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The nine keertanas grouped as Navarathri keertanas are as follows:

1. Devi Jagajjanani - Sankarabharanam - Adi

2. Pahi Mam Sri - Kalyani - Adi

3. Devi Paavane - Saveri - Adi

4. Bharathi Mamava - Thodi - Adi.

5. Janani Mamava - Bhairavi - M. Chappu

6. Saroruhaasana - Panthuvarali - Adi.

7. Janani Paahi - Suddhasaveri - Triputa

8. Paahi Janani - Nattakurinji - Triputa

9. Paahi Parvatha - Arabhi - Adi.

Among these, the Kriti in Arabhi is the most popular one
whereas the one in Nattakurinji is the least popular. In the set, the
first six are addressed to Goddess Saraswathi and last three to
Goddess Parvathi. The theme of the keertanas is praises of the
main deity being addressed, description of the divine beauty and
lastly composer’s prayer for bhakthi, request for proper guidance
and plea for protection.

Further the 7th and 9th kritis are in praise of the Goddess of
Attingal temple and 8th on the presiding deity of Kanyakumari.
There are some reasons to believe why this set was not composed
as a group. The keertanas are in praise of different deities of different
places. Had it been a set, it would have been in praise of a single
deity;  say Goddess Saraswathi whose idol is brought to Travancore

His Highness Swathi  Thirunal enriched  our treasury of
musical heritage by his whole hearted support of excellent

compositions. In addition to composing memorable pieces praising
his family deity, Lord Padmanabha, and other  Gods and Goddesses
he has composed sets of compositions that can be classified as group
kritis or kriti samuchayams. As the name suggests, group kritis form
a set of multiple kritis composed in praise of a particular deity or
a presiding deity of a particular temple. In this regard he has tried
to follow the foot steps of the Musical Trinity. The number of
kritis he has included in kriti samuchayams ranges from eight to
ten. His Highness has to  his credit three sets of group kritis namely
Navarathri keertanas, Navarathna Maalika and  Ghana raga
keertanas. Each set represents an individual theme and exemplary
status in musical qualities.

Navarathri Keertanas

Navarathri keertanas consist of nine bristling gems intended
to sing in the Navarathri mandapam during the Navarathri festival
conducted during the month of October in front of Lord
Padmanabhaswami temple. This set of nine keertanas is significant
on account of its special virtues, utility and continuity.

It is believed that His Highness composed these songs as
individual keertanas while composing. He had no intention of
clubbing them as a group. But after completing the nine songs,
these were well arranged in a symmetical and systematic order
and  compiled as a set of keertanas to be sung during Navarathri.
Hence they were in praise of Goddess Saraswathi and Goddess
Parvathy.

Musical Clusters of His Highness Swathi Thirunal5
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song characterised by the blending of swara sancharas and vilambita
laya which indicate the trace of Sopana Sangeetham and Karnatic
music. It is comparatively a long piece having two aavartanas for
pallavi, six for Anupallavi  and nine for charanas. Keertanas  in
Kalyani, Bhairavi and Thodi are classic examples of  ragabhava
revealing the manodharama  and musical knowledge of the
composer. All the nine songs have Madhyamakala Sahitya which
is a significant feature of the group. In the selection of ragas, His
Highness had adhered to the sthree, purusha, putra and dhoothi

concept of ragas. Ragas and talas match well
with the mood and bhava  of theme
underlying the kirtanas.

The practice of presenting the Navarathri
keertanas for Navarathri festival is believed
to have started in 1835. At first only the
Navarathri keertanas intended for each day
were presented as a music concert with
detailed alapana, tana, keertana, niraval and
svaraprastharam. This lasted for three to
four hours and only members of the palace
were allowed to be present. Later on this
practice was stopped. The main item of the
concert will be the navarathri keertana

preceded and succeeded by Swathi Thirunal kritis. Even now this
practice is strictly followed. Electrification is not allowed inside
the mandapam and ladies are not allowed to perform here. In the
beginning, the Navarathri keertanas were presented by a group of
musicians called Mullammoodu Bhagavathars who were appointed
by His Highness himself. A chief musician would sing first and

Navarathri Mandapam from Padmanabhapuram Palace. Another
factor  is that all the songs do not contain the mudra of the
composer. The first three keertanas and the last one are devoid of
the signature of composer. These songs were composed as
individual pieces whenever he visited the deity. Later on, with the
idea of presenting it for Navarathri festival, these were codified
and grouped as Navarathri keertanas. However the occurance of
the words Navarathrotsava on the first two keertanas reveals the
purpose of these compositions.

The lyrics of the Navarathri
keertanas  are highly poetic, imaginary,
flowering with similies, metaphors,
alliterations and literary beauties. The
diction and flow of sahitya are smooth,
graceful and attractive with slow and swift
motion. Verbal embellishments,
alliteration and rhyming with proper sense
add to the charm of the keertanas. The
ornamented and beautified presentation of
ideas, full-fledged with decorative figures
of speech, is significant feature of the
Navarathri keertanas.

The musical structure of
Navarathri keertanas is the same as seen in other keertanas. All the
nine songs have got pallavi, anupallavi and three charanas. Only
the first piece in Sankarabharanam has got four charanas. Three
keertanas have got attractive brisk cholkettu swaras which are catchy
and sweet. Paahi Parvathanandini in Arabhi is the most popular
one and is presented in Dance. Pahimam Sri in Kalyani is a brilliant

Silver Veena
presented to Kittu Bhagavathar by

Swathi Thirunal
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others repeat, as practised in bhajana singing. But the system has
been changed. Now the performance is in the form of solo singing
with violin and mridangam  as accompaniment. All the three
charanas are to be sung. Sometimes, instead of the three charanas,
only the mudra charana containing the composer’s signature will
be presented.

In the nine-day festival, there will be usually seven vocal
concerts and two veena katcheries . In the beginning, the
astanavidwans  were invited to present programmes. But,
nowadays, senior musicians from outside Travancore are invited
to perform. Last day there will be a dance performance, generally
Bharathanatyam, based on the kritis  of His Highness Swathi
Thirunal. This will be exclusively for the members of Travancore
royal family.

The steps being taken by the Travancore royal family by
conducting the Navarathri festival helped in the preservation and
popularisation of Swathi Thirunal kritis. The patronage extended
by Travancore royal household
continues even now. Nowadays,
during the Navarathri  festival,
youngsters and upcoming musicians
are also allowed to present
programmes during day time.

Navaratnamaalika

The keertanas figuring in this
set, numbers nine and  deal with all
the nine forms of Bhakthi—devotion
to God— as mentioned and detailed

in Bhagavatham . This set, also
known as Navavidhabhakthi
keertanas, is really nine gems as far
as Karnatic music is concerned.
This set is comparatively simple in
structure, both literary and musical,
but they are couched in enchanting
melody. This can be considered as
a necklace set with gems to garland
Lord Padmanabha . Each song
vibrates with the enthusiasm
expressed in rendering holy service
to the Lord.

List of Keertanas

Navavidhabhakthi keertanas extol the greatness of bhakthi
and give descriptions of each form of bhakthi namely Sravanam,
Keertanam, Smaranam, Archanam, Daasyam, Padasevanam,
Sakhyam, Vandanam and Atmanivedanam. Here His Highness tries
to propitiate the Lord through all the nine forms of bhakthi.

In this set, the keertana ‘Pankajaksha Thava’ ( Thodi, Rupaka
tala), ‘Sathatham’ in Neelambari set to Chappu tala, Vande Devadeva
in Begada set to Rupaka  tala are the most popular ones. Ragas
selected for this set of keertanas are of rakthi type, completely
blending with the bhaava and mood of the keertanas. Each keertana
vibrates with ragabhaava and appropriate rhythmic excellences.

Ghanaraga keertanas

As the name suggests, this set contains keertanas composed
in the traditional five Ghana ragas namely Natta, Gowla, Arabhi,

Signature of Swathi
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Varali and Sri raga and this set also contains three more songs in
the Dviteeyaghana panchaka ragas  namely Saranganat ta ,
Kedaragaula and  Reethigaula. All the songs are in praise of Lord
Krishna, the ninth and the most prominent incarnation of Lord
Vishnu.  The keertanas describe the divine beauty of the Lord as
well as his exploits. All the keertanas sparkle with alliteration,
proper rhyming, attractive and charming expressions and
ideologies. The musical setting is in madhyamakala or medium
tempo, which gives the impression of hop, run and jump in its
swara sanchaaras. Among these, keertanas in Gaula, Varali, Arabhi
and Reethigaula are popular whereas the one in Saranganatta is an
apurva or rare one.

1. Paahi saure – Natta - Adi

2. Kaamajanaka - Gaula - Adi

3. Sri Ramana Vibho - Arabhi - Adi

4. Mamava Padmanabha - Varali - Chappu

5. Reena Madaahritha - Sri - Adi

6. Taapa Samanam - Saranganatta - Rupaka

7. Sarasiruhanabha - Kedaragaula - Chappu

8. Paripaalaya Maam - Reethigaula - Rupaka

It seems that the keertanas in this set were also composed
as individual pieces and later on compiled as a group.

Raagamalikas

His Highness Swathi Thirunal has to  his credit three
Raagamalikas which reveal his scholarship and in-depth knowledge
as a vaggeyakara.  The two ragamalikas ‘Pannagendrasayana’ and

‘Kamalajaasya’ are in praise or Lord Padmanabha. The first has
Sringara bhakthi as the theme, offering excellent scope for abhinaya
or acting in dance form like Mohini Attom.  Here the nayika’s
(heroine) urge for uniting with the Lord, pangs of separation, His
mischievous nature and love for everyone are described in a vivid
natural manner.  The nayika represents His Highness himself as
seen in his padas. The deep devotion Swathi Thirunal has for his
Lord is picturised beautifully. The other one is a Dasavathara
ragamalika  wherein the 10 incarnations of Lord Vishnu are being
dealt with. The purpose of the Avataras and greatness of Avataras
are described ibid. Another one is ‘Bhavayami’, based on the epic,
Ramayana. This was actually a Ramayana pada, revealing stories
from major kaandas l ike Baalakaandam , Ayodhyakaandam,
Aranyakaandam, Yuddhakaandam, Pattabhisekam etc. But it was
Dr. Semmangudi Srinivasa Iyer who gave this pada the form of a
ragamalika, set in eight ragas as it is presented now.

The musical structure of all the three are excellent and
interspersed with attractive and catchy chittaswara  coming as a
crown or a makutam. All the three are concluded with excellent
svara passages wherein the avarohana krama (descending order)
of ragas are being followed. This is concluded with an attractive
theermaana or a crown like swara passages.

The Ragamalika  ‘Pannagendrasayana’ has got a dual sahitya
in Telugu ‘Pannagaadreesa’  in the same pattern of ragas.  His
Highness has composed two more Ragamalikas ‘Saanandam’ and
‘Kalyanikhalu’ each set in four ragas.

In addition, His Highness has to his credit excellent Bhajans
in Hindi set in Hindustani ragas. This is being presented in concerts
of both Karnatic and Hindustani music.


