“Ifvou don't Beneve mtom;

iock at Ravikiran ...’ said Pt
Ravi Shankar about this gottu-
vadyam (chitraveena) player.
In 1969, the whole world was
stunned by the phenomenon
of a two-year-old boy who
could identify 325 ragas and
175 talas of Carnatic music.

The charm and ease of man-
ner belie the genius. To him,
“Music is a part of the whole
affair of living. It is a thing
more of the subconscious, a
state of creativity, a merging
with the atmosphere. It
doesn’t really weigh on me.
And about my feats, I do not
know exactly what happened.
I know mostly what others
have told me and what has
been published.” At that time,
it created a furore —no two-
year-old had ever performed
onstage before. And to make it
all the more astonishing, “by
the time I was five, I knew up
to 600 songs, over 30 varnams
and was giving concerts”.

Behind the extraordinary
feats, he says, was his father,
Narasimhan, himself a per-
forming artiste, who gave up
his career to promote his chil-
dren, and who believed and
proved repeatedly that child
prodigies could be made: first
it was Ravikiran, followed by
his brother Shashikiran, sister
Kiranavali and cousin Ga-
nesh, all of whom performed
on stage by the age of two. He
adds: “Father would spend 24
hours of the day with the baby
playing the role of a father,
mother, nurse, helper, play-
mate, guide, philosopher and
teacher. He would create an
atmosphere of music, for he
believed that music could be
‘Tearnt like language, through
exposure. He would come in
singing a phrase of musicand
catch the attention ofthe play-
ing child; then whisper the
name of the raga in the child's
ear. If you wanted to know the
time at say 4.50, he would say
‘Vanaspathi’ which is the
fourth Melakarta raga and
Naamanarayani, which is the
50th,” he explains. Such expo-
sure has resulted in his stupe-
fying feat, he adds.

When Ravikiran was too
busy performing, his father tu-
tored him in various subjects.
After an entrance exam at the
Central School, he was enrol-
led in Class IV. “I was initially
very good but couldn’t main-
tain my positionas I missed too
many classes for concerts,” he
recounts. Has life as a musi-
cian affected his schooling?
“We tried to ensure that didn’t
happen. [ enjoyed school;
learnt to play cricket too. Of
course, I played so much that
people began to worry that it
would affect my music
practice,” he says engagingly.
In fact, Semmangudi Srinivas
Iyer made me promise that I
would not play with the cricket
ball as it would affect my
hands,” he adds.

At eight, Ravikiran took to
the gottuvadyam. “My father
wasa great player and I would
try playing on it whatever he
taught me to sing. Since I sho-
wed interest, my father had a
smallone made and I began to
learn to play it seriously.” His
practice hours were severe —
up to six hours a day, some-

Jtimes through the night. “On
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Prodigy of the
21 strings

At five, he knew up to 600 songs and at eight, took to the
gottuvadyam as a challenge. Ravikiran continues to

make new

ing a cylinder of teflon or eb-
ony oversix of the main strings
plucked by the right hand.
“Many people feel it is the
most difficult. instrument to
play. There are 12 points ex-
actlyat which you have to keep
the cylinder and hence, there
is ample scope for error. You
have to be exiremely accu-
rate. Youw’ll get a discordant
note if you move by a milli-
metre, which has earned it the
nickname ‘Apaswara vadya’,”
he says wryly.

Why, did he take it up then?
“It was a challenge! There are
hundreds of vocalists but 1
wanted to be able to play the
chitraveena,” is his bouyant
reply. “Besides,” he adds, “it
runs inmy family. My grandfa-
ther, Narayana Iyengar, was
the only player in his time; he
even performed abroad. I
managedto get hold of some of
his antique three-minute re-
cords. He and my father are
musicians of calibre. I wanted
tobe one too.”

He says he has always stri-
ven for professional standards
—the extent to whichone can
emulate the vocalists. What

the mind has conceived can be:
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But these frets themselves
have become a barrier; the
continuity is reduced. In the
chitraveena, there is more
scope for expression.”

Ravikiran says there are
three ways of expression. “You
can state it straight, which is
almost not art. You can just
suggestit. You can exaggerate’
and dramatise it. When sug-
gested, it is considered more
refined, but more elite. I feel
there should be a percentage
of dramatisation and refine-
ment. It needsto reachsociety.
‘Evolution of a society isreflec-
ted in its culture. Artistic activ-
ity affects it at the subcon-
scious level; to what sort of art
society is exposed to. It has to
reflect all sections but it needs
to have a higher element. Go
to a classical music concert
and a rock music concert and

see the difference in audience .

behavior. In both cases, the
expression of art is good but
the content? The least any ar-
tiste can do is to ensure that
the content is positive. It's his
social responsibility through
his art, his profession.”

For him, social responsibil-
itv dneae nat stan at art. With

bin on our road, but in vain.
Then I bribed an official and
we got our dustbin. The next
day it vanished! The official
thad brought the dusthin from
the next street and on receiv-
ing more money from the peo-
ple there, had taken it back!
Anyway, for our street, I footed
the bill for a bin, whichwas la-
ter destroyed.” :

Older and wiser now, Ravi

Kiran plans music-related
schemes towards social re-
sponsibility. “There are var-
ious sections of our society
which are not exposed to
music.” Plans to inculcate a
love for Carnatic music among
children from Corporation
schools are under way, with
government funding sanctio-
ned. The main problem is ad-
justing his tight concert sche-
dule to make room for all these
activities. “I cannot leave any-
thing half-way. I feel too inten-
sely about it,” he says.

In 1985, he played the gottu-
vadyam for 24 hours on the
trot at a temple. “It was a pray-
er, a sort of thanksgiving,” he
says. “Along with my father’s
and my own efforts, all this has
come naturally. It was my way
of exnressing gratitude.”




