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Clubs as we know them are typically 

British institutions brought to India by 

its British rulers before independence. 

The early days of refusal of entry to 

Indians, women and dogs, have given 

way to an altogether more egalitarian, 

cosmopolitan ethos post-independence, 

though some of our more elite clubs 

did not admit natives until well into the 

1960s.

The early British settlers in Madras were 

traders who spent much of their time in 

factories.  All the recreation they had was 

in all-male company, in dining rooms, 

taverns and coffee houses.

The traders often amused themselves 

with card games, and billiards gradually 

grew popular. Governor Thomas Pitt 

developed the island next to the fort as an 

amusement park with avenue walkways 

and bowling lawns.

sail forth to fi nd future husbands. The 

opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 

facilitated this process further.

The Madras Public Assembly Rooms, 

with a ballroom, cardrooms and 

theatre, were the venue of monthly 

assemblies, balls, musical soirees and 

functions to felicitate heroes and 

public fi gures like Lord Cornwallis and 

Col Arthur Wellesley, later the Duke 

of Wellington. 

The Pantheon’s popularity began to 

wane and it had to be wound up by 

1930. Signifi cantly, the Madras Club 

was founded around this time and 

started functioning in 1932.

Later clubs included the Madras 

Cricket Club (1846), which offered 

cricket, hockey, squash and tennis, the 

Madras Boat Club (1867), the home 

of rowing, the Adyar Club (1890), 

While indoor games like billiards were 

popular in India during the 17th and 

18th centuries, the more vigorous of 

the company men took to shooting and 

archery, as well as hunting and riding. 

In the 18th Century, riding became the 

premier sport in India.

By the second half of the 18th Century, the 

British were emerging as the sole European 

power in India, ready to put down roots in 

Madras as elsewhere in India. The traders 

were now turning rulers, and had little time 

for recreation. The Madras Public Assembly 

Rooms came into being towards the end of 

the 18th Century. The Pantheon, a garden 

house then in Egmore, and now part of 

the Madras Museum on Pantheon Road, 

housed them in 1793. 

By the dawn of the 19th Century, India 

became an acceptable destination for the 

women ‘back home’ to join their men or 
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now merged with the Madras Club, the 

Madras Gymkhana Club (1895) which 

offered both codes of football, soccer 

and rugby, as well as golf, and the Royal 

Madras Yacht Club (1911). 

The Madras Club pioneered squash, tennis 

and swimming, the fi rst ‘swimming bath’ 

in the South being built at the club. Its 

membership ran racing and polo in Madras 

for several decades till the founding of 

the Madras Race Club (1896). 

The ‘Europeans Only’ clubs introduced 

British games to the South, and helped 

spread sport amongst the Indian 

population.

The Madras Club continues to 

be the most exclusive club of Chennai. 

It is also perhaps the city’s most formal 

institution of its kind, with formal 

western clothing de rigueur within 

most of the club’s precincts. Slow to 

admit Indian members even after 

independence, the club unbent to 

admit women members only in 1999. 

The ‘Ace of Clubs’ in India as it has 

been known for a long time, the 

Madras Club offers members tennis, 

swimming, billiards, a jogging track, 

and an excellent library strong on 

Indian books. Its swimming pool and 

surroundings set in a vast acreage in 

the heart of Madras are among its chief 

attractions. Overlooking the swimming 

pool is an excellent gymnasium, less 

than two decades old.

The Madras and Other Clubs

The Madras Gymkhana 
Club, originally a club for the garrison 

officers of the British army, started 

admitting civilians in 1920. Today the 

membership is largely civilian, though 

the grounds are defence property and 

army offi cers have a mandatory presence 

there as patrons. The club is famous for 

the 18-hole golf course at the golf annexe 

near Guindy. The golf annexe has its 

own membership and facilities. Tennis, 

swimming and billiards are other popular 

activities at the Gymkhana Club.
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The Cosmopolitan Club, founded in 1873, to enable Indians 

to stand up to the Europeans, so to speak, is also housed at present on 

Mount Road or Anna Salai, not far from the Madras Club’s fi rst home 

and almost half way towards the Gymkhana Club (established 1884), 

further up Mount Road, on the southeastern corner of the Island. The 

Presidency Club, on Commander-in-Chief Road, within shouting 

distance of the former home of the Madras Club, opened in 1929, as an 

alternative to Cosmopolitan, which had by now acquired a reputation 

of being elitist.

The Cosmopolitan Club has a very large membership. Its 18-hole golf 

course at Saidapet is a very popular venue, as is the main club, which 

offers tennis, squash, swimming and a good library. As in most of the other clubs, the cardroom and bar are big draws. 

The Madras Cricket Club, 
founded in 1846, is the best sporting club 

in the city and state. Cricket, hockey, 

tennis, squash and billiards/ snooker have 

been strong activities in the club from 

the beginning, and the Chepauk ground, 

the home of the club, is an international 

cricket venue highly regarded everywhere. 

MCC is where organised cricket began 

in Madras and for nearly a century, the 

club was the offi cial body administering 

the game in the city, until the Madras 

Cricket Association came into being. 

The club and the present Tamil Nadu 

Cricket Association coexist at the same 

ground, though it is sometimes an uneasy 

coexistence.

The Presidency Club, Railway Offi cers Club, Madras Race Club, Royal Madras Yacht Club, Madras Boat Club, Ladies 

Recreation Club, Mylapore Club, SVS Club, Andhra Club, T Nagar Club, and Gandhinagar Club are some of the other 

prominent clubs of Madras.
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The Sanmar Group Annual Report 2009

The year 2008-2009 was one of the most challenging in the history of The 

Sanmar Group as a consequence of the full-blown global financial meltdown. 

However, the Group tided over this turbulent period and maintained growth 

through a combination of strategic and operational initiatives. Its enduring 

reputation among its different stakeholders including financial institutions 

helped the Group to navigate out of the crisis.

Here are a couple of sample pages.

“...only ethical business practices will sustain long-term organisational momentum”.
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Sanmar Shipping took delivery of Sanmar 
Sonnet—earlier River Spring—the latest 
ship to join the Sanmar fleet on 24 
November 2009 at Yeosu, South Korea, 
from K-Lines Japan. Built in Japan in 
1997, it is a double-hulled oil tanker 
designed to be fully compliant with 
international regulations for prevention 
of oil pollution. Under the guidance and 
on-site supervision of Vice President 
Operations C P K Kashyap, the ship’s 
commander Capt Gopalakrishnan Arun 
and his team of officers and engineers 
took over the delivery of the vessel 
smoothly and efficiently. 

The ship is 240 metres long, 42 metres 
wide, 21 metres from keel to deck and 
48 metres from keel to the highest mast. 
Her decks are 3 times the length and  
3 times the area of a FIFA football field and 
about the same width. The wheelhouse, 
which is the sea-equivalent of an airplane 
cockpit, is at least 36 metres above sea 
level. That is the equivalent of driving a 
floating mass of 116,000 tons of oil and 
steel through the Oceans of the world 
from 12 storeys above the waterline. 

Sanmar Sonnet is propelled by an engine 
that burns 45 tons of fuel each day at sea 

and capable of 17000+ BHP of power. 
That is just the equivalent to the max 
power of 170 Honda City cars. 

Sanmar Sonnet has entered a commercial 
oil pool called LR2 jointly operated by 
Maersk and Torm, two highly reputed 
shipping brands of Europe. It will 
carry clean petroleum products such 
as Gasoline, Naphtha and Jet expected 
to trade out of the Middle East, India 
and the Far East. She is also likely to 
work cargoes out of North West Europe 
markets with the LR2 pool.

Sanmar Shipping adds Sonnet to its f leet
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Chemplast Sanmar’s caustic soda/ 
chlorine plant based on membrane cell 
technology at Plant III, Mettur Dam, has 
installed state-of-the-art safety measures 
in the chlorine absorption system, with 
built-in safety features. Taking into 
account the imperative need to ensure 
continuous power supply to the chlorine 
absorption system, an uninterrupted 
power supply (UPS) system with a 
capacity of 250 kVA costing about  
Rs 45 lakh has been installed. The power 
fed through the UPS ensures continuous 
and uninterrupted flow in the plant in 
the event of any sudden power outage.

An incident to test the efficacy and 
efficiency of the system installed occurred 
on 1 December 2009. The caustic chlor 
plant was being operated at 184 TPD 
caustic production level when one of 
the LSHS-based generators, generating 
around 5 MW of power, catering to 
the auxiliary power requirements of the 
plant, tripped quite suddenly at 5.36 pm 
consequent to a technical snag that had 
developed in its excitation system.

As the chlorine absorption system was 
fed through the UPS, even after the 
failure of power supply, no interruption 
occurred. 

Significantly, the readings of the chlorine 
monitors provided all around the plant 
recorded zero ppm of chlorine in 
the vicinity at the time of the power 
failure.

Under pre-existing conditions, without 
the benefit of UPS, the pressure seal 
provided in the chlorine absorption 
system would blow off leading to localised 
emission of chlorine to around 2 to 3 
ppm (permissible limit is 5 ppm) within 
the precincts of the electrolyser plant. It 
would take 40 seconds for the back-up 
power from the 320 kVA generator.

State-of-the-art emergency scenario  
management at Chemplast
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20 September 2009 was a milestone in 

the history of the Sanmar Engineering 

Corporation (SEC) Employees Union 

at Karapakkam.

This was the day of Silver Jubilee 

Celebrations of the Employees Union of 

the SEC, which began well in 1984. 

A function was organised at Hotel New 

Woodlands, Chennai in which SEC 

Chairman M N Radhakrishnan, Executive 

Director (IR) K S Venkiteswaran, 

President (IR) K Mohan and other senior 

executives participated. 

The SEC Employees Union showcased 

significant moments in the union-

management relationship during the last 

25 years. Radhakrishnan, who thanked 

the employees for their illustrious 

services, also appreciated the role played 

by their family members to ensure a 

world-class workforce. 

Employees Union celebrates silver jubilee at 
Karapakkam

M N Radhakrishnan, K S Venkiteswaran, K Mohan.

A section of the audience at the function.
Employees Union President R Jayamurugan receiving memento 
from M N Radhakrishnan.

“Prosperity of the company leads to prosperity of the employees” - Industrial Relations Philosophy

Venkiteswaran spoke on essential 

requirements for making a business 

successful and the role of employees in 

meeting requirements such as customer 

expectations, on time delivery, quality 

and shop floor effectiveness. Mohan said 

that the ability to change would bring 

prosperity to the company, employees 

and family members alike.

12
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“Prosperity of the company leads to prosperity of the employees” - Industrial Relations Philosophy

Factory Day function at Berigai

The Performance Chemicals Division 
of Sanmar Speciality Chemicals Limited 
(SSCL) at Berigai celebrated its 18th 
Factory Day on 20 November 2009 with 
much fanfare.

SSCL’s Executive Vice President  
Dr Krishna Kumar Rangachari ,  
Dr Harihara Puthran, Executive 
Vice President (Operations) and  
M Veluchamy, Assistant Vice President 
(Operations), addressed the gathering. 
They highlighted the growth aspects of 
SSCL, stressing the importance of team 
work in facing new challenges. As such, 
it is estimated for SSCL to achieve a 
turnover of Rs 500 crore by 2011-12. 

Dr Rangachari distributed long 
service awards. The awardees 
shared their experiences with 
the audience after receiving 
their mementos.  Kaizeners 
were issued certificates and 
prizes.

Prizes were also distributed 
among the winners and 
runners-up of various games 
conducted last fortnight. 
R Venkatakrishnan, Senior 
Manager-HR, thanked the 
participants.

Dr Krishna Kumar Rangachari addressing the gathering.

G Saravanan receiving the long service award. Dr R  Harihara Puthran addressing the gathering.

P A Paramasivam receiving the long service 
award.

V Ramesh receiving the prize for shuttle cock. R  Madhu receiving the kaizen prize and 
certificate.
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Long service awards at Eisenwerk Erla

14

From left to right: Dieter Kuppi, Heinz Schmidt (46), Stephan Wagner (30),  Bernd Planitzer (30), Joachim Roscher (30), 
Klaus Purrucker (35), Gudrun Urland (45), Bernd Urland (45), Manfred Volkmann, Peter Schürer (40), Dietmar Hahn

Jürgen Hengst (45), Heiderose Kröber (45), and Gerd Seidel (45), were not able to attend the awards function.

Herr Jürgen Hengst, Frau Heiderose Kröber und Herr Gerd Seidel konnten an dieser Ehrenfeier nicht teilnehmen. 

* The name is followed by years of service

Long service awards were given to the employees of 
Eisenwerk Erla GmbH in October 2009. Managing 
Director Mr Dietmar Hahn thanked the employees for 
their long and committed service spanning a period of 
maximum 46 years and a minimum of 30 years. Certifi cates 
of commendation were given for their distinguished 
services.

Folgende Mitarbeiter wurden für ihre langjährige 
Betriebszugehörigkeit in der Eisenwerk Erla GmbH 
im Oktober 2009 geehrt.

Herr Dietmar Hahn dankte allen Mitarbeitern für den 
langen und engagierten Einsatz in Erla. Er überreichte 
jedem eine Urkunde zur Erinnerung.

14
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Sanmar welcomes Egyptian Minister
The Egyptian Minister for Electricity 

and Energy, Dr Hassan Younis, was 

in Chennai on 18 November 2009.

The Minister visited the Sanmar 

Engineering Corporation’s facilities 

at Karapakkam. CII and The 

Sanmar Group hosted a dinner in 

honour of the Minister at Hotel Taj 

Coromandel.

Sanmar is one of the early entrants 

among Indian companies in Egypt 

with TCI Sanmar Chemicals LLC, 

its PVC and chlor-alkali business in 

Port Said.

15

(From l to r) : S B Prabhakar Rao, N Kumar, Egyptian Minister for Electricity and Energy H E  Dr Hassan Younis, Egypt’s Ambassador 
to India Mohammed Higazi and Vijay Sankar.
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6th National Workshop on early intervention in 
mental retardation

Delegates from all over the country 
converged at the 6th National Workshop 
on Early Intervention in Mental 
Retardation conducted by Madhuram 
Narayanan Centre for Exceptional 
Children (MNC) on 20-21 November 
2009 at the Pastoral Centre, Chennai.

The State Commissioner for the Disabled, 
C Vijaya Raj Kumar, IAS and Poonam 
Natarajan, Chairperson, National Trust 
graced the occasion. The key resource 
persons included Prof P Jeyachandran,  
Dr M Pappa Kumari, Dr Sujatha 
Jagadee sh ,  Dr  Ka lpana  Gowr i 
Sh a n k a r,  Dr  C h i t h r a  Sa n k a r,  
Dr Prithika Chary, Dr Nandini Mundkur,  
Dr E S Krishnamoorthy, Dr S Sunder, 
Dr Roopa Nagarajan, Dr K Prabakar 
and Sheilaja Rao, Rajul Padmanabhan 
and Nirmala Venkateswaran.

Physiotherapy demonstrations in early 
intervention, self-management, eating 
and feeding management, alternative 
and augmentative communication for  
non-verbal children and diet for the 
child with disability were showcased 
from MNC.

20

Jaya Krishnaswamy, Dr M Pappa Kumari, Prof P Jeyachandran and Vimala Kannan at the  
inaugural session. 

S Krishnan, welcoming the delegates: Vimala Kannan, Prof P Jeyachandran, Poonam Natarajan 
and Jaya Krishnaswamy on the dais.

Poonam Natarajan distributing participation certificates.Demonstration session: Children of MNC with a special educator.

Madhuram Narayanan Centre   for Exceptional Children 
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Founded in December 1989 with three 
children with developmental delays, 
the Madhuram Narayanan Centre 
has trained over 4000 children and 
empowered their families till date.

Started as a corporate social initiative 
of The Sanmar Group, this pioneering 
Centre imparts individualised training 
programmes with its developmental 
package called ‘Upanayan’ which 
means lead along. What began as a 
predominantly sympathetic response to 
help educate children with disabilities has 
evolved as a premier centre of excellence 
for early intervention of children with 
mental retardation and its associated 
conditions including cerebral palsy, 
autism and Downs Syndrome.  This 
Centre aims to empower the Children 
and their parents on whole life issues 
based on the Rights of Persons with 
Disability, which has been ratified by the 
Government of India. 

20th anniversary celebrations

Madhuram Narayanan Centre  celebrated 
its 20th Anniversary on 12 December 
2009. As a sterling role model to many 
emerging centres in this fledgling field, 
Madhuram Narayanan Centre has come 
a long way.

‘Vanavillil Vannajalangal’, a thematic presentation by parents, teachers and children of  MNC 
relating the rainbow colours to child development.

Chandra Sankar lighting the kuthuvilakku. Patron K S Narayanan being presented a memento.

21

Madhuram Narayanan Centre   for Exceptional Children 
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Awards galore 
Sri Sankara Senior Secondary School

Sri Sankara School won the III prize in the Jack Kilby quiz conducted by Texas 
Instruments. Kaushik Swaminathan and B Subramaniam of Class X were the 
successful students.

Sri Sankara School received the Outstanding Karuna Club award 
from Karuna International. V Shubangi of Class VIII has been 
selected by Karuna International, for the Dayavan Award.

Adithyanarayanan of Class VII has been selected as the ‘Amazing Kid 
of the Year 2009’ in the category of singers, by Pogo, a TV channel.

K N Vaibhav of Class VIII  (Son of K V Neelakantan of The Sanmar Group)  won the II prize in the postermaking competition and 
Bharadwaj of Class IX the III prize in the drawing competition conducted by The Energy and Resources Institute [TERI]. 

C V Ashwin and R Sriram of Class XII  won the II prize 
at the State level in the TCS IT Quiz competition. 

22

S Vignesh, a Class VIII student of Sri Sankara School won the HDFC 
Standard Life Spell Bee contest powered by the Times of India in Chennai on  
12 December 2009. 

Vignesh beat six of his school mates and two students from other schools in the 
final of the Chennai round of the contest to bag the Rs 20,000 cash prize. Around 
250 students from 50 schools in the city had written the preliminary test.
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Free eye camp at Karaikal

Chemplast Sanmar organised a free eye camp on 11 September 2009 from 10.30 am to 5.00 pm for the first time at 
Karaikal. 

A team of 3 doctors and 15 support staff from Aravind Eye Hospitals, Pondicherry, screened a total of 290 persons. While  
35 persons were diagnosed with refractive error, 12 persons were given reference for further line of management. 

The camp was conducted at the Occupational Health Centre inside the Chemplast Sanmar premises. 

23
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It’s called The Season, the once 
month-long, now longer-duration, 
extravaganza—mainly music and some 
dance—that invades Chennai city 
around mid-November every year. It’s 
a festival of classical music like no other 
anywhere in the world, some 2,000 
plus concerts packed into 45 days of 
entertainment, of transcendence even; 
for much of the music on offer is an 
elevating experience.

The classical music of south India is 
known as Carnatic music. It is a complex, 
highly sophisticated system that can be 
called raga music, after melodic modes 
that make up the basis of Carnatic music. 
While early references to ragas are said 

to go back to the 5th century AD or 
thereabouts, the system was codifi ed in 
the 16th century. It consists of ensemble 
music both composed and improvised on 
stage, with the main performers—vocal 
or instrumental—backed by strong 
percussion support.

Indian classical dance, the other 
component of the Chennai festival, 
is again an ancient art form, with the 
rules of the game clearly laid out by our 
ancestors. Ostracised and stigmatised, 
even banned by the British government, 
it was revived in the 1930s and has 
never looked back since its modern 
practitioners won national, even 
international recognition.

The Chennai Season

Chennai becomes a bustling metropolitan 
centre of some compelling action at its 
many proscenium stages during its mild 
winter, with its top practitioners of music 
and dance drawing capacity crowds. Many 
of them are of the peripatetic variety, 
hopping from one venue to another, 
though the 80-year-old Madras Music 
Academy is the more prestigious of them 
all. The Academy’s Sangita Kalanidhi is 
considered the highest honour awarded 
to a Carnatic musician. 

The audiences for the many concerts 
during the Season come from the various 
parts of Chennai including the suburbs, 
other cities of India and other parts of 
the world as well, largely non-resident 
Indians from the Diaspora. Increasingly, 

24

Rukmini Devi Arundale, third from right, founded the world famous Kalakshetra, 
whose Art Festival in December is one of the highlights of the Season. She is seen here 
with some of the outstanding individuals who stood by her in her pioneering efforts to 
put Indian dance and other arts on the world map.

A typical Carnatic music concert, featuring 
vocalist sisters Ranjani and Gayatri. 
A percussion solo interlude is in progress (see the 
left handed mridangam player Arun Prakash, 
and the ghatam or mudpot player), the 
tambura, a drone to maintain the pitch, and 
the violin, given a rest by the violinist while 
he is keeping the beat for the percussionists.
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with the west showing a deep interest in 
Indian classical music and dance, our 
visitors from abroad during the festival 
are getting not only more colourful 
by the year, but knowledgeable and 
scholarly as well. 

By the time you read these lines, the 
major part of Chennai’s inimitable 
festival of music and dance will be over, 
but you can still catch some of the 
action, especially the dance festivals of 
comparatively recent origin. 

Welcome to the Chennai Season.

Vocalist Sanjay Subrahmanyan

Accompanying the well known vocalists, the Malladi Brothers, is Umayalpuram Sivaraman 
who plays the mridangam (a percussion instrument) and received the Sangita Kalanidhi 

award, the highest honour in Carnatic music.

This photograph was taken at one of the 
earliest annual conferences of The Music 
Academy of Madras, founded in 1928.
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 Legends from 
the South

D K Pattammal
“The auditorium is full; a young woman 

has cast a spell over the listeners,” began 

a tribute to one of Carnatic music’s 

greatest vocalists. The article continued: 

“Clad in a maroon silk saree with 

mustard and gold border, the pallav 

covering her shoulder, she presents a 

picture of modesty and feminine grace. 

The coruscating diamonds on her 

ears and nose enhance the old world 

elegance of the occasion. She has sung 

Vachaspati raga elaborately, with subtle 

and imaginative touches. Now she is 

singing the tanam in the same raga, 

weaving rhythmical patterns skilfully 

into melodic phrases. There is palpable 

excitement and as the tanam draws to 

a close, the audience visibly holds its 

breath in avid expectation of the main 

attraction of the evening. This is the 

pallavi. The singer now renders it in a 

complicated rhythmic structure. The 

development of the pallavi follows 

the dictates of classical tradition, and 

the rules that govern improvisation in 

Carnatic music. Nowhere is there the 

slightest infraction of artistic decorum. 

Nor is the intellectual handling of 

rhythm allowed to become a mere display 

of vocal gymnastics or solfa without soul. 

The emotional content runs through the 

whole like a luminescent silver thread. 

Perspicuity and poignancy, held to be 

the two aspects of all great art, are fully 

realised on the razor’s edge balance of 

intellect and emotion. This fi nesse and 

depth coupled with original creativity 

amaze listeners.” (From the inaugural 

issue of Sruti magazine).

The singer of the evening was a trailblazer 

like few others in the conservative 

south Indian milieu of the fi rst half of 

the twentieth century. Women were 

expected to take care of home and 

hearth while men went out to work as 

lawyers, teachers or offi cers and clerks 

encouraged them to pursue the fi ne 

arts, only for it all to end with school 

or marriage, whichever came fi rst.  The 

performing arts, not considered very 

respectable in Victorian India, had just 

about emerged from the shadow of 

social stigma, and were now dominated 

by men like many other areas of 

activity.  Young Pattammal would have 

gone the way of many upper caste Tamil 

girls, though she showed remarkable 

precocity as a singer trained in the 

classical music of south India, but for 

the intervention of the headmistress 

of the convent school she went to in 

Kanchipuram, an ancient temple not 

far from Madras (now Chennai), the 

capital city of Madras (now Tamil 

Nadu) state. Once her father became 

convinced that her great talent should 

come out of the confi nes of home to 

the concert stage, there was no stopping 

her. She not only became the equal of 

men in areas women had hitherto been 

allowed to enter, but she went further 

and stormed the exclusive male bastion 

of the kind of music described above.

Born in Kanchipuram on 28 March 

1919, Damal Krishnaswamy Dikshitar 

Pattammal was over 90 when she 

breathed her last on 16 July 2009, 

her death bemoaned by the lifelong 

admirers of her magnifi cent, sonorous 

rendering of unadulterated traditional 

Carnatic music, austere in intent and 

execution, crystal clear in enunciation, 

Ragam-tanam-pallavi is one 

of the mainstays of Carnatic or 

south Indian classical music, 

almost entirely consisting of the 

musician’s extempore creativity 

or improvisational skills. The 

fi rst part is the raga alapana or 

elaboration of a particular raga, 

the second is tanam, which is the 

articulation of almost identical 

syllables painting the raga in 

great detail, and fi nally comes the 

pallavi, a short composition used 

to highlight the rhythmic (and 

poetic) possibilities of the music.

in British fi rms, if they happened to 

be lucky enough to be born in good 

middle class to upper middle class 

homes and to be educated in English 

medium schools and colleges to earn 

degrees in literature, history or law.  

Many parents of a similar background 

sent their daughters to school, even 
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faithful to its creators in word and 

spirit, soaring in its adventurous 

exploration of the most complex of its 

rhythmic variations.

Spotted by a school headmistress, 

Pattammal learnt from the great gurus 

of her day by indirect assimilation 

Ekalavya style rather than through 

gurukulavasa, which her gender at any 

rate ruled out. Kanchipuram Naina 

Pillai’s impact led to her mastery of 

ragam-tanam-pallavi at a time when 

women if heard at all on the concert stage 

were expected to confine themselves to 

song-rendering in a demure, proper 

manner. The brief tutelage with Ambi 

Dikshitar meant that she would one 

day become synonymous with the 

Muthuswami Dikshitar oeuvre. The 

graduation–through adulthood and 

marriage–to direct learning from 

Papanasam Sivan gave her a command 

over Tamil compositions that was at 

once enviable and poignant in the 

visible bhakti of her exposition of those 

moving lyrics.

For all her orthodoxy, Pattammal 

took many a daring step in her youth, 

especially in her courageous espousal 

of the nationalist cause through song. 

She did not shy away from lending her 

voice to film songs either, provided the 

songs were based on classical music and 

had high meaning. They were usually 

of patriotic content. She gave new life 

to some of the best creations of poet 

Subramania Bharati in this genre.

Pa t t a m m a l  a n d  h e r  b r o t h e r  

D K Jayaraman were a rare combination 

on stage, completely devoid of sibling 

rivalry, creating vocal excellence in a 

role reversal that meant the younger 

brother had to sing in a kind of 

falsetto to support the elder sister’s 

deep voice. It is only when Jayaraman 

started to perform solo that the real 

depth and range of his voice came into 

prominence.

Pattammal was a much loved, respected 

teacher too. While son Sivakumar is 

a mridanga vidwan, his marriage to 

Palghat Mani Iyer’s daughter resulted 

in the passing on of extraordinary 

musical genes to the next generation. 

Granddaughter Nithyashree Mahadevan 

is the best known among the musicians 

from the Pattammal lineage but her 

aunt Sukanya and sister Gayatri too 

are trained vocalists. Many frontline 

musicians belonging to the Jayaraman 

school had the good fortune of learning 

from Pattammal too, especially after 

Jayaraman’s premature death. Vijay Siva 

and R K Shriramkumar are perhaps the 

most prominent of them. Pattammal 

remained a loving and devoted teacher 

almost until the end. She listened to 

and appreciated good music of all 

kinds, including film music, jazz and 

opera, but her views on Carnatic music 

remained unwaveringly traditional, 

classical.

When the end came, on 16 July 2009, 

Pattammal had been more or less silent 

for about a year, though she radiated 

love and concern for her near and dear 

ones and visitors who triggered old 

memories, through eyes and gesture. 

Mourners at the Pattammal household 

were told that husband Iswaran had 

promised her mother that he would 

not die without taking care of her till 

her last breath. Thus came the end of 

a long relationship of interdependence, 

in which she submitted totally to his 

guidance.

Illustration by R Sivakumar
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