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Abstract 

An article on life story of Bengaluru Nagarathnamma 

 

Introduction 

The history of Carnatic music is enriched by the contributions of many remarkable artists, scholars and 

patrons. Among them, Bengaluru Nagarathnamma occupies a distinctive place. A celebrated vocalist, 

Harikatha performer, scholar, writer and cultural activist, she dedicated much of her life to music and to 

the preservation of traditions associated with Saint Tyagaraja. 

Nagarathnamma was not merely a performer. Her life reflected a deep commitment to art, literature, 

spirituality and social change. At a time when women faced considerable restrictions in public musical 

life, she emerged as a strong voice for the participation and recognition of women artists. 

 

Early Life and Musical Formation 

Bengaluru Nagarathnamma was born in 1878 at Nanjangud in Karnataka into a family associated with the 

Devadasi musical tradition. From an early age, she received training in music, dance and several 

languages. Her education included Carnatic music as well as Sanskrit, Kannada, Telugu and English. 

Her early exposure to music and the cultural environment around her helped shape her into a highly 

accomplished artist. She eventually became recognised as both a Carnatic vocalist and a Harikatha 

performer. Her association with the Mysore court further contributed to her artistic reputation before she 

moved to Bengaluru and later to Madras, an important centre of Carnatic music. 

Through her performances, scholarship and cultural activities, she gradually established herself as a 

respected personality in the South Indian music world. 

 

A Devoted Disciple of Saint Tyagaraja's Musical Legacy 

One of the most significant aspects of Nagarathnamma's life was her devotion to Saint Tyagaraja. Her 

connection with the saint's musical and spiritual legacy went far beyond admiration. 

According to the account in the source material, Nagarathnamma learned that Tyagaraja's samadhi at 

Tiruvaiyaru was in poor condition. Deeply moved by this, she used her personal resources to acquire the 

necessary land and worked toward constructing a memorial and shrine at the site. 

The temple was consecrated in 1921, marking an important chapter in her lifelong effort to preserve and 

honour Tyagaraja's memory. Her contribution transformed her from an admirer of the composer into one 

of the important patrons associated with the preservation of his legacy. 
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The Tyagaraja Aradhana and Women's Participation 

Nagarathnamma's contribution was not limited to the construction and preservation of the shrine. She also 

played an important role in the development of the Tyagaraja Aradhana celebrations. 

During that period, women musicians faced significant restrictions when it came to participating in public 

musical events. The source material describes Nagarathnamma as a determined advocate for women artists 

and their right to participate equally in the cultural sphere. 

The early Aradhana celebrations were affected by divisions and restrictions among musicians. 

Nagarathnamma's efforts helped create a space in which both male and female musicians could participate. 

Her persistence eventually contributed to a more inclusive tradition surrounding the annual musical 

celebrations at Tiruvaiyaru. 

The Aradhana subsequently developed into a major gathering associated with Tyagaraja's music, attracting 

musicians and devotees who came together to honour his compositions and spiritual legacy. 

 

A Scholar, Writer and Literary Patron 

Nagarathnamma's contribution extended beyond music and patronage. She was also recognised for her 

literary and scholarly interests. 

The source notes her association with the publication of Radhika Santwanam, a Telugu literary work 

attributed to Muddupalani. Her decision to publish the work in 1910 became controversial because of its 

treatment of sexuality and the response of the colonial government. The work was subsequently banned, 

making Nagarathnamma's role in its publication an important part of her literary history. 

Her willingness to support literary works that had faced social and institutional resistance demonstrates 

the breadth of her cultural interests. She was therefore not simply a musician, but also a patron of literature 

and a figure connected with important debates surrounding women's artistic and literary expression. 

 

Challenging Barriers Faced by Women Artists 

Nagarathnamma's life unfolded during a period when women's participation in public musical spaces was 

severely restricted. The handwritten source particularly emphasises her opposition to these restrictions. 

When women were not permitted to participate freely in musical events, she challenged the prevailing 

practices and fought for greater equality. Her actions were significant because they connected artistic 

freedom with the broader question of women's dignity and participation in cultural life. 

Her determination helped create opportunities for women musicians to appear alongside their male 

counterparts. In this respect, her legacy extends beyond Carnatic music: she represents an important 

chapter in the history of women asserting their place in India's cultural institutions. 

 

The Journey Toward Tiruvaiyaru 

The story of Nagarathnamma's association with Tiruvaiyaru is closely connected with the continuing 

tradition of the Tyagaraja Aradhana. 

The source describes how musicians and devotees gradually began organising celebrations at Tyagaraja's 

samadhi. Different groups initially conducted their observances separately, but over time the celebrations 

developed into a larger festival. 

Nagarathnamma's contribution to this tradition was particularly significant because of her determination 

to preserve the memorial and support the musical celebrations. Her efforts helped establish a lasting 

institutional and cultural connection between Tyagaraja's samadhi and the annual celebration of his music. 
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A Life of Service and Sacrifice 

Nagarathnamma's achievements were closely tied to personal sacrifice. She devoted considerable 

resources to the preservation of Tyagaraja's samadhi and associated activities. 

Rather than treating her wealth and accomplishments solely as personal possessions, she used them to 

support music, religious traditions, literature and cultural institutions. Her life demonstrates how an 

individual artist can become a patron and custodian of an entire artistic heritage. 

Her commitment also helped ensure that future generations would have a place where Tyagaraja's music 

and memory could continue to be celebrated. 

 

Legacy 

Bengaluru Nagarathnamma attained safaiyam in 1952, according to the source material. Her death marked 

the end of the life of a woman who had made a lasting contribution to Carnatic music, literature and 

cultural activism. 

Her legacy, however, continued through the institutions and traditions she helped strengthen. The 

Tyagaraja Aradhana at Tiruvaiyaru remains closely associated with the collective celebration of 

Tyagaraja's music, while Nagarathnamma's role in preserving his memorial remains an important part of 

that history. 

Her story also deserves attention because it challenges the tendency to view women in the history of Indian 

classical music merely as performers. Nagarathnamma was a performer, scholar, publisher, philanthropist, 

cultural organiser and advocate. She used her influence and resources to question restrictions and create 

space for women artists. 

 

Conclusion 

Bengaluru Nagarathnamma's life represents the meeting point of music, devotion, scholarship and social 

change. Her dedication to Saint Tyagaraja's legacy, her contribution to the development of the Aradhana 

tradition, her literary interests and her efforts to secure greater recognition for women musicians together 

form a remarkable cultural legacy. 

Her journey reminds us that the history of Carnatic music was shaped not only by composers and 

performers but also by patrons, scholars and determined individuals who worked behind the scenes to 

preserve its traditions. 

Nagarathnamma's name therefore deserves to be remembered not simply as that of a great musician, but 

as that of a woman who used art, knowledge and personal conviction to leave a lasting imprint on the 

cultural history of South India. 

http://www.ijfmr.com/

