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Introduction

ON NOT BEING ABLE
TO LEARN MUSIC

I always characterize my engagement with music as having gone from sing-
ing Christmas carols in my English-medium primary school to learning
Hindustani music in my forties. But when I think back on my tenuous
connection to the Indian classical performing arts, I dredge up memo-
ries from a childhood filled with books, looking for moments when music
came briefly into that space where R. L. Stevenson’s Treasure Island jostled
with Enid Blyton’s Famous Five series and Alexandre Dumas’s The Count
of Monte Cristo.

Was I nine or ten years old when I was taken to the house of a woman
called Radha, student of the great Ravi Shankar, who lived on Ninth Main
Road in Jayanagar Third Block? I have a faint recollection that her hus-
band was a pharmacist—perhaps they were new to the southern city of
Bangalore of the late 1960s. I remember her fair, sulky, rather unhappy
tace—perhaps they had come down in the world? Was it perhaps because
of her marriage that her social situation had changed for the worse and
she had to give music lessons? A sitar was purchased by my parents, and I
was taken—was it twice a week?—to the teacher’s house for lessons. This
lasted for three years. I don’t remember the music meaning much to me
or giving me much pleasure. When my school organized a radio program,
I played “Jingle Bells” on my sitar, and the teacher was appalled when I



told her what I had composed. Perhaps the lessons stopped because of my
lack of interest—on the other hand, perhaps also because of a family cri-
sis when my father had a paralytic stroke, an event that made us rearrange
our daily lives to a considerable extent and practice small economies. For
quite a few years, however, the deep indentation caused by pressing down
on the sitar strings remained on my left index finger. Decades later, if 1
unconsciously touch the pad of that finger, I can still feel the ghostly pres-
ence of the hardened skin.

My parents are long gone, and I have no idea why they wanted me to
learn the sitar. For my modernist father, it could have been Ravi Shankar’s
rise to international stardom in the 1960s that prompted an interest in the
Indian instrument made world famous by Shankar and others in the age
of the Beatles and Woodstock. I still have two LPs purchased by my father
at the time: one by Ravi Shankar and the Beatles’ Abbey Road. The fam-
ily went to listen to Ravi Shankar and his accompanist Alla Rakha at the
Ravindra Kalakshetra auditorium in Bangalore once, and I enjoyed the
glamour and the lively music, but it seemed so distant from my own feeble
strumming that it was no great loss when I stopped, and soon the sitar dis-
appeared from the house.

Two or three years later, in the early 1970s, on my mother’s insistence
my little sister and I acquired a Carnatic vocal music teacher, who used to
come to our house twice a week. [ remember him as a bald, elderly man,
a few teeth gone, dressed in a much-washed white dhoti and kurta, who
must have gone around the city giving a number of lessons every day. We
learned a few padams from him, and sang them with more vigor than en-
thusiasm. Every time he saw us, he would say sadly in Kannada, “Katch-
eri maadsi bidtheeni” (I'll get you ready to do a concert soon). The lessons
lasted barely a year. Giving the excuse of my upcoming high school final
examinations, I persuaded my mother to stop the lessons. In hindsight, I
think we girls did not take to the intense Hindu devotionalism of Carnatic
music, having grown up in a largely agnostic home.

By the 1960s and ’70s, it was quite common for middle-class parents in
southern India to have their daughters taught classical music and dance as
part of the cultural competencies that would better their chances at mak-
ing a suitable marriage.! My own parents, who had come from poor fami-
lies and were thus first-generation middle class, were writers and also so-
cialists. They maintained an ambivalent relationship to the classical arts,
which they would have seen as not of the people. Additionally, they saw
their daughters’ futures not as tied to a “good marriage” alliance but to
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Figure 1. The author at age ten. Photo: T. S. Sathyanarayana Rao.

things they might choose to do by themselves. And given that there was
no one on either side of our parentage who had any connection to music
and dance, there was no context in which we grew up listening to music
or watching Indian classical dance performances. Late in life, I remember
being quite bemused when I started going to Hindustani music classes,
and the teacher asked me to practice at home with a harmonium (“Surely
there must be an old one lying around in your house?” she had said). It
wasn’t that kind of home, I said wryly to myself, wondering at the post-
midcentury assumptions about class, caste, and cultural capital embedded
in that question, which was actually a statement.?

Two things changed my connection to music forever. This happened in
the 2000s. I had been doing research on the Caribbean and had become
increasingly interested in the musical culture of Trinidad. Responding to
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the beat of calypso, soca, and chutney, I fashioned a book on women, mu-
sic, and migration between India and Trinidad.? While the manuscript was
taking final shape, I took an Indian rock-pop singer, Remo Fernandes, to
Jamaica and Trinidad, with a film crew documenting his journey and his
collaborations. Ensconced in the music studios of southern Trinidad, lis-
tening to the singers who had dominated my academic research as they
recorded with Remo lyrics that I had helped to write, I began to feel a
different kind of immersion in the waves of sound during the production
process than that experienced when I listened to already-recorded music
or even a stage performance.

Although I am deeply envious of those who can do Caribbean-style
wining, that fluidity of bodily movements is not something my limbs can
emulate. So the physical response to music, and the feeding back of move-
ment into voice production, is beyond my reach. By then I was two years
into learning Hindustani music, first in a rather disorganized music school
and then in one-on-one training. I knew that my breath control was poor,
my Hindi accent atrocious, my voice loud and raw. I returned from the Ca-
ribbean tour determined to improve my musical practice. I also began to
listen to more Hindustani musicians than I had ever done before.

One of the by-products of my Caribbean years was that I became in-
creasingly skeptical about the distinctions between popular, folk, and clas-
sical music to which cultural studies scholars are accustomed. The influ-
ence of European and Anglophone music scholarship in India, converging
with early twentieth-century nationalist efforts to assemble national tradi-
tions, had reinscribed these distinctions onto the diverse kinds of music in
the subcontinent. So after the 1950s, the description “classical music” was
attached to the North Indian (Hindustani) and the South Indian (Carnatic)
strains of music that became the staple of radio broadcasts in newly inde-
pendent India.* The twentieth-century classicization of the Indian vocal
and instrumental music coming out of imperial courtly culture involves
its separation from the folk on the one hand and film music on the other.
The efforts at separation also bear the impress of the debates musicians
had with British enthusiasts such as Ernest Clements who looked for de-
scriptors of classicism in India to match those that had emerged in Europe
through the nineteenth century.’

Historicizing the emergence of notions of the classical had the advan-
tage of encouraging someone like me, who had been involved for over a de-
cade in contributing to the critique of how nationalist/national traditions
were assembled, to engage more deeply with the practice itself, instead of
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merely thinking about classical music as an oppressive and discriminatory
institution because of the mainstream nationalist framing of the classical
as part of an exclusive elite culture.

Foregrounding the practice rather than the institution also allows one
to acquire an embodied appreciation of musical meaning. So just as ca-
lypso and soca music pleasured and stimulated me, I now began to respond
to Hindustani music in similar ways. But unlike calypso, which I could not
figure out how to reproduce through my own voice, Hindustani voice pro-
duction was closer to the Indian languages that I was familiar with from
childhood as well as to film music and folk music. All of these kinds of
music—so-called classical, film, and folk—are part of a sound spectrum
that forms the ambient music of everyday life in India. This is a reflection
in hindsight on routes taken and not taken, and deciding to learn Hindu-
stani music rather than Carnatic in adult life may well have been prompted
by the childhood memory of not being engaged with South Indian music.
Likewise the choice to learn how to sing rather than to play an instrument
could have been prompted by the indifferent training I was given on the
sitar.

One of the problems with coming to music late in life is that teachers
tend to treat me as a mere hobbyist, someone learning music just to pass
the time. On the other hand, people who have been learning music since
childhood are treated as those who have the sanskaara or traces of that
cultivation, who understand the allusive references to what zaa/ structure
is and how rhythmic patterns work, who shake their heads appreciatively
with the right gestures and give daad or praise at the correct moments. I
felt like someone struggling to eat with knife and fork at a Western-style
dinner, watching out of the corner of my eye to see what the person next to
me was doing. To this day I'm overcome by this musical shyness while at-
tending a concert performance, unable to reconcile my own deeply felt au-
ditory response with the kind of gestures that the confident listener makes.
As he marks time on his thigh, raises his right palm upward and shakes the
fingers, moves his head from side to side, and exclaims, “Wah!” and “Kya
baat hail,” I shrink further into my seat, all punctuations and murmurs fro-
zen before they are formed.

I never faced any difficulty learning the melody of a composition or
being able to sing it with the right pauses. But the idea of improvisation
within a rigid rhythmic structure was hard to grasp. I spent an inordinate
amount of time mastering the actual compositions, which I treated like
songs, as well as the precomposed sound patterns of the zaans. 1 felt com-
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pelled to write down taans in the hope of being able to memorize them. I
was afraid to switch on the electronic tabla, let alone sing with a live ac-
companist. I acquired composition after composition from different teach-
ers and developed a nodding acquaintance with the scales of a number
of ragas. At the point at which one must jump off the precipice and skim
along, held up only by the undulating music, I came to a standstill.

I refused to believe that this was simply a lack of dexterity or confidence.
Seeing the problem in terms of a psychologized “real individual” would
not help me understand the larger issues: issues to do with the shaping
of modern postcolonial subjects through the tensions between the liberal
idea of the enlightened subject that is part of both our political common
sense and our legal system in India, and the excessive subject exemplified
by musicophilia.* What I do in this book, then, is use my personal story of
musical struggle as an entry point into framing the research, for thinking
about how modern urban Indians were seized by musicophilia over the
long twentieth century, how through this passion they gained a new sense
of interiority as well as an idiom in which to express it, and how their love
of music is an indicator of a subjectivity that emerges through its immer-
sion in the social.

The questions that bothered me were: How does one study or practice
music? How does one treat one’s teacher? How does the teacher expect
to be treated? Should one never question what the teacher is doing in the
act of teaching or performing? Why did all the touching of feet and refer-
ences to godliness and devotion bother me so much? Strangely, I was at
once both inside and outside this connotative universe—inside, because of
having grown up liminally aware of it as a horizon of understanding and
daily life for most people I knew; and outside, because of having grown up
with political vocabularies of socialism, communism, and feminism, with
their trenchant belief in human equality and their critique of hierarchy. In
my home it was unheard-of for us children to touch anyone’s feet, let alone
those of our parents. What does it mean, then, for a modern Indian woman
to learn Hindustani music today? I propose two kinds of moves in order to
address this question: looking back, to understand the historical context in
which this music came into urban spaces; and looking sideways, at the ex-
perience of others—teachers, students, music lovers—over the long twen-
tieth century. I look at the spectacular experience of Bombay/Mumbai
from the mid-nineteenth century to the present to explore why and how
modern Indians became obsessed with Hindustani music.

Looking back and looking sideways, then, I began to resolve my anxi-

6 * INTRODUCTION



eties about cultures of learning. Finally, I did touch the feet of two people,
since they would not have understood any other token of respect. Both
were female, both preeminent singers, both born in the very early twen-
tieth century: Gangubai Hangal was ninety-three when I met her, and
Dhondutai Kulkarni was eighty-seven. Neither was my teacher, but I con-
tinue to learn from their exemplary and single-minded careers. I treat one
of my earliest teachers, Neela Bhagwat, now seventy-five, quite differently.
She is a self-professed leftist and feminist, and complains that she is so
democratic that she cannot force her students to learn in the way she wants
them to. Our relationship is a companionable one, our engagements infre-
quent. This lack of sustained contact tells on the learning process, as 'm all
too aware, and the focus has been more on accumulating, or learning many
compositions, rather than on deepening my understanding of the music.

Now I obtain my zaleem or training from Omkar Havaldar, who is in
his early thirties but has been learning music since he was four years old,
most of his teachers having been in their late sixties or seventies. He is
my teacher, but struggles to find a respectful term with which to address
his oldest student, while I use the privilege of age to call him by his first
name. These days most of our lessons are online, and imbued with what
I call Skyptimacy—a new intimacy between teacher and student that is
premised on geographical distance rather than closeness. Technology, in-
stead of alienating me from the learning process, has actually strengthened
aspects of it. [ hear my teacher’s soft voice more clearly because he uses a
microphone. He holds up his iPhone, with the display of iTabla’s percus-
sive beats, and encourages me to follow the rhythmic cycle visually on the
screen, while simultaneously listening to the sound of the tabla at his end.
I improvise more and more and with greater ease these days, and I have
begun to understand how to draw on a repertoire of musical phrases to
create a sustained taan. Through my daily riyaaz or practice, I have begun
to understand that knowing, and not remembering, is what propels the
maker of music.

And so, finally, I am able to sing.

Musicophilia

In this book, I bring together the notions of sociality and subjectivity to
throw light on the performance of modernity in the non-Western metropo-
lis. My focus is on the port city of Bombay/Mumbai, where the centrality of
Hindustani or North Indian classical music from the late nineteenth cen-
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tury onward helped form a distinctive kind of aural community. The aspi-
rations of this community impacted the way in which urban spaces were
organized, as the love for music created a culture of collective listening that
brought together people of diverse social and linguistic backgrounds. The
book suggests that this condition of collective listening enabled the forma-
tion of a new musical subject, the musicophiliac. The avid listener, the col-
lector, the event organizer, the student, and the teacher—all came into Hin-
dustani music as nontraditional musical subjects. I argue further that their
attraction to a music that became publicly available by the late nineteenth
century and their membership in a community of musicophiliacs are the
factors that fed into the production of the musical interiority foregrounded
in Hindustani music practice as it moved into the twentieth century.

The elephant in the room in debates about non-Western contexts is usu-
ally the issue of modernity. In a lucid summary of the key propositions of
the debates, Lawrence Grossberg uses the term “euro-modernity” to refer
to what is presented as normative, especially but not only in moderniza-
tion theory from the 1950s on.” Then there have been the critiques: It’s
one thing, he says, to argue—as Timothy Mitchell does—that modernity
is not created by the West but in interaction between the West and the
non-West. It’s another thing to say modernity was also invented elsewhere
(other or alternate modernities), and yet another to say there are alterna-
tives to modernity. Grossberg is of the view that to recognize either of
these would require the near-impossible project of the decolonization of
knowledge.® The problem with either, I propose, is the idea that there is in-
deed a norm (euro-modernity) against which, outside of Europe, we could
aspire to have alternatives to modernity or alternate modernities. Cultural
theorist Madhava Prasad, in a trenchant review of Consuming Modernity,
drew attention to how, in spite of the different modernities signaled by
the Public Modernity and Public Culture project, there always seemed to
be beyond these a Modernity with a capital M.” This problem besets even
that most nuanced of contemporary thinkers, Partha Chatterjee, to whom
we are otherwise indebted for a host of insightful formulations about non-
Western political formations. In a well-known essay titled “Our Moder-
nity,” Chatterjee describes the subjection of the colonized in India:

Modernity for us is like a supermarket of foreign goods, displayed
on the shelves; pay up and take away what you like. No one there
believes that we could be producers of modernity. The bitter truth
about our present is our subjection, our inability to be subjects in
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our own right. And yet, it is because we want to be modern that
our desire to be independent and creative is transposed onto our
past. . . . Ours is the modernity of the once-colonized. The same
historical process that has taught us the value of modernity has also
made us the victims of modernity.

In my account of musicophilia in Mumbali, I hope to persuade you that
the modern subjects of that city have embarked on what Kwame Anthony
Appiah in a different but related context called a “less anxious creativ-
ity.”" I borrow Madhava Prasad’s notion that while there is a concept called
“modernity,” it can only ever be realized in nationalized forms, since both
“nation” and the “modernity” that requires political formations like “na-
tion” and “nation-state” are of the same vintage. So there are truly differ-
ent modernities, spatially divergent, albeit occupying the same time of the
present. Once we stop invoking the Kantian enlightened subject, we can
also stop conflating the concept of “modernity” with “the practical real-
ity of modern social orders.”? Referring to something as “our modernity,”
then, would mean we have in mind quite a different set of ideas about po-
litical formations, governance, relationships between institutions, and so
on, than those obtaining in euro-modernity. Since there is no evidence that
the reference is working in all these registers, calling something “our” may
only mark a moment of elite postcolonial desire.”®

But then we need another approach by which to understand the specific
features of national modernity in India (which this book does not claim to
address directly) or that of metropolitan modernity in Bombay/Mumbai
(which is indeed the backdrop against which my arguments about musico-
philia are mounted). The distinctiveness of Bombay’s* modernity in certain
domains has been the topic of significant scholarship in business and in-
dustrial history, associational history, and the history of education, of plan-
ning and architecture, and of entertainment—especially theater and film.
None of these have dealt with the subject of this modernity, although we
obtain glimpses of these in fiction and in memoirs.” By the early twentieth
century, Bombay—as headquarters of the Bombay Presidency—displayed
many of the features of other imperial cities of the time: a city planning
and governing authority, a judiciary, a form of political representation
through institutions like the municipal council, a local bourgeoisie, a ma-
jor commercial and industrial sector, an entertainment industry, hospitals,
professional schools, an elaborate education system ranging from primary
to tertiary levels, and a multilanguage and vocal press. Peopling this large
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urban area were migrants from the immediate hinterland as well as from
distant regions in the subcontinent.

Aspects of Mumbai’s modernity could be seen in new structures of gov-
ernance and new associational models, even those that brought people to-
gether on the basis of caste, place of origin, and language. There were plat-
forms on which participants deliberated on issues of common good and
spoke on behalf of constituencies they claimed to represent, or tried to ex-
ert pressure on the governors of the city by making civic concerns visible.
But alongside these platforms, there were others, like those that brought
musicophiliacs together, that did not necessarily function as a space of/for
representation. In spite of the efforts of music critics to deploy classifica-
tory systems and popularize standards of judgment, evidenced in sporadic
debates in magazines, musicophiliacs were not bound to follow principles
of rational discourse.” Instead, the space they occupied while listening to
music was one of intense and vociferous expression of appreciation and
devotion. Often it was a space in which people fell silent because they
were so profoundly moved, and where head-shaking or swaying or weep-
ing—marks of what we might call “bodies in affect” —were greatly in evi-
dence. In order to be able to understand the musicophiliac as a subject em-
bedded in colonial and postcolonial modernity, I propose that we grasp
this subject as a social subject and not as an individual in the normative
euro-modern sense.”

The Metropolitan Unconscious

This book provides an account of this social subject, the musicophiliac, by
examining the kinds of spaces in and practices through which the love of
music is manifested in Bombay/Mumbai. I claim that in this city obtains
what I call a “metropolitan unconscious,” a collectivized unconscious that
includes the diverse pasts and experiences of the migrants who came to
settle here under conditions of colonial modernity from the nineteenth
century onward. The metropolitan unconscious draws on all these migrant
histories but is not identical with any one of them. These would include,
in the instance at hand, both the hereditary musicians who taught and
performed here as well as the people who made up the musicophiliac au-
dience. Internally fraught with divisions of caste, class, religion, gender,
and language, the musicophiliacs—fixated on Hindustani music—could
sidestep these distinctions to create a community of musical affect. It was
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not a matter of transcending the divisions but of negotiating them in ways
that had to be performed and not laid out in contractual language. I suggest
that while musicophilia represents some features of the excess of subject
formation in the contingent historical conditions of urban Bombay, the
metropolitan unconscious stands for the sedimented repertoire of ways of
living and experiencing that people brought into Bombay and that under-
went transformation in engaging with the conditions of the present, thus
creating a unique mode of being for musical and other subjects. In the in-
stance of Hindustani music in the city, we see what Anjali Arondekar calls
the figure of repetition-rupture, as performers invoke the permanence of
tradition in the very moment of its transformation.’® How does this im-
brication of past and present occur, and what can it tell us more generally
about subject formation?

Through Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus we see how “habitual ac-
tions” may be understood as “embodiments of an external field of social
forces which structure perception and experience.”” The dispositions pro-
vided by the habitus, says Bourdieu, situate the subject in a web of struc-
turing and structured experiences. The habitus “ensures the active pres-
ence of past experiences . . . deposited in each organism in the form of
scheme of perception, thought and action.”” For Bourdieu, the habitus of-
fers a “conditioned and conditional freedom,” the limits it sets on present
action having been set by “historically and socially situated conditions.”
Where the idea of habitus helps me articulate the sociality of the subject is
in its reference to “embodied history™

The habitus—embodied history, internalized as a second nature and
so forgotten as history—is the active presence of the whole past of
which it is the product. As such, it is what gives practices their rela-
tive autonomy with respect to external determinations of the im-
mediate present. This autonomy is that of the past, enacted and act-
ing, which, functioning as accumulated capital, produces history on
the basis of history and so ensures the permanence in change that
makes the individual agent a world within the world. The Aabitus is
a spontaneity without consciousness or will, opposed as much to the
mechanical necessity of things without history in mechanistic theo-
ries as it is to the reflexive freedom of subjects “without inertia” in
rationalist theories.”!

Here Bourdieu usefully challenges the idea of the Cartesian-Kantian free-
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standing subject. But in his insistence that the dispositions determine the
discourse of the subject, who then “goes along like a train laying its own
rails,” he tries to stuff the significatory excess that is the very condition of
subject formation into a box, as it were.?

Bourdieu’s references to Durkheim’s discussion of the collective un-
conscious and his own mention of the unconscious perhaps point to his,
and our, dissatisfaction with the congealed histories in the “quasi-natures
of habitus”? Mary Anne Rothenberg, in a perceptive comparative analy-
sis of the concepts of habitus and the unconscious, argues, “The Aabitus,
unlike the unconscious, is not itself transformed by the encounter with
the present; neither are past and present transformed by their combina-
tion in practices. The sabitus merely enables a variety of practices, each of
which incorporates past and present in ways that do not alter their mean-
ings.”?* Rothenberg contends that only a theory of the unconscious, with
its retroversive mechanism (the Nachtraglichkeir or aprés-coup) would
help us grasp the fact that “the appropriation of the present by the past
works a transformation on both past and present.”? Without the retrover-
sion, Bourdieu’s effort to show the workings of history actually ends up in
dehistoricization.?

Performance of Modernity

I want to suggest that we modify the idea of habitus for the present proj-
ect as follows: the coming together in the metropolitan space-time of co-
lonial Bombay of multiple histories and their already determined limits
on future action should be seen as creating not a sum of their parts but
an altogether new entity, the metropolitan unconscious, the inhabiting of
which affords new routes and new opportunities for the formation of social
subjects. Under conditions of colonial modernity and the subsequent as-
sembling of a national modern, subjects render their present livable by re-
visioning the past, but they do so—as in the case of Hindustani music—by
drawing on a shared archive, not an individuated one, even as they engage
in personal quests for listening opportunities, in building a vocabulary
of devotion around their favorite musician, or in attempting to learn to
sing or play an instrument themselves. If, as I propose, the performance
of modernity was an imperative of this metropolitan unconscious, the
passion for music opened up an important route to the realization of this
performance.

Although the word “performance” in contemporary English indicates
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the act of presenting a play or any other form of entertainment, or at the
most may refer to doing a particular job or undertaking an activity, in In-
dian languages the word for performance, which is pradarshan, refers to
enactment and exhibition on the one hand, and to demonstration or show-
ing on the other. Drawing heavily on the connotations of pradarshan then,
in this book I use its translation, “performance,” to mean: render articu-
late, make visible, display, demonstrate. I hope to provide ample evidence
of this kind of performance in the various chapters.

In the period 'm looking at, Hindustani music moved from being a
courtly art to one firmly embedded in the urban marketplace. New struc-
tures of patronage for performers included musical theater companies,
the emerging middle classes who set up music circles, gramophone com-
panies, and state-owned radio. The new audiences for Hindustani music
formed communities of listeners who often tried to learn music themselves,
through the burgeoning music schools and through individual discipleship
to great musicians. My research is based on archival and ethnographic
work (participant observation of musical culture in Mumbai and in-depth
interviews with performers). [ also draw on a range of primary and second-
ary texts, which are referenced throughout the book: business history, ac-
counts of the opium trade, community histories, autobiographies and biog-
raphies, architectural and town planning history, theater history, recording
history, broadcasting, the history of education, of institutions, of railways,
shipping, migration, and of publishing and print media. To a large extent,
the effort has been not to produce new facts but to assemble an interpre-
tive framework that may allow us to address anew the centrality of music
as cultural practice in modern India and its role in creating the excessive
subject of postcoloniality. By and large, the book focuses on vocal music,
especially the khayal as well as semiclassical genres, and touches only oc-
casionally on instrumental traditions. In this, I gesture toward the salience
of the voice in the musical landscape of Mumbai in the long twentieth cen-
tury about which I write.

I suggest that the musicophilia of Mumbai’s inhabitants over the long
twentieth century gives us new material with which to think through ques-
tions of urbanity, subjectivity, and culture. Although the study is a deeply
localized one, I believe similar patterns can be traced elsewhere in the
subcontinent, and the relationship between cultural practice and the for-
mation of the social subject can speak to many other contexts, especially
in the non-West.

It is hoped that this book will impact a number of scholarly domains,
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ranging from cultural history and urban studies to psychosocial studies
broadly defined. The foregrounding of a set of research questions that
draws upon these different fields and the showcasing of cultural practice
as a site of engagement in turn could create ripple effects in the fields by
bringing in new issues for them to deal with. These new issues, in particu-
lar those that discuss prominent cultural practices like music, will deepen
our understanding of how urbanity has taken shape in our part of the world
and how that process informs notions of sociality and subjectivity.
Throughout the book, I am in dialogue with the writings of those cul-
tural theorists, ethnomusicologists, and historians who have made signifi-
cant contributions to our understanding of the modern trajectories of art
music in India. Early ethnomusicological accounts of North Indian music
include those of Nazir Jairazbhoy and Daniel Neuman, the former provid-
ing an influential close reading of formal structures and the scalar evolu-
tion of Indian ragas, and the latter a finely detailed analysis of the social
ecosystem of Hindustani music as he saw it in the 1960s and ’70s.” Al-
though appreciative of this scholarship, my book is not intended either as a
contribution to music theory or as an anthropological account of Mumbai’s
Hindustani musicians and listeners.?® Nor is it, like the impressive work
of Aneesh Pradhan or Lakshmi Subramanian, a comprehensive history of
music and its institutions in a colonial city.?” Rather, it is closer in spirit and
intellectual genealogy to Amanda Weidman’s remarkable book on voice
and subjectivity in Carnatic music or to Janaki Bakhle’s pioneering schol-
arship on Hindustani music and nationalism in Maharashtra.*® Like them,
I focus not so much on the music but on questions that arise when music is
foregrounded in a social and political context, questions to do with moder-
nity and cultural practice. These are also questions about the continuous
repositioning of what the past might mean in the present and, importantly,
how that past comes to be assembled in the process of resignification.

The Chapters

Chapter 1 s titled “Yaa Nagari Mein Lakh Darwaaza” (This city has a hun-
dred thousand doors) and discusses the growth of Bombay’s importance
for the singers and other performers who began to seek a foothold in the
metropolis in the late nineteenth century. As musicians from different gay-
akis or styles came to Bombay to perform and teach, and later to record
their music, the passion for this music, what I call musicophilia, became
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an important facet of the metropolitan scene. I argue that in Bombay the
centrality of music from the late nineteenth century onward helped form a
distinctive urbanity, manifested in how urban spaces were organized and
how they were experienced by musical subjects. In this chapter, I discuss
the emergence of musicophilia and how it inspired modern forms of musi-
cal pedagogy in Bombay, and—drawing on existing work on nineteenth-
century musical theater—I propose the notion of a lingua musica to de-
scribe the shared language of the musicophiliacs. Through the shared
language, musical subjects found articulation for new notions of selfhood
premised precisely on that which was shared.

In chapter 2, “Mehfil (Performance): The Spaces of Music,” I look at
the relationship between music and the organization of built space and of
neighborhoods in Mumbai, trying to understand how this arrangement
creates certain kinds of audiences and provides locations for the growth
of musical practice through both performance and pedagogy. Hindustani
music maps onto even as it helps reconfigure public space in Bombay. The
journeys of performers, listeners, and students take them into different
kinds of spaces in different neighborhoods, and over a century and a half
these spaces resonate with the music over which the musicophiliac ob-
sesses. These spaces of music are explored through the experiences of
members of the city’s audiences.

Through interviews, memoirs, and newspaper advertisements, [ trace
the presence of Hindustani music in Girgaum, the native town of Bombay,
over a hundred-year period. The chapter takes the form of a photo essay
referencing the buildings and locations that still survive and that mark
the contours of the musicophiliac public from the late 1860s to the 1970s.
Interview material used alongside the visuals speaks about the personal
trajectories of the musicophiliacs and the significance of the topological
circuits each created for their musical experiences.

The intensity of the condition of listening to Hindustani music in Bom-
bay and the several ways in which it is manifested are the focus of chapter
3, titled “Deewaana (the Mad One): The Lover of Music.” The characters
who populate this chapter include the man with the cassette recorder hid-
den in his cloth bag who always sat under the big speakers at every con-
cert; the man who died of a heart attack soon after a concert he had loved;
the Hindu landlord who was won over by a Muslim singer’s brilliance and
turned a blind eye to the alcohol bottles littering the apartment; the fans
who followed their favorite musicians from concert to concert, even cadg-
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ing invitations to private homes to make sure they didn’t miss a single per-
formance. The chapter title is taken from one of my interviews, in which an
instrument maker described taking his actor friend to the performances of
courtesans so he could observe the audience to see how “really mad” people
behaved—the deewaane who were mad about music. Love and madness
come together in the metropolis as a condition of subjective excess, the
condition of the musical subject’s simultaneous psychic and social habita-
tion of modern urban space.

In chapter 4, “Taleem: Pedagogy and the Performing Subject,” I focus
on musical pedagogy and the insertion into it of the musical subject. I ex-
plore the formation of the musical subject through in-depth interviews
with musicians, discussing the nature of taleem (a concept that includes
training as well as practice) imparted to them and how they themselves
teach music today; what the taleem has meant to them; what the taleem
process reveals about the relationship between guru and disciple and how
that has been changing; and what the social circumstances were in which
people underwent taleem at different times during the twentieth century.
Chapter 5, “Nearness as Distance, or Distance as Nearness,” supplements
chapter 4. Here is a discussion of the increasing complexities of one-on-
one training and what the modes of teaching and learning were, apart from
the formal taleem process.

The figure of repetition-rupture I describe in chapter 1is always present
in the interviews that provide the material for chapters 4 and 5. One of the
ways in which the figure is articulated in the performative and pedagogic
space is through the creation of distinction, through describing and re-
inforcing differences between the gharanas or styles of music that emerged
by the twentieth century. “Gharana” is derived from the Hindi/Urdu word
ghar or home, referring here to the extended family of students who are not
necessarily blood relations. The extended family is made up precisely of
those nonhereditary musical subjects who have moved from music appre-
ciation to performative discipleship and are attempting—as they see it—to
forge a relationship with their cultural past. This is of course not only a col-
lective relationship. At the same time, it is the individual performer—the
new subject of music—who is forging a highly personal idiom of expres-
sion with its own interiority even while claiming musical modes passed
down over a few hundred years. The two chapters on taleem focus on the
experiences of eminent vocalists like Neela Bhagwat, Dhondutai Kulkarni,
Lalith Rao, and Babanrao Haldankar while also drawing on the memoirs of
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Vamanrao Deshpande and Govindrao Tembe, and the biographies of Bhas-
karbuwa Bakhle, Abdul Karim Khan, and Khadim Husain Khan.

In the afterword, I talk about the film and curation project Making Mu-
sic Making Space, in which I set up a collaboration with practitioners in
film, architecture, and design that began in 2012 and lasted until 2015,
when our exhibition was put up in Mumbai. In 2016, this exploration of
Hindustani music, urban space, and the musical subject was displayed as
Riyaaz, a video installation in the twelfth Shanghai Biennale. The con-
clusion reflects on the interdisciplinary engagements with practitioners
that helped make visible the musical subject at the center of this book,
and the idea of the metropolitan unconscious that constitutes and is con-
stituted by this subject. The filmmaker, the designer, and the architects I
worked with were not simply picking up my research findings in order to
tag their practice onto them. On the contrary, the ways in which they ap-
proached the question of what I might now call the social subject often
pushed me in directions I had not envisioned while doing the research.
Exploring the neighborhood of Girgaum with an architect meant looking
at facades or staircases or spatial organization in such a way as to ask again
what it might have meant for musicophiliacs to move through that precinct
and how it could have been an integral part of their musical memories.
Through the film shooting and postproduction, we grappled with repre-
sentational issues relating to sociality and subjectivity. Our challenge was
to represent these in the contemporary moment, with voices that were em-
bodied, with performing bodies that were live, and to represent them also
as connected to the entire century of the rise of Bombay. It is through the
slow visual exploration of historical built space on the one hand and the
intense reaching after musical melodies on the other that we were able at
last to make the cut.?

Finally, a word about the form of this book: the bulk of the chapters
draw heavily on the interviews my collaborators and I conducted from
2012 to 2017, almost all in Mumbai, with musicians, music critics, instru-
ment makers, organizers, and music students. My attempt has been to ex-
plore the formation of the psychosocial subject, the excessive subject, not
just through analysis, but also by letting the material seep through—not
just through describing the material but presenting it, often with all its
mumbling, throat clearing, and repetitiveness. At one level, I showcase the
tropes of devotion to one’s teacher, the brilliance of the singer, and one’s
love of music, since these responses invoke a vocabulary of appreciation
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held in common by musicophiliacs. At another level, I want to emphasize
that the stock phrases are not a gateway to understanding but a symptom
of the workings of the psychosocial domain, where ruptured past and tan-
gled present are sought to be continually unpicked even as they are con-
tinually sutured.
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Notes

Introduction

The rendering respectable of music and dance in southern India has been
discussed extensively in Matthew Harp Allen and T. Viswanathan, Music in
South India: The Karnatak Concert Tradition and Beyond (New York: Ox-

ford University Press, 2004); Davesh Soneji, Unfinished Gestures: Devadasis,
Memory, and Modernity in South India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2012); and Srividya Natarajan, “Another Stage in the Life of the Nation: Sadir,
Bharatanatyam, Feminist Theory” (PhD diss., University of Hyderabad, 1997).
Similar processes around Carnatic music in particular are described by Lak-
shmi Subramanian, From the Tanjore Court to the Madras Music Academy: A
Social History of Music in South India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
2011); and Lakshmi Subramanian, New Mansions for Music: Performance, Peda-
gogy, and Criticism (Abingdon: Routledge and Social Science Press, 2018).
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with their colonial mentors an antipathy toward the performing arts and their
practitioners, began to take an interest in learning music by the 1920s. He
rightly suggests that this development is linked to the “public celebration of
Indian civilization” inspired by nationalism. For more details, see Daniel Neu-
man, The Life of Music in North India: The Organization of an Artistic Tradition
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980).

Tejaswini Niranjana, Mobilizing India: Women, Music and Migration between
India and Trinidad (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).

Before 1947, we see more commonly the term “Indian music” counterposed to
“Western music.” This usage is to be found, for example, in English-language
advertisements for concerts in Mumbai in the first half of the twentieth
century.

Ernest Clements, Introduction to the Study of Indian Music (London: Long-
mans, Green, 1913); Ernest Clements, A Note on the Use of European Musical
Instruments in India (Pune: 1916); Ernest Clements, The Ragas of Hindustan,

2 vols. (Sangli: 1918, 1919).

I borrow the term “musicophilia” from Oliver Sacks’s eponymous work, Mu-
sicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain (New York: Knopf, 2007), although his
focus on human neural systems is not one that you will find in my book.
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M. Madhava Prasad, email message to author, August 29, 2017.

From his 1980s work in Subaltern Studies to his more recent writings, Partha
Chatterjee has explored what he has called a split in the domain of politics that
creates different spheres of engagement for elite and subaltern groups. “Our
Modernity” may well be an argument about elite Indians, and therefore seems
to go against the spirit of Chatterjee’s later concern with the politics of subal-
tern social groups, as in his The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular
Politics in Most of the World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004). I
suggest that when we foreground cultural practices like music, it becomes ana-
lytically difficult, if not impossible, to separate questions of affect for different
groups that occupy the same metropolitan space. This is especially true of Hin-
dustani music’s melodies, which have appeared before the aural public in Bom-
bay across different genres, from theater music to concert performances to film
music.

“Mumbai” and “Bombay” are often used interchangeably in the book, since my
references use both, and since it also reflects current usage.

I have benefited from reading, among others, the short fiction of the Gujarati
writer Saroj Pathak, the novels of the Marathi writer Shanta Gokhale, the En-
glish novels of Kiran Nagarkar, and the short stories of the Kannada writer Jay-
ant Kaikini.

According to music and theater historian Urmila Bhirdikar, “Classical music
criticism appears more regularly in magazines from [the] 1920s. Magazines
like Sahyadri, Pratibha, Manohar, Vasundhara and especially Ratnakar and
later Mauj encouraged new avenues for music criticism, ranging from appre-
ciative criticism to formalist analysis . . . several newspapers and periodicals
carried news-reports and sporadic debates.” Email message to author, March
30, 2018.

I borrow this notion of the “social subject” from Molly Anne Rothenberg’s the-
orizing of the “excessive subject.” See in particular Molly Anne Rothenberg,
“Extimate Causality and the Social Subject of Excess,” in The Excessive Subject:
A New Theory of Social Change (Cambridge: Polity, 2010), 30-56.

Anjali Arondekar, “Subject to Sex: A Small History of the Gomantak Maratha
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ham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012), 244-63.

206 * NOTES TO INTRODUCTION



19

20
21
22
23
24
25
26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Stanford, CA: Stan-
ford University Press, 1990), 53.

Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 55.

Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 56.

Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 57.

Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 56.

Rothenberg, The Excessive Subject, 84.

Rothenberg, The Excessive Subject, 83.

Rothenberg, The Excessive Subject, 84.

See Nazir Ali Jairazbhoy, “What Happened to Indian Music Theory? Indo-
Occidentalism?,” Ethnomusicology 52, no. 3 (fall 2008): 349-77; also see his im-
portant early work, The Rags of North Indian Music: Their Structure and Evo-
lution (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1971). Two other significant contributions
to this field are Bonnie C. Wade, Khyal: Creativity within North India’s Clas-
sical Music Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); and Pe-
ter Manuel, Thumri in Historical and Stylistic Perspectives (New Delhi: Motilal
Banarssidas, 1989).

I am indebted to Ashok Ranade’s wide-ranging musicological writings and his
conversations with me, which were always inspiring. Another important gram-
marian of Hindustani music is Deepak Raja, referred to in chapter 3.

See Aneesh Pradhan, Hindustani Music in Colonial Bombay (Gurgaon: Three
Essays Collective, 2014). Subramanian’s remarkable book From the Tanjore
Court to the Madras Music Academy, cited in note 1, tracks the transformation
of the Carnatic music canon as it moves from the court to the modern colonial
city, arguing that the shifts in patronage and the ambitions of the new middle-
class patrons helped performative arts become central to the cultural project of
nation building. The author claims that her historical scholarship is different
from that of earlier writers on music or performance in that it does not provide
a historical account of Carnatic music’s development, but instead is strongly in-
formed by discussions on the social organization of music and its reception.
Amanda Weidman, Singing the Classical, Voicing the Modern: The Postcolonial
Politics of Music in South India (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006);
Janaki Bakhle, 7o Men and Music: Nationalism in the Making of an Indian
Classical Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).

Not to put too fine a point on disciplinary orientations, but to me what distin-
guishes Weidman’s and Bakhle’s works from several other ethnographic and
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disciplines or to ask questions in an antidisciplinary way when necessary. I see
my own writing as inspired by such efforts.

Our film, Phir se Samm pe Aana (Returning to the first beat) premiered at the
Mumbai International Film Festival (MAMI) in October 2017.
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