improvised Monteverdian vocal line in ‘La Musica 
Prologo’, and the Karnatik ritornello in ‘La Musica-Saraswati’ is available at: 
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/lamusica/s-bQ4dP 
 
A combined absorption of these aural-visual and textual informants would constitute 
best practice in approaching an intercultural style of realisation.  
 
This is a hybrid score. Monteverdi’s strophes and ritornelli are reproduced here from 
the King’s Music / The Early Music Company edition of L’Orfeo: Favola in Musica, 
edited by Clifford Bartlett (1993), with the kind email permission of Elaine and Clifford 
Bartlett. For their generosity, I am truly grateful.  
    

 

https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza1rit/s-g9nTY
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza2rit/s-nhrEW
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/stanza3/s-AaVDb
https://soundcloud.com/charulatha-mani/lamusica/s-bQ4dP
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Appendix F: Monteverdi Reimagined Publicity and Program 

Notes 

 

I share below the poster that I used for the publicity of Monteverdi Reimagined. I used 

excerpts from an earlier review from opera scholar Dr. Magnus Tessing Schneider on 

my singing of Monteverdi, to introduce the concept of a Karnatik approach to 

Monteverdi, in the publicity material. The program notes, also shared below, were 

distributed to the audience prior to the concert.  
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Appendix G: Vocabulary of Karnatik terms relevant to the 

thesis 

I have compiled a list of Karnatik terms that frequently appear in this thesis with very 

short descriptions of them. Many of these terms have been discussed at some length 

within the thesis. The simple descriptions below are intended only for ready referencing 

and are by no means comprehensive definitions of these vast and complex concepts. 

 

Raga: The melodic material type that characterises Indian Classical music. There are 

hundreds of ragas in both theory and practice. 

Tala: Cyclic metrical beat patterns that characterise time-keeping in Karnatik music. 

Laya: A sense of forward motion of music and time that is not cyclically patterned. 

Kriti: A composed musical piece with lyrics. 

Vaggeyakara: A music composer who is also a song-writer. 

Sangita: Music. 

Kalpita: Composed forms. 

Manodharma: Improvised forms. 

Alapana: An improvised exposition of raga using meaningless syllables. 

Tanam: A rhythmically woven improvised exposition of raga using creative metrical 

arrangements of meaningless syllables. 

Kalpanaswara: A melodic and rhythmic improvisation that uses solfège. 

Nereval: Improvisatory exposition depicting melodic and rhythmic variations on a 

selected line of text from a kriti. 

Viruttam: A free-flowing exposition of poetry in raga that is unbound by cyclic tala but 

characterised by natural poetic metre and emotion. 

Sangatis: Variations to a melodic line that indicate a step-wise progression in melodic 

complexity. 

Prayogas: Building blocks of a raga constituting small phrases characteristic of the 

raga. 

Sancharas: Broad raga passages that are built through a concatenation of prayogas. 

Arohana: Ascent of a raga. 

Avarohana: Descent of a raga. 

Melakarta: Parent raga that constitutes all seven swaras in arohana and avarohana. 

There are totally 72 such scale possibilities, as derived from theoretical formulae. 

Janya: A child raga born from a melakarta. There are countless janya ragas in Karnatik 

music. 



Charulatha Mani Karnatik—Early Opera Hybridity: A Journey Through Voice, Word, and Gesture 

 401 

Vakra raga: One whose arohana and/or avarohana features zig-zag trajectories. 

Swarasthana: Theoretical note position. It must be noted that such exactitude in note 

position is uncharacteristic of Karnatik music. 

Swara: A Karnatik characteristic note that comprises not only the exact note position 

but also microtonal oscillations of it. 

Gamaka: Ornamentation involving one or more swaras; several variants prevalent. 

Vadi: A strong swara in the raga. 

Samvadi: Consonant swara. 

Anuvadi: Assonant swara. 

Vivadi: Dissonant swara (usually separated by a semitone or less from the neighbour). 

Sahitya: Text of songs. 

Bhava: Emotion felt/conveyed by the performer through raga and/or text. 

Rasa: Sentiment shared between performers and audiences within performance. 

Tanpura: A drone that suggests the tonic, fifth and octave; a fixture in performance and 

pedagogy. 

Sruti: The term used for pitch in Karnatik music. Also refers to microtones in the 22 

srutis context. 

Graha Bhedam (also known as Sruti Bhedam): Shift of tonicity keeping the swara 

intervals constant to momentarily establish another raga. 

 




