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Layam connotes God. Everything 
we do has layam in it - Palakkad 
Mani Iyer

There is no such thing as novelty 
in music, per se, just as in case of 
the (age-old) Gaayatri-japam - 
Palakkad Mani Iyer

I prepare (and tune up) my 
mridangam for my own soul-
satisfaction - Palakkad Mani Iyer 

I carry the constant regret that I 
did not become a vocalist - 
Palakkad Mani Iyer

There are different varieties of 
layam, the best among them being 
brahma layam, which is God verily 
- Palakkad Mani Iyer

Music is not an art that can be 
learnt by everyone. Only those 
with ‘poorva janma vaasanai’, i. e., 
memories of learnings from past 
birth(s), can shine in music - 
Palakkad Mani Iyer

(In an earlier context,) I 
mentioned that Ariyakudi would 
sing until his last spoken 
utterance. (On a similar note,) 
Chembai Bhagavatar sang till his 
last breath - Palakkad Mani Iyer

I prefer playing for the melodic 
composition even more than 
playing my solo (‘tani’) - Palakkad 
Mani Iyer

The sky can only be compared to 
the sky, the ocean can only be 
compared to the ocean. Similarly 
Mani can only be compared to 
Mani - Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer

Whatever Mani Iyer plays carries 
great meaning. Whenever he does 
not play and remains silent, that 
too carries great meaning - 
Lalgudi G Jayaraman

I am the one who knows (aRindavan) a lot about Mani Iyer, because I 
am Ariyakudi - Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar 
(Note: Here, Ariyakudi puns on the similar sounding words aRindavan and Ariyakudi on the 
one hand; on the other hand, conveying because he was Ariyakudi, had close 
association with Mani Iyer, and hence gave him deep awareness about Mani Iyer)

Quotable Quotes
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FOREWORD 

Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira is doing a yeomen service to the music fraternity for over 65 years 
by conducting concerts of high quality, music workshops, and disseminating information through 
the publication of the magazine ‘Lalitha Kala Tarangini’. I have personally enjoyed reading some of 
the special editions of the magazine dedicated to Pazhani Sri M Subramania Pillai, Prof. TN Krishnan, 
etc. in the recent past. The magazine is rich with information and every edition is worthy of preser-
vation for posterity.

I am glad the current edition is dedicated to the life and times of my father Palakkad Sri Mani Iyer 
which will be very valuable for the students of music current and future.

My Best Wishes to Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira, Sri. GV Krishnaprasad and S Anand to take this 
noble service forward and in the process cover many more ‘mahanubhavas’ who have contributed 
to our music.

Palghat TR Rajamani
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FOREWORD 

Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira’s service to Carnatic Music is not limited to organising concerts 
but also in its recent musical knowledge dissemination efforts – the prime example of which is 
its publication in the last eight years, of a musical magazine Lalitha Kala Tarangini covering past 
musicians. 

Featuring epoch makers like MS Subbulakshmi, Madurai Mani Iyer, Pazhani Subramania Pillai, to 
name a few, in the past, the current edition covers the professional life of my father, Mridangam 
Sri Palghat Mani Iyer. I have always found it very fulfilling interacting with Sri Anand for several 
reasons, the most important of which is his reverence to past masters; and in that regard, in-
teracting with him on this edition has been no different. 

I have a high opinion of his keen sense of enthusiasm in bringing out to fore, the way past mas-
ters in this music field have handled this art form. This specific aspect is something which my 
father Mani Iyer, always used to mention as one of the important aspects of developing this art 
form - namely, the respect every generation of artists and the fraternity as a whole, ‘should’ 
place on its preceding generations. In this regard, my father himself would have been happy and 
proud of the efforts that the organisation, Sri Krishnaprasad and Sri Anand are undertaking to 
present how past masters lived their lives through music. 

I am certain that this edition is as appealing, entertaining, and informative as the past editions 
were. With the contributions of artefacts from sources that were extremely close to my father, 
I am confident that the authenticity of the information presented in this edition is immaculate. 
Wishing the organisation and Sri Anand, the very best, and look forward to several more of 
such editions covering various artists of the past.

Palghat TR Rajaram



July 2021 
(Special Edition on Palakkad Mani Iyer, Part 1)

SRLKM is delighted to bring out a special edition on 
the legendary mridanga vidwan Sangita Kalanidhi 
Sri. Palakkad Mani Iyer in two parts. Our request for 
invited articles received an overwhelming response 
and hence we planned to cover this in two parts. 
The second part is scheduled for September ’21. 
Our current edition is still the most voluminous 
edition we have to date.

Though Sri. Mani Iyer is extensively covered by me-
dia over the last several decades, we believe that 
our effort is not complete until the legend is includ-
ed in our publication. This edition covers a few origi-
nal articles as well as Tamil articles that are trans-
lated to English. We have included an autobiography 
written by Sri. Mani Iyer himself. The autobiography 
interestingly narrates his life and times and is con-
sidered an authentic source of information.

Sri. Mani Iyer was recognised as a mridanga vidwan 
of outstanding merit during his time. It is believed 
that Almighty created Sri. Mani Iyer, especially for 
mridangam. True to this, the doyens of music cher-
ished him and he was considered an important 
member contributing to the success of their concert.

Prof. TN Krishnan who shared the stage with the 
legend on many occasions has this to say, “Mani Iyer 
used to bring about synergy on stage and he en-
abled the artistes to come together and perform at 
their best”.

The charisma of Mani Iyer and his artistry would be 
evident even before the concert commenced.  If Sri. 
Mani Iyer was the mridanga vidwan, the hall will be 
overflowing as he commanded a fan following of his 
own. He had an excellent way to connect with the 
audience who were involuntarily attracted to him 
and his brilliance. He could predict the mood of the 
audience and perform to their satisfaction always.

Sri Mani Iyer heralded a new style in mridangam 
playing from the way it was being played when he 
entered the music world. Along with his contempo-
raries Pazhani Sri. M Subramania Pillai and Ra-

manathapuram Sri. CS Murugabhoopathy, he 
formed the famed “Holy Mridangam Trinity". The 
present-day practitioners are indebted to them since 
the essence of what is being played today is a direct 
or an indirect derivative of their compositions/for-
mulations.

Sri. Mani Iyer was instrumental in giving mridangam 
its rightful place on the concert stage. He was a 
musician par excellence who enriched our music for 
over 6 decades and enthralled the musicians and 
rasikas. He adopted a measured approach to every-
thing in life and was a man of few words. He let his 
fingers and mridangam speak on his behalf. The 
sense of conviction held him to his principles. His 
contribution to our music is supreme and to say 
such artistes are born once in a century is an un-
derstatement. 

SRLKM continues to bring music to its rasikas 
through online media (Facebook and YouTube). We 
presented a Karnatic Musical Play “Trinity” online in 
May which was a huge success. We call upon our 
rasikas to subscribe to SRLKM ‘Facebook’ and ‘You-
Tube Channel’ in order to be notified of our pro-
grams.   

Regards,
Anand S

Contributors: Alepey Venkatesan, KS Kalidas, Bom-
bay Balaji, Shailesh Ramamurthy, Rajani Arjun 
Shankar, Venkata Raman G, C Ramakrishnan, CP 
Chikkanna, Sudha Balachandran.
Published Articles:  Palakkad Mani Iyer, Semman-
gudi R Srinivasa Iyer, TR Mahalingam, Palakkad R 
Raghu, Dr. Trichy Sankaran, KS Kalidas, Palakkad TR 
Rajamani, Palakkad TR Rajaram, SY Krishnaswamy, 
BVK Sastry.
Photo Courtesy:  Personal collection’s of Palakkad 
Mani Iyer family (TR Rajamani and TR Rajaram), 
Bombay Balaji, Dr. V Krishna, HK Venkatram, Ram-
prasad (Sree Ramaseva Mandali Trust, Bangalore), 
Alepey Venkatesan, Courtesy The Hindu.
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Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira (SRLKM) founded by 
Shri G Vedanta Iyengar in the year 1955 is rendering 
yeomen service in the field of music. In addition to 
music classes, music concerts are held all through the 
year. The significant festivals are Sankranti and 
Spring music festivals. Mandira also takes pride in 
conducting music awareness program, music work-
shops, Lecture demonstrations etc. Entry to all pro-
gram conducted by the Mandira is free as the aim of 
the institution is to enable everyone to listen to the 
best of the music and to propagate Karnatic Classic-
al Music.

“Lalitha Kala Tarangini" publication is fostered by Sri 
Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira, disseminates knowledge 
in the area of Karnatak Classical Music and bring to 
light talent and excellence in this area. We believe 
this is just another step towards preserving and pro-
moting this great Indian fine art.

All Rights Reserved- All articles, photographs and 
material appearing in this magazine whether in 
whole or part is copyright of Sri Rama Lalitha Kala 
Mandira exclusively. No part of this magazine should 
be reproduced or stored in any form without prior 
consent. While Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira takes all 
the care to verify the correctness of information, it is 
quite possible that there could be an occasional inac-
curacy in our publication.

Magazine Committee 

Editor - Anand S
Senior Associates: Neela Ramgopal, KS Kalidas, Dr. 
Mysore M Manjunath, Rajashree Yogananda, and Dr. 
Rama V Bennur. 

Printed and published by GV Krishna Prasad on be-
half of Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira, CA No. 28, 
9th Main Road, Near Banashankari II Stage Post 
office, Banashankari II Stage, Bangalore 560070, 
Karnataka, India.

Special Edition on  
Palakkad Mani Iyer, Part 1

L to R - S Seshagiri Rao, A Subba Rao, HV Krishnamurthy, 
A Veerabhadraiah, Mani Iyer, HP Ramachar, LS Seshagiri 
Rao, C Krishnamurthy, K Venkatram, during Musicians 
Conference of Karnataka Ganakala Parishat



To the Editor,
Thank you for the LKT with the special edition on 
Prof. TN Krishnan. It is informative and quite inter-
esting. 

It is my pleasure to recall here that we presented 
him the Veena Sheshanna Memorial National 
Award (purse of One lakh Rupees) just few years 
back. Also being one of the Juries I proposed his 
name for the Chowdaiah memorial Award! He has 
accompanied 3 generations of musicians and per-
formed a number of Solo concerts with his daugh-
ter. 

Your special issue on Prof. TN Krishnan helped to 
recall those moments.

Regards.
Prof. Mysore V Subramanya, Bangalore

Dear Editor,
The belated March issue of your magazine dedicat-
ing to the memory of Prof. TN Krishnan is very apt 
and touching and must have involved investing lot 
of labour and hard work in collecting memoirs from 
his closest acquaintances.

Ever since I   started attending Carnatic music con-
certs from late 1950 onwards, I have heard hun-
dreds of his concerts, many accompanying leg-
endary Ramanuja Iyengar, Semmangudi Srinivasa 
Iyer, Alathur brothers and later period performers 
like TV Sankaranarayanan, Madurai Seshagopalan, 
etc. Hailing from an aristocratic family, Late Krish-
nan always commanded high respect at first sight 
by his traditional concert attire, radiant face, curly 
hairs,  ever lasting captivating smile, good anticipa-
tion of the main performer's presentation of raga 
essays, spontaneous reproduction of lengthy 
kalpana swaras etc. 

During the early 1970's, in a concert accompanying 
legendary Semmangudi at the Bangalore Gayana 
Samaja, Krishnan could not precisely land on the 
ending kalpanaswara for the composition "Deva 

Deva Kalayami" of Swathi Tirumal Maharaja. When 
Semmangudi was about to take up the pallavi for 
concluding the song, Krishnan requested to allow 
him another round of kalpanaswara which he could 
not reproduce and won thunderous applause on 
completing the swara kalpana to his  satisfaction!  

His passing away has removed one of the ever 
greatest personalities of our time.

Regards,
CP Chikkanna, Bangalore

Dear Sri. Krishna Prasad/ Sri. Anand,
My heartiest congratulations on bringing out one 
more gem of a magazine,  this time on the greatest 
violin maestro Prof. TN Krishnan. Each one of the 
articles contains valuable information on the artist 
and each photo is appropriate and of good quality. 
My sincere appreciation.

I had the good fortune of interacting with Prof. TNK 
on several occasions when we had invited him to 
Nadasurabhi. I will share with you some of my ex-
periences with him.

Prof. Krishnan is by nature a very humble person, in 
spite of his very high stature in the Karnatic music 
field. Once, after a brilliant concert at Nadasurabhi, 
when he came down from the dais, Harini and I 
were standing on one side, with folded hands. He 
came directly to us with a smile and asked "Enna, 
Yellaam seriya irundadaa?" (was everything alright? 
- meaning whether the concert was satisfactory). 
We were tongue tied in front of the giant musician 
on seeing his humility. We just nodded, still with 
folded hands.

Prof. Krishnan always preferred to stay in Wood-
lands hotel whenever he came to Bangalore and 

that, he said, was his only “condition"😁

The very first time Prof. Krishnan came to Nada-
surabhi, we had inadvertently printed the title Pad-
ma shri against his name in the invitation and they 
had already been distributed as well. On the day of 
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the concert, I received him at the (then HAL) air-
port. On our way to his hotel, he smilingly men-
tioned that he was a recipient of Padma Vibhushan, 
gently pointing out the mistake. I genuinely apolo-
gised to him. However, in a lighter vein I added that 
during the next concert we shall print Padma Vib-
hushan  to compensate. He laughed and said, it 
should not be done, because during that concert a 
government officer who can recommend his name 
for the higher honour could be present, and on see-
ing from the invitation that he had already got that 
h o n o u r , m a y n o t p r o c e e d w i t h t h e 
recommendation!! "It is always better to tell the 
truth", he concluded with his disarming smile. I 
learnt a personal lesson from this great human 
being.

K.S.S.Raghavan
President, Nadasurabhi, Koramangala, Bangalore. 
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Tribute to Palghat Mani Iyer 
from Flute Mali 
I was 'shocked' on hearing the news of the 
death of Palghat Mani Iyer. I felt I had lost 
some part of myself - something personal. 
Such a feeling had come over me only in the 
past - at the death of TN Rajarathnam Pillai 
The void created by these two stalwarts is 
difficult to fill. We were such good friends and 
understood each other well. Mani Iyer had 
shown great affection and consideration to-
wards me. In fact, when we last met, during 
the annual conference of the Bangalore 
Gayana Samaja, he had expressed a desire 
that we should come together for a concert 
with or without mike.

Many of Mani Iyer's disciples are masters of 
'Vyavahara' - musical mathematics in the per-
cussion art. Mani Iyer had never bothered 
much about display of 'Vyavahara' suo moto. If 
he had wanted he could have excelled all 
others in 'Vyavahara'. 

But his one aim as an accompanist was to 
contribute to the musical experience of a 
concert by highlighting the salient aspects of 
the 'manodharma of the main artiste - the 
special subtleties of each musician’s style 
(Bani). He maintained the perfect tonal quali-
ty of the mridangam and concentrated on 
'Soukhyam' (pleasant listening experience).

His manasika guru was the late Pudukkottai 
Dakshinamurthy Pillai with whom he had 
teamed in countless programs, as a re-
doubtable combination. In my younger days, I 
used to attend programs in which these two 
figured, mostly at the Gokhale Hall, Madras to 
listen to the battle-royal-of wits between 
these two giants. though he was 15 years my 
senior, Mani Iyer used to address me as 'Ma-
halinga Iyer'. What a magnanimous and mag-
nificent artiste !. We may not hope to see the 
like of him atleast in this century. 

Source - Shanmukha, Journal of Shan-
mukhananda fine Arts & Sangeetha Sabha,

July 1981 Vol-VII Number 3



Palakkad Mani Iyer started writing his autobiogra-
phy, but for some reason it was not completed. 
Here are some excerpts from it:

Note : The translation is done with the intent of 
retaining the informal and conversational tone of 
the Tamil original as much as possible

October 10 1975 
They say Lord Nandi played the mridangam. 
This may or may not be true, but the person 
who created the mridangam is undoubtedly a 
great genius. The mridangam has also grown 
along with great musicians to such an extent 
that one wonders if there is anything more to 
improve.

Some say that everything in this world exists 
according to our perception, while Vedanta says 
that nothing is as it seems to be. Taking the 
former view to be true, I shall write what I have 
understood about the mridangam, based on my 
52 years of experience.

On the last day of Navaratri, on Vidyarambham 
Day, I took betel leaves and nuts, along with one 
rupee as Dakshina, on a platter, went to the 
house of the Mridangam Vidwan Sri Subbaiyer, 
of Chathapuram village of Palakkad, and pros-
trated to him. My father was a musician too. He 
used to sing for Harikatha performances and 
also give concerts. My master Sri Subbaiyer and 
my father were very good friends. When I pros-
trated to him, he gave me the instrument and 
taught me “Ta dhi thom nam''. I went the next 
day too. I learnt 10-12 lessons from him. When I 
was practicing the first 2-3 lessons, the follow-
ing events happened :

In the village of Kalpati where we lived, our 
neighbour was Sri Viswanatha Iyer hailing from a 
family of lawyers of Alapuzha. He too was my 
father's good friend. His family was amazingly 
knowledgeable about music. Sri Viswanatha Iyer 
used to play the mridangam very well with 
“Lakshya Gnanam'' acquired by listening. “Lak-
shya Gnanam” may be described as remem-
brances from previous births. People with it can 
play correctly without knowing the details. They 
can accompany any song fairly well, including 
intricate portions. But if you ask them “What 
did you play? Can you please explain”, they can-
not. They play whatever is apt, unconsciously. 
One day Sri Viswanatha Iyer came home as I 
was practising. I was not yet 9 years old then, I 
think. ”At this rate, when will you ever start 
playing?“ - saying this, he took up a Mridangam 
and played a few “Sollus”, asking me to repeat. I 
think I played them quite correctly. From then 
on, for about six months, he used to come 
home every evening without fail and teach me. 
We both would sit down with a mridangam 
each. He would play a pattern and ask me to 
play the same. If I did not get it right, he would 
repeat it until I got it. In six months time, I 
could play for all the Talams to some extent. The 
sight of Sri Viswanatha Iyer, betel leaf box in 
hand, coming to teach me very lovingly, is clear 
in my mind's eye even today. He also had a good 
knowledge of songs. Meanwhile, my father 
would also sing many Harikatha songs and oth-
er Kirtanas, and he would tell me to play along 
and guide me.

I shall narrate an incident that happened at this 
time. In the Ganesha Temple in the twelfth 
street of Kalpati in Palakkad, for some occasion, 
Mukkai Sri Sivaramakrishna Bhagavatar was in-
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vited to sing. He lived in the same village. My 
father used to provide vocal support in his 
Harikathas often. On that day too, he was to 
sing along. That day, the regular mridangam Vid-
wan was unable to come. So at the last minute, 
there was no one to play. My Gurunatha 
Viswanatha Iyer lived in the next street and was 
a good friend of the Bhagavathar. So he was 
asked to play and he agreed. Around 5 pm, my 
Gurunatha set out for the programme and I 
went along. The Harikatha started. After the 
traditional Panchapadi, and a few Sakis and 
Dindis, my Gurunatha called me, handed over 
the mridangam and asked me to play. I hesitated 
but he insisted. The Bhagavatar looked at my 
Guru, as if to ask him “You are asking this boy 
to play! Will he do justice?” My Gurunatha as-
sured him, “He'll take care”, descended from the 
stage and sat down.One could say this was my 
first concert. I played whatever I knew. I don't 
know how it was, but all the assembled rasikas 
were delighted and gathered near me. After this, 
Sri Sivaramakrishna Bhagavatar used to take me 
along frequently. I must have been less than 10 
years old. I started playing in many places out-
side from this point. I played continuously for 
one year with Bhagavatar. Since my father also 
used to give performances, he took me along to 
play for some of them. I have played a lot for 
Bhajanas, enthusiastically. In the month of Mar-
garsirsha, I would get up at 4 a.m., hang the in-
strument around my neck and go to play.

One must have the same amount of bhakti to-
wards the Gurupatni as the Guru. Moreover 
one must be very courteous in the Guru’s 
house with the Guru and others. One mustn't 
ask the Guru for lessons. Whenever he decides 
to teach, one must learn with devotion and 
commitment.

Even as I started accompanying Sri Chembai 
Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar frequently, I also got the 
opportunity to play for Flute Vidwan Sri Sanjee-
vi Rao many times. His flute had a pitch of 5, 
and his mere testing the flute would be very 
charming and make one forget oneself. What 
was interesting is that, whatever he played in 
those couple of minutes would not come under 
any Raga. It was called “tryambakam”. Violin 

Vidwan Sri Papa Venkataramiah told me this. Sri 
Sanjeevi Rao’s Raga elaboration was very good 
and his method of playing swaras was wonderful 
too. He would talk jocularly on stage. With a 
smile he made witty, well-timed comments.

My knowledge of music as well as the world 
grew with my travels to many places with Sri 
Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar. He would 
make every performance shine with his impec-
cable Talam, infinite adherence to Shruti and 
abundant Swara singing. Even as he started 
humming to get the right pitch, the audience 
would be enchanted as if struck by Mohanastra. 
He was a blessed soul. As I started playing for 
him in those days, Karur Sri Chinnaswamy Iyer 
and Marungapuri Sri Gopalakrishna Iyer used to 
play the violin. I became well-acquainted with 
them. Although they were much older to me, 
they would talk to me affectionately and occa-
sionally teasingly. 

Once there was a wedding concert of Sri Pal-
ladam Sanjeeva Rao in a village called Kall-
idaikurichi. Sri Rao played the flute and Sri 
Karur Chinnaswamy Iyer the violin. I was on the 
mridangam. The concert started at 10 p.m. and 
concluded at 3 a.m. After the concert we had 
Idli and coffee and came to the Kallidaikurichi 
railway station at 6:00 a.m. to board the train. 
Having Idli and coffee after the concert was the 
usual practice. Generally, they would travel by 
Second Class but on that day they bought Third 
Class tickets. I too got the same and boarded 
the train.

Since we were up all night, as soon as we got in, 
I climbed to the upper berth and started sleep-
ing soundly. They were chatting below. I remem-
ber I had Rs. 75 or 100 tucked in my waist, 
which was the amount I received in the concert, 
after deducting the advance payment. Seeing me 
sleep deeply thus, in the daytime, Sri Rao and Sri 
Chinnaswamy Iyer gently took away my money 
purse and kept it. Around 10:30 a.m. the train 
was crossing Madurai and I got up. I checked for 
my money purse and could not find it. “Where 
did you keep it? Should you not be careful ?”, 
they asked me. I searched everywhere but could 
not find it. For some time they continued rib-
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bing me and finally gave me my money purse 
and told me “You shouldn’t sleep like this 
henceforth.'' 

On another occasion, I had a couple of con-
certs in Madras. I had played with Sri Chin-
naswamy Iyer at a concert just before that, and 
so traveled to Madras with him. “Alight at Tiru-
vallikkeni with me. That will be convenient”, he 
told me. I agreed and went to stay in a Mu-
daliar’s house with him. Mudaliar was a good 
man. His daughter gave concerts. He was very 
hospitable. Sri Chinnaswamy Iyer’s disciple 
Varagur Sri Muthuswamy Iyer, played the violin 
very well and used to be part of very big con-
certs. He lived in Thiruvallikeni near Mudaliar’s 
house. We stayed there for 5 to 6 days. Varagur 
Sri Muthuswamy Iyer would come often. Other 
musicians would visit too.

On one such day, Budalur Sri Krishnamurthy 
Shastri came with Gottuvadhyam and played for 
a while in the evening. Only a few people were 
there, including some musicians. Sri Chin-
naswamy Iyer played the violin. I sat in front 
listening as they played various Ragas. Sri Chin-
naswamy Iyer asked me which Raga it was and I 
replied. This continued with another 4-5 Ragas. 
They then played Reethigowla. I could not re-
member the name immediately. He asked me 
repeatedly, but I told him I remember the songs 
in this Raga but not its name.He did not let me 
go. “That's of no use. You have to name it”. 

When I again said I don't know, he mocked me 
saying “So that's all you know!”. I felt belittled. 
After a while I told Sri Iyer, “You made fun of 
me because I couldn't name the Raga. If I ask 
you about Talams in the same manner, would 
you be able to answer?” He had to fumble for 
an answer. All this was in jest; he was my true 
well wisher.

Sri Chinnaswamy Iyer was a very dignified pro-
fessional; an excellent Vidwan from a great lin-
eage. At that point he used to accompany Sri 
Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar very frequent-
ly, mostly with me on the mridangam. Some-
times there would be a gap of two or three 
days between concerts. I stayed in Sri Chin-
naswamy Iyer’s house along with Sri Bhagavatar 
then. On those occasions Sri Bhagavatar would 
learn 5 or 6 songs from Sri Iyer. Thus, when he 
learnt “Chetulara” (Bhairavi), “Jesinadella” (Todi), 
“Intakannanandamemi” (Bilahari), “Nammi vacci-
na” (Kalyani) etc., I too learnt them along with 
him.

Thinking of those times is very delightful. Sri 
Marungapuri Gopalakrishna Iyer was a great 
Vidwan too, who played very often for Sri Bha-
gavatar. He was a man of refined taste and the 
way he would dress was impressive : a long-
sleeved silk Jibba and Javadhu (powder) which 
he liked wearing very much. Sometimes even 
during concerts he would laugh heartily. I still 
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remember the way he would hold the Shadjam 
note (of higher and lower Octaves together).

I have missed writing about a very important 
incident that happened three or four years be-
fore all this. My father and I had gone to attend 
a wedding in the family of a very affluent 
landowner, in a village called Moolangudi. It was 
the first time I saw such a big wedding. It went 
on for four days. Keeranur brothers formed the 
Melam, and Sri TN Rajarathnam Pillai was invit-
ed to play for the wedding procession. There 
were music concerts on all four days: a Veena 
concert on the first day, the next day’s concert I 
remember well was with Maharajapuram Sri 
Viswanatha Iyer singing, with Sri Govindaswamy 
Pillai and Sri Kodandarama Iyer on the violin 
and mridangam respectively. A lot of other 
things happened, which I don't remember now. 
On the last day was Sri Sivaramakrishna Bhaga-
vatar’s Harikatha. After the wedding, we went to 
a village called Sathanur where for 5-6 days 
Harikatha took place. I had a boil on my chin 
and suffered a lot. I played for the Harikatha 
despite the pain. After all this we went to Than-
javur.

My father and I went to Thanjavur wanting to 
meet the Mridangam Vidwan Sri Vaidyanatha 
Iyer, although my father did not know him. Since 
I had heard a few people describe his playing, I 
was intensely eager to see him.

My father knew mridangam Vidwan Mylattur Sri 
Sami Iyer who lived in Thanjavur. Since he did 
not know Sri Vaidyanatha Iyer, we decided to go 
to Sri Sami Iyer’s house and plan further. We 
alighted in Thanjavur, hired a bullock cart and 
told the cartman to take us to Sri Sami Iyer’s 
house. It was 9 p.m. then. We hadn't eaten any-
thing. The cart reached the town. Sri 
Soundararaja Bhagavatar’s Harikatha was going 
on in the Venkatesa Perumal Temple. Sri Sami 
Iyer was playing the mridangam. There was a big 
crowd of people.

At this point an amazing incident happened. Two 
houses away from the temple where the 
harikatha was going on, lived Sri Vaidyanatha 
Iyer. He resided in the house belonging to 
Harikatha Kalakshepam Vidwan Sri Patti Krishna 

Bhagavathar. Sri Vaidyanatha Iyer standing at the 
doorstep of his house post dinner, listening to 
the harikatha.

My father approached Sri Vaidyanatha Iyer and 
asked him the way to Sri Sami Iyer house. Sri 
Vaidyanatha Iyer enquired about us, noticed the 
instrument in the cart and asked us if we want-
ed to see only Sri Sami Iyer. My father said “We 
know Sami Iyer and are therefore going there.”

“You stay here. We’ll see later what next. Un-
load your bags and the mridangam”, he said. We 
complied. Immediately he asked us “Have you 
had dinner?” When we said no, he called Mami 
and asked her “Do you have some food ready? 
Serve them.” “I have only soaked rice. There is 
buttermilk and there are pickles. I will serve 
whatever we have.” Saying this, Mami laid out 
the leaves to serve us on. We said “This is fine,” 
and sat down to eat.

As we ate, he enquired about where we were 
from and other details. It seemed like the news 
of a young boy from Palakkad playing the mri-
dangam had already reached his ears. After din-
ner he was eager to see how much I could play. 
He told us that there was a concert going on in 
the next street and he wished to hear me play 
there. Saying this, he led us there right away. 
Mannargudi Sri Rajagopala Pillai was singing and 
Sri Bhairavam Pillai was supporting him on the 
mridangam. When we went there with Vaitha 
Anna, they made us sit near them. Vaitha Anna 
tried speaking to a few people, but realising that 
it was not possible for me to play in the same 
concert, he arranged for my father to sing and 
for me to play the mridangam the following day. 
I do not remember who played the violin. We 
returned home immediately and went to sleep. 
The next morning we woke up and had coffee. 
Coffee, food: everything was had at his place. 
Immediately after coffee he asked me to play. 
Within 5 minutes of my playing, he took an in-
strument and started playing. I was so happy 
that I didn't know what to do. As he played a 
few “sollus” I was totally awestruck. He would 
play a “sollu” and ask me to repeat. I would do 
so. He would play again those which I could not 
play immediately. He also taught me how to 
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place my hand. He told me that the hand should 
never leave the instrument and that some “sol-
lus” must be played with only two fingers. In 
those two hours I learnt many things.

That night my father sang at the temple where 
Vaitha Anna had arranged and I accompanied 
him. Vaitha Anna sat near me and encouraged 
me by keeping the Talam with his hands. I played 
a few “sollus” which he taught me that morning 
and he was delighted. It seemed that all the 
people who came to listen were very happy. The 
next day too I stayed there. That day too was 
spent in playing the mridangam a lot. After this, 
for a long time, whenever I passed by, I would 
spend at least a day at Vaitha Anna’s house and 
learn ever so many things. Several things which I 
learnt then from him, were extremely helpful 
when I played alongside the late mridangam and 
Khanjira Vidwan Sri Dakshinamurthy Pillai. Vaitha 
Anna had a lot of disciples. He showed them 
many shortcuts to playing well. He would make 
even those who could not play the mridangam, 
play fairly well. In many concerts he sat near me 
and blessed me.

I have already mentioned that every year, I used 
to attend the festival of Chembai Parthasarathy 
Temple. One particular year, (I do not remem-
ber which) Kanchipuram Sri Naina Pillai was 
invited by Sri Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar, to per-
form. A suitable mridangam player could not be 
found that year. People were apprehensive of 
accompanying Sri Naina Pillai, the reason being : 
Sri Naina Pillai would work very hard and sing 
Pallavis in unusual Talas. He would also have 
Mannargudi Konnakkol Pallu Pakkiriya Pillai in 
his concerts for Konnakkol, irrespective of 
whether the mridangam player played well or 
not. Sri Pallu Pakkiriya Pillai could play the Tavil 
very well. He had immense knowledge of Laya. 
He had given up playing Tavil and performed 
Konnakkol in concerts, mostly with Sri Naina 
Pillai. Since both the Vidwans had worked hard 
on the Laya aspect, they would include korvais 
while singing Swaras. They would also have ku-
raippus of half, quarter and an eighth of the Ta-
las. While singing Pallavis, they would give 
prominence to Laya, sing in three speeds and 
thus make the concert shine greatly.

On that day’s concert in the Chembai Temple, 
along with Sri Naina Pillai, Sri Pallu Pakkiriya 
Pillai also participated and presented Konnakkol. 
His stream of “Sollus” was excellent and de-
lightful to hear, with lot of intricacies in the Ko-
rvais. Sri. Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar asked me to 
play the mridangam. I agreed. I was a bit appre-
hensive, but also happy. I wondered what he 
would sing and how, and whether I would be 
able to play for the Pallavi or not. Finally I sat 
down on the stage with an attitude of “Let’s see 
what happens.” I was 14 or 15 years old then. 
The concert started around 5:00 p.m. Natham 
Sitarama Iyer played the violin. I was on the 
mridangam and Sri Pallu Pakkiriya Pillai did the 
Konnakkol. I think the concert started with the 
song “morapettide”. Many Vidwans had assem-
bled to listen to the concert. I played as usual 
for the songs, Neraval and Swaras. Whenever 
there were long rounds of Swaras, Sri Pillai 
would start Konnakkol. When he started, I 
would stop playing. After singing 4 or 5 items, 
he sang “Amba Paradevathe” in Jhampa Talam, 
and sang Swaras at the third beat. I understood 
and played appropriately. The Rasikas and Vid-
wans enjoyed my playing very much. I was in-
wardly afraid but did not show it and played 
nonchalantly. Sri Naina Pillai and Sri Pallu 
Pakkiriya Pillai seeing me play casually must have 
thought I am very proud. The Pallavi started 
after the Raga Alapana. As he sang I kept the 
beat and within two minutes, I understood it 
was 8 Kalai chavukkam. The next round, I un-
derstood it was Tisra Jati Ata Tala. When Sri Pal-
lu Pakkiriya Pillai did Konnakkol, it became very 
clear. The Pallavi started at Samam of the little 
finger. Once this was known I happily played 
with gusto, playing along with him as he sang. 
After he finished. I played the Tani Avartanam, 
completed it with a Mohra and started playing 
for the Pallavi at the correct point. Everyone 
applauded and rejoiced. He then sang the Pallavi 
in three speeds. Later Sri Pallu Pakkiriya Pillai 
performed Konnakkol alone, ending with a 
Mohra, leading to the Pallavi at the right point 
The concert ended with one or two Tirup-
pugazhs.
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Next, I was invited to play in Trichy for Sri 
Naina Pillai’s concert. I accepted and went 
there. That day, Sri Pallu Pakkiriya Pillai’s Kon-
nakkol was not there. I think it was Sri Rajaman-
ickam Pillai on the violin. Since Sri Pallu 
Pakkiriya Pillai’s Konnakkol was not there, I had 
to play for both the vocal and violin and played 
enthusiastically. Later I came to know that Sri 
Naina Pillai told someone that I played without 
being overwhelmed that he is such a big Vidwan. 
I don't know if that is true. I did expect the 
Pallavi to be complicated, for sure. Just as I 
thought, after the Raga, the Pallavi started. I 
tried gently playing along but since I could not 
guess the Tala I stopped playing the mridangam. 
He continued singing without demonstrating 
the Tala. The reason I stopped playing was sim-
ply that I could not understand what the Tala 
was. I felt like telling him “If you would only 
show me the Tala clearly for me to understand, I 
can play very well.”

Within a couple of minutes of my pausing, a 
gentleman (Sri FG Natesa Ayyar, an important 
officer of the Railways) got up and said “We 
have come here to enjoy listening to all of you 
perform together. Today, this child played excel-
lently for your music so far. Therefore you must 
demonstrate the Tala clearly, take the child 
along, and allow us to enjoy this concert com-
pletely”. Immediately Sri Pillai sang the Pallavi in 

two-Kalai chavukkam. I started playing well. Thus 
the concert came to an end.

But I felt I had committed a mistake. When the 
Pallavi was sung, I should not have stopped play-
ing the mridangam. I should have played along, 
and had I continued, the Tala and other details 
would have been understood. For a long time, I 
continued to have this regret in my heart.

Around the same time I met Sri Maharajapuram 
Viswanatha Iyer, Sri Rajamanickam Pillai and Sri 
Ariyakkudi Ramanuja Iyengar. I went to Thiru-
vananthapuram to play for Sri Maharajapuram 
Viswanatha Iyer at a very big wedding. That was 
the first time I played for him. I guess that day 
was when I first met Sri Rajamanickam Pillai 
too. I think the concert started at 9:00 p.m. and 
went on till 1 a.m. I don't remember how I 
played, but I remember the Rasikas assembled 
there were overjoyed. After this, I played often 
for Sri Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer. I was 
awestruck hearing his music. Even now when I 
think of his music, I feel awe.

(To be continued in the September edition. Part 2 
includes Mani Iyer’s association with Mysore T 
Chowdiah, Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar and 
Pudukkottai Dakshinamurthy Pillai etc.) 
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Some one asked Lord Beaconsfield from whom 
he was descended. He replied, "sir, I am an an-
cestor. not a descendent". While all great men 
are, in one sense, the product of their times and 
inherit the accumulated discipline of ages 
through their preceptors, they are, in another 
and more valid sense, individual luminaries in 
their own right and commence rather than con-
tinue a tradition.

Palghat Mani Iyer, like the late Tiger Varadachari-
ar and Veena Dhanammal, was one such artiste 

to whom a period of study was merely a tech-
nical preliminary for the expression of inherent 
creativity. Mastery and control over an instru-
ment is one aspect of an art. It provides the 
grammatical background of it. But in the hands 
of a genius, it recedes into the background and 
in fact is taken for granted and becomes noth-
ing more than a medium for the display of a 
vast treasury of musical wealth.

Mani Iyer was a prodigy. He was born with a 
mridangam in his mind. But unlike other prodi-
gies he did not descend into mediocrity with 
the passing of years, but grew from strength to 
strength, so that by the time he was an adoles-
cent, he was not a promising youngster but an 
acknowledged master. He did not rise to the 
top. He started at the top and stayed there.

He had his early training under Chathapuram 
Subba Iyer who was well-known to the listeners 
of my generation as an unassuming and compe-
tent exponent who often accompanied Palghat 
Rama Bhagavathar and Chembai Vaidyanatha 
Bhagavathar. Later, he learnt the subtler aspects 
of the art under Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer, who 
was an excellent teacher and a great artiste 
besides being a ‘bon-vivant’, and a fine racon-
teur of musical jokes. I listened to Mani Iyer’s 
playing for the first time in 1928 when he ac-
companied Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar, to 
whom more than to anyone else, is due the 
honour of having brought him to the notice of 
the discerning public. It was the occasion of the 
inauguration of the Music academy, as a side 
show of the Congress session which was held 
in Madras that year. I saw a short, thin, darkish 
boy, just emerging into his teens, beside whom 
the instrument loomed large, accompanying the 
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veteran vocalist with quiet confidence, and 
Chembai leading him proudly somewhat like the 
owner of the horse that has won the Derby.

From then onwards Mani Iyer never looked 
back. He soon reached a stage of having to re-
ject more offers than accepting them, so greatly 
was he in demand. Indeed, he became a kind of 
yardstick by which to test the eminence of an 
artiste. It was a sought-after praise of an artiste 
to say that he was accompanied by Mani Iyer 
himself. And the best tribute that one could pay 
to a mridangam vidwan was to say, "After Mani 
Iyer, he is the best". As Mathew Arnold said of 
Shakespeare, "Others abide our question, thou 
art free".

During his early years of thrusting prominence, 
some of the senior artistes, including the great 
Dakshinamoorthy Pillai, jealously put him to the 
test. But Pillai was too genuine an artiste to 
succumb to jealousy, or denigrate a deserved 
distinction, and after one performance blessed 
him in his characteristic way, "Very good, very 
good, may God (Andavan) bless him". Several 
years later, Mani Iyer paid his own tribute to 
Pillai during a concert by Alathur Brothers in 
which he was being accompanied on the Kanjira 
by Dakshinamurthy’s son Swaminatha Pillai, by 
intervening during "tani" and saying "He is good, 
but is about one fourth of his great father". 

On another occasion the late Nayana Pillai tried 
to confront him by marking the "tala" with his 
fingers concealed in his upper cloth. Mani Iyer 
was undaunted and intervening said "what is 
this esoteric Gayatri Japam? Kindly make the 
tala openly". This incident was mentioned to me 
by my friend CK Venkatanarasimhan who was 
Mani Iyer’s closest friend amongst rasikas.

Much can be said in praise of Mani Iyer, but 
what was it that marked him off from the rest 
of his profession and endowed him with exclu-
sive excellence? Firstly, it was the "musical" 
quality of his playing. He realised that the mri-
dangam was not a mere percussion instrument, 
but one which was tuned to the particular sruti 
in which the artiste was singing, and that unless 
it was played so as to bring out its melodic fi-
delity and affinity to the sruti, it was just a man-

ual belabouring of dead leather. This was partic-
ularly pertinent when the artiste lingered on 
the upper shadja and the resonance of the mri-
dangam (from the right side) lent the voice a 
support which enhanced its excellence when it 
was truly in tune and masked its deficiency or 
weakness in volume when it was not. Secondly, 
Mani Iyer was ever conscious of being an ac-
companist and never tried to dominate the 
show by diverting attention to himself. In this he 
did not always succeed. The audience were un-
consciously attracted to him and were drawn 
by the magnet pull of artistry, in spite of them-
selves. In this, sometimes even the main artiste 
joined (like the late Ariyakudi) by saying "Aaha" 
at frequent intervals. I have with me several 
recordings to prove this point. Further he fol-
lowed the tempo of the musician with genuine 
faithfulness and never played in a faster time 
measure, as some of the obstreperous young-
sters of the present generation do. He was a 
"pakka vadyam (saha vadyam)“ when he accom-
panied an artiste but was a "pukkaa vadyam 
when he played the ‘tani’. But even here he 
showed an admirable reticence which only a 
great artiste can accomplish.

In one of his infrequent speeches (he loved to 
play but hated to speak) he said ‘a tani should 
not be very long. about ten minutes should be 
sufficient for it’. And although his skill in com-
bining the various jatis or in manipulating the 
concluding ‘tirmanam’ were unsurpassed, he 
preferred to bring out the music of the mridan-
gam rather than the mathematical intricacies of 
it. In this he was more akin to the late Azha-
ganambi Pillai than to Dakshinamoorthy Pillai.

Thirdly, he was responsible for introducing sev-
eral new phrases in the mridangam. The original 
Tanjore style was comparatively uncomplicated 
and relied mainly on the four-unit measure or 
the "chathusra-jatti" which is without doubt, the 
basic phrase in song as well as in tala. But Mani 
Iyer borrowed some of the phrases from the 
"chendai" of Kerala which has several distinct 
phrases of its own. The phrase "Thaka dimi tha-
ka" is one such and Mani Iyer made full use of it. 
Indeed in his occasional moods of exuberance, 
he even over-did the chendai phrases. This apart 
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from his own building up of the orthodox 
phrases which he elaborated in his own way. He 
gave a new expansiveness and a new dimension 
to the art of mridangam.

He was a musician first and a mridangam player 
only next. So much so he developed a peculiar 
style of following the song instead of merely 
giving tala support to it. This created a contro-
versy amongst some of his colleagues who felt 
that the mridangam had a language of its own, 
and was intended to support the songs and not 
reproduce it on the instrument. But those who 
have heard him accompany a song like ‘endaro 
Mahanubavulu’ or ‘Sri Venugopala' may be par-
doned for enthusing over it although it is a dan-
gerous deviation in the hands of lesser artistes.

Another controversy for which he was respon-
sible was his refusal to play before a micro-
phone. He genuinely felt that the mike had ru-
ined the need for voice culture, distorted the 
natural voice, made a whisper into a thunder 
and altogether made the inferior acceptable. 
Those of my generation who have heard the 
great musicians of the past sing in higher srutis 
can well understand his view on this matter. But 

no individual can swim against the current of 
history, and the mike has come to stay, and has 
enabled large audiences, instead of merely a 
handful of elites, to listen to a concert, a point 
which has an economic more than even a musi-
cal significance. Besides, all the musicians of the 
present day have attuned (or shall I say low-
tuned) themselves to the mike and they find it 
difficult to give a mike-less concert once in a 
while. I am inclined to feel that Mani Iyer’s re-
fusal to play in a mike-ridden concert may per-
haps have been due to his understandable reluc-
tance to play for all and sundry, but this is only 
my personal view and a conjecture and not evi-
denced.

The mridangam has an independent and hon-
oured place in Carnatic music, where the tala 
and song go together, and where, in the singing 
of a Pallavi for instance, it is integral to the mu-
sic. Connoisseurs of music are not always 
knowledgeable in following the nuances of the 
mridangam. They have a general understanding 
of the tala (which they usually mark off with 
their hands but in constant fear of missing it) 
but not much expertise in following the permu-
tations and combinations and the arithmetic 
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involved in them. Several years ago when I put 
up a budget for a zamindar which was then un-
der the Court of Wards, I left the expenditure 
of the music college intact. The member in 
charge ordered, "The vocal, veena and violin 
classes may continue but the mridangam class 
may be abolished, it is only a drum and may be 
played by one of the college servants when re-
quired". I then showed Sir CV Raman’s article 
on the mridangam which described the exacti-
tude of its tonal excellence, and to say that as-
tonished him will be an understatement. Most 
musical enthusiasts are only slightly more 
learned. They like it without precisely knowing 

why. But it is a great instrument, with musical 
more than percussion qualities, and a great 
artist like Mani Iyer made it sing.

Let me conclude by recalling two tributes paid 
to him by two eminent artistes. The first was by 
Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer (his own guru) who 
accompanied TR Mahalingam at a concert dur-
ing the heyday of the latter’s youthful glory. At 
the end of the concert, he told me "I wish Mani 
had played in this concert". Another was by 
Tiger Varadachariar. He told me, "during ordi-
nary times Mani has ten fingers. when he plays 
he has fifty fingers. If he had a tail, he will be 
Nandikeshvara.  
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Given that he was travelling with elder vidwans 
most of the time. Mani appears to have had his 
lessons in deportment, worldly matters and 
finance from them rather than his own parents.

One of his early concert assignments was to 
accompany Palladam Sanjiva Rao at a wedding 
concert in Kallidaikurichi. Karur Chinnaswamy 
Iyer was the violinist. The concert began at 10 
pm and continued till 3 am. Boarding the train 
at 6 am Mani fell into a deep sleep leaving the 
two seniors to their talk. When the train 
reached Madurai at around 10.30 am, Mani 
woke up to find that his wallet containing the 
75 rupees he had been paid was missing. He 
began a frantic search for it. The two vidwans 
gave him some time to wallow in his own mis-
ery before returning the wallet to him with the 
admonition that he ought never to be so care-
less as to keep it in the open while sleeping.

Mani could also take liberties with them. Once, 
he and Budalur Sri Krishnamurthy Sastrigal 
were staying as guests of a Mudaliar in Tripli-
cane, Madras, Chinnaswami Iyer gave in informal 
performance in the evening during which he 
played several raga-s asking Mani to identify 
them. When it came to Reetigaula, Mani could 

not recollect the name though he could cite 
several songs in the raga. Chinnaswami Iyer 
made fun of his ignorance and the assembled 
coterie laughed. Stung to the quick Mani asked 
Chinnaswami Iyer if he could answer questions 
on tala and laya vyavaharam. Iyer however 
passed lightly over the matter and the incident 
ended with that. Mani was to always have a spe-
cial place in his heart and he even taught the 
youngster several songs.

Ariyakudi was not one to advise or admonish, 
but Mani learnt several aspects from him simply 
by observation. 'Gauravam' or dignity as a musi-
cian was paramount to Ariyakudi, and Mani was 
also to follow the dictum till the end of his life. 
From Chembai he possibly learnt the art of 
encouraging deserving youngsters, for despite 
being a senior vidwan he never hesitated to 
accompany juniors and also to advise them 
when necessary.

Source - Courtesy Sruti, March 2007 Edition

Bringing up Mani 



Long back, in 1939 at Palghat during Thyagaraja 
festival where we played together first, I was 13 
years old he was 13 years senior in age to me. 
At that time, there was a particular incident. 
There was a collector named Chettoor. He 
came and wanted to show off his audacity and 
smoked in front of the temple. People began 
shouting against his behaviour and it went to 
Mr. C Rajagopalachari, who was then the Prime 
Minister of Madras. Now, we have Chief Minis-
ters. He gave him punishment by postponing his 
promotion and transferring him.  
   
Q: Do you recall anything special about that first 
concert ? 
A: It was very interesting for both of us and 
more so for the public. 

Q: You have played countless concerts with Mani 
Iyer as well as with other mridangists. Is there any-
thing, which, to your mind, sets him apart in a class 
by himself ? 
A: See, he belonged to a very high caliber and 
his specialty was, he can play according to the 
particular situation, particular audience and 
which is very hard to find in others. that was his 
specialty. 

Q: As a main artist, would you like to point out any 
special aspect of his manner of blending with the 
music ? 

A: He used to join in the proper way, at the 
proper time and you know how, when he joins, 
there is a special effect in it. 

Q: His strong aversion for the mike and his refusal 
to play into it in the evening of his career are only 
too well known. What are your views on this ? 
A: There are conflicting views about it. But per-
sonally I feel, I don't think he meant it seriously, 
I mean that is my view. But personally I am ad-
dicted to mike in crowded concerts because it 
can...... radiate. and also I feel, mike may not be 
necessary for drawing room concerts. 

Q: Do you personally feel it will have an adverse 
effect on the quality of our music in the long run ? 
A: Mike, you mean ? 

Q: Yes. 
A: I don't think so if it is properly tuned and if 
you have a proper mike. We see, you know, all 
sorts of mike making all sorts of noise... (laugh-
ing). I don't mean that mike..... I mean the real 
mike. 

Q: We have heard that Mani Iyer in his early days 
while playing with Dakshinamoorthy Pillai used to 
play Thani avarthanam for more than half an hour. 
they used to play two or three Thani avarthanams 
in a concert.......... 
A: Yes, I have attended so many performances 
when Dakshinamoorthy Pillai and Mani Iyer 
were playing together. It was so interesting and 
so musical also, not only for the learned but 
also for the lay audience, the masses, they were 
prepared to hear even for two hours....(laugh) 
yes...... I was prepared, at least. 
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Another 

Source - Sri Palghat Mani Iyer Trust, Madras Souvenir, 1985
TR Mahalingam Interview, Courtesy - TR Rajamani

MALI was interviewed at Bangalore on 
behalf of the trust. He spoke in a remi-
niscent mood about his association with 
Sri Mani Iyer



Q: How do we reconcile with his view in later years 
that there is no warrant for a Thani avarthanam of 
more than 10 minutes' duration ? 
A: It depends on the artist who plays on mri-
dangam. It can be a long one if it is actually in-
teresting both for the lay and learned as I told 
you. But I know Mani Iyer preferred only short 
and sharp Thani avarthanams and he was doing 
that. 

Q: But would you throw light on why Mani Iyer pre-
ferred Thani avarthanams to be brief ? 
A: It is a difficult question....... Mridangam 
alone.......in Thani avarthanam....I do not think it 
is necessary to go on for long. If it is combined 
with some other instruments like Kanjira, Mo-
harsing and all that, it can be prolonged.....natu-
rally it will be prolonged. For mridangam alone, I 
think what he said is right. 

Q: What is your comment on the view that mri-
dangam does not play an important role in music 
concerts ? 
A: Mridangam is a part of the concert without 
which I don't think the picture is complete. Just 
like a man wants to see that all his organs are 
okay.......... like that....... Mridangam IS important. 

Q: But what do you think should be the role of mri-
dangam in a concert ? 

A: Make the concert successful, contribute his 
talent, all that....... 

Q: What kind of support do you think the mridan-
gist should give the main artist in a concert ? What 
is your advice to younger mridangists on this subject 
? 
A: They must find the right type of playing and 
try to improve on that. They must hear various 
great players like Mani Iyer. As far as mridangam 
is concerned, what I feel is, combination of Idan-
thalai and valanthalai is the most important, in 
which most of the mridangists fail now. 

Q: What would you advise the youngsters to learn 
in particular from recorded concerts of Mani Iyer ? 
A: They should hear him.....hear him as much as 
possible, as long as possible, I mean my view of 
learning music is - Learning is 80% hearing. 

Q: We have been talking about Mani Iyer the mri-
dangist. Now coming to your impressions about the 
man....... 
A: We used to meet in Madras in Hotel Man-
asarover where he used to stay near Star 
Talkies, Triplicane. Even though I was 13 juniors 
to him, we moved like adult friends. this is a bit 
strange.... because, with a difference of 13 years 
and talking about all private matters (laughs). 
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Q: We are setting up this music library with the 
objective of providing opportunities to youngsters to 
listen to the concerts of great musicians and benefit 
by the experience. Do you have any advice for the 
Trust in this endeavour ? 
A: Continue in the object of your project and 
see good mridangists are brought, through con-
stant hearing and constant practice and devo-
tion. 

Q: We believe that, with the blessings of a great 
musician and genius like you..... 
A: I am not a genius. I am only a musician. 

Q: But the entire world calls you a genius.. that 
cannot be denied. 
A: As a man in the field for more than 50 years, 
I wish all success for the project and I am sure, 

with proper effort and dedication, it is bound to 
be a real success, not only success, but real ser-
vice. 

Q: Thank you very much. We are confident that 
with such blessings and........ 
A: I am too small for blessings and all that. 

Q: With your good wishes, we hope to succeed in 
our endeavour. 
A: Whatever, as long as I live, whatever help you 
can expect from me or whatever it is, I am al-
ways game, I am always there, and I am in the 
project, I am in the Trust. 
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Chathapuram Subba Iyer was Mani Iyer's first 
guru. Born on December 28th 1894, Subba Iyer 
came from a strong musical tradition. His father 
Annaswamy Bhagavatar was a violinist and 
grandfather Appaswamy Bhagavatar was a vaini-
ka. Noticing his interest in percussion the father 
gave him the basic lessons and from an early age 
he began accompanying bhajan sessions where 
his father delayed the violin. In 1909 he appren-
ticed himself under Kalpathi Krishna Iyer, a mri-
danga vidwan of repute. Later he trained under 
Chokkanathapuram Acha Bhagavatar who, apart 
from being a mridangist, also ran a drama 
troupes.

By 1914, Subba Iyer began accompanying 
Mukkai Sivaramakrishna Bhagavatar for his 
Harikatha-s. Gradually he became the accompa-
nist of choice for all the visiting stars such as 
Ariyakudi and Maharajapuram, apart from 
Chembai whom he accompanied often. Poor 
health prevented Subba Iyer from seeking con-
cert opportunities else where and soon he also 
began training many disciples, among whom was 
Mani Iyer. Others included TS Vilvadri Iyer who 

shone as a ghatam vidwan. Subba Iyer passed 
away on 17th June 1961. A road in Palghat is 
named after him.

Not much is known about LS Viswanatha Iyer, 
one of Mani Iyer guru-s except that he was of 
affluent means, and that music was central to 
his existence. He is said to have accompanied 
many prominent artists who visited the area.

Tanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer was the third and 
perhaps most important influence on Mani Iyer 
as far as the mridangam was concerned. Sruti 
has devoted a full issue to him (Sruti 126). He 
was also influential in getting Mani Iyer to 
savour the culture and lifestyle of Tanjavur of 
which the latter was to become a lifelong ad-
mirer.

Source - Courtesy Sruti, March 2007 Edition

The Guru-s of Mani Iyer 



Differing in age by just 4 years - Palani Subra-
manya Pillai (Palani), born 1908 and Palghat 
Mani Iyer born 1912, the legendary twosome 
provided an unforgettable feast of laya to music 
lovers from the early decades of the 20th cen-
tury up to its sixties. Palani was gone in 1962 
and Mani in 1981, but one cannot think of or 
talk of one without in some way bringing the 
other in to picture.

After about 5 yrs of training at Culcutta, I had 
the good fortune of learning from Palani for a 
couple of years. On a few occasions while 
teaching me and my fellow students, he would 
sink in to a reverie and relive the past. For him 
‘periyavanga' (literally elders) meant Pudukottai 
Dakshinamurthy Pillai whom he never men-
tioned by name. He would play a sollukattu, the 
way ‘periyavanga’ would have handled it. On a 

couple of occasions, he also mentioned that 
Kumbakonam Azhaganambia Pillai’s method of 
playing was extremely simple without any 
vyavaharam (laya intricacies) but it was so 
sonorous that listeners would compare him 
favourably with Dakshinamurthy Pillai. Those 
days, in fifties a disciple posing questions to the 
‘guru’ was unthinkable and one had to be con-
tent with what the guru chose to tell. Thus, it 
was not possible to form our opinion on those 
great artistes analytically; not that even a more 
vivid description would have enabled me in my 
teens then, to get much insight. I have heard 
from my father and his friends, all keen listeners, 
about the two pillais and their prowess but this 
again was not good enough for me as technical 
details were not available. The few 78 rpm 
Gramophone records of Chembai Vaidyanatha 
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Bhagavathar in which Dakshinamurthy Pillai 
played on the Kanjira (his mridangam playing 
records are not available at all - perhaps they 
were never made), which I heard a few years 
ago, thanks to a collector of vintage music as 
well as radio broadcasts, do not give a full ac-
count of the vidwan’s prowess. What can a 
mere three minute or six minute record in 
which alapana, kriti, neraval and swara’s and a 
half a minute Tani with two percussionists - 
Mridangam and Kanjira artistes - are packed in 
reveal? Ofcourse an alert listener did discover 
flashes of the tonal quality and uniqueness of a 
few sollukattu’s but that was all. 

Except for the fact that mridangam or its fore-
runner has remained in the Tamil country from 
the Sangam age if not earlier, the modern mri-
dangam and techniques of playing it have come 
down to us thanks to settling down in Tanjavur 
and adjoining areas, of Marathi bhajan and 
Harikatha troupes after Shivaji established the 
Maratha empire and its influence spread to the 
northern, and central and southern parts of the 
country. Tanjavur itself was the melting pot of 
cultures - the original Tamil, Telugu (Naik) and 
Maratha. mridangam was an essential accompa-
niment to Bhajan-s, katha-s (Harikatha), and 
dance (Sadir as it was then known). The names 
now familiar to us among the descendants of 
Marathi-speaking mridangam players are 
Narayanaswamy Appa and Tukaramappa. The 
terms used in Mridanga play ‘tehka’, ‘chapu’, 
‘mohra’ clearly indicate their Maratha origin and 
the term ‘faran’ suggests North Indian - as dis-
tinct from the Maratha-connection. A close rela-
tion of Mridangam, the Dholak also seems to 
have been a popular instrument, being played in 
bhajan-s and in folk arts like Tamasha and Lavani. 

However, the art of playing the modern mridan-
gam in Tanjavur was essentially based on the 
tradition of Maratha percussionists. In this type 
of playing, the predominant function of mridan-
gam was in the establishment and maintenance 
of kalapramanam and the addition of rhythmic 
lilt to the composition being sung by appropri-
ate jati-s and rounding off a passage by an ap-
propriate teermanam or mohra. In their han-
dling of the instrument, basic rhythmic support 

and sonorous stroke-s, the tehka-s, chapu-s, 
were paramount and vyavaharam was minimal. 

In the 18th and 19th century and also the first 
few decades of 20th, music and other forms of 
fine arts used to be patronised by the rulers of 
principalities such as Tanjavur, Pudukottai, Et-
tayapuram and Ramanathapuram, not to forget 
larger states like Travancore and Mysore. Events 
like weekly Bhajan-s, Harikatha, and Radha 
Kalyanam did take place, but organised concerts 
took off only during the closing decades of the 
19th century. Sabha-s were to come up only 
after the dawn of the 20th century. 

However, tavil playing was a living tradition for 
many centuries in the Tamil country as an ac-
companiment to nagaswara music in temples 
and secular functions like marriage, upanayanam 
etc. Over the centuries, tavil playing acquired 
great laya intricacies all its own and spread its 
wings beyond Tamil land in to neighbouring re-
gions. The Cauvery delta, Pudukottai, Madurai, 
Tirunelveli and Palani, besides other important 
towns of religious/commercial importance be-
came centres of percussion art and myriad 
shades of tavil art evolved at these centres. To 
this day, laya intricacies (vyavaharam) indulged in 
by tavil vidwans have not been excelled by any 
mridangam vidwan. 

Pudukottai, long famous for its temple and the 
royal court, had its own tavil and nagaswara 
artistes, some employed in temples, others in 
royal manors and still others, freelance artistes. 
One Marimuthu pillai, a renowned Tavil vidwan 
was in service of the royal court and besides his 
state duties, was also participating in secular 
and religious functions. A disciple of his, Man-
poondia Pillai (1857-1922) by name, played on 
Khanjira, till then was a folk instrument, some-
times played for Bhajan-s. It was improved 
tonally and Manpoondia Pillai could play on the 
single-sided instrument what ever his guru 
played on the two sided tavil. The Khanjira, as an 
instrument is tonally severely restricted with 
only two sounds, ‘tha’ and ‘dhom’ emanating 
from it. But Pillai developed a playing technique 
that produced fast ‘faran’ patterns and also the 
equivalent of the ‘gumki’ of the mridangam. 
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Soon the Khanjira was elevated to the status of 
the concert instrument, a prestigious one at 
that. Very often, if the Khanjira artist was the 
senior of the two, he was seated nearer the 
audience. 

Manpoondia Pillai’s disciples included, among 
others, Pudukottai Dakshinamurthy Pillai and 
Palani Muthiah Pillai, both highly versatile 
artistes with great proficiency in handling vari-
ous percussion instruments such as Tavil, Khan-
jira, Ghata and Mridangam. As far as percussion 
history is concerned, this was its golden period.

It will not be out of place to mention here that, 
in the Tamil country, as in various other parts of 
India, historically the music and dance perform-
ers constituted a distinct caste, almost always 
attached to the temples. The higher classes in-
volved with music and dance were, more often 
than not, scholars, chroniclers, codifiers and 
composers who laid down rules governing the 
performance of the fine arts and often patron-
ised the performing class. There were also link-
ages between the two classes-both platonic and 
physical liaison - as many women of the per-
forming classes were, by tradition, ‘married’ to 
the deity of the local temple, a system declining 
from the middle of 20th century. The perform-
ing caste was perhaps socially looked down 
upon but their cultural attainments were laud-
ed. Great vidwans from the performing - the 
‘isai vellalar’ community - were held in great 
respect by everyone, irrespective of caste or 
status. The interaction between the ‘performing’ 
and ‘patronising’ classes was extremely benefi-
cial to the art form as in the case of cross rela-
tionship in any field.

That the musicologist became performer hap-
pened first in vocal music when Maha 
Vaidyanatha Iyer and Patnam Subramanya Iyer, 
two generations removed from the Trinity of 
Thyagaraja, Dikshitar and Shyama Sastry started 
giving concerts not in the present format, per-
haps, but concerts they certainly were. Then 
followed an explosion of talent among the hith-
erto ‘non-performing’ classes-brahmins and 
non-brahmins (excluding isai vellalar-s) although 

the proportion of the second-named was mini-
mal and remains so to this day.

All this lengthy preamble is necessary to under-
stand the development of the two schools of 
laya and the stars these schools produced-
namely Palani and Mani.

The two schools developed independently and 
although the distance between Tanjavur and 
Pudukottai was only 35 miles, their interaction 
was minimal for a few decades, due to the con-
straint in the transport and communication and 
the number of public concerts being few and far 
between. However, by the time Azhaganambia 
Pillai of the Tanjavur school and Dakshina-
murthy Pillai of Pudukottai school were holding 
the fort, much better contacts had been estab-
lished and, while the Pudukottai school ab-
sorbed some of the aesthetic elements of the 
Tanjavur school, the latter did likewise on the 
vyavahara aspects that were the hallmark of the 
Pudukottai school. 

Tanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer was among the few 
brahmin mridangam artists who first made in-
roads in to the ‘Isai Vellalar’ fort. However, it 
was left to Palghat Mani to open up the laya 
field to other than traditional performers just 
as Rukmini Devi did for dance. We should re-
member that Mani himself had received his ini-
tial training from Chathapuram Subba Iyer and 
only later did he come under the tutelage of 
Vaidyanatha Iyer. According to the late Kall-
idaikurichi Mahadeva Bhagavatar, Vaidyanatha 
Iyer himself had been initiated into some laya 
vyavaharam by none other than Dakshina-
murthy Pillai and thus, although Mani can be 
technically classified as belonging to Tanjavur 
School, he had derived inspiration from differ-
ent sources including the folk traditions of Ker-
ala like the Chenda. With these under his belt, 
he also observed and imbibed certain aspect of 
laya from tavil vidwans of the area and it has 
been said that he modelled ‘kriti playing’ tech-
nique after the great Needamangalam 
Meenakshisundaram Pillai who was described 
by people who had heard him and whom this 
writer had the privilege to speak to, as playing 
tavil in a way one would play the mridangam; 
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the tonal quality would equal that of mridan-
gam! Mani also played in concerts with Dakshi-
namurthy Pillai whom he held in the highest 
respect and who had a role in influencing his 
play. 

Palani Subramanya Pillai, on the other hand, de-
scended from a lineage of percussion artistes 
who had been playing the tavil for many genera-
tions. His father and guru, Muthiah Pillai, earlier 
a tavil vidwan of great repute, later took up 
mridangam and the Khanjira and was consid-
ered as good as, if not better than Dakshina-
murthy Pillai himself in certain respects. Palani, 
besides being the son and disciple of a great 
master, considered Dakshinamurthy Pillai as his 
‘Manaseeka guru’, such was his great respect 
and regard for him. It is a fact not widely known 
but he played the mridangam in concerts where 
either his father or Dakshinamurthy Pillai played 
the Khanjira. That was the time when Khanjira 
was considered even superior to the mridan-
gam, thanks to stature given to it by Manpoon-
dia Pillai (Palani was later to play Khanjira with 
Mani on mridangam in many concerts). Palani 
also struck up a close friendship with Iluppur 
(aka Malaikotai) Panchapakesa Pillai (Panchami), 
one of the greatest tavil vidwans ever, who was 
a fine vocalist and khanjira vidwan too. Although 
Panchami was senior to Palani, they spent much 
time sharing ideas. Unfortunately, like many ge-
niuses, he died very young when he was only 
twenty nine years old. 

Palani’s other influence was Tabla and according 
to late T Sankaran (Grandson of Veena Danam-
mal), whenever Palani came over to the Radio 
Station at Tiruchi for a performance (where T 
Sankaran was Asst. Station Director), he would 
invariably play on the studio’s tabla for a while. 
The ‘bhaya’ of the tabla corresponds to the 
‘toppi’ of the mridangam and any observer 
would have noticed that the gumki performs a 
major role in tabla playing. Palani’s gumki, includ-
ing the positioning of his palm and its move-
ments across the toppi was entirely influenced 
by the tabla artistry. He also picked up the 
tabla’s tehka-s in his inimitable and unexcelled 
use of soft sollu patterns while playing for 
tukkada-s in the later part of the concert.

Thus then we see that while Mani and Palani 
are usually represented as scions of the Tanjavur 
and Pudukottai schools respectively, in reality 
they went far beyond the boundaries of their 
schools, thanks partially to their innate quest 
for broader rhythmic experiences and partially 
due to better communications between the 
two schools themselves. T Sankaran, who was 
well acquainted with both the vidwans told me 
that both Palani and Mani would attend con-
certs where Tanjavur Ramdas Rao played, in-
tently watching and internalising the way he 
played his stokes, especially the chapu-s.

They adopted styles of playing all their own. 
Mani’s accompanying techniques for songs 
would be to follow Sangati-s faithfully and 
Palani’s was nadai based with emphasis on the 
‘take-off ’ or other important points in the kriti. 
Of course, one can not stretch this fact beyond 
a point; it is not that Palani and Mani played at 
all times like this.

Mani’s playing was always rousing from the start 
of the concert to its finish and he was an ace 
communicator with the audience. The audience 
just loved him and no wonder that he was the 
most popular mridangam vidwan in the 1940’s 
and the 1950’s. The vocalists (or the instrumen-
tal soloist), with the exception of Ariyakudi Ra-
manuja Iyengar who was his mentor, often felt 
overawed or even overwhelmed by him. Very 
often it would appear that the concert was cen-
tered around him and not the main performer. 
People have at times accused him of being a 
show-stealer and putting himself ahead of the 
team but the enormous success of the concerts 
in which he participated proved that it was not 
so. However, he was an artist whom the main 
performer could ignore only at his or her peril. 
He was the embodiment of supreme confi-
dence. His stroke play was bold and would ring 
out loud and clear with flourishes in the higher 
tempo. 

Palani’s mridanga play was a study in contrast. 
There were no exuberant flourishes nor 
showmanship. His performances would always 
merge with that of the team; he was always a 
team man. He was the master of understate-
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ment. His motto in playing for kriti-s was 
‘poshaakku’ - adding nourishment to the kriti 
itself. He was always considered as the main 
performer’s best friend and partner. The mix of 
intellectual and aesthetic aspect in his playing 
was optimum. He was quintessentially the musi-
cian’s musician. His sarvalaghu patterns were 
most famous but they were also played on the 
spur of the moment and never tiresomely 
repetitive. The sarvalaghu would often be inter-
spersed with cross-patterns or ‘edir nadai-s’. 
Madurai Mani Iyer used to call him a ‘tyagi’, one 
who made sacrifices for the success of the con-
cert. 

If Mani was the Cecil B. Demille of Mridangam 
(The Ten Commandments, the glorious specta-
cle), Palani was David O. Selznick (of the unfor-
gettable classic, ‘Gone with the wind’). TK 
Murthy, a close associate of Palani and Mani says 
Palani was Jupiter to Mani’s Saturn (Sruti 33/34). 
Another writer Sriram V, has gone lyrical in 
comparing them to Sun’s rays (Mani) and the 
Moon’s (Palani).

Their personalities were also very different; 
Mani, a man of few words and taciturn; Palani, 
genial to a fault. Of course both had special 
friends with whom they opened up without 
restraint. Lalgudi G Jayaraman said in the course 
of an interview that where Palani was, there 
was also ‘gauravam’ (dignity).

Palani’s handling of the toppi, especially the 
gumki, has remained unmatched. It is said that 
none in the earlier generations, and certainly 
none during his time or later could come any-
where near matching its extraordinary beauty. 
His speciality was also the fine balance between 
the ‘valantalai’ and ‘toppi’ strokes and the ‘valli-
nam’ (forceful) and ‘mellinum’ (soft) patterns. 
He also insisted on the simultaneous use of 
valantalai and toppi wherever possible although 
it was much more difficult and one could have 
got away with a single-handed stroke. ‘Ottha kai 
vaasippu vaasikkade ayya' (do not play single 
handed strokes) was his constant refrain to us, 
his students. On the aesthetic front (he had 
given up much of his vyavaharam- based playing 

as suggested by Chembai, his mentor), he had 
no equals.

The two vidwans complemented each other in 
the music field. There was also variety available 
in Ramanathapuram Murugaboopathy, another 
stalwart. The major vocalists of the golden era 
of music were fortunate in having these three 
titans to choose from.

While Mani had the advantage of the immensely 
popular Chembai to back him even as a teenag-
er, Palani had no such luck. His being a left han-
der was held against him and many senior vio-
linists would not accommodate him in their 
place. Although all came round when Palani be-
came famous, Papa Venkataramiah did not relent 
except during AIR concerts where the seating 
arrangement was informal. Till Chembai came 
around to having him as his accompanist, Palani 
had to rely on ‘Laya-heavy’ vidwans like Naina 
Pillai, Chittoor Subramaniya Pillai, PS Vedachalam 
Chettiar, Mudicondan Venkatarama Iyer and 
Alathur Brothers with an occasional concert of 
a Musiri, Mazhavarayanendal Subbarama Bhaga-
vatar or Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer thrown 
in. From around 1942 till 1962, both Palani and 
Mani performed in an equal number of concerts 
in any music series in any part of India. Chembai 
told me during a train journey, how, in a span of 
couple of years, he ensured that Palani got the 
same fee as Mani for his concerts.

As Ariyakudi and Mani were made for each 
other, so were Madurai Mani Iyer and Palani. 
This is not to say that Palani did not accompany 
Ariyakudi or Mani, Madurai Mani Iyer; in fact 
they did so on many occasions. If on one specif-
ic date one was not available, the other usually 
substituted. There were other similarities too. 
GNB teamed together with Mani in the earlier 
years and Palani in the later years; the Alathur 
Brothers and Palani were inseparable in the 
earlier years and Mani replaced Palani in the 
later years. 

Both of them had good personal relationship 
and held each other in high esteem. However 
both had differences about the way the mridan-
gam should be played and I have heard from 
many sources that they had letters exchanged 
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too in The Hindu. Research in this direction 
would help students. I was a witness to a lec-
ture demonstration by Palani in the Music 
Academy when he suggested that mridangam 
playing for kriti-s should not follow the sangati 
to sangati and Mani Iyer, in a speech on laya, 
criticised certain vyavaharam aspects of Palani. 
The recording of this speech is available widely. 
Both were careful not to mention the other by 
name but the inference was clear. Fortunately, 
this difference in perception did not come in 
the way of their personal relationship. 

Sruti 33/34 incidentally brought out a compari-
son between the two in a tongue-in-cheek 
manner.

Both encouraged younger vidwans to come up 
the musical ladder. Those who received encour-
agement from Mani were KV Narayanaswamy 
and Ramnad Krishnan and many years later, Dr. 
S Ramanathan, Nedanuri Krishnamurthy, ML 
Vasanthakumari, DK Jayaraman, TV Gopalakr-
ishnan, TN Seshagopalan, A Sundaresan and 
Tirupoonturuthi Venkatesan. Palani, who had no 
god-father till Chembai came along, made it a 
point to see as many younger artistes as were 
deserving got his help. Lalgudi Jayaraman’s 
smooth entry into music field was in a large 
measure due to Palani’s efforts. He often ca-
joled or even compelled established vidwans 
and Sabha Secretaries to fix Lalgudi for the 
concerts in which he participated. He was also 
instrumental (pun intended) in Lalgudi and his 
sister Srimathi performing as a duo and the first 
and several subsequent concerts had him play-
ing the mridangam. Other younger artistes of 
the day who received immense support from 
Palani included M Balamuralikrishna, KV 
Narayanaswamy, Nedanuri Krishnamurthy, Ram-
nad Krishnan, Manakkal Rangarajan, TM Thya-
garajan, Thiruvarur Namasivayam and Ayyalur 
Krishnan. The vainika, MA Kalyanakrishna Bha-
gavathar started giving vocal concerts only on 
the suggestion, and with the support of, Palani. 

That Palani did not receive any major titles or 
decorations during his illustrious career is an 
eternal shame. At a function organised to felici-
tate Shri. R Yagnaraman, Secretary of Sri Krishna 

Gana Sabha on its completing 25 years, Palghat 
Mani lamented the fact that great artistes like 
Dakshinamurthy Pillai and Palani Subramania 
Pillai did not receive due recognition. No one 
knows the reason for this but there are many 
conjectures, not all of them complimentary to 
those concerned. But then, Palani had excellent 
company in TN Rajarathnam Pillai, TR Ma-
halingam, S Balachander, MD Ramanathan, and 
why, even Murugaboopathy (part of the famous 
trio), who lived well into advanced age.

(KS Kalidas is a direct disciple of legendary Palani 
M Subramanya Pillai and this article is reproduced 
from Sruti, May 2007 edition with their permission) 
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08 Aug ’21
04.30 pm
Sunday

Abhiram Bode (Vocal), M Srikanth (Vio-
lin), Kishor Ramesh (Mridangam)

22 Aug ’21
04.30 pm
Sunday

S Adithyanarayanan and Aditya Madha-
van (Vocal duet), Sayee Rakshit (Violin), 
R Akshay Ram (Mridangam), KR 
Sivaramakrishnan (Kanjira)

19 Sep ’21
04.30 pm
Sunday

Aishwarya Vidya Raghunath (Vocal), 
Charulatha Ramanujam (Violin), BC 
Manjunath (Mridangam), SN 
Narayanamurthy (Ghatam)

14 Oct ’21
04.30 pm
Thursday

Rendering of Devi Kritis by Anjali Sri-
ram, Nalina Mohan (Violin), BC Manju-
nath (Mridangam), Omkar Rao 
(Ghatam)

Our Upcoming Programmes 
(SRLKM Facebook and YouTube Live)



Countless are the great musicians and ardent 
admirers who have extolled the greatness of my 
master the Late Shri Palghat Mani Iyer of 
revered memory. Yet, as one who has received 
his blessings and affection, I consider it my privi-
lege to pay my homage to him. However, I am 
sceptical as to whether the amazing range and 
calibre of his artistry can be adequately de-
scribed.

My mind goes back to my childhood in Burma. 
Listening to the gramophone records of my 
master accompanying Ariyakudi, Musiri, Chem-
bai and others. I used to be fascinated. In a 
pallavi record of Chowdiah, he had invested a 
simple phrase like "Tharikitathom" with so 
much depth and clarity that it used to ring in 
the ears long after listening to it.

My first experience of listening to his concert 
remains etched in my memory to this day, 
though it was almost fifty years ago. It was at a 
concert of Chembai at a temple festival in 
Trichur. I cannot adequately describe my feelings 
of joy and wonder and admiration. He was 
hardly twenty four years old. His approach was 
thrilling and spectacular rather than seasoned 

and sober. that was natural at that age. But what 
surprised me was that at no point did he fail to 
blend with the music and his playing was rich in 
Nada all through.

The more I heard his concerts, the more I 
hoped he would accept me as his disciple. Final-
ly, it was flutist Krishna Iyer who helped make 
my dream reality. I was 12 years old. At his Pal-
ghat residence, he asked another boy, about my 
age, to sing the Bhairavi Varnam and asked me 
to play the mridangam, himself playing on the 
Kanjira, guiding and correcting both of us. that 
boy is none other than Sri KV Narayanaswamy.

My master was a worthy disciple of Thanjavur 
Vaidyanatha Iyer not only by virtue of delighting 
him by imbibing his techniques intelligently but 
also by virtue of his paternal solicitude towards 
his disciples. In the days when I had just started 
out as a concert artist, he used to go to the 
trouble of preparing the instruments for me to 
his satisfaction.

The initial lessons imparted by him to his disci-
ples were designed to implant in their minds a 
stable sense of time which stands them in good 
stead. Besides, he had an unerring knack of 
identifying their weaknesses and helping them 
to overcome them.

For any mridangist, every concert of his was an 
object lesson and food for the brain. He was a 
trailblazer in that he showed us the manner of 
blending with the music of the main artist in 
handling kritis of every conceivable mood and 
tempo.

His sense of responsibility to the main artist 
and the audience was exemplary. By his consis-
tent excellence, he could raise the concert to 

Lalitha Kala Tarangini - July 2021 26

Homage to my Guru -  
By Palakkad Raghu 

Source - Sri Palghat Mani Iyer Trust - Madras Souvenir, 1995 
Author - Palakkad R Raghu, Courtesy - TR Rajamani



thrilling heights. His genius remained unsullied 
by any taint of eccentricity and therefore, he 
never once took his listeners for granted. Even 
if, on occasions, the singer was not in his best 
form, he could depend upon the wizard of 
melodious rhythm to cast his magic spell over 
the audience and make the concert a success. 
He invariably sent back his listeners happy and 
satisfied. And they always came back for more. 
No wonder his leonine company was prized 
and sought after by many a singer.

Though he excelled in every aspect of the art, it 
is in the skill of embellishment of kriti-rendering 
that he stands without parallel. It was a case of   
amazing inventiveness on the spur of the mo-
ment every time a kriti with interesting rhyth-
mic possibilities was rendered. Who can forget 
the thrilling finish to "Ambanannubrovave" and 
"Hetsarigaga" rendered by Sri Ariyakudi or the 
frills with which he used to invest "Manasoloni" 
or "Sarasasamadana" of Sri GNB or "Enthundi" 
of Alathur Brothers? The list is endless.

His silences on the platform were always mean-
ingful as what preceded or followed them. With 

his rich musical sense, he knew precisely when 
to lie low and when to make his presence felt 
to heighten the overall effect.

To his admirers, he was equally fascinating off 
the platform. Naturally reticent, he had about 
him a forbidding aura of inapproachability in 
public which was so much a part of his unique 
personality. However, his childlike simplicity and 
sense of humour were known but to the few 
who were privileged to watch him at close 
quarters. Being a true artist, his humility was so 
deep-rooted that he never would indulge in 
egoistic declarations of his own achievements. 
In fact, he could never respond to words of 
praise, much less flip over all the adulation that 
was showered on him. He used to take it all in 
his stride like a "Karmayogi".

The mridangam is a very temperamental and 
unpredictable instrument. In spite of all the care 
and attention he bestowed, he would some-
times have trouble with the instrument. Once, I 
was preparing his instrument for a concert of 
Alathur Brothers at Calcutta. I had applied all 
the tried and tested methods of tuning it and 
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Palghat Mani Iyer with Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar, TN Krishnan and Palani Subramania Pillai, during Gemini wedding. 
Palghat R Raghu is seen seated behind Mani Iyer



still, it remained below their sruthi. He then 
came up with the startling idea of keeping the 
"pullu" (pieces of wood used for increasing the 
tension and pitch) near the right hand side of 
the mridangam, instead of at the other end as 
usual. And in a trice, the mridangam was tuned 
and ready for the concert. His remedy was un-
conventional but effective.

He had a way of tuning the instrument rhythmi-
cally and unobtrusively without interrupting the 
music. If, still, the instrument did not budge, he 
had the presence of mind to adapt his phrasing 
to camouflage the occasional discord.

Once I had the privilege of playing mridangam 
along with him in the house of a friend. We ac-
companied an unusual trio - G.N.B. and Alathur 
Brothers. I consider it one of the unforgettable 
experiences in my association with him. 

It was no mean achievement that at no point in 
his long career did he allow his art to become 
stale. There was always something to look for-
ward to, some unforeseen flash. To my mind, 
there was one reason for this apart from the 
wealth of his artistry. The natural weakness of 
artists to bask in past glory never claimed him 
as its victim. All the praises that were showered 
at a concert left his concentration on the next 
unaffected. He thus excelled himself time and 
again.

This reminds me of an occasion when my mas-
ter along with Sri G.N.B. and Alathur Brothers 
came and listened to a concert of Sri KV 
Narayanaswamy accompanied by me. For vari-
ous reasons, I could not do full justice and was 
rather upset about it. The next day, when I 
called on him, he read my mind and said, "Do 
not feel dejected. Even as one outstanding con-
cert will not build your reputation, one indiffer-
ent concert will not destroy it. We can only put 
in our best efforts before and during a concert. 
Once it is over, it is futile to worry about it. we 
should rather direct our energies to the next 
challenge”.

Science is making rapid progress every day with 
discoveries and inventions galore. Even so, the 
epoch-making contribution of Albert Einstein 
will always stand apart. Similarly, amidst all the 
progress and innovations that we hear in mri-
dangam art today, we should do well to re-
member that my master laid the foundation for 
the fine edifice we have today viz., the dynamic 
role of the mridangam on the concert platform. 
In fact, he built up the edifice to a great extent. 
And we should remember this against the back-
ground that mridangam had a relatively unso-
phisticated time-keeping role at the time of his 
advent. I pay my fervent homage to his memory. 
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Whenever we speak of Palghat Mani Iyer, our 
thought immediately jumps to Pazhani Subra-
mania Pillai and vice versa. I would like to men-
tion two incidents in this regard.

It was early 1978, that Krishna Gana Sabha, T 
Nagar completed 25 years of successful exis-
tence and a function was got up at Rasika Ran-
jani Sabha (old hall) to felicitate Sri R Yagnara-
man, the Honorary Founder/Secretary. The then 
CM of Tamilnadu Sri M Karunanidhi, graced the 
occasion as also Senior Vidwans like Semman-
gudi, Lalgudi Jayaraman, TN Krishnan among 
others were present on the stage. I was present 

in the function and there were innumerable 
rasikas & vidwans in the audience. Sri Vellore 
Ramabhadran, a good friend of mine, was 
present by my side. I clearly remember Sri 
Semmangudi’s famous mentioning the CM as a 
descendant of the illustrious Dikshitar lineage. 
All present on the stage paid the customary 
felicitation speeches. Towards the end of the 
function, Palghat Mani Iyer who was also re-
quired on the stage arrived. After expressing 
regret for the delay, he spoke for exactly 3 min-
utes. His speech in Tamil went like this :

Palakkad Mani Iyer’s Admiration



“Ippo edu edukko, yaar yaarukko felicitation, award 
ellam pannra! Naan kooda ippo enakku koduttha 
felicitation la irundu varen. Avvalavu sadaranama 
poachu. Dakshinamurthy Pillaival Sangeetha Ula-
gathukke captainaa irundar. Avarukku enna award 
kodutha? En, sameepa kaalam varai Maha Vidwan 
Pazhani Subramania Pillai irundar, Avarukku enna 
felicitation pannina? Krishna Gana Sabhai nalla 
kacherigalellam nadathindu varadu. Naan ket-
tukkaradellam nalla vidwangalukku anda Sabhai 
sariyana nerattile award koduthu honor pannanum 
Idai naan vidwangal saarba kettukkaren”

Loosely translated, this would read as :

“Nowadays, felicitation functions have become 
very common. I myself am coming from such a 
felicitation in my honour. Dakshinamurthy Pillai, 
the captain of the Music World was not felici-
tated by any one. Same is the case with Maha 
Vidwan Pazhani Subramania Pillai who lived till 
recently (Aside-Pazhani passed away in 1962). 
Krishna Gana Sabha is arranging good concerts 
regularly. What all I ask the Sabha Management 
is that deserving vidwans should be honoured 
at the right time. I make this statement on be-
half of all vidwans.”

I am quoting this from my memory. While the 
facts are all true, the exact wording may not be!

There were tears in the eyes of Sri Ramabhad-
ran, a great admirer of Sri Pazhani. 

Another case refers to the release of a book by 
the famous Konnakkol Vidwan Sri Vaidyalingam 
Pillai in Tamil Isai Conference held by Tamil Isai 
Sangam in 1971-72. Palghat Mani Iyer released 
the book & reminisced about his experiences in 
the music field. He recalled an instance, where 
he, as a 16 year old, accompanied Kanchipuram 
Nayana Pillai who was a terror to mridanga 
vidwans because of his laya vyavaharams. On 
the particular day, Mani Iyer was perplexed ini-
tially about the construction of the Pallavi.It was 
Pakkiriswami Pillai, the konnakkol vidwan who 
helped Mani Iyer to discern the Pallavi and then 
he, Mani Iyer, in his own words, could ‘manage’ 
it.

He also goes on to acknowledge the role played 
by the noted laya maestros, Pudukkottai Man-
poondia Pillai, Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer, Tavil 
Meenakshisundaram Pillai, Tavil Panchapakesa 
Pillai, Pazhani Subramania Pillai and Ghatam 
Krishna Iyer in his own (Mani Iyer’s) playing.

-Vidwan KS Kalidas 
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Remembering Dr GV RANGANAYAKAMMA 
(Born 1930s - Died 6 June 2011), Indian Carnat-
ic Classical Musician, a VOCALIST, VAINIKA, 
GURU, & an ORGANISER, on her Death An-
niversary today (05 June). Anybody familiar with 
Karnataka's Carnatic Music scene would agree 
that amongst the most unassuming yesteryear 
musicians, the talented vocalist sisters, brother 
trio Dr GV Ranganayakamma, GV Neela & GV 
Krishna Prasad figure prominently.

Dr GV Ranganayakamma, daughter of G Vedanta 
Iyengar, an educationist and recipient of Public 

Service Medal from the then Maharaja of 
Mysore, Jayachamaraja Wadiyar, along with her 
sister GV Neela & brother GV Krishna Prasad 
dedicated her life of propagating Carnatic music. 
Ranganayakamma was one of the pillars of Sri 
Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira that propagates 
Carnatic Music in Bengaluru South for decades.

From the 1950s the committed sisters had their 
hands full with concerts, and their 40-year pro-
fessional run had never missed annual perfor-
mances at programmes organised by govern-
ment bodies. 

Remembering Dr. GV Ranganayakamma  
Venkata Raman G, Bangalore



Their humble persona never allowed them to 
refuse wedding concerts too. But those were 
down-to-earth, unpretentious times when mar-
riage concerts drew in a great number of music 
enthusiasts together. For the GV Sisters though, 
performing was only a minuscule part of their 
larger passion for the art, and their moving 
away from active concerts in the 1980s to train 
students for music ensembles and tala vadya 
sessions. The duo along with their brother GV 
Krishna Prasad proved to be guiding lights for 
hordes of students in their school, Sri Rama 
Lalitha Kala Mandira, that their father, an educa-
tionist, GS Vedanta Iyengar started in 1955.

It was one dream that Vedanta Iyengar often 
expressed to everyone in the family, it was his 
vision to spread music awareness and encour-
age women to pursue art. With Ran-
ganayakamma being the mentor, their family's 
unstinted focus helped them to realise his 
dream.

Vedanta Iyengar was an acclaimed educationist 
who won the admiration of the Mysore royal 
family. Spreading knowledge was his mantra. 
When young Ranganayakamma had sung at the 
Kikkeri school in interior Mysore, the guest of 
honour Diwan Mirza Ismail was moved and 
immediately helped Iyengar shift to Mysore 
where he could look for better avenues to 
teach her music. As fortune would have it, Iyen-
gar used to meet his friend Mantri Sampath 
Kumar, father of the then leading vocalist Selva-
pullai Iyengar in Mysore during his regular walks. 
Although he wanted both sisters to learn from 
the maestro, after persistent goading, Selvapullai 
Iyengar conceded to teach only GV Ran-

ganayakamma and immediately put her on an 
intimidating schedule. GV Ranganayakamma had 
all the grit to take up challenges of attending 
music classes and school.

GV Ranganayakamma would quickly share 
everything she received from her guru with 
Neela, including his strict pathantara. Selvapullai 
Iyengar taught the modalities of developing the 
spirit inherent in the lyrics, so that they could 
capture the intrinsic bhava. He constantly made 
Ranganayakamma get familiarised with the 
‘character and soul' of the kriti. ‘Feel the nucle-
us and mood of the song to understand and 
revel in its glory' was the constant sermon that 
the sisters were trained to imbibe.

Selvapullai Iyengar never believed in imparting a 
bank of kritis. ‘The repertoire, he believed, was 
in rendering them in chaste quality. Each of Ran-
ganayakamma's classes would comprise delin-
eating just one Sangati. The more the perfection, 
the more the lessons. This was the reason why 
the sisters got to learn only 60 kritis in 10 
years!

Both the sisters have trained more than 1000 
students spread throughout the globe. Both the 
sisters received their vidwath before they 
turned 20 with veterans like Bidaram Krishnap-
pa and violin Chowdiah being their examiners. 
Selvapullai Iyengar did not believe in these cer-
tificates, ‘Bury it deep into your suitcase! Sing 
for your soul, it's more satisfying,' was his prac-
tical advice.”

It was in 1955 that the family shifted base to 
Bangalore when Vedanta Iyengar started the Sri 
Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira in Basavanagudi. In 
1960 they stepped into RK Srikantan's house 
for learning more, but initially Srikantan said, ‘If 
you have learnt under Selvapullai Iyengar what 
more am I going to teach you?' Anyway, a trea-
sure trove of kritis gradually got added up to 
their stock.

Sri Rama Lalitha Kala Mandira is run now by 
their brother Shri GV Krishna Prasad. 
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Unlike its counterpart in Hindustani music, 
where it is more or less ancillary, an accompa-
niment in Karnatak music is in its role and func-
tion regulated by long-established conventions. 
The accompanist here has frequent opportuni-
ties for individual expression - the violin, for 
instance, in those short solo turns following 
each movement of an alapana or sargam, or 
whenever the vocalist rests in the middle of a 
performance. Again, though the opportunities 
may not be so many, the percussion, too, has its 
solo turns, but of a longer duration. These come 
after the long elaboration of a passage in a kriti 
or a swara, or after the variations of a pallavi, 
when free rein is allowed to the percussionist's 
impulses and ideas. Unfortunately, however, as 
most mridangam players have to learn to their 
discomfiture, this is the time invariably chosen 
by the audience for an "intermission" - a philis-
tine habit, no doubt, and one probably cultivat-
ed only in recent decades.

But the customary picture is reversed when 
Palghat Mani Iyer is the accompanist. In fact, a 
good part of the audience will take its intermis-
sion, if any, earlier, or even forgo this altogether, 
rather than miss his solo turns. And, of course, a 
large section of the audience will be there only 
to listen to the mridangam of Mani Iyer, which 
they do with all avidity, not missing even the 
subtlest detail. This becomes all the more inter-
esting when we consider that Mani Iyer is an 
outstanding exponent of what is called the Tan-
jore style of mridangam art. 

The Tanjore style is a very elegant version of 
the mridangam art. An important point about it 
is the convention that the mridangam should, in 
the main, be played as something accessory to 
the vocalist. The player is supposed to subject 

all his urges and ideas to enlivening and enhanc-
ing the beauty of the other's exposition. He 
must be unobtrusive and give expression to his 
individual urge only in his solo turns. even then, 
his playing is supposed not to overshadow the 
performance of the main artiste.

When in spite of this self-effacing ordinance 
Mani Iyer remains the focus of attention, the 
quality of his art can be easily imagined. His 
name is a sure draw, guaranteeing the success of 
any concert. In fact, most of the eminent musi-
cians earnestly desire, and indeed feel highly 
flattered, to have his accompaniment. They have 
nothing but praise for his playing. "There is only 
one Mani Iyer." they say, "and whatever he does 
can be matched only by Mani Iyer, and by none 
else!".

But what is the reaction of the master player 
himself to such universal praise? It is hard to say 
because by nature, Mani Iyer is very shy and 
retiring and perhaps even unsociable. It is diffi-
cult to read any reaction on his inscrutable face. 
When hard pressed, he says, cryptically: "Why 
discuss this. It is something which I feel should 
not be discussed. The facts, if any, are there be-
fore you. You may draw your own conclusions."

Obviously he is one who feels that music is 
something to be heard and enjoyed rather than 
talked about. This self effacing quality seems to 
pervade every aspect of Mani Iyer's life.

Away from the platform, Mani Iyer can be easily 
lost in a crowd. There is nothing to indicate 
either in his dress or talk or deportment, that 
he is a musician, a master of percussion. The 
picture of this man wearing a short sleeved 
khaddar shirt and a "single" veshti, with a towel 
over his shoulder serving the purpose of an 
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Palghat Mani Iyer 
Source - The Illustrated Weekly of India, December 30, 1962 

Author - BVK Sastry, Courtesy - TR Rajamani



uttariyam, has been familiar to music lovers for 
nearly forty years - from the time Mani, just 
entering his teens, shot into the view. Even to-
day, except for the streaks of grey in his closely 
cut hair and the polish and refinement of his 
performance - indications of maturity - there 
seems to be no significant change either in his 
person or dress or demeanour. In fact, at the 
time he received the national Award from the 
President, Mani Iyer was in his usual dress. 
When asked why he did not change into more 
ceremonial apparel, he said: "I believe I was giv-
en the Award for such proficiency as I may have 
in the art of the mridangam, and not for my 
dress."

Despite his reticence, this ostensibly obdurate 
personality becomes a different man on the 
concert platform. It is true his impassive face 
does not reveal any shade of emotion except 
when he gives utterance to rare "Ah", over-
whelmed by some stirring moment in the music 
of the vocalist or the violinist. But, as an inter-
esting contrast, his ideas and impulses are pro-
jected vividly through that remarkably expres-
sive pair of hands that he has. By their subtle 
manipulation, cultivated through indefatigable 
and imaginative practice, his mridangam speaks 
with a wonderful eloquence. His playing does 
not simply beat the pace or punctuate the 
movements. Through the peculiar vocabulary of 
the instrument, the modal framework is pro-
jected in all its pulsating detail. With perfect 
correspondence between the beats of both 

faces, Mani's mridangam speaks with a seemingly 
infinite and enthralling variety of tone, in com-
plete harmony with the situation.

There are feathery flutters alternating with hol-
low metallic rumbles recalling a chenda; majestic 
rolls recalling a thavil jostle with a tiny soft pat-
ter reminiscent of the lyrical grace of dancing 
feet; subtle, fluid, whisper-like strokes, which 
strike one as remarkably human, are thrown in 
relief against thunderous waves reaching a 
crescendo. In brief, the instrument in this virtu-
oso's hands, besides displaying its characteristic 
qualities, seems to acquire a distinct human 
touch.

Born about fifty one years ago in Pazhayannur 
(a village near Palghat in Kerala), Mani Iyer hails 
from a family in which music has been an avoca-
tion. His father, Sesha Bhagavathar, and his grand 
father, Ramaswamy Bhagavathar, were reputed 
musicians, but it was Mani who took up the 
mridangam first in the family. Gifted with an 
instinctive sense of rhythm which was perhaps 
nourished in those congenial environs (amidst 
the vigorous drums of Kerala), Mani was so fas-
cinated by the mridangam that he missed no 
opportunity (very often playing truant) to prac-
tice on the instrument and give vent to his im-
pulses.

The talents of the boy, running wild, were chan-
neled in the right direction by the late Palghat 
Subbier, the eminent mridangam player, and by 
Kalpathi Viswanatha Iyer, another expert player. 
As a consequence, young Mani was invited to 
accompany Harikatha performances, which he 
did with enthusiasm and fluency. In those days, 
unlike at present, the road to the concert plat-
form was not a straight one. The graduation 
was either through accompanying Harikathas or 
dance recitals.

As an accompanist in such performances, Mani 
was noticed by the late Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer, 
the mridangam maestro. He took Mani under 
his wing and shaped his talents to perfection. 
Though Mani had been performing in public 
even before he entered his teens, the real break, 
in a larger context, came when he accompanied 
Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar at a concert 
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Palakkad Mani Iyer with his Guru Tanjore Vaidyanatha 
Iyer



in Madras, in the early twenties. this made him 
famous throughout the domain of Karnatak 
music.

In his rise, apart from intuitive gifts and an 
amazing sense of rhythm and dexterity in the 
art of the mridangam, one other point that 
stood him in good stead was his remarkable 
courage and self confidence. Though Mani Iyer 
says that, like any other artiste, he was also sub-
ject to different stages of fear, knowledgeable 
rasikas aver that the above mentioned qualities 
it is that have mainly sustained him in many a 
concert which would otherwise have ended 
disastrously.

One such testing situation fondly remembered 
by old timers was when teenager Mani crossed 
swords with the great Nayana Pillai, whose mas-
tery of tala and laya was proverbial and over-
awed even eminent accompanists. (When ques-
tioned by me about this, Mani Iyer became eva-
sive, pleading that, because of its "remoteness", 
the incident had "slipped" from his memory.) 
One more such occasion was when he played 
on the same platform with the late Pudukkottai 
Dakshinamoorthy Pillai (khanjeera), the eminent 
percussionist. Though there was a slight misun-
derstanding between the two at first, eventually 
they became good friends and developed an 
ideal partnership, which ended only with the 
death of Pillai.

Another such partnership then developed is 
still going strong-with the violin virtuoso, 
Chowdiayya. How wonderfully the instruments 
of these two vidwans respond to each other's 
ideas cannot be adequately described: it must 
be witnessed to be believed. The influence of 
Dakshinamoorthy Pillai in further enlarging 
Mani Iyer's perspectives and imbuing his already 
exquisite ideas with colour cannot entirely be 
ruled out - old timers often "feel" echoes from 
those times in his concerts. 

At first, one is not impressed by Mani Iyer on 
the platform. He sits smug and silent. when the 
musician takes up a composition, he becomes 
but slowly animated. Then gradually, blending his 
beat of the mridangam with the pace and the 
movements of the music, his real touch is seen 
when the sangatis come, one by one. Sure of his 
command over the instrument, he underlines 
the engaging aspects of a situation and enlivens 
the programme in a manner that makes listen-
ing a rewarding experience. Apart from accen-
tuating the rhythmic structure of the vocal ren-
dering, Mani Iyer, through the nimble dexterity 
of his fingers, electrifies the sequences or im-
promptu improvisation of sargams with uncanny 
anticipation. Underscored by his touches, the 
nuances, phrases and whole passages spring 
forth with clarity and vigour.

When the musician seems to be lost, in the 
maze of his sargams and tends to drift aimlessly, 
the ideal accompanist in Mani Iyer is seen to 
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Palakkad Mani Iyer accompanying Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar along with TR Rajamani (Photo courtesy Vidwan 
Dr. V Krishna)



excellent advantage. Playing with understanding, 
this vidwan, with his subtle strokes, gradually 
coaxes the musician into the right channel, 
buoys him up and tows him to the safety of the 
climax of a mukthayam. Even when he is follow-
ing a composition, his performance, by his vary-
ing tonal shades, seems to stress the appropri-
ate sentiment, producing a general effect which 
shows that he is not merely a master of percus-
sion, but also steeped in the aesthetics of the 
modal and lyrical aspects of music. 

His solo turns are an aesthetic treat in them-
selves. There is freshness and originality in each 
concert. Giving full vent to his ideas and feelings, 
he raises such an intricate structure of rhythm 
that the listener is lost in its labyrinth. Apart 
from the rich tonal variety, the diversity of 
those korvais, or rhythmic figures, is almost 
kaleidoscopic; and the way he coolly picks up a 
link and spins it out into an intricate muk-
thayam, running a vigorous and tortuous course 
to meet the eduppu (starting point of the 
theme) with a magnetic precision, is an en-
thralling experience. Above all, the precision of 
his laya even in the dizziest of impromptu im-
provisations is almost metronomic.

It is natural that, by virtue of his close associa-
tion with the art and concert platform for near-
ly four decades, Mani Iyer should be well aware 
of the problems that beset contemporary Kar-
natak music. He has possibly also given careful 
thought to the measures that could arrest any 
deterioration and preserve the pristine purity 
of the art. But he assumes a sphinx-like attitude 
when questioned on the subject. However, his 
reactions to certain things come out, when it 
cannot contain itself, like steam escaping 
through a valve.

For instance, his intense hostility to the micro-
phone stirred up some acrimony a few years 
ago, and Mani Iyer, in a huff, withdrew from the 
scene for a time. It is true his bluntness in this 
matter irked the musical world. But we should 
not forget that Mani Iyer had a strong case of 
his own.

When I asked Mani Iyer the reasons for his op-
position to this early established medium, I 

could discern that I had touched a sore spot. 
Visibly excited and slicing the air with his arms, 
he said, with some heat: "Do you know the 
harm that the mike has done to our music? first, 
it has corrupted the musician by reducing the 
vision, voice capacity and, more than all, includ-
ing indolence. It has deprived our music of all its 
strength and vitality. We have degenerated to a 
stage when we have firmly begun to believe that 
without the mike there can be no music."

“But you must concede that the microphone 
has spread our music to wider circles and facili-
tated enjoyment of it by large multitudes," I 
interposed.

“Probably you are not aware that music per-
formances attracted large numbers even in old-
en days," retorted Mani Iyer. "But you should 
also know how the mike has spoiled our listen-
ing habits. I can understand its probable necessi-
ty in dispensing music to the thousands. But 
how do you account for its presence at small 
gatherings of not even a hundred? Have our 
musicians become so powerless as to make 
themselves inaudible even to such a compact 
audience? No, I do not believe that the mike is 
indispensable. I feel that people have all but be-
come slaves of this horror. Without the mike, 
they feel they cannot hear music.

“In the old days, when musicians sang with their 
natural and strong voices to audiences of thou-
sands, there would be pin drop silence, and a 
listener even on the fringes was very attentive 
and eager to catch the niceties of rendering. In 
contrast, I see today that, while the microphone 
is dispensing music in big measure, many of the 
members of an audience whisper or chat or are 
engaged in something other than listening to 
the music. Possibly they have not understood 
what is nadasaukya (the thrill and enjoyment of 
tone). Their ears are probably conditioned to 
noise, and not to the niceties of nada, or the 
grace and subtleties of tone. This, I am sad to 
note, is particularly true of the younger sections 
of the audience (those in their twenties), who 
have had no opportunity of hearing the nada in 
its pristine form. Attuned only to such music as 
is dispensed by the mike, their ideas of classical 
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Karnatak music may be derived not from the 
pristine form, but from the caricature presented 
through the amplifier."

“Whatever the other aspects may be, you will 
agree that some of the subtleties that were de-
nied, except to those near the platform, in the 
old days are now to be enjoyed by more peo-
ple," I pointed out.

"Then why do you call them subtleties?" coun-
tered Mani Iyer. A subtle movement, nuance or 
grace has its right place, proportion and depth 
in the scheme of things. It looks incongruous if 
it is unduly magnified. You do not whisper to be 
heard all around. If such subtleties are magnified 
and music manifests itself in a uniform and un-
varying tone, will it be pleasant to hear, or can it 
be called music?".

“What do you feel then to be the ideal situation 
or environment for appreciating the pristine 
and living qualities of music - a soundproof hall, 
a temple?"

"No, none of them," said Mani Iyer. "You can 
enjoy the tone in its pure and pristine form 
under a thatched roof, the living aspects of mu-
sic in its resplendent form in the midst of a 
close circle of persons forming an appreciative 
audience, and in an atmosphere of intimacy and 
positive response."

The above question apart, have you thought of 
any measures or means for the healthy devel-

opment and promotion of this classical art, par-
ticularly the percussion?" I now changed the 
subject.

Mani Iyer was reverting to his original reticence, 
evading the issue with :"I am a professional mu-
sician, always busy with engagements. I have had 
no time to think about them." But, pressed fur-
ther, he said: "In the light of my experience, I 
should say that the impact of inspiring music, 
dedication and hard practice in the time-hon-
oured methods are the life-lines of art. The 
touchstone of the quality of an artiste who so 
cultivates the art is the people - not the dilet-
tante or the sophisticated set who profess to 
be the arbiters of fashion, but the common 
people, nay the masses, who are delighted and 
thrilled by it."

“Are you confident that the masses have the 
ear for good and higher forms of music, uniniti-
ated as they are into the intricacies and the 
beautiful elements of the art? Is not such an 
effort likely to be wasted on them?"

“I do not agree. If your music has that inspiring 
quality and persuasive power, it can move any-
one. If, as you say, the people are so sterile as to 
remain unaffected and unmoved by music, I 
should say that its existence in their midst is 
anomalous. I would prefer that it fade away 
rather than face a living death in the midst of a 
boorishness and barbarity that do not conform 
to the nobler aspects of our culture." 
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Mysore Doreswamy Iyengar, Mysore Chowdiah, Palghat Mani Iyer, Manjunath
Lakshmi, TR Rajamani, Balambal, 
Thyagarajan, Mani Iyer, Lalitha

RK Srikantan, RS Ramakantha, Anoor Ramakrishna, 
Palghat Mani Iyer

Palghat Mani Iyer, Bangalore Venkatram, HV Krishnamurthy, Anoor 
Ramakrishna, A Veerabhadraiah

Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar, Papa Venkataramiah, 
Palghat Mani Iyer

Palghat Mani Iyer being greeted by A Veerabhadraiah and LS Seshagiri Rao

DK Pattammal, Lalitha Sivakumar, Anoor Ramakrishna, 
Palghat Mani Iyer

From L to R - DV Nagarajan, Honnappa Bhagavathar, Bangalore 
Venkatram, SA Shashidhar, HV Krishnamurthy, Palghat Mani Iyer, 

Anoor S Ramakrishna, A Subba Rao,  A Veerabhadraiah

Bellary Brothers, Anoor Ramakrishna, Mani Iyer, Venkatram

Bangalore Venkatram, TR Rajamani, Palghat Mani Iyer, Lalgudi Jayaraman, Rajashri (Ex. Secretary BGS) RS Ramakantha, Bangalore Venkatram, Praveen, Venkatarama Shastry, Palghat Mani Iyer, R.K. Srikantan, ML Veerabhadraiah

Palghat Mani Iyer Felicitating Doreswamy 
Iyengar



MahAvidwAn Palghat Mani Iyer, the name itself 
conjures up an image of a Sangeetha VidwAn, 
who commanded and continues to command 
respect and dignity in the Indian music world. 

His contribution to the field of Carnatic music, 
through his percussive brilliance, was unparal-
leled. 

In Mani Iyer’s playing technique, the rasikA de-
rives the ultimate listening bliss, when he re-
produces the Sangathis which the vidwAn sings 
or plays, through appropriate rhythmic patterns. 
This he did with remarkable precision and clari-
ty. 

His attention to detail included the selection of 
the instrument (mridangam) - he took at least 
two instruments to every concert - and its 
maintenance at a finely tuned level. 

He spent a lot of time, energy and money, in the 
upkeep and preservation of the instruments. 

His mental frame of mind towards a concert as 
an accompanist, be it vocal or instrumental, was 
one of complete support and embellishment, 
without interfering in the artist’s imagination. 

The overarching objective was to ensure that 
the concert was successful and the audience 
was completely satisfied with a wholesome lis-
tening experience. 

Devoid of any affectation and show of physical 
exertions, Mani Iyer’s demeanour on stage 
helped the listener give undistracted attention 
to the music on offer. 

At the heart of his incredibly effective adaptabil-
ity on the concert platform was Mani Iyer’s 
deep understanding of the patantharam (broad-
ly the style of singing), kalapramanam, and other 
elements characteristic of the vidwAn he had to 
accompany. 

A very high level of aesthetic musical sense and 
also a great sense of proportion ensured that 
he never overplayed or overdid any aspect of 
the presentation. 

My family’s association with Sri Palghat Mani 
Iyer dates back to several decades. 

My Father Sri CV Narasimhan, who was associ-
ated with the cultural scene in Bombay, was in 
close proximity with several great artists of the 
music field, and mahavidwan Palghat Mani Iyer 
was one of them. 

Given the huge respect and admiration that all 
the members in the family had towards Sri Mani 
Iyer, there developed a special rapport between 
my father and Sri Mani Iyer, which remained so 
till his last breath. 

Sri Mani Iyer was very magnanimous to preside 
over the bharatanatyam Arangetram of my sis-
ter way back in 1978. 
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Mahavidwan Palghat Mani Iyer 

Author - Bombay Balaji, Chennai



Sri Mani Iyer used to stay with us at Bombay 
during his visits for concert engagements. It was 
during these visits, that he nurtured and gave 
me a lot of guidance and insights on the basic 
aspects of the mridangam playing technique. I 
was a student of Sri Trichy Raghava Iyer then, 
and the benefit of having an overview of my 
early learnings done by none other than the 
legendary mahavidwan Palghat Mani Iyer, was a 
lifetime blessing. It did lay a very strong founda-
tion for a fruitful learning experience further 
from none other than Sri Palghat Raghu. 

I would like to conclude by quoting a “definition 
of a true VidwAn” as stated by Sri Mani Iyer 
himself. “An artist, who is able to enrapture 
(mei marakka vaikyarradhu) the audience, and 
raise their thoughts to a different level, forget-
ting all their worries, for the assigned time of 
the concert, is indeed a true VidwAn.” 

Sri Mani Iyer qualifies for this definition in its 
entirety and we need to celebrate the greatness 
of this VidwAn now and forever.  
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The cart of Kochammal

Contrary to popular belief, DK Pattammal 
was not the first woman artist that Mani Iyer 
accompanied. Early in his career he had ac-
companied Kochammal, a popular Harikatha 
artist of the Palghat region. He also accom-
panied Chembai's disciple Manku Tambiratti 
of the Cochin Royal Family.

The first invitation to accompany Kocham-
mal was almost like something out of Dumas. 
One evening, shortly after his debut at 
Sivaramakrishna Bhagavatar's Harikatha, Mani 
was out playing by the riverside when a bul-
lock cart drew up outside his house. The 
driver asked for the young lad who had re-
cently begun playing the mridanga and said 
that he was urgently needed at Noorani, a 
neighbouring village, for a Harikatha perfor-
mance. Mani's father went and fetched him 
and sent him off with the mridanga (Those 
were innocent times. Would any parent send 
off his or her child that way today?). Mani 
returned late at night clutching three rupees 
which was his fee for accompanying 
Kochammal.

The next evening Mani was playing once 
again when the bullock cart arrived. The sto-
ry repeated itself and he returned once again 
with three rupees. On the third day, Mani 
was not allowed to go and play by the river-
side, so sure was everyone that the cart 
would appear again and sure enough it did. 
This was to continue for seven more days. 
Recalling the incident later in life, Mani Iyer 
was to remark that not once did the organ-
isers ever tell him that he would be required 
the next day but simply took his availability 
for granted.

Kochammal was evidently a popular record-
ing artist. The short lived Broadcast label of 
the Surajmal Lallubhai Mehta family released 
some of her discs.

Source - Courtesy Sruti, March 2007 Edition

Bombay Balaji as a kid with Palakkad Mani Iyer



The mridangam wizard Palghat Mani Iyer’s 
demise at the end of June is an irreparable loss 
to classical Carnatic music. Even though he was 
69 at the time of his death, he was in full pos-
session of his faculties as an ace percussionist. I 
had a concrete experience of his powers when 
a few months back he and I were associated in 
cutting a gramophone record along with L 
Shankar, the sparkling young violinist. Although 
he was now and then troubled by stiffness in 
the knee, it did not affect his mridangam playing, 
so much so that his sudden exit came more or 
less as a shock to musicians and music lovers.

Mani Iyer, whose baptised name was Ramaswa-
mi, was the eldest son of Sesha Bhagavathar of 
Thiruvilwamalai. Hailed as a prodigy even when 
he was about 12 years old, Mani Iyer rapidly 
climbed the ladder of fame with his brilliant laya 

jnana. which he blended very nicely with an as-
toundingly sharp sense of musicianship. He had 
of course a kind of orthodox training at the 
hands of Chathapuram Subbiar (who was then 
accompanying the late Rama Bhagavathar) and 
Sri Viswanatha Iyer, both of Palghat.

But the real turning point in his career was his 
stint as a pupil of the famous Tanjore 
Vaidyanatha Iyer (Vaithanna) who was an ex-
tremely competent Mridangist himself but 
whose mind worked like a research laboratory 
all the time and who was affection personified 
towards his Sishyas.

The advent of a brilliant and talented Shishya 
like Mani Iyer sent Vaidyanatha Iyer into rap-
tures because he could lavish all his own expe-
rience and vast learning on the young man. 
When Mani emerged from his apprenticeship 
under such a capable and large-hearted Guru, 
he was ready to take on any veteran in Carnatic 
Music. This was the formative period of his ca-
reer and many a time Mani Iyer himself has ac-
knowledged the wonderful training imparted to 
him by Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer. The peculiar 
analytical character of his playing on the mri-
dangam stemmed directly from the tuning up 
his mind received at that time.
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Sangita Kalanidhi Palghat Mani 
Iyer - A Tribute 

Source - Bhavan’s Journal - August 16, 1981
Author - Semmangudi R Srinivasa Iyer, Courtesy - TR Rajamani

The doyen of Carnatic Music nostalgi-
cally recalls the wizardry of Palghat 
Mani Iyer as a percussionist un-
equalled in his mastery of mridangam 
born out of intuition and backed by 
hard work.



It should be noted at this point that when Mani 
Iyer entered the field, giants like Dakshina-
murthy Pillai and Azhaganambi Pillai were pro-
viding Kanjira and Mridangam accompaniment 
of an extraordinary caliber and were well-es-
tablished in the line. As a teenager, Mani Iyer 
was called upon to prove his mettle against 
those giants. Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar 
of blessed memory first introduced young Mani 
to audiences and with his own strength in Laya, 
shaped Mani into a strong contender. Those 
were days when professional jealousies were 
not absent.

It is said that efforts were made by some Vid-
wans to put down the young Mani by resorting 
to unsporting means e.g. not showing the Tala 
while singing a complex Pallavi. But Mani’s great 
intelligence and flair for rising to the big occa-
sion came to his rescue and "those who came 
to scoff remained to pray”. Dakshinamurthy 
Pillai himself became one among Mani’s admir-
ers. Thereafter, they started playing as a great 
team. The very stature of Dakshinamoorthy 
Pillai as a great Laya vidwan enabled Mani to 
come up rapidly to full stature as a percussion-
ist.

After the demise of the stalwarts, Mani Iyer 
carved not only a monopoly for himself, but 
also a niche in the hearts of his listeners by his 
brilliant playing. He accompanied me for the 
first time in Chembai at Palghat in a temple fes-
tival in 1929. Thereafter, for nearly 35 years, he 
and I have been associated in hundreds of con-

certs, which his great talent helped to make 
memorable.

Vidwans Palladam Sanjiva Rao, Musiri Subrama-
nia Iyer, Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar, my guru 
Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer and Chembai 
were then torchbearers of Carnatic Music and 
Mani Iyer enlarged his intellect and experience 
by accompanying them with a resounding repu-
tation. Later came myself, G.N.B., Alathur 
Brothers, Madurai Mani, Flute TR Mahalingam, 
and for all of us, Mani Iyer was invariably the 
first choice for mridangam accompaniment. 
Vidwans used to adjust their dates to suit 
Mani’s engagement calendar, because with him 
at your side, the concert could never be a fail-
ure.

That brings me to a brief analysis of his playing 
methods. The most striking feature of Mani’s 
playing was his unerring instinct for choosing 
the appropriate part of Kriti or Neraval to high-
light it, with a series of strokes of magnificent 
lift and melody. In effect, the listener tasted the 
heady wine of a Tyagaraja or Dikshitar or Syama 
Sastri Kriti when Mani’s nimble fingers lifted up 
the high spots with dainty charm. He was equal-
ly at home in a Vilambakala or a Dhurita piece - 
in the former case, he would fill the gaps with 
‘Sollukkal' of depth and sonorousness and in the 
latter, his fingers moved like lightning. His paus-
es on the instrument were well-timed and cal-
culated to enhance the musical effect.
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Palakkad Mani Iyer accompanying Alathur Brothers with Mysore Chowdiah on Violin and Palani M Subramania Pillai on 
Kanjira



Mani’s crescendos were as conspicuous as his 
sweet Tekkas and Gumki. He brought a whole 
new dimension to the Pallavi. He could dress it 
up with a series of brilliant strokes and even a 
beginner could understand the eduppu. Since 
Mani’s supreme felicity of tone made his percus-
sion a real ornament to the main music both 
technically and aesthetically, he was non pareil.

His decision to play in "mike-less" concerts was 
not perhaps wholly understandable in the con-
text of modern conditions - poor acoustics in 
concert halls, external noise of traffic and plane, 
not to speak of inattention on the part of lis-
teners. Be that as it may, one consequence of 
that decision that he cut himself off from major 
musicians and the listening public became the 
poorer for it.

His unique integrity in the profession, his im-
peccable platform manners, the extraordinarily 
low profile he always adopted for one so fa-
mous, his sympathy for young artists and his 
utter simplicity in habits of diet, dress and gen-
eral comportment (absolutely free from con-
ceit) endeared him all the more to his col-
leagues in the profession and to the sponsoring 
Sabhas and institutions.

Many years ago, I suggested that he should wear 
only Khadi and to the end of his life, he wore 
only Khadi clothes. The picture of Mani Iyer 

sitting on the platform with his vivacious face, 
an amused glint in his eyes and attired in spot-
less Khadi, is one that nobody can forget. His 
contribution to the art through his memorable 
Tani Avarthanams - with their deep Laya base, 
striking melody and many innovations - is ines-
timable. Suffice it to say that Palghat Mani Iyer, a 
genius in his own right, gave immeasurable hap-
piness to millions of Rasikas, as few before him 
had done. May his great soul rest in peace. 
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SRLKM Programs on Facebook 
and YouTube Media

In order to serve the music community during 
the pandemic, SRLKM has been bringing the 
music concert LIVE on Facebook (facebook.-
com/srlkmandira) as well as YouTube (https://
www.youtube.com/c/SriRamaLalithaKalaMandi-
ra/featured) simultaneously. These concerts 
feature seniors as well as upcoming artistes 
from across the state. The concerts are also 
archived which serves as an online treasure 
trove that one can access off-line also. You may 
want to subscribe to our pages which will pro-
vide intimation of our programmes through 
notifications. 

The SRLKM program schedules are listed in 
this magazine as well as our website http://
www.srlkmandira.org. 

Palakkad Mani Iyer accompanying Semmangudi R Srinivasa Iyer with Lalgudi Jayaraman on Violin and Swaminatha Pillai 
on Kanjira

http://facebook.com/srlkmandira
http://facebook.com/srlkmandira
https://www.youtube.com/c/SriRamaLalithaKalaMandira/featured
https://www.youtube.com/c/SriRamaLalithaKalaMandira/featured
https://www.youtube.com/c/SriRamaLalithaKalaMandira/featured
https://www.youtube.com/c/SriRamaLalithaKalaMandira/featured


Palghat Mani Iyer (PMI), in memoriam as in life, 
utterly defies definition or categorisation. The 
all-time great mridangam wizard; the leader by 
common consent who revolutionised the role 
of the mrudangam, transforming it from the 
passive time-keeping role of the thabalchi to 
dynamic, active collaboration with the singer in 
ways that were mind-boggling; complete, com-
prehensive mastery of every desideratum of 
excellence one could envisage and then some; 
one-of-a-kind genius without the erratic whim-
sicality usually associated with genius; Abhinava 
Nandikeswara – he had heard all this and more 
with that polite smile, from an awestruck com-
munity of musicians and astounded rasikas in 
their thousands, well before he reached the 
summit of that glorious career in which he 
strode the world of Carnatic Music like a colos-
sus for 60 years. 

He developed a unique style of his own - 
unique because it represented a drastic, epoch-
making departure from the prevailing role of 
the mridangam in music concerts in form, con-
tent and arresting presentation. He was a 
source of inspiration and a role model to the 
great mrudanga vidwans who came on the 
scene after him. Speaking for myself as well as 
for ever so many musicians and rasikas, he was 
the most charismatic personality in the world 
of Carnatic Music. He was held not only in es-
teem and fulsome admiration but in awe not 
only by the next generation of musicians but 
even by his peers. Sample this: Semmangudi 
Srinivasa Iyer said of PMI in a felicitation speech 
in 1973: “the equal of the ocean is the ocean 
alone; the equal of the sky is the sky alone; the 
equal of Mani Iyer is Mani Iyer alone”. Rangara-
manuja Iyengar, vainika and musicologist, had 

this to say of PMI: “It were madness to paint the 
lily, count the stars, sweeten honey or to fathom 
Mani’s colossal genius”. He embellished, en-
riched and enhanced to great heights the con-
certs of 3 generations of the finest musicians of 
his times. 

The Hallmarks of PMI’s Artistry 
To name a few, a consistent alignment of the 
instrument with the Thambura sruti; a versatility 
of tonality achieved through extraordinary care 
(expense no object) which ensured that the 
mrudangam could roar or croon or hum or 
even sing! as the mood of the music demanded ; 
an unmatched ambidextrous mastery over the 
instrument which he could deploy at will, on 
the spur of the moment, to excite, electrify, 
mesmerise or soothe ; the uncanny anticipation 
of the mind reader, of the intent of the singer ; 
barring the sudden and spectacular bursts of 
inspiration, he maintained a simplicity of idiom 
which is so characteristic of genius steeped in 
the classical ideal of “how” a thing is done in 
preference to “what” is done; a fine balance of 
technical intricacies and lilting sunaada which 
generated in equal measure the awestruck ad-
miration of the learned and the lusty cheers of 
the laity; a deep awareness of and involvement 
in the music, which drove his laya manodharma 
(rhythmic improvisations). The range of his ex-
cellences was so sweeping and so comprehen-
sive that it is difficult to make an exhaustive 
enumeration of the various elements which 
went into proclaiming him the tallest titan of 
percussion wizardry.

Each great singer drew out a different aspect of 
his multi-faceted prowess. With GNB, we heard 
his brilliance, flying fingers matching galloping 
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voice; the Alathur Brothers relied on his quick-
silver brain to grasp and execute their scholarly 
pallavis, with MDR, we heard the solidity and 
gamakas of his thoppi (the left side of the mru-
dangam), with Flute Mali, we found his responsi-
ble genius inspiring and motivating the unpre-
dictable genius of Mali, sparks flying from both 
pairs of eyes ; with Semmangudi, Madurai Mani 
Iyer and above all, Ariyakudi, we heard the aes-
thetics of Palghat Mani Iyer, steeped in sangitha 
gnana, which enabled him to make the sounds 
of the instrument melt into the melody of the 
song. (At one time or the other, he had played 
each of the seven notes on the thoppi). 

The Shaping of the PMI Style 
Having received early lessons from Chathapu-
ram Subba Iyer and LS Viswanatha Iyer of Pal-
ghat, he was placed under the gurukulavasam 
tutelage of Thanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer who 
taught him an elegant fingering technique and a 
rich repertoire of rhythmic compositions as 
well as the methodology of accompaniment. But 
there were other influences. An early influence 
was the rhythmic idiom of other percussion 
instruments of Kerala (E.g. Suddhamaddalam 
Venkichan). Narayanaswamy Appa, a leading 
forebear, was well before PMI’s time, but as a 
boy, having heard that Narayanaswamy Appa 
could strike a chord in every listener with a 
single stroke (“he could fill the sadas with a 
chaapu”) PMI often used to marvel at this ability 
to “say much in a few words” through the mru-
dangam. We know the result of all that marvel-
ling and daydreaming - we have, of course, heard 
PMI fill many a sadas with his “chaapu”. For his 
sowkhyam & sunaadam, PMI’s role models were 
Azhagu Nambia Pillai and Ramadasa Rao. For his 
tapas, thought-force, ability to sway the audi-
ence and his imposing stage presence, PMI drew 
inspiration from those historic concerts in 
which he was featured alongside the re-
doubtable Dakshinamurthy Pillai on Kanjira. The 
two started out as adversaries on stage and 
ended up as mutual admirers. By all accounts, 
Pillai came to evince a paternal affection for 
PMI. I have heard from Semmangudi Srinivasa 
Iyer that Pillai used to speak of PMI as “divinely 

gifted”. In his conversations with me, PMI used 
to speak of Pillai in nostalgic admiration.

PMI let all these influences flow into the cru-
cible of his own fertile imagination; the out-
come of it all, the PMI style, was authentically 
his own and unlike anything that had been 
heard before......or since. 

My Reminiscences 
I consider myself twice blessed. The first of 
these was the great Ariyakudi grooming me as 
his disciple. The second was PMI taking it upon 
himself to mentor me. 

The first time I sang for him at his home, I had 
been warned by some young mridangam 
artistes who thought they knew his preferences 
that he would tick me off if I tried to sing like 
Ariyakudi. I said I was going to do just that; I 
was willing to take the risk, but I would sing 
only the way I most believed in. I sang 
Purvikalayani and ‘Ninnuvina’. Contrary to the 
dire predictions, he was so happy he had found 
a young votary of his most admired Ariyakudi 
that he made it his mission to give me his un-
stinted guidance and encouragement. That was 
the beginning of the most cherishable phase of 
my musical career. At my first concert with him 
in Jan.1974, the first thing that struck me was 
the sheer accuracy with which he defined the 
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kaalapramaana in which I had started the 
Kalyani Ata Tala varnam. An experience of its 
own kind! 

I had the privilege of a close association with 
the maestro, especially during the years from 
1972 to 1981. It was founded on an apprecia-
tion of my musical credentials and a paternal 
solicitude evinced by him; a fervent admiration 
coupled with a filial regard on my part. Most of 
the concerts he played for me were at his own 
initiative. 

During the innumerable practice sessions at his 
home in Madras, Palghat, Rishi Valley, when he 
asked me to play my guru’s tapes, discussed the 
nuances of his music with me and asked me to 
practise right then and there, with him listening 
or playing, it came as a revelation to me that for 
all his titanic prowess in Laya, he did not expect 
the vocalist, indeed, did not favour the idea of 
the vocalist trying to imitate the percussionists 
and indulge in excessive arithmetical exercises. 
While he wanted us to have a sound knowledge 
of the technical aspects of music and be able to 
communicate our intelligence, he would not 
countenance the vocalist sacrificing or com-
promising Raga Bhava while singing kalpana 

swaras. He expected all swara singing to be 
rooted in raga gnana, while maintaining the 
kaalapramaana. 

Watching this peerless artiste and unique per-
sonality at close quarters, I gained many insights 
- the chief being the realisation that Laya is the 
bedrock, the sheet anchor of Carnatic Music. 
His vision of Laya, which I imbibed, was grand 
and holistic; it ran far beyond complicated 
arithmetic which is merely cerebral. Laya Prajna 
is deeper and more profound. Sometime after 
he started accompanying me, I believe he re-
marked, “I find Brahma Layam written on 
Venkatesan’s head”. I cherish that as the highest 
honour I have ever received or will ever receive 
as a musician. In the hospital at Ernakulam, bare-
ly a week before he passed on, he asked me to 
sing for him, and I sang ‘Enthani Ne’, a song 
which was very special to him because my guru 
used to call him “Sabari” as a tribute to his mu-
sical discrimination. That remains my last mem-
ory of the adored artiste, affectionate father-
figure. He passed away on May 30, 1981(Revathi 

Nakshatram-his 70
th 

birthday). 

The Man behind the Maestro 
I have fond memories of attending on the two 
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giants, my Guru and my Mentor, whenever they 
stayed with us in our home in Alleppey for their 
concerts in temple festivals in and around 
Alleppey. It is a cherished privilege to have 
watched them at close quarters and listened to 
their conversations on matters musical, as well 
as their lighter exchanges laced with genial hu-
mour

So many knew what a maestro Mani Iyer was; 
so few knew what a good heart he had. This 
was natural because he had a serious deport-
ment on stage, was a man of very few words off 
stage and his electrifying presence kept people 
at a distance. It was given to me to be one in 
the inner circle, so I could see how simple and 
childlike he was in matters other than his area 
of expertise. Just before the start of my concert 
with PMI at Alathur Srinivasa Iyer’s son’s wed-
ding, PMI asked me to make sure to sing ‘Enthani 
Ne’ and went downstairs to the concert avenue. 
I walked fast after him and asked in a whisper, 
“Is it okay to sing Mukhari at a wedding?”. He 
said,” Oh! that didn’t strike me. You take care of 
those aspects”. 

After his concert for me in Bangalore, I was 
returning to Madras, while he was travelling 
elsewhere. He asked me to take one of his 
mrudangams and leave it at his home in Madras. 
For me, it was a privilege to carry his instru-
ment. But he put some cash into my pocket (for 

the porter!). When I protested, he said, “you 
should accept whatever I give, thinking that 
your father is giving it”. 

At the Thyagaraja Aradhana he conducted in 
Palghat, he asked me to sit next to him at lunch. 
Sambar was brought and served. He sampled it 
and told the cook, to my horror, “these brinjals 
are so good - serve it to Venkatesan!”. I would 
never touch brinjals. I waited until he finished 
his meal and got up. I got up a minute later, qui-
etly abandoning the brinjals. 

The story goes that when Mani Iyer started his 
thani avarthanam, the canteen in Shan-
mukhananda Sabha, Bombay, would be shut. 
Such was its captivation. That same Mani Iyer 
took my breath away, when he said with disarm-
ing candour “there are those who think the 
thani is very important, indeed come to the 
concert mainly to listen to the thani. But to me, 
my role of embellishing the music was always 
more important”. 

When I came to his notice, he had reached the 
ripe and mellow stage of his life and hence was 
far more approachable than he had been in his 
halcyon days (I could actually tell him not to 
hold his steaming cup of morning coffee with 
his towel and drink it boiling hot and get away 
with it, too! That would have been unthinkable 
in the days when he was the fiery, awe-inspiring 
patriarch).

There are many more reminiscences. Suffice it 
to say, my years of association with the incom-
parable Nada-Laya upaasaka and the good soul 
that he was, remain one of the most precious, 
enriching and cherishable phases of my musical 
journey. Indeed, whence another? 

(Vidwan Alepey Venkatesan had the good fortune, at a 
tender age, to become a disciple of Shri.Ariyakudi Ra-
manuja Iyengar, the doyen vocalist of the 20th Century. 
He received not only the legacy of Ariyakudi's style of 
music but also the master's thambura and his hand writ-
ten music note books. Later, Venkatesan had the privilege 
of close association, over a 9 year period, with the all-
time great mridangam maestro, Shri.Palghat Mani Iyer, 
who was himself an ardent admirer of Ariyakudi, with 
deep insights into his style of music) 
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When Palghat Mani Iyer was selected to per-
form at the Edinburgh Music Festival in 1965, 
Kalki a Tamil weekly magazine honoured him 
with a cover photo and also published blessings 
from the legendary Vidwans of the time. That is 
furnished hereunder.

Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyengar 
The vidwath of Mani Iyer was noticeable from a 
very young age. His playing is demonstrative of 
the name of the instrument - Mridu-angam. A 
very knowledgeable person on all elements of 
Karnatic music. He is performing with me for 
many years. The speciality of his music is that 
each concert reflects his unique style, polish, 
verve and embellishments. The surprising ele-
ment is his humility. Whenever I appreciated his 
accompaniment after a concert, he will reply 
with utmost humility with his characteristic 
smile, “It is because of blessings of all elders and 
your chaste music”. He ranks as the top notch 
mridanga vidwan today due to his poorva janma 
punniyam. The position he has attained today is 
the result of his hard work and practice. He is a 
role model for the rest of the musicians today. 
His fame has spread the world over.

I pray to Thyagabrahmam to bestow on him 
long life, health and wealth so that his fame 
spreads throughout the world and bring laurels 
to him and to Karnatic music.

Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar 
I am not competent to talk about the greatness 
of mridangam Chiranjeevi Mani. Only the thou-
sand tongued Aadisheshan can speak about the 
greatness of Mani. I know mridangam Mani from 
his childhood days. Now he must be fifty three 
years. It was in the All India Congress Confer-
ence held in Madras in 1927 that Mani started 

accompanying me. He has been regularly playing 
for me for many years now. His Mridangam has 
become inevitable for the success of any con-
cert. Since 1934, many of my concerts had Mani 
on the Mridangam, Dakshinamurthy Pillai on the 
Ganjira with Mysore Chowdiah on the Fiddle. 
There was good competition between the two 
laya wizards - Mani and Dakshinamurthy Pillai. 
There was no other vidwan who shot to fame 
at such a young age as Mridangam Mani. His 
speciality is that he is capable of playing accord-
ing to diverse banis of vocalists. Even though 
many people have played for me, I have a special 
liking for the mridangam of Mani. The playing of 
others will not be equal to one chapu of Mani. 
The truth is that M.S is for music and Mani for 
mridangam - both are offering for the Gods.

Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer 
The incident which happened about thirty five 
years ago is fresh in my memory. My concert 
was organised in Vanniyar Street, Mylapore. 
When I went to the concert hall, the Secretary 
told me “A Kutty vidwan is playing mridangam 
today.” I was shocked. Soon the Kutty vidwan 
came straight to me and asked me what was my 
sruti. Seeing the little boy, I was least impressed 
and told “go and ask my disciples”. In that con-
cert, as he started playing, my respect towards 
him grew multi-fold. The arudi he played in the 
Bhairavi varnam belied his age and experience. I 
sang keerthanais in mishram, kandam etc. to 
test him. His mastery over the instrument sur-
prised me. I wanted to stop my singing and hear 
his mridangam. He made the five and half hours 
concert a memorable one. He excelled in the 
laya pyrotechnics. He is truly an avataram of 
Nandikeswarar. His playing is the continuation 
of his poorva janma upasanai and sadhanai (has 
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carried forward his practice and talents from 
earlier birth). The Almighty who taught music to 
Thyagabrahmam has only taught mridangam to 
Mani. Wishing all the best for the Edinburgh visit 
which will definitely bring glory to Palghat Mani 
Iyer.

Kumbakonam Rajamanickam Pillai 
Palghat Mani Iyer’s father Sri. Sesham Bhagavatar 
was a famous Sangeetha vidwan. Mani Iyer was 
born as a result of his father’s ardent 
Nadopasana. Myself and Mani Iyer happened to 
accompany Sri Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer 
in a concert in Trivandrum when he was just 
fifteen years of age. The audience did not take 
the young boy very seriously at the beginning. 
But once they heard the concert, they were 
fully convinced of his Saraswathy kataksham 
(blessings of Saraswathi) and poorva punya bal-
am (virtue from his previous birth). His name 
and fame spread rapidly. The blessings of his first 
Guru Chathapuram Subba Iyer is the reason for 
his excellence in the Art. The Guru bhakthi of 
Mani Iyer is phenomenal.

Even though Mani Iyer started playing from a 
very early age, he continuously updated himself 
on the techniques of playing. He received ad-
vanced training from Tanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer 
and also got lot of inputs from Pudukkottai 
Dakshinamurthy Pillai who had enough appreci-
ation for Mani Iyer. Mani Iyer is playing for all 
senior vidwans including Kanchipuram Naina 
Pillai. It was Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavatar 
who guided Mani Iyer to become a world fa-
mous percussionist. Chembai was one vidwan 
who used to get father like happiness at the 
phenomenal growth of Mani Iyer. Mani Iyer de-
veloped a unique style of closely following the 
kritis. If vidwans get to know that Mani Iyer has 
agreed for the accompaniment, they used to be 
very happy because Mani Iyer will make the 
concert a successful one.

Just like his playing, Mani Iyer cultivated stellar 
habits. He is a man of few words and likes to 
listen to what others talk. He rarely opens his 
mouth to speak about other musicians. Mani 
Iyer has abundant love towards his relatives, 
friends and disciples and generous to spend for 

their welfare. He is courageous enough to fight 
for any justifiable reason. It is our blessing that 
he is born in South India. I am happy that 
through this foreign tour his mridangam will be 
heard far and wide and he will attain in-
ternational recognition.

Semmangudi Sreenivasa Iyer 
Asthana Vidwan of Travancore, Mridanga Vidwan 
Palghat Mani Iyer is a divine personality. He is a 
blessed person to attain abundant vidwath and 
popularity in a very young age. He is a ‘Vidwa-
trathnam’ who has accompanied all great vid-
wans of his time and embellished their con-
certs.

His greatness was visible even at the early 
stages of his career. He ascended stage at a time 
when ‘laya simhams’ like Kumbakonam Azhagu 
Nambi Pillai, Pudukkottai Dakshinamurthy Pillai, 
Tanjavur Vaidyanatha Iyer, Mannargudi Chinna 
Pakkiriya Pillai were active on the stage. He 
shared the stage with such luminaries and got 
their appreciation which was not an easy task 
and he became an iconic figure of our country. 
Besides following the established sampradayam, 
Mani Iyer introduced many sollus, mohras, 
teermanams which he used in the appropriate 
manner that brought about euphoria.

Mani Iyer had abundant Sangeetha jnanam. So, 
more than the tani avartanam, he felt elated in 
closely following the keerthanams and embell-
ishing them. He is capable of playing brief tani 
avartanam which is full of substance and aes-
thetic beauty. He used to handle, tisram, 
mishram, kandam etc in a seemingly easy man-
ner and the shift between the nadais will be 
explicit as well as concealed according to the 
situation and bring brahmanandam to the initi-
ated and uninitiated.

While playing lengthy teermanam or mohras, if 
the vidwan putting the talam drags a little, he is 
capable of adjusting himself to the talam of the 
vocalist without exposing him. While playing for 
the keerthanams, even if the main singer forgets 
some sangatis, his playing will gently prompt him 
without any offence. He is a very intelligent per-
son. He is an upholder of tradition and will en-
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sure that it is not disturbed in any manner. 
Wishing him all success in his foreign tour.

Mysore T Chowdiah 
Nobody is capable of evaluating the vidwath of 
Mani Iyer. I have known him when he was nine 
years. He is a child prodigy. He is the only vid-
wan who has imbibed the intricacies of percus-
sion. It is quite well known that any concert 
where Mani Iyer is on the mridangam acquires a 
special status. His vidwath and dedication to the 
art is the main reason for this. Mani Iyer is a 
role model for other mridangam vidwans in the 
Karnatic music world. The Edinburgh Festival is 
a cake walk for Mani Iyer for there is only one 
Mani Iyer for mridangam in the entire world. I 
wish that Mani Iyer gets all fame and popularity 
whatever mankind can bestow on any vidwan.

Papa Venkataramiah 
Among the many vidwans who carry on their 
profession to make money for their living, Pal-
ghat Mani is one vidwan who plays for art’s 
sake. He is a traditionalist who is good at heart. 
He will play according to the vocalist or the 
violinist. He will never use his vidwath to scare 
an upcoming vidwan. When he accompanies a 
senior vidwan he will play according to their 
musicality and gait.

He is not only an authority on percussion in-
struments, but his knowledge on all elements of 
music is unparalleled. Had he got a sweet voice 
he would have become a top ranking vocalist 
also. He is therefore capable of anticipating 
what the vocalist would sing and embellish the 
music remarkably. Blessed are the vidwans who 
could get Palghat Mani Iyer as an accompanist.

Madurai Mani Iyer 
Palghat Mani Iyer is one vidwan who is equally 
adored by yesteryear vidwans and contempo-
rary vidwans. He has great achievements in the 
field of mridangam playing and he is hailed by 
both knowledgeable rasikas as well as by lay-
men. He has a blemish-less character - just like 
that of Lord Sri Rama in Ramayanam. He has 
impeccable sruti jnanam. While accompanying 
keerthanams, he will give a pause and then join 
at the appropriate juncture with a unique sollu 
which will create awe inspiring moments. He 

knows how to embellish a concert. He has as-
similated the styles of all great mridanga vid-
wans and created a unique bani of his own. I am 
praying to God that Palghat Mani Iyer spreads 
the glory of mridangam in the foreign countries 
and attains international recognition.

Alathur Sreenivasa Iyer 
We were acquainted with Palghat Mani Iyer 
from a very young age. His playing is filled with 
nuances, and captivating sollus with kalapra-
manam sudham. His playing for keerthanams, 
swarams, violin and tani avartanam will be re-
plete with aesthetic beauty. He is quite at ease 
for playing chatusram, tisram, kandam, misram 
and sankeernam during kalpana swarams, 
thirupugazh, pallavi and thillanas. He will en-
hance the beauty of any concert - whether 
chauka kalam or madhyama kalam or dhuritha 
kalam adopted by the main artiste. The vidwans 
and rasikas will be transported to a higher level 
by his playing. He is well versed with the intrica-
cies of mridangam. His dedication to the profes-
sion is something to be emulated by all. On the 
day of the concert, in the morning his first duty 
will be to set the sruti of the mridangam and 
keep it ready for the concert. He is respected 
and adored by all the vidwans. He upkeeps the 
respect for his art and constantly updates him-
self to excel in his playing. I pray Sarveswaran to 
bestow good health and long life for Palghat 
Mani Iyer. 
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Clay instrument ghatam is a unique one consist-
ing   of all the five elements   of nature: earth, 
water, air, fire and ether. It has its origin in Indian 
epics. In a scripture authored by Venkata Kavi, 
there is a mention of cowherds playing Ghatam 
to the flute playing by Lord Krishna. It is made 
with finely powdered clay mixed with 
water  backed with a particular proportion of 
copper, iron and brass. The inner open space 
with only air produces musical sound. The pitch 
is proportionate to its size. Smaller size ghatams 
produce high pitch. Various human body parts 
like both the hands, wrists, fingers, belly, and 
thigh play an important role in playing the 
Ghatam. 

Coimbatore Raghava Iyer, Ghatam Krishna Iyer, 
TS Vilvadri Iyer, Umayalpuram Kodanda Rama 
Iyer, Alangudi Ramachandran, KM Vaidyanathan, 
Bangalore KS Manjunath and  KN Krishna 
Murthy etc. of the past have all contributed and 
elevated the rank of this clay pot in   Carnatic, 
western  and film music.

Mana Madurai in Tamil Nadu and Devanahalli 
near Bangalore International Airport are the 
only two places where ghatams are manufac-
tured. Players in Tamil Nadu are mostly using  

ghatams procured from Manamadurai   whereas 
KS Manjunath's ghatams were procured from 
Devanahalli makers. He had more than 100 
ghatams of different pitches  in his possession. 
His ghatams were bigger in size   compared to 
Manamadurai ghatams.

Manjunath hailed from a tiny village Karur near  
Kundapur in South Canara district born as the 
son of Seshagiri Achar in an orthodox   Brah-
min   family. From his childhood days, he devel-
oped great interest in Yakshaganas   in and 
around Kundapur. He was attracted towards 
various   percussive instruments   like Chande, 
Maddale etc. He migrated to Bangalore around 
late 1930's and was employed in his uncle's ho-
tel in Chamarajapet. Many musicians were 
amongst   the customers with whom Manjunath 
developed a close friendship. As a hobby Manju-
nath started playing Mrudangam and   was tu-
tored by leading advocate and great Mrudanga 
vidwan LS Seshagir Rao whose younger brother 
was violinist LS Narayana Swamy Bhagavathar.  
Manjunath was a left hander and picked up all 
technics of Mrudangam play.   Later he switched  
over to playing ghatam. When exactly this tran-
sition took place is not known to me. The main 
reason for Manjunath's success is the melody 
and the perfect unison of his pitch to that of 
the   main performer. His fingers and wrists 
produced musical magic and perfectly synchro-
nised with the Mrudangam, who ever be the 
player!    

Manjunath's association with violin maestro 
Mysore T Chowdaiah helped him climb the lad-
der of success in Carnatic music. During my 
every   interactions with him, at least half a 
dozen times he used to recount Chowdaiah's 
help in shaping his career with emotion choked 
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voice in expression of his deep gratitude.  
Whenever   Chowdaiah was invited to perform 
solo concerts,   Manjunath's Ghatam   was a 
must.   It was   Chowdaiah who   introduced 
Manjunath to various organisations throughout 
Tamil Nadu besides all the top ranking and lead-
ing performers of that period. This helped Man-
junath to  set his feet deep in the field  and earn 
high reputation and many concert opportunities 
to maintain   his big family beside educating and 
marrying off the children.   

Manjunath was highly intelligent, polite, diplo-
matic and commanded highest respect from 
organisations, musicians and the public in gen-
eral. He knew the art of bargaining that on 
many occasions his concert fee exceeded that 
of the Mrudangam player. He was the principal 
negotiator on behalf of Narayana Swamy Rao of 
Sri Rama Seva Mandali with musicians for the 
annual music festival at Bangalore. There are 
many interesting anecdotes about Manjunath's' 
intelligence.  While on a journey to Mysore 
along with Veena Chitti Babu for a concert, their 
cab met with an accident with a bullock cart  in 
front of the car  taking a sudden right turn on 
the road   without observing the vehicle behind. 
The cart was damaged and one of the oxen was 
injured. People surrounded the cab and the car 

passengers were in shivers anticipating the fury 
of villagers. Manjunath got down from the car 
and using his diplomacy he persuaded   the 
gathering to clear the road for traffic before the 
arrival of police. When the police came, he 
spoke to them politely and paid some money to 
the cart owner through the police and contin-
ued the journey!   

In the late 1960’s, in honour of visiting Japanese 
Technical delegation to Bangalore   to finalise a 
project, there was a talavadya cutcheri by  
BBMP in their honour in which Manjunath 
played on the ghatam. Some of the delegates 
enjoyed the concert and were bowled over by 
the melody of Ghatam. With the help of inter-
preters, they  observed  the instrument in detail 
and thanked the player. Two months later, a Ja-
panese emissary came to Manjunath's 
Shankarapuram residence and invited him to 
give a solo ghatam concert in Tokyo on the oc-
casion of Expo 70 World Fair. With the help of 
his neighbour lady as his Kannada interpreter, 
Manjunath imposed stiff terms and conditions 
to the emissary. He agreed. Before journey, he 
insured both his ghatams for Rs. One Lakh.

On arrival at Tokyo, he was received   by the 
same emissary who selected a Kannada speak-
ing staff from Indian embassy in Tokyo as Man-
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junath's interpreter. He was accorded the hon-
ours of a dignitary. His half hour ghatam solo 
concert was live telecast throughout Japan. This 
was followed by a few private recordings with 
decent payment. This was his first tour abroad 
that was followed by tours to England, Malaysia, 
Singapore etc.

On returning to India, during customs clearance, 
he noticed that one ghatam was broken during 
the journey   despite being   well packed. He im-
mediately lodged complaint with the insurance 
company and got full Rs.50 thousand. Later he 
joined All India Radio, Bangalore as staff artist 
and suffered a stroke and was bed ridden for a 
long  period.  During his long innings, he partic-
ipated in all the major music festivals, seminars, 

several recordings for AIR archives, recipient  of 
several honours that includes Asthana Vidwan of 
Sringeri Sharada Peetam who blessed him by 
allotting a house adjacent to Shankaramutt, T.-
Chowdaiah memorial National award, Palghat 
Mani Iyer  memorial ‘Ghatam Kala Shiromani’  
instituted by his disciple Bangalore K 
Venkataram. He passed away in sleep after 
sending off his wife with his sons to be present 
at the arangetram of one of his grand daughters 
at Kundapur the next day. Amongst his numer-
ous disciples, Mrudangam maestro AV Anand 
and Bangalore K Venkataram carved niche as 
worthy disciples of the great ghatam maestro.  
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If a film were ever to be made on Mani Iyer's 
childhood, 'Travelling Alone' would be a good 
title rather like the "Home Alone' series 
where a young boy is left to fend for himself. 
Mani, as has been mentioned in the main story, 
had become quite a veteran when it came to 
travelling by train very early in his career and 
yet his extreme youth brought problems.

Once he had come to Madras to accompany 
Chembai and had to return by himself to Pal-
ghat. Coming to the Central Station, he tried 
to purchase a ticket only to find the clerk be-
coming suspicious that this young boy had run 
away from home. Mani in his defence said that 
he had come to Madras for a concert and 
showed his mridangam as proof. The clerk was 
skeptical and asked Mani as to whom he had 
accompanied. When informed that it was 
Chembai the clerk burst out laughing for he 
could not believe that a boy of 14 could ac-
company the great Chembai. He then asked 
how much Mani was payed and when told 25 
rupees he shook his head in disbelief, for none 
but the senior accompanists got that kind of 

money. He was debating on whether to call in 
the police when the train solved Mani's prob-
lems by thundering into the station. Mani, ap-
prehensive about missing it promptly burst 
into tears and the clerk, softened by this, gave 
him the ticket and he managed to board the 
train.

On yet another occasion, this time in Palghat, 
Mani was at the station to catch a train to 
Devakottai where he was scheduled to ac-
company Ariyakudi at a concert. The village 
drunk rolled up and demanded to know 
where young Mani was going. On coming to 
know that he was to accompany the maestro, 
the drunk, for reasons best known to himself 
(or perhaps not known) snatched away Mani's 
mridangam and refused to return it unless he 
sang ‘Dinamani Vamsa’ in the way Ariyakudi did. 
Mani had no choice. With the train already on 
the platform, he sang the song in two minutes 
flat, grabbed his mridangam and got into the 
train just as it began moving.

Source - Courtesy Sruti, March 2007 Edition

Mani Iyer - Travelling alone in his  
formative years



(Speech given by Sri Lalgudi Jayaraman in a condo-
lence meeting convened at Chennai in 1981 in the 
memory of Sri Palghat Mani Iyer) 

For a period of 60 years, Mahavidwan Sri Palghat 
Mani Iyer shone continuously. Upon his entry 
into the musical world, he swiftly scaled great 
heights and continuously stayed at the top of 
this musical peak, akin to Mount Everest, 
throughout his brilliant career. While none of us 
may be qualified to speak about such a legend, 
let us try to remember his contributions within 
the scope and limitations of what we can com-
prehend. 

Today we have the facility of listening to record-
ings as a reference point to understand the path 
set by elder vidwan-s. There were no such facili-
ties in the formative years of Sri Mani Iyer. One 
may wonder how he got his inputs to develop 
such a marvellous style. He was an avatara pu-
rusha, blessed by the Almighty. 

While some art can be appreciated only by vid-
wan-s (experts) and some others can only be 
appreciated by the lay public, his art appealed to 
both sections. If any concert announced Sri 
Mani Iyer as the mṛdanga vidwan, there would 
be a large and dedicated set of rasikas who 
would attend that concert just to hear him. The 
atmosphere in that concert would be marked 
by dignity (gauravam). He changed the percep-
tion that tani avartanam was the time when 
people could take a small break. On the con-
trary, people who happen to be outside the 
concert hall used to rush in when his tani start-
ed. He elevated the art and the status of mṛdan-
gam. Like Lord Sri Krishna's flute, his mṛdanga 
playing gives immense happiness to everyone - 
the old and the young, the cognoscenti and 
masses. His tani (solo segment) had such a 

mesmerising effect that in a few instances, some 
listeners left the concert after the tani, in a daze, 
thinking that the concert was over. The reason 
for this was also his Sangeeta jnanam (knowl-
edge of melodic music). He has himself re-
marked that if he did not take up the mṛdangam 
he would have taken up vocal music. We (his 
musical colleagues) have often heard him sing 
during our travels or at our lodgings during our 
concert tours.

Appropriate sollu-s (rhythmic phrasings) used to 
emanate from his hands when he played for 
varnams, any pancharatna kriti, madhyamakala 
kriti, 2 Kaḷai kriti, niraval and pallavi. He had 
supreme clarity of thought, which enabled him 
to remain calm and composed on the day of any 
concert, never to develop any tension - some-
thing which has amazed me. His sense of alert-
ness and anticipation was exemplary - during 
the first iteration of a musical line, he was keen-
ly observant and absorbing the musical content 
being rendered, like a blotting paper - during 
the next iteration of the same line of music, his 
wonderful internalisation, reproduction and 
interpretation of that line would make it seem 
that the line became 'his own', as it were. 

There was never any dull moment on any con-
cert stage he graced. Imparting liveliness to the 
musical proceedings, his own playing was always 
ever-fresh. He paved a new, bold and revolu-
tionary path in mṛdangam playing, which has 
been followed by many subsequent artistes. He 
could match each stroke of his to each syllable 
of the song. Alternatively he could play nadaichol 
(elegantly-gaited patterns) in the traditional and 
older style. For vocal vidwan-s who were knowl-
edgeable in laya, he could provide edir-nadai sol-
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lu-s (cross rhythmical patterns) to impart a 
sense of beautiful contrast. 

Above all this, he knew the value of silence and 
provided appropriate gaps as relief, in his play-
ing. Just as it is said that maunam has a great 
meaning, his silence also had a great musical 
meaning. Periods of silence were followed by 
striking entry (a musical storm as it were). 

He used to embellish the music with a series of 
keezh kaala sollu-s (rhythmic phrasings which are 
in slow speed and relatively sparse). He proved 
that high-speed and dense rhythmic phrasings 
are not the only way to sustain audience inter-
est. He could sustain the said interest with rela-
tive slower rhythmic phrasings wherein each 
stroke was honed to perfection. 

If he willed and decided that a particular com-
position was to be remembered as the highlight 
(sikharam) of that concert, he had the powers 
to make it happen! He never lengthened his tani 
avartanam more than necessary just because of 
the fact that he had a large number of admirers. 
He had a sense of measure and proportion in 
everything he did - be it his speech or smile or 
appreciation on stage!

I have been amazed and overjoyed at his han-
dling 4 Kaḷai pallavis, which is in general a big 
test for any musician. An 8 Kaḷai or 4 Kaḷai 
pallavi is slow in its time measure and rather 
spread out. He used to embellish these slow 
time measures beautifully, in a dignified manner, 

such that there was no dull moment even in 
these long drawn pallavis. This is no mean feat. 
Was he born for 4 Kaḷai or was 4 Kaḷai con-
ceived for his sake, one wonders! 

Any December season marked by his participa-
tion would see a new sollu or korvai conceived 
by him and presented therein. Everyone would 
wait for this eagerly. That would become the 
trend of that season, not unlike the latest design 
in the most recently launched apparel!

If he played something very striking which the 
listeners eagerly wait for an immediate encore 
of, he would not play the same thing for the 
second time. Never a jaded segment!

He had the uncanny ability to ensure that any-
thing he played, however complex, would align 
to the tala reckoned by hand, by any of the vo-
calists. Any variations from ideal in the reckoned 
tala, would find a lightning speed response by 
him - an imperceptibly small padding or cut as 
per need, so that perfect and atomic synchroni-
sation to the reckoned tala is regained.

Initially the mṛdangam was of a smaller size 
(length) than at present. Due to the lowering of 
Adhara Shruti (tonic) of vocalists, he increased 
the size of the mṛdangam. Not only the size, he 
also enhanced the stature of the instrument! 
His own stature in the musical world will also 
be a unique and unparalleled one.

Virtuoso vocalists often receive thunderous 
applause after their torrential kalpana swaras. In 
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such cases, if the accompanying violinist was not 
a virtuoso performer of the same calibre, Sri 
Mani Iyer would gently steer the violinist (like 
fondly leading a child) and get them the same 
applause. However, in case of an expert violinist 
who could hold his own, Sri Mani Iyer never 
would dominate over him by virtue of his rela-
tive seniority. Sri Mani Iyer would follow the 
course charted by the violinist in such a case.

In my own solo violin recitals, he would play 
with a certain volume and emphatic sollu-s for 
my turn, but would use a more mellow delivery 
when he plays for the violin that supports me. 
This bears testimony to his ripe maturity.

He had the right blend of self-confidence (tan-
nambikkai) and self-modesty (tan-aḍakkam). 

I have been witness to a few occasions where 
the listeners have heaped immense praise after 
a concert. When we were together after the 
concert over our meals, I observed that he nei-
ther used to show jubilation nor talked about 
the high points of the concert. His disposition 
suggested that the successful event was one of 
the past, done and dusted. He never liked to re-
live the glory of his past success. He was like a 
karma yogi who has done his duty, never a slave 
to emotions. He never spoke highly of himself, 
even in an indirect or suggestive way.

His principles were not accepted by everyone. 
For instance, he was not favourably disposed (at 
a point of time) towards the  microphone or 
radio relays. Even though some vocalists might 
have not completely aligned to such principles, 
they still preferred to perform with him, even at 
the cost of foregoing their wish of their music 
reaching a larger number of listeners by way of 
amplification or broadcasts of their concerts - 
such was the appeal of his playing. Such was his 
stature that vocalists used to choose composi-
tions and tempo which they felt would be to 
the liking of Sri Mani Iyer. Such was the power 
and beauty of his playing that it made a success 
of concerts even where the vocalist suffered 
from a bad throat or was not in his best form.

I recall a tour of ours, just the two of us, in 
Andhra. We travelled together and were lodged 
in the same place. I remember his wonderful 

words “Many play well, can play speedy passages 
and pharans, can change nadais and compose 
korvais. The only additional thing that I have is 
some notion of what (content) should be 
played at which point and in which manner. That 
seems to work out well and people tend to 
praise me, that's all”.   This is such an eloquent 
testimony to his humility, and at the same time 
conveys such an important principle of music.

He sometimes expressed regret that he did not 
take to vocal music as his main performing art. 
In the north, there is a tradition of tabla solos 
as evidenced by solo performances by great 
tabla masters such as Ustad Allah Rakha, Pandit 
Samta Prasad, Ustad Tirakhwa. In the past, some 
admirers (including myself) have suggested to 
him that he could also play in a similar setting. 
"Do you really think it would sound nice or 
even acceptable? People enjoy my playing for 
the musical compositions. This is by virtue of 
the holistic musical content formed by the co-
hesion of the vocal and violin renditions (of the 
melody and musical compositions) along with 
the mṛdangam. If we removed the ingredients of 
vocal, violin and the compositions and retained 
only the mṛdangam, how would that work at all? 
Only when the mṛdangam joins the melodic 
music to blend in wonderfully, does it shine. 
How long can one play, or listen to, the mṛdan-
gam as a solo instrument?" - were his candid 
words. 

He had a sense of proportion for everything in 
music - e. g., a measured approach to Alapana, 
sangati-s in compositions, etc, without overdoing 
any of these.

We may feel that the era of Sri Mani Iyer is over 
- but it is not. We may feel that Sri Mani Iyer has 
departed - but he has not. Just like Adi Sankara 
bestowed Advaita to mankind, Sri Mani Iyer has 
entrusted his style, bani and vazhi to his stu-
dents - this asset that he has bestowed will 
stand the test of time. We are indeed privileged 
to have lived in the same time as this legend, 
and to have witnessed his playing, verily a flood 
of naada. 

(Translated from Tamil by - Shailesh Ramamurthy) 
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We are in the august presence of greatness - 
greatness of the immortal Mani Iyer. Like Veena 
Dhanammal and Tiger Varadachariar he has only 
progeny, not ancestry. His mother tongue was 
layam.

My thoughts go back to the fifties. I see before 
my eyes Thavil wizard (Minakshisundaram Pillai) 
singing the praise of his younger contemporary 
Mani Iyer to the Station Director, All India Ra-
dio, Tiruchi. To Quote the Thavil wizard “I am 
hailed as the pioneer of the novel style of echo-
ing the song on the Thavil. Mani Iyer has flat-
tered me by adopting an identical technique and 
has improved on it so that the mridangam 
sings".

Styles - Tanjore and Pudukkottai Banis 
We have had an opportunity of studying the 
style of (a) Mani Iyer and Thavil Minakshisun-
daram Pillai with their fingers emphasising the 
vocal approach to drumming with their fingers 
singing, and (b) the other style of Palani.

The Maharashtrians are reputed for revolution-
ising the mridangam technique with its inim-
itable Meettu, chappu - particularly Arai chappu, 
tekka and gumki seasoned in the Harikathas of 
the Bawas and also Bhajans. The drummers 
seem to have found their roots in the lilt of 
Dhrupada and the seven beat 'Ezhadi thaalam'. 
The Desadi and Madhyadi taalam and Usi taalam 
(Visarjetam). The Arai chappu and Usi taalam 
are said to be vanishing specimens of a forgot-
ten past.

Fans of the Tanjore Bani claim, without fear of 
contradiction, that sensitive ears could detect 
from unseen distance when a Maharashtrian 
drummer is tapping the rhythm for pallavi or 
anupallavi or charanam.

'The Tanjore Bani' immortalised by the Maha-
rashtrians from the days of Narayanaswamy 
Appa is a widely accepted and popular phe-
nomenon. The legendary exponents of the Ma-
harashtrian style are (1) Narayanaswamy Appa 
(2) Chinnaswami Appa (3) Gopala Rao Nayak 
(4) Babu Rao (5) Vittal Rao (6) Mylatoor 
Krishna Iyer and Tanjore Ramadas Rao.

We may remember here that Narayanaswamy 
Appa, Azhaganambi Pillai, Tanjore Pakkiri Pillai, 
Dakshinamoorthy Pillai, Vaidyanatha Iyer, Ra-
madas Rao and, last but not the least, Mani Iyer 
had been accompanists in Harikatha in their 
career.
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Praising TR Harihara Sharma (father of Ghatam 
Vinayakram) as a mridangam teacher, Mani Iyer 
at the Music Academy on 27.12.66 said that like 
himself Sarma was a pupil of Tanjore Vaidyanatha 
Iyer under whom they both had the benefit of 
learning a great deal in the art, particularly the 
Arai chappu. Mani Iyer paid a tribute to their 
guru for the purity and austerity of his art and 
practice which refused to allow any popular or 
extraneous intrusions into the playing.

Special rehearsals for drumming of Bharata 
Natyam ensembles are inescapable for coordi-
nation of the beaten tracks of Theermanams by 
the Nattuvanar's cymbals, the dancer's jingling 
steps and the 'dancing fingers' of the drummer. 
In fact Nattuvanars are invariably expert 
drummers including Sangita Kalanidhi Prof. K 
Ponniah Pillai and Kandappa Nattuvanar, Guru 
of Balasaraswathi. Alaganambi Pillai's purvasra-
mam was Bharatanatya or Chinna Melam. Mani 
Iyer's teacher Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer has had 
his share of training in this branch in Ponniah's 
silamba koodam (dance hall). Mani Iyer had un-
equivocal admiration for the mridangam ac-
companist in Balasaraswathi orchestra. 
Kancheepuram Kuppuswamy Mudaliar, happily 
alive in his retirement after 75 years, is the only 
other mridangam expert to be honoured by the 
Sangeetha Nataka Academy in addition to Mani 
Iyer.

Palani Subramania Pillai, like Dakshinamoorthy 
Pillai, represented Pudukkottai style. This sam-
pradaya did not encourage the repetition of the 
kirthana on the mridangam in the same style as 
rendered by the vocalist. The right head i.e., 
valanthalai dominated over the thoppi so that 
the mridangam might not be a hindrance to the 
main singer. Only when Palani Subramania Pillai 
commented at the Music Academy conference 
regarding the facelift given to Sampradaya that 
the public began to understand a little about 
the new technique. This verbal description of 
the technique was followed by a unique oppor-
tunity given to the music world to watch and 
listen to both Palani and Mani Iyer playing mri-
dangam alternately for swaram and sahithyam, 
respectively, for the pancharathna chorus at 

Tiruvayar. Neither of them had ever mentioned 
the names of each other.

As contrasted with the Pudukkottai style of 
playing, the Tanjore style may be said to keep 
close to the swaras of the singing of the vocal-
ist. The Arai chappu was one of the different 
things which Mani Iyer had learnt from 
Vaidyanatha Iyer. This style of mridangists avoid-
ed new sol’s (drum syllables). Vaidyanatha Iyer 
obviously represented the Tanjore Bani. 
Pudukkottai Dakshinamoorthy Pillai was influ-
enced by Harikatha needs popularised by 
Merusami in Pudukkottai Bajan Mandalis and by 
Narayanaswamy Appa; Palani Subramania Pillai 
profited by listening to Tabla recitals over A.I.R. 
Whatever the original, aesthetic refinement 
could not be ruled out by and by as each of the 
pioneers was noted for sensitive ears.

The Jugal Bandi 
The Jugal Bandi has several delicate problems of 
protocol of seating on the concert platform. 
They had been solved with varying degrees of 
success at various times.

Mani Iyer's Manasika guru and even Palani's was 
Pudukkottai Dakshinamoorthy Pillai of mridan-
gam and Ganjira fame. He was a veteran in the 
profession and as a Ganjira player occupied the 
front seat in concerts in preference to mridan-
gists like Azhaganambi Pillai, Muthiah Pillai, Mani 
Iyer, Subramania Pillai, Ramdas and others. An 
incident may here be noted emphasising the 
eminent position occupied by Dakshinamoorthy 
Pillai in the laya world. The Thavil wizard 
Meenakshisundaram Pillai was an accomplished 
kanjira vidwan also but he did not bargain to 
share the music platform with Mridangam Dak-
shinamoorthy Pillai and himself as kanjira player. 
The thavil vidwan begged to excuse himself 
from fulfilling the contract but Dakshinamoor-
thy Pillai would not brook it and Meenakshisun-
daram Pillai occupied the back seat as kanjira 
player. He felt that he had insulted Dakshi-
namoorthy Pillai and his art and in atonement 
for the sin he gave up kanjira playing thereafter. 
The younger thavil maestro Iluppur Pancha-
pakesa Pillai had several strings to his bow for 
he was a great thavil player and a great kanjira 
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player and a vocalist. He was the nephew of 
Laya Brahmam Iluppur Ponnuswamy Pillai. He 
even bartered the thavil profession for a seat as 
a kanjira player on the same platform with Dak-
shinamoorthy Pillai.

Marga Darsis 
1. Dakshinamoorthy Pillai 2. Vaidyanatha Iyer 3. 
Rajamanikkam Pillai 4. Iyengar etc.,

He was both a Mridangam and kanjira expert 
and a seasonal rasika and so Mani Iyer wor-
shipped him as a Maha vidwan. In his address at 
the Tamil Isai Festival in 1968 he glorified the 
art of his Manasika guru who could magnify 
even a minor laya phrase into a complexity be-
yond the reach of competitors in the ensemble. 
Mani Iyer never failed to seek the blessings of 
his patron-saint guru Tanjore Vaidyanatha Iyer 
who forewarned Mani Iyer for any trial of 
strength in Jugal Bandi of tricky korvais of Dak-
shinamoorthy Pillai. Pillai was the king maker 
grooming many a hopeful for public recognition 
as the Music Academy gaddi. 'The Alathur 
brothers acknowledged their gratitude to the 
invisible hands of the immortal Pillai, decorating 
them with Insignia of Sangitha Kalanidhi.

Chembai never made a secret of his indebted-
ness to Dakshinamoorthy Pillai.

Solo 
Solo improvisation in mridangam would be all 
right for a duration of 5 to 10 minutes. To pro-
tract it longer affected enjoyability. Mani Iyer 
held there was indeed nothing to play beyond 
that duration.

Mani Iyer worshipped Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyen-
gar and his music. Mani Iyer's son once revealed 
that according to his father, Iyengar's music was 
the same as Veena Dhanammal's music but at a 
brisker pace. To the last, Mani Iyer was bitter in 
his lament that he had missed golden opportu-
nities to cultivate his manodharma as accompa-
nist during his life time of Iyengar. He felt frus-
trated and helpless locking the stables after the 
house had been stolen. Iyengar was no more. 
The article contributed by Mani Iyer to the 
Ariyakudi commemoration souvenir analyses 
Ayyangar's Bani as "IRENADUNKETTAN 
KAALAPRAMANAM".

In like manner Mani Iyer spoke highly of the 
fertile imagination displayed by Rajamanikkam 
Pillai in swara kalpana on the violin.

Dhanammal 
Speaking at the Birth Centenary of Veena 
Dhanammal at the Music Academy in 1966 San-
githa Kalanidhi Mani Iyer revealed that he had 
had the privilege of listening to the music of 
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Govindaswamy Pillai and Veena Dhanammal at 
an age when he was too young to appreciate 
their genius. Listening to Papa Venkataramiah's 
exposition of Sankarabaranam, he maintained 
that in a flash back, he could appreciate the di-
vine music of the two maestros worshipped by 
Papa. He maintained that Papa Venkataramiah's 
music was a supreme example of the quin-
tessence in music and avoidance of all surplus 
exaggeration and needless elaboration.

Mani Iyer's regard for Dhanammal and progeny 
needs special mention. At a time when Tamil Isai 
Sangam decorated him with the insignia, Isaiper-
arignar in 1968, we could not find a principal for 
a mike-less concert. Mani Iyer solved the deli-
cate situation by volunteering to provide mri-
dangam accompaniment to flute Viswanathan. In 
addition, he came forward to compromise even 
his principles and extended full freedom to use 
a microphone in the concert or relay over A.I.R. 
or to record the concert.

In this context it may be worthwhile to recall 
the observations of Mani Iyer regarding practi-
cal experience and academic studies for profi-
ciency in any art. He was releasing the Tamil Isai 
publications "THAALAMUM ANUBHAVA-
MUM" by Konnakkol Vaidyalingam Pillai 1900-74. 
He congratulated at length the effort of the 
Tamil Isai Sangam for printing and publishing a 
treatise based on the experience of Konnakkol 
Pakkiria Pillai 1869 - 1937. In spite of the mon-
umental work by eminent laya vidwans, he felt 
that a study of the book may produce arm chair 
Pundits unfit for the performing art. He related 
his own experience as a mridangam player of 
standing. He was a callow youth of just 16 years 
when Kanchipuram Naina Pillai, the bugbear of 
drummers gave a performance in the music 
festival conducted at Chembai by Vaidyanatha 
Bhagavathar. All mridangam vidwans had disap-
peared overnight and it was Hobson’s choice. 
The teen aged Mani Iyer was also nervous but 
with the bravado of youth agreed to play mri-
dangam in the concert. Nayana Pillai sang a 
pallavi in 8 kalai chowkam and the young 
drummer felt momentarily lost. Pakkiria Pillai 
initiated the proceedings with one round of 
konnakkol which was an instant eye opener to 

Mani Iyer. The infallible lead of veteran laya vid-
wan stood Mani Iyer in good stead as no text 
book can. Naina Pillai returning him referred to 
Mani Iyer 'that boy is promising' [Antha payyan 
thevalai].

This incident throws light on two important 
factors viz., 1) the futility of paper tigers or dry 
as dust looks 2) Mani Iyer's regard for great laya 
vidwans whose seniority and experience in the 
field served him as beacon light. Like Thyagaraja, 
Mani Iyer prayed in humility to konnakkol 
Pakkria Pillai, Mridangam Dakshinamoorthy Pil-
lai, Thavil Meenakshisundaram Pillai, Thavil Pan-
chapakesa Pillai and many other Mahanubhavas 
for being inspirations in his career as a mridan-
gist.

Honours 
Mani Iyer was the first mridangam vidwan to be 
decorated with the insignia "Sangita Kalanidhi" 
in 1966 and no other laya vidwan has since as-
cended the Music Academy Gaddi. None except 
Mani Iyer among mridangam vidwans has caught 
the Indian Union President's eye for the Sangeet 
Natak award after he was honoured in 1956. 
The other mridangam vidwan was Kanchipuram 
Kuppuswami Mudaliar, the mridangam accom-
panist of Balasaraswathi Bharatanatyam for 
whose acumen in this branch won the admira-
tion of Mani Iyer and every student of laya. The 
Tamil Isai Sangam has chosen CS Murugaboopa-
thy as the Isai Perarignar after the trustees gave 
the coveted prize to Mani Iyer in 1968. Hon-
ours have been chasing Mani Iyer from the day 
public recognition to his genius in the Met-
ropolitan city of Madras Jagannatha Baktha Sab-
ha - by the ubiquitous vidwan, patron and rasika 
Jalatarangam Ramaniah Chettiar. The teen age 
prodigy caught the imagination of the Music 
world when Chembai Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar 
dropped this bolt from the blue as an accompa-
nist in his concert.

Like his mentor Dakshinamoorthy Pillai, Mani 
Iyer addressed his juniors in the profession and 
age and rank always with honorific prefix or 
suffix. "Vaango Farnand" was the call to his mri-
dangam technician and the full name; and never 
the abbreviation or pet name was employed, his 
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reference - KS Venkataramiah, Ayyangarval, Sub-
bulakshmi Amma and never mere 'Papa' or 
'G.N.B.' or 'M.S.' His most promising and popu-
lar disciples are Raghu, V Nagarajan and son TR 
Rajamani. The Engineer-mridangist Son-in-law 
Sivakumar, V Kamalakara Rao, M.A.B.L., Yella 
Somanna. Another son Rajaram is a violinist and 
a daughter is shaping into a good vocalist 
groomed by her mother-in-law Sangita Kalanidhi 
DK Pattammal.

Mani Iyer's son TR Rajaram's lament is a touch-
ing document in the Ananda Vikatan dated 30 
Dec 1981. The mridangam maestro was a gem 
(Mani) among drummers and a priceless gem of 
a father. His professional conduct and decorum 
was draconian in strictness but only his son 
could plumb the tender depths of the paternal 
heart as others could not. He was lion at chase 
and a lamb at home. Here was a Caesar but 
when come such another? A cherubic and an-
gelic juvenile but over grown parent who could 

not visualise higher stage than the S.S.L.C. in 
education for his sons! He refused to believe 
that dress does make a man. He trusted only 
innate worth, divine gift or hard work for suc-
cess in life not window dressing or sugar coat-
ing of personality. Nothing could deter him 
from draping himself in his native attire for con-
certs in India, U.K., or the U.S.

He could set the pace for fashion with his 
mundu, a jubba, a towel, summer crop and cha-
da for footwear. Never could he be dislodged 
from the conviction that laya was discipline of 
existence in all spheres of life and not merely 
music. This was the first lesson in the mridan-
gam gurukulam.

His Bible like that of any other Laya vidwan 
worth his salt is the Tiruppugazh. 
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The duets with Pudukkottai Dakshinamurthy 
Pillai was always fiery to say the least. Pillai, al-
ways an awe inspiring personality, could make 
himself scary on occasion and decided to do 
just that to intimidate Mani. The concert was by 
Chembai with Mani wielding the mridanga and 
Pillai the khanjira.

When the turn came for the tani, at the end of 
the RTP suite, Mani played his initial phrases and 
gave way to Pillai who put up an awe-inspiring 
performance. Then, unexpectedly, he also went 
on to play the teermanam and coming to the 
point of take-off and simply said "Pallavi" in a 
loud voice thereby telling Chembai to sing it. As 
far as Pillai was concerned the tani was over.

Mani was not to give in. Barely had Chembai 
sung the line when he launched into a detailed 
tani on the mridanga and like Pillai, played the 
teermanam and announced "Pallavi" ! Chembai 
much amused, sang the line once again.

Pillai, not to be outdone, now launched into yet 
another display of virtuosity ending with a roar 
indicating that the pallavi ought to be sung. 
Chembai sang it, only to have Mani begin on the 
mridanga.

This went on for two or three rounds with the 
laya - fascinated audience lapping it all up. 
Chembai brought it to a close by laughingly 
telling both the artists that he was enjoying 
himself and as far as he was concerned they 
could go on forever and he would sing the 
pallavi line as many times as they wanted him 
to.

It was a head-on collision, but over the years, 
the relationship ripened into genuine affection 
and respect. 

Source - Courtesy Sruti, March 2007 Edition

Standing up to Pillai



My father was not like everyone’s father. My 
training in mridangam made me realise that he 
was something special. My father decided to 
train me in mridangam at a very young age and 
in fact even stopped my schooling for two years. 
However I could not put my mind to this craft 
to the extent he would have wanted and start-
ed going back to school. Of cource he never 
forced anything on us. mridangam classes con-
tinued in between studies and only after some 
training, at one stage, I could see him differently. 
It was then that I was able to appreciate the 
finesse, the speciality and the sheer brilliance of 
his craft. Every kutcheri I accompanied him, I 
saw new facets of his craft. He also used to ask 
after every kutcheri, “did you watch today’s 
kutcheri?..what did I play?” etc. I think that this 
was a part of his teaching me the craft.

Throughout his life, he only knew and cared 
about his craft. Even when he received apprecia-
tion and awards, he never used to get affected 

by them. He used to say that a person should 
learn and learn well his craft. Then fame and 
awards will automatically come to him and 
nothing and no one can stop him.

He lived by his words and he was supreme in 
his craft and there used to be a time when al-
most there could be no kutcheris without him. I 
remember Ariyakkudi telling once “Just as mani 
(watch/time in Tamil) is very important in life, so 
also without Mani (Palghat Mani) there is no 
kutcheri”.

Maybe because he was so focused on his craft, 
he never aspired or looked for any awards, 
prizes etc. He did not know anything beyond 
mridangam and hence did not even know any-
thing about awards or prizes. The following true 
story will illustrate this.

He was once nominated for “Padma Bhushan“. 
When the Central Government decided to 
award him the Padma Bhushan, they contacted 
the local All India Radio official and asked him 
to get my father’s concurrence, which was the 
usual procedure. I think the official’s name was 
Sethu Rama Iyer and he came to our house. My 
father was talking to one of his friends upstairs. 
Sethu Rama Iyer wished my father and told him 
that the Central Government wanted to award 
him with the Padma Bhushan and requested for 
his concurrence. Father did not know either 
about Padma Shree or Padma Bhushan. So he 
replied that he already has enough and does not 
need anything more. Fortunately my father’s 
friend, who was more knowledgeable about 
such things, intervened and told my father “Mani 
Iyer.. this is an award given by your Central 
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TR Rajamani - My Father’s Dream 
  

Palakkad TR Rajamani reminiscences his father

Excerpts from ‘Sangita Sarigamapathani’, August 2008 Issue
Original Tamil article written by TR Rajamani Coimbatore
Translated to English by Suresh Jagennathan, Coimbatore

Palakkad Mani Iyer and Palakkad TR Rajamani in a 
recording



Government..this is a National Honour..so you 
should not refuse such things”. Then father said 
that he did not know about this and conveyed 
his acceptance. He basically accepted the award 
because he did not want to belittle or cause 
offence but wanted to show his respects. And 
then, promptly forgot about the whole thing.

He then received a letter requesting him to 
come to Delhi listing the usual terms and con-
ditions typical to such government offers. “You 
can stay for two days..you can bring one person 
along with you..your per day allowances will be 
so and so..etc “. He did not understand anything 
and did not even bother replying to that letter. 
He further received a telegram seeking his trav-
el itinerary which was also not responded to. 
Further, couple of reminders were also not tak-
en notice of. Finally, the function went off with-
out his participation and he did not even know 
about that, because he was so engrossed in his 
work and the honour was awarded in absentia. 
In due course, the Postman delivered the award. 
He was taking lunch at that time and simply 
told us to open it and see. He never bothered 
to find out the importance of such an award. 
The only thing he knew in his life were Mridan-
gam, Laya and Nadham.

He was very interested in developing the art of 
making the mridangam and spent his entire life 
in trying to create a superior version of the 
same. He made hundreds of mridangams in this 
process by changing measurements, materials 
etc. He was not interested in the normal affairs 
of day-to-day life. One will not believe but, for a 
person who travelled constantly, he did not 
even know how to read the train reservation 
charts and find out what is his seat/berth !

He had received money through Money Orders 
many times but still does not know where to 
sign in the money order form. His mind and 
heart were always in music and Laya.

Everyone in the music world knew his close-
ness with GNB (GN Balasubramaniam). Once 
both of them had gone to Mumbai and had 
gone to a saloon from where they were staying. 
On the wayback they lost their way and did not 
know how to get back. My father told GNB 
“GNB sir..all these people show such high re-
spect for us..but see us..we are no good in 
worldly affairs..not even able to find our 
way“..to this GNB replied “it is not important 
for us to know such things..someone will help 
us”..sure enough..someone recognised them 
and they ensured that both of them reached 
their place safely.
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Palakkad Mani Iyer accompanying GNB with Kumbakonam Rajamanickam Pillai on Violin



Father had lot of interest and and gnana in vocal 
too. He used to learn vocal with Chembai 
(Vaidyanatha Bhagavathar) and he in fact had 
more interest in vocal than mridangam. He al-
ways wished that he had been a vocalist rather 
than a mridangist and that feeling stayed with 
him throughout his life. As far as he was con-
cerned vocal meant only Ariyakkudi Ramanuja 
Iyengar. He recollected how he ended up play-
ing for Ariyakkudi for the first time. He had 
played mridangam once for Palladam Sanjeeva 
Rao in Malaikottai, Trichy. Later Palladam Sanjee-
va Rao had arranged Ariyakkudi’s kutcheri in 
Coimbatore for his house grahapravesam. 

Due to some unforeseen circumstances, the 
mridangam artist who was supposed to accom-
pany Ariyakkudi could not make it to the func-
tion. Palladam Sanjeeva Rao told Ariyakkudi that 
the boy who played for him (meaning my fa-
ther) is very good and requested Ariyakkudi to 
use him instead. Ariyakkudi also agreed. That 
was the first kutcheri my father accompanied 
Ariyakkudi and he was mesmerised by 
Ariyakkudi’s singing. He used to say till his last 
days that vocal meant only Ariyakkudi !

Father started playing from a very young age. 
Once, in Trivandrum, he was supposed to play 

for the first time with Maharajapuram. He went 
and asked for the Shruti to Maharajapuram. 
Looking at my father’s young age, he probably 
thought what this young boy is going to play, 
and did not reply properly. But after seeing my 
father perform in the kutcheri, he was very ap-
preciative. 

At a very young age, he used to compete with 
Pudukkottai Mahavidwan Dakshinamoorthy Pil-
lai (Kanjira) in a number of programs and one 
such occasion became very special. It happened 
in one of the marriages in his Guru Chathapu-
ram Krishna Iyer’s family. The way my father and 
Dakshinamoorthy Pillai played against each oth-
er during “Pallavi”, the whole crowd gave a 
standing ovation. I remember Justice Anantha 
Narayana Iyer recalling that particular event 
during one of his later day speeches in a meet-
ing.

I recollect what father used to say about Dak-
shinamoorthy Pillai. “I was not fortunate to have 
been in Pillaivaal’s Gurukula. But every time I 
used to perform along with him in kutcheris, I 
used to grasp all the nuances and retain them in 
my heart”.
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Palakkad Mani Iyer accompanying KV Narayanaswamy at the Edinburgh Festival with Palakkad Rajamani providing the 
Mridangam support with Lalgudi Jayaraman on the Violin



Father was well versed both in vocal and Laya 
and used to teach us both when we were stay-
ing in Palghat. During that time Late Palghat KV 
Narayanaswamy used to stay with us. Whenever 
my father did not have kutcheries, he used to 
take lessons for us. In the evenings, our uncle 
Raghu would also join us (he used to come 
from nearby Noorani). KVN used to sing and 
we used to play the mridangam. Father used to 
correct us and teach us how to play and at the 
same time teach vocal to KVN. It used to go on 
for about 3 hours.

He used to assess vidwans very well and tell us 
in advance that this person will shine later. And 
if he and GNB sir sit on the dais, they will 
communicate everything through their eyes 
itself. Both used to know what the other per-
son is thinking. They had such a wonderful un-
derstanding.

On days when kutcheries were not there, he 
loved to spend a lot of time on making of new 
mridangams. Parlandu, who was an expert in 
crafting new mridangams used to stay in our 
house. My father’s ultimate desire was to make 
one of the most technically brilliant mridangams 
and see that one gets perfect nadha out of it. 
Basically he was looking to make the “ultimate 
mridangam” and play on it. He made mridan-
gams in different sizes and even tried with mud 
as a material of construction and checked out 
its nadha. When we were in Palghat, the making 
of mridangams used to happen in Thanjavur. 
Parlandu used to work in a choultry near Anan-
da lodge Kittappa’s house. Parlandu once creat-
ed a new mridangam and showed it to my fa-
ther. Father gave a “chappu” and he was so hap-
py with the nadha produced that he immediate-
ly gave a one sovereign gold coin to Parlandu 
and congratulated him.

He used to experiment any new technique he 
thought will help him in making a better mri-
dangam. Those days no one used things like 
compasses while making mridangams. Since I 
was doing engineering at that time, I used the 
compass to help make perfect “thoppis“ and he 
used to accept and encourage such innovations.

I have been fortunate to have listened and enjoy 
his mastery over mridangam on a number of 
occasions. But, still, one or two occasions are 
unforgettable. I once received a chance to play 
in AIR (All India Radio) and was called for audi-
t ion. I was supposed to play for PS 
Narayanaswamy. Father thought my prepara-
tions were not good enough and had called PS 
Narayanaswamy to our house to sing so that I 
can practice. PSN also came and was singing 
“aparathamula” keerthanai in Durbar ragam and 
I was playing mridangam. Father came there at 
that time and was quite unhappy at my play. He 
took the mridangam from me saying, “what are 
you playing? Is this the way to play? Give it to 
me“. Then he played for about three minutes. It 
is very difficult to explain that experience. Violin 
Chowdaiah used to say “our growth stopped at 
some point..but Mani Iyer takes Viswaroopa in 
every kutchery (meaning he used to keep con-
tinuously improving )”.

For such a great person as my father was, he 
had one ambition. He wanted to play like Than-
javur Narayanaswamy Appa whom he had heard 
when he was young. Father used to say, “I have 
to play so much including Tisram, Misram etc. to 
get the attention and appreciation of the audi-
ence but the same people were excited and 
appreciated Thanjavur Narayanaswamy Appa for 
just one ‘chappu’. There was something in that 
chappu…that is why people used to love him. 
Producing a ‘chappu’ like that will be my ulti-
mate ambition“. 

Father was no ordinary person and obviously 
his wants were also not ordinary. 
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In the field of music, Giridhar Udupa needs no 
introduction; he is a well-known and much 
sought-after Ghatam artiste. He is young –40 
years old – but has nearly three decades of ex-
perience performing in kutcheris. He is a per-
cussion artiste of repute and is popularly 
known as Ghatam Udupa. The sobriquet speaks 
volumes about his talent and capabilities. As a 
pakka vadhya artiste he has performed with all 
the leading Carnatic and Hindustani musicians 
and has built a wonderful rapport with all of 
them. His talent has been recognised both at 
the national and international levels - the 
awards and citations that he has received stands 
testimony to his musical prowess.

The Journey 
Giridhar Udupa’s journey in music started at a 
very early age. His father, Vidwan Ullur Nagen-
dra Udupa was a great mridangam artiste. He 

used to impart mridangam lessons to students 
and their home was always filled with the sound 
of the percussion instruments. Giridhar grew up 
in this musical environment and thus naturally 
took to playing the mridangam. As he jovially 
puts it, he learnt to utter the first sounds of the 
mridangam - Tha Dhi Thom Nam - even before 
he could recite the English alphabet. His father 
was his first guru. He started his formal training 
at the age of 4. Seeing his son’s interest and tal-
ent, Sri Nagendra tutored Giridhar and taught 
him the nuances of the mridangam. By age 9, he 
had become quite adept at playing the instru-
ment. A defining moment in Giridhar’s musical 
life occurred around this time. His father had 
arranged a concert at NR Colony Rama Mandi-
ra and his senior-most student was to play the 
mridangam. Seeing that Giridhar was also keen 
and capable, he decided to have him play the 
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ghatam. The basic lessons of both percussion 
instruments being similar, it was easy for Girid-
har to quickly learn to play the ghatam. His fa-
ther taught him the handling techniques unique 
to ghatam and brought him up to speed. Thus, 
9-year old Giridhar had his first public concert 
as a ghatam player and subsequently decided to 
switch to playing the ghatam.

Giridhar is ever grateful to his parents for pro-
viding the right environment and support. His 
mother Saroja Udupa was a homemaker. As the 
youngest of 3 children - Giridhar has 2 elder 
sisters – he was pampered by his parents. Dur-
ing his school days, he was busy with studies, 
homework and projects. He had to fit in time 
for ghatam practice and also give performances. 
During the Ramanavami season, he used to per-
form nearly 3 to 4 concerts per week. He ad-
mires his mother and understands the sacrifices 
she made to get him to eat well, get him ready 
for the concerts, and ferry him across to the 
concert hall on time. Giridhar’s well-grounded 
upbringing is clearly evident when he attributes 
his success to the sacrifices made by his family - 
especially his parents.

Learning from the Gurus 
Giridhar is immensely grateful to all the Gurus 
in his life. While his father was his first guru, his 
ghatam journey took a complete turn when he 
watched Vidwan T.H Vinayakram, (known popu-
larly as Vikku Vinaykram) performing. He was 
fascinated by the technique and style followed 
by the renowned ghatam player. Several of 

Giridhar’s well-wishers advised him to learn the 
technique from Sri Vinayakram’s Bangalore-
based senior disciple, Vidushi Sukanya Ramgopal. 
So at the age of 17, Giridhar started formal 
lessons with Vidushi Sukanya. He recalls the bus 
trips that he made from Basavanagudi to travel 
to his Guru Sukanya’s house in C.V. Raman Na-
gar. As he says, he used to spend almost the 
whole day at her house, watching her play, pick-
ing up the techniques and learning the art. She 
helped him understand, analyse and develop the 
nuances and techniques, exploring the ’bani’ and 
perfecting his mastery over the instrument. He 
recalls fondly the wonderful time he spent with 
his Guru Sukanya Ramgopal ; she used to treat 
him like a family member – feeding him meals in 
addition to teaching him ghatam. 

Giridhar later secured the CCRT Scholarship 
from the Central Government and had an op-
portunity to learn from well-known Vidwan V. 
Suresh in Chennai. He spent around 2 years 
picking up more techniques from the senior 
percussionist, learning different aspects and di-
mensions of the ghatam.

Music as a Career 
From the initial days, Giridhar was clear about 
choosing music as his career. He completed his 
degree in B Com from BHS College and also 
enrolled for the CA Foundation course. But his 
concerts and practice sessions clashed with the 
course and so he had to give it up. His father 
was also keen that he focus on music and give it 
his 100%. During the early days of his career, 
Giridhar recalls the support provided by Veena 
Vidwan RK Suryanarayana and Violin Vidwan 
Basavanagudi G Natraj. He accompanied them 
in all their concerts and received much acclaim. 
His talents were noticed, and he got opportuni-
ties to accompany other musicians too. 

In his career spanning over three decades, 
Giridhar has performed with all the well-known 
artistes of the Carnatic and Hindustani music 
fields. One of the major turning points in his life 
was his first performance with Violinists Mysore 
Brothers along with Vidwan Arjun Kumar in the 
year 2001 - after this initial concert, Giridhar 
was a regular in all their concerts. He has ac-
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companied Vidwan Umayalpuram K Sivaraman, 
Vidwan Guru Karaikudi Mani, Violinist Dr. L. 
Subramaniam, Vidushi Jayanthi Kumaresh, Vidwan 
Ganesh and Kumaresh, Vidushi Bombay 
Jayashree in most of their concerts across the 
globe. Senior mridangam players Arjun Kumar, 
Jayachandra Rao and HS Sudheendra are good 
friends and provide guidance regularly. He talks 
humbly about the guidance and inspiration pro-
vided by percussion maestros Vikku Vinayakram, 
Sivamani and Trilok Gurtu and considers them 
as his mentors. He reverentially acknowledges 
the contributions of all the musicians he has 
accompanied, and the support and guidance 
provided by each of them. 

Giridhar’s ability to synchronise and adapt his 
playing to the singing and/or performance of 
other musicians, has made him a much sought-
after artiste. His positive outset and friendly 
disposition have helped him build a good rap-
port with most musicians. The camaraderie en-
joyed by them is akin to that of a big, close-knit 
family. 

Giridhar has also experimented with other 
forms of music; he has forayed into Hindustani 
music, Jazz, Irish music, African tribal music. In 
these endeavours, he tries to retain the essence 
of the Ghatam as a Carnatic music instrument 
while merging the unique rhythms of the other 
genres, thus creating a novel and different 
sound. Giridhar is extremely happy and proud 
that he has played in a vast number of Hindus-
tani music concerts - where it is not mere jugal 

bandhi; the ghatam forms a quintessential part 
of the concert like the tabla. This has been pos-
sible only because he has the rare ability to 
blend the unique beats and structure of Hindus-
tani music to the Karnatic instrument ghatam. 
He has accompanied many of the stalwarts like 
Pandit Hariprasad Chaurasia, Pandit Shivkumar 
Sharma, Ustad Amjad Ali Khan, Pandit Jasraj, 
Pandit Vishwa Mohan Bhatt to name a few. He 
has also played for Bollywood music with 
Shankar Mahadevan, Ehsaan and Loy. 

He recalls an early morning - 6 AM - open-air 
concert that he performed at the historic 
Gateway of India, Mumbai along with Sarod 
player Ustad Amjad Ali Khan. They reached the 
venue around 5:30AM and saw only 25 people 
or so. But when they sat on the stage ready to 
perform, he saw there were nearly 4000 people 
assembled there! He has an interesting anec-
dote to share about this concert. Just before 
the start of the concert, Ustad Amjad Ali Khan 
told Giridhar that he would be performing a 
19-maatra piece and wanted Giridhar to do a 
similar solo piece on the ghatam. Giridhar was 
caught unawares. He knew of the 19-maatra 
rhythm but had not played it before. Also, in a 
solo piece, he had to follow the lehra (unlike 
Carnatic music where there is a taalam to keep 
track and follow). He dug deep into his inner 
reserves and played the piece determinedly 
with complete focus. Giridhar remembers the 
maestro looking at him and smiling - acknowl-
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edging his skilful playing with a ‘Sabhash’! That 
was high appreciation indeed! 

Giridhar is a person who embraces challenges. 
Playing different genres of music is not easy at 
all - it requires in-depth study, understanding 
and thorough practice. Giridhar confirms that 
he has to do his homework thoroughly before 
engaging in such fusion music. He is extremely 
happy that he has been able to do this for well 
over 20 years. He is part of two European 
bands - ‘Indialucia’, - for flamenco music and 
‘Saagara’ - for Jazz music and has travelled ex-
tensively across Europe performing in various 
cities. He also started a percussion band titled 
‘Layatharanga’ in1998 with four other Indian 
musicians - where they blend different music 
forms - Carnatic, western and African rhythms. 
Theirs was one of the first music bands in India 
to do so.

He travelled to Poland in 2005 to participate in 
the prestigious Krakow International Music fes-
tival. He was the first Indian percussionist to be 
invited to the festival where he performed and 
conducted workshops. He gave a one-hour solo 
performance and since then, he has performed 
in more than 350 concerts all over Poland. He 
has travelled widely and knows all the small 
cities and towns, so much so that Poland has 
almost become his second home! 

More recently, Giridhar collaborated with the 
prestigious United States Airforce Band of the 
Pacific to create a music video in support of 
Aero India 2021 - this was a musical fusion of 
Indian and Puerto Rican culture and rhythm, 
performed across continents. 

All these collaborations have helped identify 
Giridhar as a true global icon and an ambas-
sador of world music. 

Memorable performances 
While discussing some of his memorable per-
formances, Giridhar shared that his concerts 
with Bombay Jayashree at the Sydney Opera 
House and Carnegie Hall, New York in 2013 
stand out in memory. Up until then, no other 
Carnatic musician other than the music doyen 
MS Subbulakshmi had performed in the main 
concert hall of Carnegie Hall. And similarly of 
the seven auditoriums in the Sydney Opera 
House, no Carnatic music concert was ever 
performed in the main hall; theirs was the first 
performance. He also warmly remembers all his 
first concerts with other musicians – with Vid-
wan Umayalpuram K Sivaraman, Vidwan Guru 
Karaikudi Mani, Vidwan Mysore Nagaraj and 
Vidwan Mysore Manjunath (called fondly as Na-
ganna and Manjanna), Vidushi Jayanthi Kumaresh, 
Vidwan Ganesh and Kumaresh.
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Giridhar Udupa along with his Gurus and mentor (L to R - Ghatam Suresh, Giridhar Udupa, Vikku Vinayakram, Sukanya 
Ramgopal)



Another concert that he remembers distinctly 
is the one with Chitravina exponent Vidwan N 
Ravikiran in Chennai’s Parthasarathy Sabha in 
December 2011 during the Margazhi Utsavam. 
Giridhar had performed with him the earlier 
week in Mysore and knew that he played the ‘C’ 
pitch. So Giridhar had brought along the ghatam 
accordingly. But that evening, when he reached 
the venue, Vidwan N Ravikiran casually informed 
him that he would be playing on the ‘G-Sharp’ 
pitch that day. Giridhar was completely taken 
aback - he did not have the right ghatam and it 
would be a disaster - the shruthis of their two 
instruments would not match and it would 
sound terrible. Giridhar was in a big dilemma. 
He tried calling many other percussionists to 
see if he could borrow their ghatam but with 
the busy music season, no one was reachable. 
Finally he called violinist Vidwan Kumaresh for 
help. He was going to a concert himself, but he 
gave him Vidwan Vikku Vinayakram’s son 
Umashankar’s number and asked Giridhar to 
contact him. Luckily, Giridhar was able to reach 
him and he immediately allayed his fears and 
asked him to go on stage and start the perfor-
mance. He assured Giridhar that he would bring 
the necessary ghatam to the hall within the 
next 30 minutes. And as promised, Umashankar 
promptly brought the ghatam – it was marked 
Vikku-MSS. Giridhar had goosebumps when he 
realised that this was the same ghatam that 
Vidwan Vinayakram played on while accompany-

ing the all-time great singer MS Subbulakshmi. 
He was completely astounded and performed 
the concert in a trance. The next day, he visited 
Sri Vinayakram’s house, returned the ghatam 
along with the performance fees, fell at his feet 
and thanked him profusely for his generous and 
timely gesture. 

Awards 
In his career spanning over 3 decades, Giridhar 
has been the recipient of several prestigious 
awards and citations, the most cherished among 
them being rated the Top Grade Ghatam Artiste 
from All India Radio, receiving the title of 
Ganakalashree from Karnataka GanaKala 
Parishat, Best Upa Pakka Vadyam award from 
Madras Music Academy, Ustad Bismillah Khan 
Yuva Puraskar from Sangeet Natak Akademi, 
Delhi.

Giving back to Society 
Giridhar believes that music needs to be en-
joyed and appreciated by one and all. In his de-
sire to make it inclusive, he spoke to fellow mu-
sicians for support and started the Udupa 
Foundation. Through this Trust, he takes music 
performances to various locations and to peo-
ple who are unable to attend regular concerts. 
Through this initiative, he also provides a plat-
form for young and upcoming musicians to per-
form and gain experience. Several noted musi-
cians like Ustad Amjad Ali Khan, the Mysore 
Brothers, RK Padmanabha, TM Krishna, Bombay 
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Giridhar Udupa’s Solo concert in Poland for Krakow International Percussion Festival, May 2005



Jayashree and Sukanya Ramgopal are part of the 
Advisory Board of this Trust and helping Udupa 
reach out to the common man. 

To make this a self-funding project, Giridhar 
envisaged the Udupa Music Festival - a grand 3-
day music festival (similar to the ones he had 
seen and performed in Europe ) involving the 
legends in the music field. The first edition of 
this festival was conducted in February 2016 
and was inaugurated by Ustad Zakir Hussain. 
The three days saw some splendid perfor-
mances by renowned artistes of Carnatic, Hin-
dustani, and Jazz and World music. The festival 
was well received and made a good impact. 

Subsequently, Giridhar has successfully con-
ducted three such editions till now. The collec-
tions from these ticketed performances were 
used to fund the nearly 90+ free concerts per-
formed under the aegis of Udupa Foundation. 

Giridhar attributes his success to having the 
right attitude in life. He believes that while tal-
ent, practice and sincerity will get one to a cer-
tain level, it is the artiste’s ‘right attitude’ that 
will make or break his career. Genuine respect 
for elders and all others, humility, and a positive 
disposition will open doors of opportunities 
and endear a person to one and all. And he 
concludes correctly that this mantra is true for 
not just a musician but for people of all walks of 
life.

Giridhar is married to Bharatanatyam dancer 
Sandhya Udupa and has a 4-year old son. He 
currently lives in Bangalore. 

Awards and citations 
• One of the youngest to get "Top Grade" 

from Prasara Bharathi (AIR & Doordarshan 
- Government of India) - February 2019

• Sangeet Natak Academy's "USTAD BISMIL-
LAH KHAN YUVA PURASKAR" for 
Carnatic Instrumental Music ( GHATAM ) - 
2013-2014

• First Indian musician to perform and con-
duct workshop at the prestigious Krakow 
International Percussion festival - 2005

• Best "UPA PAKKA VADYAM AWARD" 
from The Music Academy, Chennai - Jan 
2015

• "MADHURA MURALI PURASKAR" from 
the Legendary Dr. M Balamuralikrishna, 
Chennai - 2012 (82nd Birthday Celebration 
of Dr M Balamuralikrishna )

• Yuva Kala Bharati by Bharath Kalachar, 
Chennai - 2004

• "ASTHANA VIDWAN" of Sri Matam of 
Kanchi Kamakoti Peetam - 2010

• "Asthana Vidwan" of Sri Avadhootha Datta 
Peetam - May 2019

(Sudha Balachandran, a Chartered Accountant by profes-
sion, decided to take a break from corporate life. She 
currently spends time reading, writing, pursuing other 
hobbies and driving her kids mad!. Her writings can be 
read at http://sudha-balachandran.blogspot.com/?m=1) 
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Receiving the ‘Bismillakhan YUVA PURASKAR’ in the year 2014

http://sudha-balachandran.blogspot.com/?m=1


Even though my father had undisputed bhakthi 
and belief towards God, he did not have the 
habit of daily visits to temples or regular pooja 
in the house. The only temple where he would 
go frequently and with full devotion was the 
Kanchi Mutt and his devotion towards the Ma-
haswamigal was very deep. Whenever he met 
the Swamigal, my father would plead : “because 
of frequent tours, I am not habituated to do any 
regular pooja in the house. Swamigal should 
show me a path”. Swamigal used to reply “ You 
just continue playing the mridangam. That itself 
is a pooja”. “Periyava knows that I am just capa-
ble of extracting money from the Secretaries of 
sabhas and not capable for any serious activities 
like pooja or punaskaram. That is why he evades 
me like this”, my father used to tell jokingly dur-
ing the return journey.

A friend of my father had great devotion to-
wards a saint in North India and he used to tell 
my father about the greatness of the saint and 
invite my father for visiting that saint. Even 
though my father had seen him a couple of 
times, he was having respect towards that saint 
though it cannot be considered as devotion. 
Once respecting his friend’s request, he went 
along with him to visit the saint. Since my father 
used to have giddiness if he does namaskaram 
prostrating on the floor, he told his friend that 
he would do namaskaram mentally. The friend 
told this to the Swamiji upon which the Swamiji 
replied saying “Nothing will happen to satpu-
rushas like him. Let him do the namaskaram.”

Hearing this, my father lost all respect for the 
saint. He said “I am just an ordinary mortal. 
When he called me a satpurusha, I lost all re-

spect for him. We, common people can make 
any statement however, Swamiji being a revered 
person should not utter such words out of 
place. Then what is the difference between 
common people and a saint. I have visited 
Kanchi Periyava umpteen times. But he has nev-
er used such words. That is paripoorna 
sathyam”. After this incident, he never went to 
see that saint.

Shashtiabdapoorthy of my father was fast ap-
proaching. We wanted to celebrate without any 
pomp - a close family function together with 
children and grandchildren that included the 
rituals. So my father decided to celebrate in an 
isolated venue in Tanjavur. But he wanted to get 
the blessings of Kanchi Mahaswamigal before 
the function. However, he was apprehensive that 
the news may spread through the people gath-
ered there. So he visited the seer about fifteen 
days prior to the function. After doing na-
maskaram, he prayed, “I have wasted sixty years 
of my life without doing any pooja or rituals. 
Swami should show me the right path”. Swami-
gal as usual, said “You play mridangam that itself 
is a pooja”. My father was happy that he in-
formed Mahaswamigal of his Shashtiabdapoor-
thy and felt relieved.

The function went off in a solemn manner 
without any pomp and glitter. Just before the 
Muhurtham, four vaidikas came from Kanchi 
Mutt. They conveyed the happy news that Ma-
haswamigal has made my father Asthana Vidwan 
of Kanchi Mutt and awarded him the title “Mri-
danga Nada Mani”. They also presented a shawl 
that came with the blessings of the seer. My 
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Palakkad Mani Iyer - A Staunch  
Devotee of Kanchi Mahaswamigal 

Original article in Tamil by Palakkad TR Rajaram, Son of Mani Iyer 
published by ‘Savi', Weekly Tamil magazine on 17 Feb, 1985

Translation credit C Ramakrishnan, Chennai

 



father was extremely happy and felt blessed by 
the Swamigal.

My father showed equal reverence and concern 
about his mridangam. He used to be very 
meticulous in selecting the right wood for the 
mridangam, got involved in each stage during 
the process of making it till it was taken to the 
concert platform. He used to supervise the var-
ious activities involved in the making of the 
mridangam, give suggestions and did research at 
frequent intervals. The mridangam repairers will 
always be residing in the house. Before taking a 
mridangam for a concert, he will play many 
times till he was satisfied about the tone and 
suitability of the mridangam. He used to say 
“mridangam is also like human beings. Just like 
the mood of the people change frequently, the 
mood of the mridangam also will change quite 
often. We should be constantly watching the 
mridangam. Only then we will be able to make 
required adjustments if it misbehaved in the 
concert”.

Once during a Bangalore concert trip, my father 
was staying in Woodlands hotel. He was check-
ing the mridangams for that day evening con-
cert. Somehow he was not satisfied with his 
instruments. The repairer was also there and he 
was giving directions to the repairer. At that 

time my father’s long time friend and Secretary 
of Bangalore Gayana Samaja Mr Rajasree came 
to book my father for three concerts in the 
next month. Since my father was preoccupied 
with the repairing of the mridangam, he could 
not give any final reply to the Secretary. The 
Secretary was much puzzled as my father, being 
a man of few words, used to finalise things very 
quickly. However the evening concert went very 
well with mridangam playing very well. Mr. Ra-
jasree opened the topic of fixing up the concert 
again with my father when he got an affirmative 
response from my father immediately.
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Sashtiabdhapoorthy Celebration at Tanjore on 07 June 1972. Palakkad Mani Iyer receiving the blessing from Kanchi Mutt



“Shubha Vivaham”
SRLKM feels blessed with the marriage of 

Sou.Anagha Yoganand with Chi.Dilip M Dwarakanath on 15th of July 2021.  

Anagha is the great-granddaughter of the visionary founder of 
SRLKM Sri. G Vedantha Iyengar and grand niece of 

Karnataka Kalashree Dr. GV Ranganayakamma and Vidushi GV Neela 
founding members of SRLKM and Vidwan GV Krishnaprasad, Secretary of SRLKM. 

We at SRLKM together with family and well-wishers bless the couple 
“A long happy married life” of togetherness as they start their new journey.

Printed at Jwalamukhi Mudranalaya Pvt. Ltd.,# 44/1, K.R.Road, Basavanagudi, Bangalore-560 004.  
Phone # +91-80-26617243, 26623921, 26608090, Email - info@jwalamukhipress.com. 

Anagha Yoganand and Dilip M Dwarakanath
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	I am glad the current edition is dedicated to the life and times of my father Palakkad Sri Mani Iyer which will be very valuable for the students of music current and future.
	Featuring epoch makers like MS Subbulakshmi, Madurai Mani Iyer, Pazhani Subramania Pillai, to name a few, in the past, the current edition covers the professional life of my father, Mridangam Sri Palghat Mani Iyer. I have always found it very fulfilling interacting with Sri Anand for several reasons, the most important of which is his reverence to past masters; and in that regard, interacting with him on this edition has been no different.
	Though Sri. Mani Iyer is extensively covered by media over the last several decades, we believe that our effort is not complete until the legend is included in our publication. This edition covers a few original articles as well as Tamil articles that are translated to English. We have included an autobiography written by Sri. Mani Iyer himself. The autobiography interestingly narrates his life and times and is considered an authentic source of information.
	His contribution to the field of Carnatic music, through his percussive brilliance, was unparalleled.

