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Sri Narayana Tlrtha is known for his opera Srikrsnalllataranginl. The advent of this 
advaitic sanyasin, believed to have been bom in Kaza village in Guntur district of Andhra 
Pradesh, to Bhupatirajapuram in Tamilnadu following a boar (varaha), gave this place the 
name Varahur, with which it hails at present. The conflicting views of many a scholar on the 
life history of Sri Narayana Tlrtha have been compiled by Sri B. Natarajan in his book ‘Sri 
Krishna Leela Tarangini’ on the opera, and in this work, Sri B. Natarajan postulates 1675- 
1745 A.D. as the life span of Tlrtha. Sri Narayana Tlrtha has other works on philosophy and 
drama ascribed to him, the Haribhaktisudharnava1, a work in verse form describing the sports 
of Krsna and Parijatapaharananataka2, a Telugu drama being amongst them.

The opera Srikrsnalllatarahginl (SKLT henceforth) (Srikrsnasyalllayastarariginl) indicates 
a work which has the ocean of Krsna’s sports and ‘tarangini’ refers to one that has taranga-s, 
implying the cantos of the work, twelve in number, that have been termed taranga-s by Sri 
Narayana Tlrtha. The songs in the opera have come to be termed taranga-s and this is a 
misconception. The songs themselves are mentioned in the manuscripts of SKLT as only daru-s, 
klrtana-s or glta-s and not taranga-s. Sri Upanisad Brahma Yogin of Kanchipuram, senior 
contemporary of Sri Tyagaraja, on the inspiration drawn from Sri Jayadeva and Sri Narayana 
Tlrtha, composed astapadl-s and ‘tarariga-s’ on Lord Rama. However, Dr. V. Raghavan, in 
an article in the Journal of the Music Academy of 1956, states that the composition of Sri 
Upanisad Brahman styled ‘taranga’ is not exactly an imitation of the work of Sri Narayana 
Tlrtha.

---------------------  THE MUSIC ACADEMY • JOURNAL 2011 • VOLUME 82 ---------------------

Following the episodes related in the dasamaskandha of Srimadbhagavata about 
krsnavatara, Sri Narayana Tlrtha has composed this opera SKLT in lucid Sanskrit, relating 
events from Sflkrsna's birth till astamahislparinaya, differing in certain places regarding the 
details of events and averring Srimadbhagavata, in yet others to the extent of reproducing even 
the same wordings as in the latter. The opera is styled in the format of yaksagana-s popular in
Tajore during the Nayak rule of the 17th century, though the word ‘yaksagana’ cannot be found

/
anywhere in the work. The opera consists of daru-s for character entry, sloka-s and gadya-s 
to carry the story through, besides dvipada-s and klrtana-s. The Rukminlkalyana paddhati 
described herein has formed the basis for the performance of Rukminlkalyana in bhajan-s and 
the bhajan repertoire includes scores of klrtana-s from SKLT. In fact, it was the tradition in 
Marudanallur matha to sing only compositions from SKLT in their uncavrtti bhajan.

1 Unpublished paper manuscript R. No. 5545 in Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, Chennai.

2 The Journal o f  The Thanjavur Maharaja Serfoji’s Saravati Mahal library -  1997 -  p. 13-30
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The Bhagavatamelanataka of Melattur Sri Venkatarama Sastri is said to have been 
inspired by Sri Narayana Tlrtha and the exponents of Bhagavatamelanataka today say that 
Melattur Sri Gopalakrsna Sastri, father of Melattur Sri Venkatarama Sastri, was a direct disciple 
of Sri Narayana Tlrtha.

To prove Sri Narayana Tlrtha’s identity as a vaggeyakara, the klrtana-s themselves have 
the composer's mudra in the last carana of the klrtana. Many of the klrtana-s have interval 
evidence to show that Sri Narayana Tlrtha sung them himself for e.g., in the klrtana ‘Raksa 
Raksasurasiksa’ in the 1st taranga, the mudra is present as ‘Narayanatlrthagltam’, enabling us 
to conclude that Sri Narayana Tlrtha himself composed the tune as well, for this song. It is 
however unfortunate that manuscripts contain neither the notations nor any other clue regarding 
the tune of the songs. /

Though the tradition of performing SKLT as a yaksagana in its entirety has been lost3, 
there are authentic traditions in bhajan sampradaya in Tamilnadu and Andhra Pradesh so far 
as the different compositions in SKLT are concerned. The paddhati followed in the rendition 
of some of the klrtana-s in SKLT, in the present day karnatik music concert circuit and in 
kucipOdi recitals has the songs being set to tune in raga-s sometimes different from the ones 
mentioned in the printed editions and manuscripts of the text. The traditions represented by 
Sri Ramakrishna Bhagavatar of Tiruvisainallur, a follower of the Marudanallur bhajan tradition 
systematized by Marudanallur Sadguru Svamigal, and by Sri Ghorakavi Sampathkumar of 
Andhra Pradesh who claims authenticity, having learnt SKLT from his father Sri Ghorakavi 
Viraraghava Rao who was a disciple of Sri Bommaraju Sltarama Das, who was a disciple of 
Sri Palaparti Nrsimha Das, a direct disciple of Sri Narayana Tlrtha, are two traditions that 
have preserved the music of SKLT almost entirely. Sri Ramakrishna Bhagavatar sings the 
entire opera in Tiruvisainallur twice every year, once during the month of March in a span 
of 2-3 days, to commemorate Sri Narayana Tlrtha's aradhana and once during GokulastamI, 
distributing the opera over 7 days.

As regards the various musical forms in SKLT, the daru-s which have been used by 
Sri Narayana Tlrtha only for the announcement of the entry of characters, have the raga and 
tala mentioned in the printed editions of SKLT and in some manuscripts, while some other 
manuscripts like those collected from India Office, London, Bharat Kala Bhavan, Banaras 
and Asiatic Society, Kolkata mention just ‘talabheda’ before the lyrics of the daru, without 
mentioning any raga or tala. Following the grantha edition of SKLT of 1946, Sri Ramakrishna 
Bhagavatar (Sri RKB henceforth)renders the daru-s in the raga-s mentioned in this edition, 
without the accompaniment of tala. Sri Ghorakavi Sampathkumar (Sri GSK henceforth), 
following the Vuyyur edition of SKLT of 1948 says that some daruvu-s are rendered with 
tala whereas some are not.
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3 B. Natarajan, Sri Krishna Leela Tarangini, p. 121
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There are two dvipada-s in the opera -  ‘He Kamsa Rajasuta’ in the 1st taranga and 
‘Sakalalokadhara’ in the 2nd taranga. Sloka-s are sung in the raga of the succeeding related 
klrtana, in both traditions. The gadya-s are sung in arabhi by Sff RKB and in madhyamavati 
or arabhi by Sff GSK.

The kutana-s in SKLT, 120 in number, have a structure consisting of a dhruvapada or 
the refrain that is repeated after each carana, the carana-s being more than one in number. 
The klrtana-s in SKLT do not contain the anupallavi section as mentioned in the printed 
editions of the text that are extant, and consist of only the dhruvapada and many carana-s. 
Some manuscripts show the klrtana’s lyrics beginning with the first carana, with the lyrics of 
the dhruvapada following this carana, to indicate that the song is sung, beginning with the 
carana, as is the tradition with the astapadl-s of Sff Jayadeva. Such a method of rendition 
has led to cases where some traditions give the song as beginning with a specific lyric, while 
another tradition would give the first carana as the beginning of the song. For e.g., ‘Avalokaya 
Bhaismlvadanam’ in the Varahur edition of SKLT in the 12th taranga is given as beginning 
with ‘Kalyanam Bhavatu Sada in the Kaza edition. There are more instances similar to this in 
SKLT. It may be noted that though no manuscript collected mentions an anupallavi section in 
the klrtana-s of SKLT, both traditions represented by Sff RKB and Sff GSK sing a separate 
anupallavi in many klrtana-s.

Comparing the raga specified in the manuscripts and printed editions for the klrtana-s, it 
is found that more than 35 out of 120 klrtana-s have the same raga mentioned in all sources. 
From this, it may be possible to state that raga-s like mukhari, saurastra, nata, bhairavi, kalyani, 
kambhoji, nadanamakriya, kedaragaula, mohanam, madhyamavati, saved, kapi, punnagavarali, 
dhanyasi, sarikarabharana, anandabhairavi, ahiri, bilahari and todi definitely figured in SKLT. 
Apart from these, the manuscripts procured from India Office, London; Bharat kala Bhavan, 
Banaras; Asiatic Society, Kolkata; Orissa State Museum, Orissa and Government Oriental 
Manuscripts Library, Chennai mention rare raga-s like pall, gummakambhoji, maruvadhanyasi, 
gauff and mangalakapi. Of these, padi (equivqlent to pall) is known today through Sff MuttusvamI 
Dlksita’s ‘Sffguruna palitosmi’ in rupaka tala and gauff though Sff MuttusvamI Dlksita’s ‘Gauri 
Girirajakumari’ in tisra eka tala, both janya-s of the 15th mela. Sariglta sampradaya pradarsinl 
mentions under mecabhauli that this raga is also known as gummakambhodi4.

In some of the klrtana-s of SKLT, if the hrasvaksaras in the sahitya are given one 
matra and the dlrghlksaras are given two matras, the lyrics fall into a gait set by the sahitya 
itself. This concept of yathaksara (aksarananatikramya) is observed in the madhyamakala 
sahitya-s of Sff MuttusvamI Dlksita. Such a gait is seen in many klrtana-s of Sff Narayana 
Tlrtha ‘Jaya jaya ramanatha’ in the 1st taranga (gait of 5), ‘Saranam bhava karunam 
mayi’ in the 1st taranga (popularly rendered in Hamsavinodini raga nowadays) (gait of 6 -

4 Subbarama Dikshitar, Sangita Sampradaya Pradarsini Vol I, p. 139
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however, both traditions render this in the adi tala, giving karvai-s in between to fill the gap), 
‘Sffnilayam’ in the 8th taranga (gait of 4), ‘DevadSvarp kveti tarn’, in the 8th taranga (gait 
of 7) to name a few. The tala adopted for such klrtana-s closely follows this gait suggested 
by the lyrics.

Sff RKB has in his repertoire a Telugu klrtana beginning ‘Smgarakrsnudu’ in 
Anandabhairavi raga, adi tala, ascribed to Sff Narayana Tlrtha with the composer’s mudra, 
not part of the opera SKLT. For the klrtana-s of SKLT, Sff RKB follows a simple and elegant 
style of rendition enabling easy repetition of the lyric by the congregation. The bhava of the 
lyrics is given importance. For e.g., in the klrtana in kambhoji in the 2nd taranga sung by the 
gopl-s of Vraja on the birth of Sffkfsna, ‘Sffpatimiha’, Sff RKB sings the lyrics in a variety of 
ways, mixing them as ‘agatamakalaye’, ‘aye sakhi agatamakalaye’, ‘Sffpatimagatamakalaye’, 
‘ihagatamakalaye’, ‘nandagopagrhe agatamakalaye’, ‘paramagatamakalaye’, ‘sffpatimiha 
nandagopagrhe paramagatamakalaye’ so that the bhava of the sahitya is brought out.

‘Mangalalaya mamava deva’ in the 1st taranga sung by the Bhagavata in kedaragauja 
raga, Misra Capu tala with atlta eduppu can be rendered as a main piece in karnatik music 
concerts. Such pieces in vilamba kala are many in Sff RKB’s tradition whereas Sff GSK’s 
repertoire does not have klrtana-s in this slow tempo. ‘Ayahi madhava madhava’ in the 2nd 
taranga sung by Sff RKB with atlta eduppu in adi tala tisra nadai is sung daily by the Bhagavata 
during puja at the Tiruvisainallur Sridhara Ayyaval matha.

Sff GSK’s pathantara involves many laya intricacies in the rendition of klrtana-s, 
suggesting that this style must have been accompanied by dance. It is common practice in 
this tradition to sing the last carana in every klrtana in three speeds, an exercise that is 
called ‘panjara ettukkada’ Sff GSK follows raga-s like suddhanyasl (‘Jaya Jaya Svamin’, 
1st taranga), tilang (Madhava madhava -  2nd taranga), sindhubhairavl (‘Ehi mudarp 
mama dehi’ 2nd taranga, ‘Jaya jaya gokulabala’ -  3rd taranga, ‘Devadevam kveti tarn’
-  8th taranga), hamsanadam (‘Alokaye sffbalakrsnam’ -  3rd taranga), athana (‘Kalayata 
goplkarunyarasa’ -  3rd taranga), ranjanl (‘Paramakarunaya mam’ -  3rd taranga), kanada 
(‘Bandhananmocaya’ -  4th taranga, ‘Ayahi vrajayuvatltynda’ -  5th taranga), hindola (Sffnilayam
-  8th taranga), sahana (Bhflyo bhOyo yace -  6th taranga), behag (Mrgayata radhamadhavam -  
8th taranga) etc, which have not been mentioned in any manuscripts or books of SKLT. Sff 
GSK says that even from the time of his father, these klrtana-s have been changed to be sung 
in these raga-s.

Sff GSK in the klrtana ‘Govinda ghataya’ first sings ‘Govinda ghataya 
paramanandamamrtamiha sffnandatanaya bahuyoglndrasuravinuta’ followed by ‘suravinuta’, 
‘yoglndrasuravinuta’, and finally ‘bahuyoglndrasuravinuta’ He allows the violinist to repeat 
after each phrase. He next sings the full line in madhyama kala which will correctly fit four
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tala-s of khanda capu. He does the same exercise with the first line of the first carana also. 
He then proceeds with the next two carana-s without any embellishments. For the final carana, 
he switches over to tisra nadai, followed by the mel kala of this tisram. In tisra nadai,one 
karvai has to be given extra at the end of each tala of khanda capu so that it fits the tisra beat 
(5+l=3*2). He then begins reciting jati patterns which he alternates with the mrdanga. In this, 
we can see how he shows how four fits into the pattern of three (3*4=4*3). He repeats the 
madhyama kala exercise with the third line of the carana as well. He next moves to catusra 
nadai for ‘Saradindusamavadana satamanmathasamana’, maintaining vusi tala with his jalra. 
He then renders kiz kala for this line, in catusra nadai, followed by mel kala. Here too, one 
is able to observe that the words fit into catusra nadai because 4*5=5*4 -  he shows this with 
yathaksara karvai-s. He ends the klrtana by singing the pallavi also in catusra nadai. In many 
klrtana-s, whatever nadai the klrtana may be in, Sri GSK traverses to tisra nadai and sings 
these jati-s.

‘Balagopala mamuddhara’ in the 3rd taranga with its jati-s composed by Sri Narayana 
Tlrtha has been well preserved in this tradition. In ‘Puraya mama kamam’ in the 6th taranga, 
Sri GSK recites mohara-korvai resembling those figuring at the end of the tani avartana in 
karnatik music recitals.

Comparing the two traditions, there are klrtana-s in SKLT for which both traditions agree 
on the raga as well as the tala -  for e.g., ‘Krsnam kalaya sakhi’ in mukhari raga in the 2nd 
taranga and ‘Alokaye rukminlkalyangopalam’ in kambhoj! raga in the 12th taranga and songs 
like ‘Mangajalaya mamava’ in the 1st taranga which is in kedaragaula in both traditions but in 
misra capu tala in the Sn RKB tradition and in adi tala in the Sri GSK tradition. Yet others 
like ‘Govinda ghataya’ figure in bhairavi raga in the Sn RKB tradition and in kambhoji in Sn 
GSK sampradaya. Following the gaint of five to which the lyric falls, both schools use khanda 
Capu for this klrtana. ‘Vlkseham kada’ in the 12th taranga, is rendered in anandabhairavi by 
Sn GSK and in ahiri by Sn RKB. The traditional todayamangalam piece in SKLT- ‘Jaya jaya 
ramanatha’ in the 1st taranga -  is sung in nattai raga in the Sri RKB tradition but is sung as a 
ragamalika in the raga-s suddhadhanyasl, kalyanl and sindhubhairavl in the Sii GSK tradition. 
The music of the in the suladi sapta tala-s in the 7th taranga has been lost in both traditions.

The klrtana ‘Subhadrabalabhadra’ in the 1st taranga is present only in the Andhra Pradesh 
repertoire and is rendered in nadanamakriya raga and tffputa tala. Similarly, ‘Srivasudeva prabho’ 
sung in the sankarabharana raga is absent in Tamilnadu repertoire of SKLT. Sii GSK does not 
include ‘Madanagopala te in SKLT since it does not have the mudra of Sri Narayana Tlrtha.

The opera concludes with the well-heard ‘Jaya mangalam nityasubhamangajam’ The 
klrtana-s of SKLT are used while conducting Radhakalyana functions in bhajan-s with the 
word ‘Rukminl’ changed to ‘Radha’ in the relevant klrtana-s. SKLT rightly forms an integral 
part of bhajan-s in Tamilnadu and Andhra Pradesh.
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