Sri Thyagaraja 

                                


     (1767 - 1847 AD)
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The times of Saint Purandaradasa in the 1500's is widely believed as the origin of the Carnatic Music.  Roughly 3 centuries later, three stalwarts - aptly named the "Trinity of Carnatic Music", came into the musical landscape and their giant contributions left an indelible mark in the evolution of classical music in South India.  Sri Thyagaraja was one among them, Sri Muthuswami Dhikshitar and Sri Shyama Sastri being the other two.  Sri Thyagaraja composed over 800 songs in his long life dedicated to music, most of them written in his Mother tongue Telegu.  He also wrote a few in Sanskrit, including the masterpiece "Jagadanandakaraka" comprised of 108 synonyms describing Lord Rama. 


Sri Thyagaraja was born in Tiruvaiyaru, near Thanjavur in Tamil Nadu on May 4, 1767. His parents,  Rama Brahmam  and Seetamma moved to Tamil Country during the Vijayanagar period (early 1600's). Thyagaraja's father initiated him to the worship of Lord Rama starting from a very young age.  He began his musical training in 1782.  At a young age of 13, Thyagaraja composed his first song on Rama, Namo Namo Raghavaya.  Sri Thyagaraja continued to recite the Rama Nama every day and is believed to have had many darsans of Sri Rama, which inspired him to compose songs in praise of his beloved Lord, Sri Rama. 

Being a great devotee of Lord Rama, the only things that mattered to Thyagaraja were Music and Bhakti. In fact, they were synonymous to him. The dimensions of his music include not only sangita sastra, but also contain a core of spirituality.  Sri Thyagaraja never considered music as a marga to earn a living, let alone accumulating wealth. In one occasion,  at the request of his guru, he sang  to an audience of music lovers for 8 hours at a stretch, beginning at 8 p.m. and finishing only at 4 a.m. Hearing about this super human performance, Serfoji Maharaja invited him to visit the temple to be richly rewarded, but Thyagaraja rejected the offer.  The incident inspired him to compose "Nidhi caala sukhama?" set in kalyani raga.  The title of the song means "Does abundance of wealth bring happiness?".  The king realizing his mistake visited the saint-composer, acknowledged his ignorance and apologized to Sri Thyagaraja . 

Thyagaraja usually went from village to village singing and begging for food. Once during his travels, a sage named Haridas advised him to recite the name of  Rama a billion times.  Thyagaraja took his advice to heart and chanted the Ramanama for many days. After doing so, one fine morning Thyagaraja went to offer his daily prayer when he heard a knock on his door. To his astonishment, Rama, Seeta, and Hanuman were entering his prayer room and he was blessed to see the coronation of Rama. Touched by this miraculous event, he was inspired to compose the soul stirring kriti titled  "Baalakanagamaya".

While all his kirtanas are soulful, Sri Thyagaraja has outclassed himself in his composition and rendering of the pancaratnas - a shining legacy of his poetic and musical prowess. The  Pancharatna kritis were set to ragams naaTTai, gowLa, aarabi, shreeraagam, and varaaLi.  Rendition of the pancaratna kritis has become a tradition among the music lovers and an annual event in many parts of the world, coinciding with the Thyagaraja Aaradhana festival.   Sri Thyagaraja is also credited for composing several other Pancaratnams including Kovar Tiruvottiyoor Pancaratnam, Laalgudi Pancaratnam, Shreeranga Pancaratnam, and a Pancaratnam in praise of Sage Naarada. His kritis are a classic blend of ragam, bhaavam and taaLam, with lovely lyrics, music, and devotion. The characteristic mudra he used in all his kritis was Thyagaraja.  690 kritis in 160 ragams are available today. 

In 1847 Thyagaraja became a hermit, and the next day, on January 6, he died in the presence of his disciples at the age of 80.  There are no descendants of Saint Thyagaraja today. But, his vibrant musical tradition is kept alive by his disciples and followers. Sri Thyagaraja's life is an illustration to the dictum that music and devotion together make the best path to the understanding of the Supreme Brahman.  The greatness of Sri Thyagaraja lies in the way he linked the human to the divine. The saint’s message to humanity was quite simple.  Aspiration is human. Grace is divine.  The essence of this message is reflected in many of his compositions. The saint has emphasized that man in samsara is like one who has lost one’s identity and lost track of his goal of existence. Through his kirtanas, Sri Thyagaraja has taken on himself to guide, admonish and appeal to erring humanity. His songs are truly soul searching and give a thrust to open man’s inward eye.
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