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T
hyagaraja, alongside his 
contemporaries Dikshitar 
and Sastri, is one of the ‘Holy 
Trinity’ of South Indian 
composers – a cross between 

Mozart and a Hindu deity. His music is 
performed daily and loved by millions 
across the subcontinent and his samadhi 
(burial place), beside the Kaveri river, in 
the sleepy village of Thiruvaiyaru near 
Thanjavur, comes alive once a year during 
the anniversary of the saint’s death. 
Musicians known and unknown, young 
and old, share a stage to pay homage to 
the saint for five days of almost non-stop 
music, singing only his compositions.

Thyagaraja (1767-1847) devoted himself 
to Lord Rama, the hero of the Ramayana, at 
an early age. He learnt the whole epic and 
composed thousands of devotional songs to 
Rama, the first when he was just 13. His 
precocity in music didn’t escape the notice 
of his father, who put him under the tutelage 
of a court musician at the age of 16. On 
hearing about him, the king of Thanjavur 
offered him the job of palace musician, 
which he refused, as he was very clear of his 
mission in life. He sang ‘Lord Rama is music 
and only those who know music can attain 
salvation (moksha)’. He piously eked out a 
living, singing devotional songs and paeans 
on the streets of Thiruvaiyaru. His works 
are exclusively spiritual, fraught with 
melodic beauty and the highest artistic 
sense. Today, his songs are regarded as the 
best examples of classical Karnatic music. 
He composed mostly in his native Telegu 
language and occasionally in Sanskrit. “The 
variety, richness and grace of his 
compositions open up tremendous room 
for improvisation,” says one musician who 
sang at the festival. Thyagaraja is said to 
have composed thousands of songs and 
three operas, but only about 700 songs and 
two plays are extant now. 

The narrow dirt roads of Thiruvaiyaru 
lead you to the place where the mortal 
remains of the saint are interred. The lanes 
are throbbing with activity, people weaving 
towards the arena and waves of sound 
wafting over the buzz of the crowd. There is 
a small temple built over the samadhi and 
the hallway around it carries some of 

Thyagaraja’s songs etched in marble. Music 
concerts were introduced here in 1907 but 
the annual festival started in 1941.

Under a makeshift canopy decorated with 
festoons and coloured lights gathers a large 
audience of men and women who stand, sit 
cross-legged, crouch and chat as they listen to 
the music. People greet each other, kids run 
around, but the performers on-stage are 
unconcerned as they focus on offering a 
homage to the great composer. Each musician 
is allotted a 20-minute slot, regardless of their 
stature. There are two stages in front of the 
audience and when the concert is on one, the 
other is prepared with military precision for 
the next performance. The music is played on 
traditional South Indian instruments – the 
strident nagaswaram oboe, the bamboo flute 
and mridangam barrel drum, plus Western 
instruments like violin, mandolin, clarinet 
and saxophone. About 70 musicians perform 

per day, both vocalists and instrumentalists. 
The musical marathon breaks just for a few 
hours after midnight. 

The highlight of the five-day festival is a 
parade, accompanied by bhajan singing, 
carrying an image of Thyagaraja from the 
house where he lived to the samadhi. Then 
there’s en-masse singing of ‘Pancharatna 
Krithis,’ Thyagaraja’s most celebrated 
composition, on the morning of the 
anniversary of his death. There is a sea of 
musicians and percussionists sitting cross-
legged, filling the entire space, singing 
Thyagaraja’s ‘five-gems’ in perfect 
coordination. This whole show lasts for 
about an hour and is broadcast live on 
national TV. At the end of the last song, 
ablutions are offered to the saint 
accompanied by clanging gongs and bells 
that can rocket anyone to a spiritual-high. 

One can sense that Thyagaraja was 
preoccupied with the mystery of God and 
the soul’s yearning for redemption. Aside 
from his music, he became adored by 
people far and wide for his spiritual 
attainments. The site in Thiruvaiyaru has 
become a hallowed spot for both music 
lovers and spiritual seekers who congregate 
here, year after year, in ever larger numbers, 
from inside and outside India. ● 
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 Thiruvaiyaru, India
Anantha Krishnan reports from an Indian festival 
which is both a religious and musical experience

WANDERLUST? 
Songlines Music Travel runs 
trips to many worldwide 
destinations. See 
www.songlines.co.uk/ 
musictravel  and send us 
your postcards!
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Above: just some of the daily, 
70-strong brigade of 
different musicians who 
perform homages to 
Thyagaraja. There is a new 
set of performances on each 
of the five days of the festival
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