The Caste Pod, Episode 11: Caste and Music with T.M. Krishna 

Transcript (lightly edited for readability)

Ajantha Subramanian
Welcome to The Caste Pod where we assemble scholars, activists, community organizers, artists, and others to make sense of what caste is, how it works, how it's experienced and how it has traveled and taken root both inside and outside of South Asia. What have people done to perpetuate, transform, and even attempt to abolish caste? I'm your host, Ajanta Subramanian, a professor of anthropology at the City University of New York. 
And joining me today is T.M. Krishna. I had a hard time coming up with a short bio because Krishna is ridiculously accomplished and versatile. Listeners can find a link to his entire bio on the podcast site. So for now, let me just introduce him by saying that he's that rare person who's equally talented as a performer and a writer. Krishna is a celebrated vocalist in the Indian Carnatic tradition. He's the recipient of numerous awards, including the Ramon Magsaysay Award in recognition of, and this is a quote, his forceful commitment as artist and advocate to art's power to heal India's deep social divisions, unquote. Krishna is also a writer, as I mentioned. His best-known books include the 2013 A Southern Music: The Karnatic Story and the 2020 Sebastian and Sons: A Brief History of Mrdangam Makers, which won the Tata Lit Live Award for Best Nonfiction Book of the Year. Krishna is also a regular columnist for The Telegraph. 
So welcome to the podcast, Krishna.

T.M. Krishna
Pleasure to be here. Thank you, Ajantha.
Ajantha Subramanian
Okay, so I would like to begin by giving our listeners a sense of why you chose to write about the music you perform. Was there a particular intervention you were hoping to make? Was there an audience that you were hoping to reach that you couldn't reach through your performance? Why did you choose to write?
T.M. Krishna
It was not a plan, right? So I was singing right through from very young years and I started performing, and I was going up the ladder so to speak and then performing around the world. All that was happening, but I think there was also a churning constantly happening within me about this entire exercise that I was indulging myself in and also the audience. And why the hell was I doing it? I mean, what's the purpose of this entire thing? Other than the fact that, of course, there's great pleasure and great joy, which is undeniable. 
But I think I found contradictions within myself of how I saw things and how I performed. And honestly, I was not thinking so much about society at all at that point of time, to be very honest. I was thinking of the music itself. And I started reading about the history of the music, about where did it come from, who was listening, all these multiple questions, which meant I was looking at theory, I was looking at ancient manuscripts and bothering scholars around the clock, asking them doubts because I'm no Sanskrit scholar by any stretch of imagination.
So I think at the end of this, I just started penning things down. I started writing a few columns about music, a few articles, and one thing led to another, literally one thing led to another.
But what I found is that writing gave me clarity, a musical clarity that I’d never had, forget about social clarity. As a musician, you are trained to look at music in only one framework. The framework is the activity or the act of making music. That's the framework. That's it. So what you're learning is a mode of production and everything has got to do with the mode of production. Nothing else is discussed, right? And even the mode of production is taken for granted. You do something because you do it. I realized that you can't separate a mode of production from the context of production or the history of production itself. So then my world and my horizons grew in terms of what I read, what I learned and how it changed the way I even interpreted music.

Ajantha Subramanian
That's great. It's actually a perfect segue to what I wanted to ask you next. You show in the first book, A Southern Music, that although Carnatic music has a much longer genealogy, its modern variant is just over 100 years old, and that this process of modernizing the music was profoundly transformative, and that part of what happened in this process is a series of exclusions. I mean, it's a very complicated story -- so as a way of guiding our listeners, I thought it would be helpful to separate these processes of exclusion into the social, the technical, and the spatial.
So, okay, let's start with the social. So you say, and this is a quote from the book, "...a beautiful collective of musicians and dancers functioning in differentiated yet connected environments was destroyed. The devadasi, the nagasvara vidvans, the brahmin musicians, and vaggeyakaras of the courts, the scholars, and even the saintly musicians all created art music and breathed it into the world in which they functioned.” And it's this world that modernization destroyed. So can you tell our listeners how this wide and varied social base of Carnatic music performance was narrowed from the late 19th century to what it is today?
T.M. Krishna
Carnatic music as we know it today, its musicological history can be pushed about 400, 500 years max. The practicing history of what you refer to, what we call Carnatic music as in our oral landscape of it, is not more than 100, 125 years old. Maybe 130 now that we are in 2026. I'll push it a little back. That's it. 
Now, who were practicing this music? So as far as we know, at least in the 19th century, for sure. No, even in the 17th, 18th century, we know that there was, one, a dedicated artist community which comprised of people who came from the courtesan tradition, the Devadasi tradition. They were attached either to the courts or they were attached to the temples. The temples, of course, were cultural, economic and religious centers. There were another set of artists who were related to the Devadasi courtesans who played two instruments -- the nadaswaram, which is a long, reed instrument, or the thavil, which is a percussion instrument. They were the practitioners actually, they were the real performers, and interestingly, many of them were also women performing them, and including percussion instruments. If you see some of the sculptures, even if you push it back to the period of Chola, a lot of percussion instruments are played by women, unlike what we think today. So this tradition was flourishing in the 1700s, 1800s. Apparently, there were these scholars, the academicians, who were writing about the music, who were thinking, were also composers. They were mainly from the Brahmin community. And then you had also the composers. So you had the composers, the theoreticians, the actual practitioners in a kind of a basket.
One, I want to say is they were all part of elite culture. So was it really catholic in the sense of being mass music accessible to everybody? No, this was high caste, high class kind of cultural activity.
Then something happens, which is modernization and the entire nationalist movement, which is mid-19th century, so post 1850, 1860. Now, there are two things that, two cultural battles I think Indians were having with the British.
One was to say, we are modern, which means we are formal, which means we have formal dignity, which means we would organize ourselves like you organize yourself for a Western classical concert. There is a training system which is contemporary. So the word contemporary and modernity is used in a very different context. Because the Indians at the same time want to say this is old. So they're kind of straddling two very interesting things. They're saying we are very old, but we are contemporary in the way we present ourselves. The other thing is to say…
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah, that this is our modernity, right? There is something particular to our modernity.
T.M. Krishna
Absolutely. Now, at the same time, they want to also say it's old. So there's something pristine they want to speak about. So there's something, you know, there's something creaseless, clean. Now, the moment you start using such words, morality becomes a very important part of that story. The moment you say you're pure, then there is an angle of, especially, sexual morality. 
Now, here, the Devadasis become a problem in the story. Because they come from a community that have a very different social organization. They have partners with men. In the case of these Devadasis who are involved in Carnatic music, and I want to make that differentiation because the Dalit community, that's a little more, that's a little different. I'm talking about the courtesan musicians who are part of high culture specifically here. So they have partners who are either Brahmins or landowners or part of the king's court or stuff like that. So it's a very different social organization. But with also colonial morality, this entire community becomes a problem in the storyline. 
It's also true, parallelly, it is also true that there was exploitation of these women. You can't deny that both these things exist. That's one of the problems now when we discuss this. We want to take one side of this story. You can't. So there is exploitation because there are people from the community who are protesting against this practice and say that this has to be abolished, you can't have exploitation of women. That's true. But at the same time, the social structure also gave these women power and agency, which is also true, in terms of even land and ownership. So even the men in their community, their own community, had less power sometimes than the women. So this entire thing had to be collapsed for the sake of morality and morality of the music. Now you're saying this music is also religious, right? This is not like, this is not secular music in a modern sense. You're singing about gods and goddesses. All these songs are about Rama and Krishna. Now, morality becomes a problem. 
This is also a Hindu nationalism reinventing itself nationally in India at that time, right? So this kind of breaks and messes this entire storyline of Carnatic music. So what happens is there's a social pushback of saying we abolish the Devadasi system. But as always with abolishment of the Devadasi system, what happens is you removed an entire community of musicians who have carried this art form for hundreds of years. There is a cultural history, there is memory which is all being wiped out in about 30, 40, 50 years. 
Now the power of women in the temple, in the cultural landscape, it's all changing. So actually what happens is another interesting thing. Many of these women from the Devadasi community become one of the first set of actors in cinema. Because Brahmin women cannot act in cinema. So that the devadasis who are dancers who do Sadir, or what was later known as Bharatanatyam, and Carnatic music are the singing, dancing actors of early cinema too, which is not only a South Indian story, it's true across India, right? It is this courtesan community that's taking over cinema. So they find a segue there because this puritanism kind of starts pushing them out. 
Now the concert repertoire now has to be changed…
Ajantha Subramanian
Right. Right. So this is the kind of technical, this is the technical side of things, right, That we're getting to. Actually, I did want to ask one question. One was, there was, you also talk about a shift in patronage that accompanies these processes of change. So you have the end of these older forms of patronage, royal, temple patronage, and a shift to the paying public.
T.M. Krishna
The sponsor has changed, right? Then the moment you're formalizing it, now you're saying people are going to pay to come and listen to a concert. And you're saying we're going to have an auditorium or even a temporary shed where people are going to come and sit. There's a formalization. Then there is also a contractual relationship being built between the listener and the performer. There's a contractual relationship. So you're not just pleasing the king. Every concert, I have to satisfy the people sitting in front of me. So the music now has to change to that contractual agreement too. Let's not forget that, right? 
Part of this is also a shift from the rural to the urban that we cannot forget. So there is an urbanization that is happening. So for example, in South India, Madras then becomes the hub. If you look at Khayal history, Bombay becomes the hub. Exactly the same thing that happens. From little towns where there were different schools of music, they're all gathering to one city where you have the industry, occupations of these people are changing. So the Brahmins and the upper castes are the patrons who are usually in the village doing agriculture. Now they are educating themselves. They are either in government service or they have started a little business or they are lawyers. These are the three main things. And they become the most influential non-performing group in urban classical music history.
So among the lawyers, among the businessmen and among also people doing, you know, ICS officers, as they call it, they were in the civil service, government service. They become the power group. So the power group has shifted. But it still remains among the crusty upper caste members of society. But now they are speaking in English a little bit. Now they're saying we will also help you theorize. So the funny part here is that the early theorizations of Carnatic music that happened at the Music Academy in Madras then, a lot of participation is happening from amateur musicians who are lawyers.
It's very interesting. And they are pushing back on musicians, by the way. They're saying, no, you don't know.
Ajantha Subramanian
They claim to know the music better than the musicians. 

T.M. Krishna
Because they've gone to college, right? So the idea that I'm educated, you're not educated. So you find this very, all these lawyers who are amateur musicians pushing back on like, great musicians saying, no, you're wrong. This technically, this is not right. It has to be this way. So then this notion of science, scientific thought, it's a false term used in the false context, but I'm still using it. Or saying that, you know, suddenly physics, they're measuring frequency and saying, you're not singing it in this frequency. So the pressure on the musician is coming from weird places, which has not happened before. 
Now, while this is happening, it's also interesting in one way to understand how conservatism, being very conservative and parochial at one level, and modern technological terminologies and gadgets kind of marry each other brilliantly. We think that they are separated. We have enough examples of the fact that they are not. 
Here is an example. Along with this, you have the whole structure of the Carnatic music performance being changed, to cater to a certain religious, a Brahminical notion of what the music should be. And the people contributing to it are not just musicians, are the lawyers, ICS officers and business people. Because they want to say this is upper crust culture. This is proper culture. So in this culture, you're slowly removing the Devadasis. You're also making it very vocal centric. This is important. 

Ajantha Subramanian
You talk about composition, right? The elevation of composition. 
0:24:35 - T.M. Krishna
I mean, we can be pretty certain that till early 1900s, Carnatic music was not composition heavy. So the compositions come into concert when you start saying it's religious music. Now, that's the double whammy. The moment you say Carnatic music is religious music, you have to sing the composition. You have no other choice, because you have to prove that it's religious. You have to sing on these gods, utter their names. So this is happening. All this happens more in the mid 1900s, but the process started in the late 1800s. Suddenly you're saying, I mean, if you listen to a lot of musicians singing in the early 20th century, 1900s, their lyrical importance is very minimal. Even among the upper caste Brahmin musicians, very minimal. 
It's in the mid 50s and 60s that you suddenly see the obsession with getting the word right. Not musically right, but the word right. They're two different things. I can sometimes get the word musically right but may not be semantically right. They can contradict each other. That's a musical liberty. That's what art allows you to do. People started questioning those liberties. So then the music starts becoming a religious expression as much as it's a musical expression. And what kind of religion? It is the religion practiced by upper caste Brahmins. So the Devadasis are disappearing, nadaswaram, thavil is disappearing because vocal music is becoming dominant. And slowly, the whole performer community is shrunk to just the Brahmin caste, primarily. So by the time you reach the 80s, this becomes a Brahmin art form, sung by and for Brahmins. Simple as that.
Ajantha Subramanian
I mean, what's so interesting as well is that as the religiosity of the music is being enhanced, you also have a shift in the space of performance from the temple to the kutcheri hall, right? So can you talk about that?
T.M. Krishna
You’d think it would go the other way, actually, yeah.
Ajantha Subramanian
Right, so that seems like weirdly paradoxical, but that's what's happening, right?
T.M. Krishna
So here modernity enters, right? This is where modernity comes in. Where you say this music cannot only belong there. The sensibility has to belong in the modern context. So we are saying we are not like the Brahmins of hundred, 200 years ago, where we are just going around temples. We are now ICS officers. We are now lawyers. We are now, we wear coats and suits. We speak the Queen or the King's language. And which means within this sphere too, we are going to bring this music, which is great. We're also going to bring our religious sensibility in a new context. So you could feel it within your modernity. You don't need to discard your modernity. You don't need to discard your attire. So being able to make these adjustments but retain a large amount of control over culture.
You're also then saying another thing, right? You're not saying all public spaces is where Carnatic music can happen. You're not really taking it from temple and saying this is on the street. No, you're saying street's not good. We need an auditorium. We need a different kind of a temple, if I want to use that term. This is a different kind of a temple, but it also needs to be protected. It also needs to be cultured. It also needs gatekeepers. And there can only be one set of people who can be the gatekeepers, which is us. We were gatekeeping it in the temple. We'll now gatekeep it here. Also, it's very interesting that anybody who wanted to enter these zones have to pass certain unwritten kind of questionnaires that have to be kind of passed. That's how it happens. So it's a very complex web of control.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. So I mean, just to go back to what you said before, you said this kind of older, more socially capacious world of Carnatic music was still high culture but had a greater social range. And so now that high culture character continues but the social range is being narrowed, right?
T.M. Krishna
Absolutely true. That's exactly what I'm saying. So another thing in terms of content, what they do is a lot of the compositions the courtesans were singing were very, very sexual, sensual, romantic in content. Now, those are either being discarded or being pushed to the latter part of the concert. You know, we forget that even how a concert is designed is actually a social commentary. It's not just a musical decision. So what is the centerpiece in a concert, for example. If you ask any serious Carnatic musician, they will tell you if it’s a two-hour concert, the most important section will be after the first 15 minutes and before the last 20 minutes. That's an approximation, but that's where it'll be. So one is, of course, improvisation is very important. That's where your mettle is really tested. But the content in that whole section will always be religious. You couldn’t have content in that meaty section, which is entirely sexual or sensual.
So this is also being done. Then also technically you're doing something else. You're saying that you are a musician only if you can tick all these technical boxes. The interesting thing is there's enough records to say that even till the early 1900s, all musicians were not technically equipped in all abilities. For example, a lot of the courtesan musicians were specialists in one thing or the other. Now they could not be considered full-fledged Carnatic musicians unless they ticked all the boxes. 
So another thing changing is a training methodology is changing. Don't forget how you teach this music is changing. The moment the music is being passed on to majorly Brahmin musicians or Brahmin students, like it happened in Bharatanatyam, the method of training is changing. The requirements are then also being modulated to this new notion of the concert, new notion of what is important. And I see that happening until today. It is not something that stops in the early 20th century. Until today, this is constantly happening, constantly being redone. 

Ajantha Subramanian
Okay. I want to move now to your second book, your second sort of major book, because it takes up something that is not covered in the first book. The first book deals with all of these exclusions, the modernization, the sanctification of this music, how it's being Brahminized. But in the second book, you take up a form of labor that this modern form of Carnatic music continues to depend on, but renders invisible, and this is the labor of the making of the instrument. And you focus specifically on the mrdangam. So Sebastian and Sons is about the social history and the contemporary life of the mrdangam, which is this percussion instrument that is essential and has remained essential to the sound of Carnatic music. So tell us about why you chose to focus on the mrdangam as a window onto, I mean, it's a fascinating book, onto the kind of caste relations that remain at the heart of Carnatic music.

T.M. Krishna
So, if you look at A Southern Music, you know, I realized it was limited in the sense that it almost looked at Carnatic music entirely from a performance lens. So, all the characters in the book are always people within a performance. Either the audience or they're on stage. Or they are tutoring in a classroom. Now, what else? So, in a way... I think there is a certain amount of an isolation in the way I placed that narrative. I realized it and the first person I thought of is the mrdangam maker in my head when I realized it.
I realized it quite early after the book was published actually. And I was like, what happened to all these people? I mean, in a way, it also called me out that I didn't have a lens to see that there were other people contributing and in a way that's what caste is, right? That you don't see that it's operating within you so many times. So in a way it was something that I was like, gosh, what did I do here? 
So the reason why the mrdangam maker came to my mind is because I've heard some names like Parland. I knew there's a name called Parland. I heard some stories about how he made the mrdangam for some legendary mrdangam artists, et cetera. 
The other reason for me immediately was the idea of skin. With all this puritanism and this puritanical kind of story that we constantly tell, what do we do with an instrument that is made not just of goat skin and buffalo skin, but of course the cow skin.
And it was like, I mean, what do we do with this? I mean, there is something and it's considered a divine instrument. The sound is considered divine. We're using all these very heavily loaded words, but that skin is from the cow. It's from the belly of the cow. It's not just any skin from cow. Let's be very clear. It has to be the belly. It has to be a cow that has at least delivered three times because only then there's elasticity in the skin, in the belly. So I was like, Oh God, but I didn't know any of this. I said, okay. I just thought that there was some, there was a story to tell here.
The other reason is I know that many of the makers were from Dalit communities. If not Dalit, marginalized communities for sure. And there is something fascinating about this. Now, if I bought a violin at a store, I'm never going to, I mean, even if I buy it from a violin maker directly, after that, I'm going to see the violin maker maybe once in a few years if I have a problem, that's about it. I don't really have a relationship with the maker. Now, any instrument that has hide requires a constant relationship between the maker and the player, because you have to change the skin. It's going to act up. It's going to require refurbishing. It's going to require old skin to be replaced by new skin. 
So it means that the Dalit maker and the Brahmin mrdangam player, by just the fact that they are in these specific occupations, have to develop a long-term relationship because a professional player would want a maker who understands his sensibilities. And it's personalized. It's not like I can go to a store and pick it up and come. So I found that utterly fascinating.
Because these are very, very conservative people, very traditional people, these people who practice caste on an everyday basis, here, have this relationship, right? And I was like, what is this relationship about? I mean, I could take a very Marxist view and say, you know, this is just about, again, production. This is just about a transactional... 

Ajantha Subramanian
Alienation of labor. 

T.M. Krishna
Absolutely. I could easily take it. But I realized there's something more here. It is complicated because there are human beings involved, right? And, you know, I realized that it's not just about alienation of labor. It's not just about they having no other choice but having to make this instrument. Because when you, when you hear a maker speak about the joy of producing sound on that skin for the first time, I can see it on the face. It's felt. So there is caste, but there is this joy of producing sound. There's great joy when the first time they play the mrdangam and they have sound. So mrdangam maker, as much as a player feels joy, the maker feels joy. So I can't belittle this joy. There is agency in joy, isn't there? And it's like, so how does that happen? There is caste here. There are limitations. There are social regulations. But there is this pleasure that is there in the act of making an instrument.

Ajantha Subramanian
And a pride.
T.M. Krishna
Oh, there's tremendous pride. There's no doubt about it, right? So I spent four years, four and a half years with the makers all over South India. And I just traveled. And for me, it was completely new territory because I would have never written in that manner, you know, that kind of work. But it was a fascinating story to tell. So I spent time with about 20 makers and 30 players, each from different generations. 
Ajantha Subramanian
So this quote just jumped out at me, which goes back to the cow, and the way the cow is ever present and somehow sanitized at the same time. So you say “The cow is removed from the artist's sight. Since the killing and skinning happened beyond his circle of existence, he can act as if it does not happen. The maker stands at the threshold, keeping the cow and the Brahmin apart, helping the latter maintain his purity. So the maker is vital for the player, yet his role also keeps the maker polluted and unequal.”
But as you say, yes, there's a kind of pollution that's associated with skin, with blood. There's a stark inequality in this relationship between maker and player, and yet it's very complicated because the maker takes great pride. I mean, this is not a form of caste labor that is denigrated. It's a source of pride. It's a source of inspiration. And they claim it as a form of knowledge, which is something that you are really keen to convey in the book. That this is knowledge.

T.M. Krishna
Absolutely. You know, because for me, wiping out anybody's mind, you know, knowledge is the way you make that person disappear or that community disappear. So for me, that was fascinating. I was learning new vocabulary. I was learning terms I've never heard before in my life. And I know the language. I was like, I've never heard this. These were technical terms used for various parts of the skin, you know, and a certain sensibility of knowing thickness, of knowing where goes what. This was tremendous knowledge.
And by the way, they are all innovators. Every one of the mrdangam makers has come up with their own twist on how you can make sound better. One thing fascinated me is how every person's hand is different. Every mrdangam player's hand is different. 
There is also a stylistic aspect. Their style of playing, their tradition of playing. The mrdangam maker needs to understand this while deciding what kind of skin should be used for which mrdangam player. This is tremendous knowledge. They just know it. 
So what happens is when they first cut the skin out of the animal, whether it's a goat, cow or the buffalo, they cut it into circles. And they call it thattu. Thattu literally means plate in Tamil. We eat out of a plate, right? And the question is, it's all these circular parts of skin. And then there's a process of making it better, etc. There's some way you cure it. Then at some point, it becomes what they call a mootu. Mootu is a mrdangam related technical term. The question is, when does the thattu become the mootu? It's literally, that's what we're asking. When does the skin become, loses that term, that it's a skin, but it is a technical, it is a musical part of an instrument. And the mrdangam maker said, only I can do that. The player can never do it. 
So, you know, I was at abattoir with them, I've seen the gore, I've seen the blood, I've seen what actually happens there. And at some point, because of what the mrdangam maker does, it all doesn't exist at all. So, you know, mrdangam players will tell you this story of, you know, even now some people say it, saying that, no, no, no, we don't use, we only use the skin of already naturally dead cows, which is completely a lie. Because if an animal or any animal dies, the first thing that happens is clotting. Now, the moment it clots, the skin becomes like cardboard. You can't use it for an instrument. So it has to be an animal that you actually kill. Let's be very clear. You kill. 
Of course, the other thing they'll say, you know, they don't kill for us. They kill for anyway meat. And we just happen to use the byproduct. So you have all these very interesting ways you will have Brahmin musicians explain this off.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah.
T.M. Krishna
And so this conduit that the mrdangam maker is between these two worlds and also at the same time, it's a very complex situation. They do recognize that the mrdangam player does not want to know this. In fact, one of the players said this to me. He said, they don't need to know all this. They said even the audience doesn't need to know all the blood. All they need to say is, oh, the sound is divine. That's all they need.
Ajantha Subramanian
The makers are saying this.
T.M. Krishna
Yeah, the makers are saying. All they need to know is sound is divine. That's all they need to access. So there is this, they also, I think at some very subconscious level, are struggling with this duality. And it's complicated because you just imagine one thing. In other kind of say, occupations within the Dalit community, there can be a great amount of social resistance because you have a larger network among the community doing different occupations. Now, for the mrdangam makers, it's a very odd situation. Their entire occupation depends on the Brahmin player. 
Now, the other Dalit communities that are part of, say, activism and social and political activism will not understand this. They probably say, why are you doing this job? This is an oppressive job. You're catering to upper caste people making this instrument. Why are you even doing this? You should not be doing this. Go work in a factory. Go get a job in an office. Become an IT professional. What is not understood is there is art happening here too. So what does one do? You're kind of stuck in a very, very, very odd situation as far as the makers go.

Ajantha Subramanian
Well, okay, so you talk about how this relationship unfolds in Thanjavur and then how it changes when mrdangam makers move to Chennai, right, move to Madras.So I wanted to like talk through that a little bit. 
T.M. Krishna
So in Thanjavur, there are, see, it's a question of how does caste, how are the lines of caste drawn? One, they're spatially drawn, they're linguistically drawn, they're culturally drawn. So for example, in a Thanjavur house, if there was a mrdangam maker, for a long time, the mrdangam maker would not come into the main house. These houses had two, three entrances. Depending on your caste, you knew which entrance was your entrance. So, you know, you knew it. So, I've heard stories of how the mrdangam maker will do all the work in their homes or in a shed next to their homes, bring the mrdangam to the entrance of the house, to the foreground, and then a student would come out, take the mrdangam and go in and the master would check it. Or the backyard would be another way to see it. Or if they need to work closely, sometimes you have to work closely, the maker and the player, then it'll be probably the courtyard or common spaces within these houses where these transgressions were permitted, right? 
Now, the moment you came into an urban setting, things started changing. So two, three things changed. One is there were already makers in Chennai, in Madras then, while there were traditional makers in Thanjavur in the village. They started this idea of setting up a shop. So they said, we will do, we kind of, they became like a shop, like any other shop. We do our work in the shop. Now, so this formalized their work. It was no more a labor in that literal sense. We are in a way manufacturers, if I can use that.

Ajantha Subramanian
And, and you also say that the, the kind of, how to put it, the directionality changes, right? So it's not that the maker is coming to the player's home. The player is coming to the maker's shop.
T.M. Krishna
Yes. So slowly that's changing. Slowly the player now realizes that they need to go to the shop because it's a complex tuning system. They have to sit with the maker. And there's a lot of nuance and minute changes that are required that can't be done unless you're sitting face to face. So then what is happening is many of the players, especially if they were younger, the maker then becomes a little more assertive to the younger player and says, you come to the shop. So the seniors, they may go to their urban homes, but the little younger ones are starting to make a habit of going to the shop.
Okay, and then there is also certain competition that is developing there between the players. Because how much time of the maker are you getting. Right? So now it's almost like, I, I'm, are you free this evening? No, I have two hours with other player. Oh, then I you squeeze me in somehow, right? So that's kind of changing even the power equation.

Ajantha Subramanian
And this kind of one-to-one relationship between the maker and the player, which is what gave it that paternalistic character in Thanjavur, that is shifting because now makers are making stuff for different players, right?
T.M. Krishna
Exactly, so that's changing. The other thing, even if they were going to the new homes of the mrdangam players who have now moved from Thanjavur or any other village back to the city, these homes are not like rural homes. There's only one entrance and one exit.
Ajantha Subramanian
Right.
T.M. Krishna
Now, how much demarcation can you physically do in these homes? Far less. So there was some amount of demarcation, but there is a certain loosening of the demarcation. Let's move to the next stage when many people started moving into apartments. Now, that was the next stage of change because now the dining room and the drawing room are the same space. The dining room is like the most sanctified, beyond the religious space, the dining is where purity is kept. The kitchen and the dining is where purity is kept.
And now that is kind of also loosening up because it is becoming part of workspace. Mrdangam space. So, you know, in early days, and by the way, if you get a mrdangam newly made with new skin, that skin smells, by the way. It's not like there is no odor. So any new mrdangam will smell, you will actually smell it. So imagine now that is coming into the house. So there is, again, like you said, there is this readjustment that is happening, a re-choreography of all this. And there is this, and I think it's also changing the relationship between the maker and the player. The maker is becoming more assertive. There's another generation coming in. They also realize now it's a marketplace.

Ajantha Subramanian
But it's interesting because when you talk about the increasing assertiveness of the makers, it's still, I mean, you don't talk about any of them joining movements, right? I mean, they're asserting, they're kind of renegotiating the terms of this relationship with players, but it's still within a kind of…
T.M. Krishna
Almost an agreed contract in some ways.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah, I mean, there is, yeah, they're not trying to break out altogether, right? I mean, there is, it's almost as if the co-dependence imposes a certain limit.
T.M. Krishna
100%, a definite limit. And then the question is also a question of the pride of exclusivity. The fact that nobody else can do this job. Right? So what do they feel about that? So, you know, that's a very interesting reason why the co-dependence in a way is also affirming an exclusivity of theirs.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yes.
T.M. Krishna
The fact that the mrdangam player has no choice but to come to them.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yes.
T.M. Krishna
Right? So it's a very mixed set of feelings, right?.
Ajantha Subramanian
Absolutely

T.M. Krishna
So there is also a feeling like, you know, he can't just go to the next street and say, I won't buy paint from your store, I'll buy it from the next store. You can't do that. So there is this mixture, which is why I think it's difficult then for them to join larger movements. Because if they join larger movements, the chances that they would give up this profession is very high. Right. So even now in the younger generation, you have people doing another day job but they go back in the evening to the store and make the mrdangam.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yes, this is something that I found really, really striking. I mean, the title of the book is Sebastian and Sons, right? So the subsequent generations haven't exited this line of work, which is in contrast with a lot of other practices that are characterized as artisanal, right? I mean, my first book was on this artisanal fishing community in Kanyakumari District, where younger generations didn't want to do this work anymore. They wanted to go and be IT professionals or what have you. And that's not the case here. And I think that that does have to do with the fact that this is not just seen as denigrated caste labor. It's seen as an artistic skill in its own right.

T.M. Krishna
Exactly. That's exactly. It is seen. There is also one thing that you have to, I think, consider is the fact that your market or your consumer is a caste group sitting at the top of the caste ladder. Now, let's imagine a world, say, suppose they were doing the same job, say, making mrdangams but say the mrdangam player did not belong to this caste set and belonged to, say, an OBC caste set. Would things have been different is an important question to ask. And I think it might have been different because there is the problem that caste aspiration or caste associated aspiration is still very entrenched in our psyches. So how much is that part of...So the pride in making the mrdangam, pride in producing sound, but producing it and making it for whom?
Because, you know, let's look at the financials. Are they making, minting money out of this? The answer is no. I mean, it's a tough job. It's tough work. They're making a decent amount of money. But is it something that's tremendously greater than anything else? No. So there is all these aspects going into it. 
Definitely one thing, Ajantha, is that they don't see it as labor at all. They see themselves as creators of sorts. Right? And there is that feeling that every mrdangam they’ll tell you is different, right? It's something like what an artist would always tell you. Every mrdangam is different. It's not the same. So it is that sensibility along with the fact that it's exclusive, along with the fact that there is a caste relationship which is not a normal relationship in society.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. I mean, you even see it, you have this one bit in the book where you're talking about the difference between North and South Madras, North and South Chennai, right? And Mylapore in particular, which is this Brahmin stronghold. But these mrdangam makers, their shops are in Mylapore, right? These shops are in the interstices of what we typically think of as Brahmin space. There's this one image -- for folks who want to read the book, and you should read the book -- on page 75 of Sebastian and Sons, there's this image of this guy, David, who's a mrdangam maker, who has a shop in the heart of Mylapore. And it's not even just in the heart of Mylapore, it's in the bowels of a Murugan temple.

T.M. Krishna
Yes.
Ajantha Subramanian
I mean, it was just fascinating. One thing that we haven't talked about is that most of these makers are not just Dalits, they're Christian.
T.M. Krishna
Yes.
Ajantha Subramanian
Do you want to say anything about that?
1:02:39 - T.M. Krishna
Of course, that adds another layer to this entire story, right? Many of them are Dalit Christians. And, you know, especially the Sebastian family have been doing this for about six generations now, from Thanjavur to now. And, you know, it's very interesting that their religious beliefs…I mean, we talk about secularism today and, you know, it's, I mean, you actually see it in everything that they do. They have their Christian practices, their weddings are all Christian, all that. At the same time, they are at every temple you can think of, right? And that never comes up in any conversation as a major thing. It never comes up. 
It also tells you something about caste in some ways, right? So, among the players, nobody will have a problem about talking about the fact that they are all Christians. But the fact that they are all Dalit is forgotten.

Ajantha Subramanian
Huh. What do you mean by that?
T.M. Krishna
In the sense that that will never be, that doesn't have even recognition in the mindscape of the player. So being Christian is not an issue. So I would rather not deal with the fact that they are Dalits. Because if I have to deal with that, then I have to deal with the fact that I am asking them to do it only because I will not touch the skin. Very simply put.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah.
T.M. Krishna
Okay. So then I have to deal with a lot of social stigma that's attached to a community, attached to a certain form of work, if I speak caste. But if I forget caste and say they're all Christians who are making mrdangams for me, that's fine.
Ajantha Subramanian
That's interesting. Yeah.
T.M. Krishna
Nobody will hide. I mean, even the player will never say, will never hide the fact that their maker is a Christian. That's never an issue.
Ajantha Subramanian
So interesting.
T.M. Krishna
That's never an issue.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. Yeah. The other thing that we haven't talked about is the Isai Vellalars. It's a whole other story. We don't have time to get into it. But you do say that there's this other category of both makers and players who occupy this weird middle ground between Dalits and Brahmins.
T.M. Krishna
Yes.
Ajantha Subramanian
So let me first... Yeah. It's almost too much to deal with, but maybe say something about it.
T.M. Krishna
Yeah. So I'll speak about the playing side.
Ajantha Subramanian
Okay.
T.M. Krishna
So Isai Vellalars are the same community as the courtesan musicians community in the sense they were the same artistic community and they married within themselves. So Isai Vellalars...And that word is a caste word today, but it was a created word in the early 20th century. Yeah.
Ajantha Subramanian
And you say it was created as an expression of caste consolidation and status.

T.M. Krishna
Absolutely. Status and caste consolidation is the right way to put it. So you had mrdangam players from that community. You still have a few. You had many more in the past. Now, they are now in between. So they are struggling with the fact that, among the mrdangam players, among Carnatic musicians, they are not the Brahmins. So there is discrimination happening there without a doubt. And there are enough examples of that. But they are also working with the Dalit maker. So there the Dalit maker in the hierarchy is lower to them. So they are also exercising caste power on them. So they would mimic a lot of the habits of the Brahmin in their caste's action towards the Dalit.
Ajantha Subramanian
Right.
T.M. Krishna
Exceptions kept aside. There are exceptions, of course, always, but kept aside. You always had them struggling being in between the two. Now, what happens to the Isai Vellalar mrdangam maker? Now, that's even more complicated. Because this guy is in an occupation which is predominantly done by people who are Dalits. So this person has to say, I am not like them. I'm a maker, but I come from a higher section of society. Don't club me with that family or that group. So there is this very uncomfortable relationship. And I think in some ways that plays out in each of them talking about each other's mrdangam making skills.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yes, yeah.
T.M. Krishna
Some amount there is, of course, artistry and there is the usual egos of every mrdangam maker, which is a tradition of making. But there's also caste in this. Saying that this group believes they make better mrdangams. That group believes they make better mrdangams. We are the traditional makers. But we are the ones who are making good mrdangams. So there is also a skill-related transference of caste differentiation that's also taking place. And by the way, where did the Isai Vellalar mrdangam maker learn most of his skills from? He learned most of his skills from the Dalit Christian. So here is the oddity. But at the same time, you have to say, we have our own identity. So there's a very, very tense kind of relationship between these different groups of makers, just like there's a tense relationship with the different groups of players between the Isai Vellalars and the Brahmins. Here, too, there is a very tense relationship.
Ajantha Subramanian
I mean, I think the thing that comes through so powerfully is just the complexity of these...I'm going to be very academic here -- the complexity of these forms of caste relationality, right? All of these groups are constituted in relation to each other. They're not independent of one another. But despite those intimacies…so these forms of relationality are both rooted in intimacy, shared labor, shared knowledge, and there's this constant need to make distinctions, right?

T.M. Krishna
Absolutely.
Ajantha Subramanian
So caste is being blurred and reinforced at the same time.
1:08:52 - T.M. Krishna
Correct. Correct. Absolutely right. It's also blurred sometimes for making the person who is at the receiving end feel better.
1:09:01 - Ajantha Subramanian
Yes. Right.
1:09:02 - T.M. Krishna
So you're also blurring it in order to feel better. And then you're also affirming it, being affirmed on the other side. It's a very, very tricky space. Very, very odd place to be.
1:09:15 - Ajantha Subramanian
I know we're coming to the end, but I wanted to just…a few more things. So there's this really funny bit in the book where you talk about, I guess, call it Brahmin masculinity. So up to this point, you know, and especially in the first book, you talk about how to be a performer is to claim a disembodied relationship to music, right? That you're, you're this kind of ideal, you're made entirely of your mind. There's a denial of the material body, there's a denial of the material world. And that part of this is about making Carnatic music into something atemporal, right? Outside of time, divine, transcendent.
But here, you know, there's this bit where you're talking about competition between mrdangam players over the size of the instrument, right? And so there's like they're trying to outdo each other in terms of the size of the instrument. And you talk about it as this kind of notion, like a muscular musicality, right? So I just wondered about that.
T.M. Krishna
It’s such a male problem, isn't it? 
Ajantha Subramanian
I mean, it's like such a caricature, right? But I did wonder…is there a difference between other Brahmin performers and mrdangam players for whom there is a more embodied relationship to music?
T.M. Krishna
I don't think so. I mean, other instrumentalists also have it. I don't think so. But there is something about percussion and the idea of masculinity. It's almost universal around the world. It's not just an Indian phenomenon, if you notice. The whole idea is most drummers in the world are men. This entire drumming, it being somehow an expression of virility at some level. It's not just masculinity, it's virility. There is something very machismo about it. So, uh, the tone, uh, you know, even now you ask a mrdangamist what tone they like, they'll say, I want tone with, with gravitas or with depth. And they're actually using terms that mean male. So tones that are like deeper and sizes that are bigger. So I look bigger. It's a performance. So it is something that the percussion instruments in general, instrumentalists, I think somehow embody more than anybody else. 
The only way a vocalist can compete with that is through decibel sound. Loudness is through, you know, screaming my head off. But percussionists can do it through the timber. And, you know, so I think that is something...There is something that we need to investigate about why percussion instruments are so associated with a certain sense of masculinity.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah, they're gendered in a way that perhaps...I mean, all of it is gendered, but maybe it's more so. There's a kind of...
T.M. Krishna
It's gendered in tone. That's what makes it interesting. It's gendered in sound.

Ajantha Subramanian
Okay. We got to wrap up. I did want to end...How to put this? I mean, this is more in the first book, I think. You know, you really are challenging the distinction between classical and folk music, right? You don't have a problem with the...in fact, you elevate the notion of art music while calling into question the notion of the classical, right? So I wonder if you could say something about that. What is art music and why for you is there a value in the celebration of art music and why is that different from saying something is classical? 

T.M. Krishna
So, I mean, I think we use the word classical music very easily, right? But if you ask me a musical question, why is some form classical? Why is another form not classical? Actually, there's no musical explanation to that. I can't give you a musical answer to that. I will only give you answers that are vague. I'll talk about either tradition, old, or I'll say rigor, or I'll talk about discipline. Almost as if forms that don't have this tag don't have any of these qualities. And I can talk about every other form and talk about rigor.
There is also a certain homogeneousness of what we consider rigor, what we consider repetition. Again, there is a constriction of knowledge that's happening when you frame it that way. Because there are different modes of rigor. There is different modes of technicalities or even a notion of what is form or what is part of form and structure, right? 
The word classical to me is purely a social phenomenon. It's a word that just demarcates forms that are part of elite culture. That's it. And that elite could be anybody. I mean, classical music in the West is white man's music. Simply put, that's all it is. Which is why, you know, why don't we call jazz classical? We can ask that question. Jazz has every element that you can, if you had set of, what do you say, points that qualify a form to be classical, jazz has that and more, right? But you would never call jazz classical. Simply because it's a social phenomenon. 
So I found classical to have no musicological value for me. As a very, just as a musical thinker, it has no musicological value to me. It's the same with folk. It has no musicological, it just tells me something is practiced among a set of people who are not part of the elite section of society. That's all it's telling me. But is it telling me something about the form? No. Is it telling me something about how it's created? No. About its history? No. So in music, just purely musicological terms, these are irrelevant. They have no value. If anything, they only discriminate between art forms. 
Now, the word art music has been used before and been used in Western classical traditions and in musicology in the past. And why I think that works better is art music is a technical observation. What I would call, it's a description of intentionality. So, to me, it describes what the intention of an art form is. So, what's an intention for an art music form, if you ask me that. The intention is to use sound, melody, music, rhythm, whatever, to abstract human experience in these modes where even text becomes a form of sound. So we forget that language itself is a form of sound and consonants and vowels actually create beautiful sound. So I think art music is playing with the sonic possibilities of these various elements in giving us an abstract experience of life. 
Which is why I argue that the way I see text in Carnatic music is not that I'm singing about Rama or Krishna. Yes, I am singing, but I'm not just doing that. And I can use the great compositions of absolute phenomenal composers to prove my point. There are enough compositions in which words are broken, where they should not be broken semantically. Meaning is destroyed. Meaning in a semantic sense is destroyed. My question is, this is a conservative old or 200 year old before, a Brahmin composer. What's the person doing here? Why would he destroy the word when he's praising his great Rama or Krishna? Because that person is doing something else there. And that's what art music is doing. It's exploring what a vowel can do. What an extended ee can do, an extended aa can do when it's part of melody. So for me, art music works better as a description of abstract forms of sound.

Ajantha Subramanian
That's really interesting. I mean, I found that quite striking because often when you talk about elite capture of an aesthetic tradition, just to use that term, abstraction is often seen as part of that elite capture. But you're saying something very different about abstraction. 

T.M. Krishna
I think there's something flawed in believing that abstraction is an elite capture. I'll tell you why. If you take the drumming cultures of anywhere, drumming cultures within India or in Africa, there are many, many of them in India, especially many of them are from Dalit communities. Now, other than say, some people say their original intentions was to announce a baby's birth, et cetera, et cetera. But they are not just doing that, are they? What are they doing? They are giving you forms and designs in sound. Now, what is that? That's abstraction. It's abstraction of a sensibility of a moment, but it's not the moment. It lives beyond the moment. And that's what abstraction is. And so abstraction is part of art production across societies. It's not something only elite people do.
And I'm talking abstraction musically
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah, and I think that there is something about that, I don't know if it's a paradox, but the fact that music is both so deeply social, right, it's socially embedded. It's socially produced and it's transcendent, right?
T.M. Krishna
True.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah, it's of a time and place, but it's beyond that time and place as well, right?
T.M. Krishna
100% true. That's what makes it very hard to actually, you know, take the strands out of it and deal with it because both are real. They're absolutely real.
Ajantha Subramanian
And that's part of what makes it...And I think this is what runs through your work so powerfully that...you have to both recognize the violence of social life as running through these art forms and also recognize that there's a great pleasure in them, and that the violence and the pleasure are kind of…you can't disentangle them. 

T.M. Krishna
Absolutely, yeah. I completely agree. In a way, I think you experience the pleasure very differently when you recognize the violence. 

Ajantha Subramanian
Maybe that's a good way to exit this. So for you, having written all this stuff, and you said before you wrote A Southern Music, you weren't really thinking sociologically about your own performative tradition. So what does it do to you as a performer to have contended so fully with the sociological, with the violence?

T.M. Krishna
Yeah, as a musician, I'll tell you, it does two things. One is it actually opens up vistas of possibilities musically. Because when you recognize the violence within yourself, your creative juices are also wondering, how do I address this violence? How do I act upon it as a musician? Which means you're creating art that is then challenging, circumventing, questioning, and which means your entire landscape, your entire canvas is expanding musically, right? 
The other, apparently what it does also is it changes the way you make music with people. Your relationship with your other musicians change. Your relationship with the notion of audience changes. You start questioning space, spatial, which is where you say, why should I only sing here? Why should I only speak here? So you start noticing that you need to challenge spatial order. So my work has also been about challenging spatial order. 
The other thing is, it's not just about your art form, right? What about the other conversation? How are the other art forms going to come to your spaces, invade your spaces, dislodge you? And how are you going to have dialogues with many other communities through art? All this opened up only when I looked at the violence and the sociological order within which I was making this art form or we're all making art. That changed entirely the way I…it changes the way you listen. I'll tell you, it's very simple level. You know, what you thought was noise suddenly starts becoming music. It's something that happens in real time. It's not even imagined. Forms of music, which I thought was just noise. It was sound. They didn't know what they're doing. It's crude. You know, all these things that I…suddenly my body moves to it. Suddenly I feel beauty, not understand beauty. I feel the beauty. So it actually changes you at a very, very visceral level in a manner that it's difficult to describe, which means you also hear your own music differently. 
I'll end with one thing. People always ask me, do I listen to old recordings of myself, which is probably 90s and all that. And I say I don't. And I know a lot of people love that old Krishna. They love that music. They have their people. My music has changed tremendously because of my sociological understandings. The way I present the concert has changed. Everything has changed. And one reason I say I don't listen to that. When I listen to that voice of mine, I hear violence in it. And I can't explain to you why. There's something very, very egotistical, very violent, something that makes me move back. In terms of skill, I could be far better than I am now. In terms of what I could do with my voice, definitely far more then than now. There's something about the tone and quality of that person that bothers me now.

Ajantha Subramanian
It's fascinating. All right. Well, this was amazing. Thank you.

T.M. Krishna
Thank you. Thank you so much.
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