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A dissonant chord in the world of Carnatic music

Bl Erizhna, the stormyy petrel af

Carnatic music, and this year’s winner

of The Music Academy, Madras's

prestigious Sangita Kalanixdbi award, is
am ardent artist and an nid activist.

As an artist he is rooted in tradition bt bis
visiom is new, seeking boundless horizons. He is
nenrishesd by the past but not cincamecribed by
it. Like a gusching mountain stream ever
refreshing but bound by its banks. As an activist,
oo in the domain of music and on socetal and
civic issises, he espouses canses, amplifying the
vaice of the voiceless. He naffles the feathers of
the conseratives on the concert stage amd these
in power on civic platforms. Some would sy he
delights in poldng the bull in the eyes.

The artiste's stage
M_\.':mrtuFMr J{J‘ishrni:ahnjrstna:'r@v

¥ Itisabo | disturbing,
mukznlrg It is 2 fenst for the plmuFﬂlz.m:
form, delightful for the amnt-gande and is full of
surprises to the devout believers who are
pantheistic in their outlook. But the neligioss
Fanatics bristhe at his imeverence toward
lomg-held beliefs and feel outraged. The atheists
and agnestics celebrate his audacity when he
cocks a spook at the conservatives. The old, who
are true conmoissears of cassical muesac,
rusclgingly admire him, even though he i
imeomventional. Modem youth who are drssm o
chssical music and stsdents of that art adore
haim.

He has a buge fan base. He is gifted,
charismatic and daring. He is an conockst bue
hiis mvusic and his views have evolved and are
shaped by edectic interests and deep reseanch.
He = an author of books on classeal music, art
and the antisans of dassical musical instruments
and their loving devotion to their age-old caft
and their discrimination, aliemation, neglect and
ohecurity. He i a prolific writer, tireless spealer
on art and contemporary issues, and an intrepid
activist. His works have drawn critical acclaim as
well as ire.

His music and his repertoire of actions always
Thaffle you. He s an umbeliover who mesmerices
you when he sngs devotional songs in temple
festivals. He is an innovator and a disruptor whe
does not subvert. It is when he challenges and
questions our cultural and social spaces in the
reatm of art and its onthodoxies, gender bias and
casteism, its hypocrisies and its undercurrent of
palitics that are often exdusive, divisive and
dizcriminatory and holds a mirrar to s that we
are affended.

He may be a non-conformist. He may at times:
e abrasive and arrogant. He may oot draw
umiversal praise but he sparks Frely debate and
enriches art by celebrating various genres — folk,
puranic, chssical, Dasoand Viochaena sahitya,
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ancient amnd novodinva and Dalit postry, Tamil
songs, Sanskrit hymns and sfriokas from epics,
even Suf, drawm from variows languages and

regions af India.

For instance, in one concert, in Bengaluru,
after singing dassical ragas and compaositions of
the Trinity (of Tyagaraja, Dilkshitar and Syama
Sastri) and Purandara Daga and a bouguet of
Tamil semgs inchuding ane by Perumal Murisgan,
he sang a composition of saint reformer Marayana
Guru from Kerala and a Eting, melodious Urdu
bhajan en Kanhaiva {(Krishna) by Pakistani poet
Hafesz Jalancdhari whe hos alke penned the
national anthem of Pakistan. This may have
seemed sacrilegiows to the orthodoe. Mr. Erishna
s2y% music is universal.

He is a serious stucdent of the art, a purist when
he sings the major regies and compesitions, and
one who is constanily experimenting and
tramseending himself in every concert by seeking
o explore new frontiers. His mastery and
rendition of kritis, mgas, dopamas, tamem,
pallmis, kalpanaswaens and nerovals are
refreshing and cast a spell on the audience.

A polarisation

The mast coveted Sangita Kalanidhi rithe
conferred] on him has sticred sp a bomet's nest
amony musiciins and music enthusiasts. In Bt
gocial media ssems to be driving the polarisation
among musicians along abominable lines:
right-wing politics and religiosity pitted against
the ieclogical left and liberals; zealots of
Brahminical ways and "Hindutva® persuasion
wersus the followers of Periyar. With the citadel of
action being Chennai, even the Dravida Munnetra
Kaxhagam is ranged against the Bharstiya Janata
Party (B,

In the reactions in the world of music, the
sisters, Ranjani and Gayatri, who are populr
classical singers, were first off the block in going
public about withdrawing from the anmal
comference later in the year, which is hosted by
the Music Acadeny. Among the points they
raised were that they could not overlook Mr.
Krishna's glorification of an anti-Brahmin persona
such as EVR (Periyar). Vidwan N Ravikiran,
recipient of the Sangita Kalanidhi in 2007
announced that he would return the awand a5 Mr.
Krishma was “trying to polarise and destabilise
Inlizin claseical music”. A few authors with

toward the idepdogies amd palitics of the
BJF and the Rashiriya Swayamsevak Sangh rallied
behind these artistes and attacked the Music
Acadeny for dishonouring iteelf by honouring a
“Brahmin hater' and mbbile-rouser.

In & letter addressed o Ms. Ranjani and Ms.
Garyatri, the President, The Music
Madras, N. Murali, firmiy stated that, “The Chaice
of Sangita Kalanddhi made year after year isa
prerogative of The Music Acideny and has

abwans been mode after canefil deliberation, with
the sole criterion being musical excellence
demonstrated over a signiicant and sustained
career. This year the Executive Committes of the
Academy chose T.M. Krishna for this acoolade
based on his excellence in music over a long
career, with no extraneous Bctors influencing
our chaice”

We will be smothering the creativity of future
penerations i, in the name of tradition, we
culiivate a certain bigotry imprisoned by the
tabit of a past generation. Troe art & not a
magnificent tomb brooding over the immemarial
passt. Music, like art, belongs o the procession of
[ifie, and is as different 2= 2 tree is froma seed. lEis
[ike the river, ever old amd ever new. [ has a
wealth of inheritance. It must constantly evohe
il burst forth with new blossoms and
contimelly be nourished by the past.

Bdr. Krishna may have erred in boyeotting the
Music Academny and the various sabhos during
the: December festival held every year just as
thoee wio ane now withdrawing from the festival
Jrldr:tumn‘gll'mrmardsnﬁlﬂvtubemhu‘lg
a simikar mistake:

The role of the artiste
There are many artistes who are content and
tortally immersed only in their art and innavate
within its confines. There are aleo others who are
bald activist reformers who challenge their
traditiomal art forms, fight the inequities and
prejudices that prevail in commaunities and
cultural spaces, and akee speak out against
imjustices in sodety in the wider comest of
politics and government. History has many
examples of great poets, artistes and
philosophers whi were all rebek who went
‘What is the role of an artiste when be becomes
an activist and when those roles overlp? As
Canmus said eloquently, *Consdered as artists, we
perhaps have no role o play in the workd. But
considered as men, yes._.. We must
smultanecusly serve both suffering and beauty.”
Al thoce mvested in muosic and the arts, and
the Academy, the various vibrant sabhas that
patronise artistes, and the artistes themselves
st rise above their differences and come:
tagether with humility in a spiritual quest to
enrich music through diaslogoe, debate and
assimilation. We must lesve our inheritainoe
richer for future Fl:rul:ims. Art l:arlhl:mrne a
cruss- hiﬁsumdﬂns:mﬂcultumsurrtwﬂl
Enguish becanse of ‘inellectual incest’.
Boyootting and responding with misplaced
chauvinism is churlish on both sides of the divide.
Ta recall Tagore's words, *The role of an artist is
bt tados o1 creative part in the festival of Bfe, to give
expression to the infinite in man”
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China, a ‘want-to-be’ superpower

he first anniversary of the China-brokered

deétente between Saudi Arabia and Iran in

March 2003 passed without much fanfare.
The war in Gaza has enveloped almost all
regional political and diplomatic capacities across
the Persian Gulf, while also highlighting
international actors and their core interests
amidst this fallout. Beijing has taken a position
that is clearly pro-Palestine, in line with its
historical standing on the issue, alienating its
relations with Israel.

However, in China's state-controlled media,
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s success in bringing
together Rivadh and Tehran was highlighted as an
institutional Chinese pasition to promote peace.
In a glowing piece on the anniversary which
quoted regional analysts who underscored a
sense of fatigue with the West's ‘conditional”
relations, the Chinese media outlet Xinhua said,
*Today, China's advocacy for peace still resonates
with Middle East countries”

Beijing's aims
A push towards ‘mediation diplomacy” has been
an aspirational design for China on two major
fromts. First, it is to position itself as an antithesis
o what Beijing sees as decades worth of western
interventionist policies, specifically in a region
such as West Asia, where conflict has direct
carrelation with colonial history. Second, it is to
increase its own geopalitical weight asa
responsible international actor and power.
However, both these aims have been confronted
by realities around the war in Gaza as China has
taken a clear stance towards the Arab side and
has not condemned Hamas by name. Much of the
reasoming behind this is to counter lang-standing
American influence and to take advantage of
crevasses in regional diplomacy, specifically by
the likes of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), which are looking to chart their
own paths of strategic autonomy and willing to
partner with Beijing despite having close security
ties with Washington DC.

In early 2023, Wang Yi (director of the Office of
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the Foreign Affairs Commission of the
Communist Party of China (CPC) Central
Committes) gave his endorsement to a plan to set
up anew China-backed international mediation
organisation headquartered in Hong Kong,
According to reports, Algeria, Belarus, Cambodia,
Djibouti, Indonesia, Laos, Pakistan, Serbia and
Suckin were signatories to the initial statement as
a preparatory office was launched. The Chinese
establishment hopes to link the mediation
initiative to its expansive economic corridor, the
Belt and Road Initistive (BRI). The BRI has
extensive membership in West Asia as well, with
Iran, Saudi Arabia and the UAE among others
being part of China's economic highways. Israel,
being heavily reliant on the United States for its
security, is not a signatory. However, Israel’s
embattled Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
aired the fact last year that China had invited him
fior a state visit.

China’s absence in the Red Sea crisis
The war in Gaza has drawn strong red lines
between China and Israel. This raises interesting
questions on the exact role Beijing played in the
Saudi-iran détente. The probability of China
being pulled into the process by Riyadh and
Tehran, rather than actively brokering a deal,
remains high. China has also been absent through
the crisis in the Red Sea, where predominantly
western naval forces have attempted to maintain
the free flow of trade in this critical waterway.
Contrarily, reports have suggested that
Yemen-based Houthis were not targeting Chinese
and Russian ships, suggesting a bypass potentially
using leverages that Beifing has with its close
partner Iran despite Tehran’s calls for the Yemeni
militia to cease attacks. If so, it shows China's
crafty diplomacy was to predominantly protect
its o interests and not wade into the erisis as
an influential power looking to use its position to
broker peace or even a ceasefire. Much of this
kind of actual heavy lifting remains at the
doorsteps of the White House.

This then begs the question. What is China's

actual role in the more challenging peopolitical
regions such as West Asia? Beijing’s support for
the Palestinian cause without eriticising Hamas
practically aligns with the larger Arab posture.
This stands against U.S, support for Israel, which
is increasingly being criticised for its absolutist
nature as the body count in Gaza continues to
grow. China's intent for *mediation” is
non-existent in high-stake conflicts and is
un-aspirational beyond the strategic aim of
showcasing western, and, more specifically,
American power and influence, as detrimental to
both international stability and security.

In perspective
China seems content with predominanty
displacing American hegemony without replacing
it. Even a perception of being a ‘soft hegemon’ in
the region will stand starkly against Chinese
prandstanding against western policies. This is
despite the fact that Beijing wilised the “war on
terror-ers to build closer ties with the U.S. and
benefit its own security concerns regarding
radicalisation and terrorism narratives around its
restive Xinjiang region. But once again, these
were all narrow geostrategic aims. Scholars
Sheena Chestut Gredtens and Isaac Kardon have
highlighted in their work on how China, for its
partner states, is more about their internal
security rather than external - that is, prioritising
political security of regimes rather than states.
Arguabily, this could appropriately explain what
formalised Chinese mediation would aim for.
The war in Gaza colours Beijing as still being a
‘want-tohe’ superpower. Being risk averse and
having a lack of alternatives to the historical
Weest-centric policies (which it chides as being
detrimental to global security and prosperity)
makes Beijing stand out as hollow. Other than
offering a sizeable cheque book, China still has
few answers as substitutes to long-standing
geopolitical flashpaints. For now, despite its size,
it remains a utilitarian superpower for others to
hedge against rather than being an upcoming
traditional superpower.



