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WOMEN COMPOSERS IN
CARNATIC MUSIC

n most civilizations, women

did not share the same rights
as men and thus a huge bulk
of their creative output was
stifled by male chauvinism.
However, in the modern
scenario, things have changed
considerably and women excel
in all sorts of professions.
In the field of music, there
are countless females who
contributed immensely. Their
efforts can be traced back
to the Sangam period, when
even secluded homemakers
would write beautiful verses of
poetry. If Sangam women wrote
poetry within the confines of
their homes, contemporary
female musicians compose
and perform outstandingly
across the globe. At the same
time, there are many present
day women who juggle being
a composer/performer and a
homemaker effortlessly.

Post-20% century female
composers usually use
ornamentations like yati and
gamaka in their compositions.
Being a female composer was
not a small feat during the
olden days. Such compositions
often had to be tuned by
others later on. Present day
composers however, tune
their compositions unlike

their predecessors. There are
many Uthama Vageyakaras
(prominent composers) among
whom, a few are given below:

Karakkalammaiyar:

She is probably one of the

first women composers who
lived around during the 6t
century. She was a devotee of
Lord Shiva who is believed to
be the first to write devotional
poetry to him in the Tamil
language. Born in Karaikal,
South India, she was one of the

only 3 women amongst the 63
Nayanmars. She has composed
mainly 3 major poetic works,
namely Irattaimanimalai,
Arputattiruvantati and
Muttatiruppatikankal. Some of
her poems contain references
to musical swaras, instruments,
etc.



Andal:

Belonging to the 9t century,

Andal was a Tamil saint. She
was the only female Azhwar
who composed the Thiruppavai
containing thirty verses. Her
poem Nachiyar Thirumozhi is
famous for its literary beauty.
Containing 143 verses,it
discloses her passionate
yearning for Lord Vishnu. The
two works are unique in their
literary, philosophical, religious,
and artistic content.

Akka Mahadevi:

\This 12" century writer
was a prominent poetess of
Karnataka. She celebrated

her love of Lord Shiva in the
language of the common
people, which was for her

a simple form of Kannada.

Itis said that she was

the first woman to have

written vachanas in Kannada.
In her vachanas, Akka Mahadevi
expressed her radical views

on women’s roles, Hindu
ritualism, caste, etc. and offered
a testimony to the spiritual
struggles faced by a female
mystic in a patriarchal society.
Her poems describe love in

its different forms. Her poems
were not tuned.

Meerabai:
Meerabai was a celebrated

Bhakti Saint, poetess and
devotee of Krishna. She
composed numerous bhajans
praising Lord Krishna. She was
one of the most prominent
figures of the Bhakti movement
in India. Many poems attributed
to Meera were likely composed
later by others who admired
her. Meera's poems are written
in Rajasthani language. In her
poems, Krishna is a yogi and
lover, and she herself is a yogini
ready to take her place by his
side into a spiritual marital
bliss.
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Helevanekette Giri amma:
She was the only female dasa
of all the Haridasas. Her work is
one of the first by women in the
history of Kannada literature.
Belonging to the 18 century,
her compositions are mostly

in Kirtanai format written in
simple Kannada. Helevanakatte
Giriyamma’s pen name is
‘helevanakatte ranga’One of
her versatile works is Chitrapata
Ramayana written in a feminist
point of view. She wrote more
than forty songs& five narrative
poems,the best-known among
which is the devotional piece
Chandrahasana Kathe.

6.Kalyanikutti Ammachi:
Another writer of the 18™
century, she enjoyed fame
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as a poetess in Kerala. She

was the consort of Ayilyam
Thirunal Maharaja. After the
marriage she was adopted by
the Maharajah into the Nagar-
coil Ammaveedu. She was a
scholar in Sanskrit. Some of her
works are Rasakreeda, Satyap-
anchakam,Pativrataya pan-
chakam,Ambareeshacharitam
etc. She was a gifted composer
who was equally adept in Veena
and vocal music.

7.Bangalore Nagaratnamma:
She was a musician and a
social activist who was born
as a devadasi. She was also

a dancer. Nagaratnamma
holds a special place in this
list due to her endeavours to
ensure equality of both sexes
in matters concerning music.
She was a fierce feminist who
ensured that both men and
women were made equally

eligible to participate in

the Tyagaraja aradhana at
Thiruvaiyyar. She composed the
javali Maataada Bhaaradeno in
raga Kamas. She inspired both
men and women alike.

Rani Rukminibhai

Thampuratti:

The elder sister of Maharajah
Swathi Thirunal, She was a
prominent woman composer
of Kerala from 1809 to 1837.
She started composing at the
age of six. A devotee of Lord
Padmanabha, most of Rani
Rukminibhai’s compositions are

in praise of Padmanabha.

Kutti kunju Thangachi:

She was the daughter of
Irayimman Thampi. Born in
Thiruvananthapuram, she
excelled in both music and
literature. Her deep knowledge
in Sanskrit and Malayalam

is evident in her works. Kutti
kunju Thangachi is known to

be the first female poet and
composer of Kerala. She wrote
18 books comprising of 3
attakadhas.

K. M Soundaravalli:

She was a Tamilian lady
belonging to the 20" century
who spent her childhood in the
Andra region and was therefore
more conversant with Telugu.
She wrote many compositions
including some 30 for Tyagaraja
for which notations are also
available. Her daughter and
son-in-law publicized her work.

Ambujam Krishna:
She was born on 1917. After her
visit to the Tyagaraja Samadhi
at Thiruvaiyyar in 1951, she
was deeply influenced by that
place and started composing.
Her songs were not tuned by

herself. She entrusted this
task to some great musicians
who also presented them

in their concerts. She wrote
more than 600 songs which
were later tuned by vidwans
like T. N Seshagopalan, Dr. S.
Ramanathan, Semmangudi
Sreenivasa lyer etc.

This list continues with

other contemporary
composers like Kalyani
Varadarajan, D. Pattammal,
Neela Ramamoorthi, Padma
Veeraraghavan, Mangalam
Ganapathy, Ambujam
Vedantham, Rukmini Ramani,
Suguna Purushothaman,

A. Kanyakumari, Lalgudi
Vijayalekshmi, Dr. S. Sowmya,
Panthula Rama, etc. Even now
many women continue to
contribute new compositions
for Carnatic Music.
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ods treasured

fire with utmost pleasure,
but Prometheus ventured
to bring humans welfare.

Never could Zeus
forgive Prometheus,
and sought ways myriad
to take his revenge.

Prometheus warned
Epimetheus his brother,
that Zeus can design

ploys mortals can ever feign.

Sculpted was a woman-

and was gifted-

wisdom, beauty, cunning

by Athena, Aphrodite, Hermes.

Pandora was she named-
was thrusted upon a jar
by Zeus who proclaimed-
never to open it, at all!
Ordered and sent was she
- to Epemetheus-

to gift the jar

in tact, unopened.

Epimetheus welcomed
Pandora- who- tempted,
opened the jar-

alas! Out of the jar-
came to this world-
Hatred, Hunger, War...!

Legends and myths hold
Many a woman

Who can never stop
themselves being curious:
Pandora or Eve,

stare all so naive

at some treacherous mystery
which kindles all misery!
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