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“Yes, I can do a Brahmin voice, a folk voice, whatever voice.  But from the first note they still know it’s Janaki.”      

S. Janaki, playback singer, Chennai, Jan 3, 2004
This paper investigates claims to modernity made through the sounding voice and through particular ideologies about the voice that arose in relation to a new profession emerging in 1950s India: playback singing for the popular cinema.  Playback singing, constituted by voices and practices of voice developed in the decades just following India’s independence, is a realm of vocality intricately encoded with meaning.  This paper makes broad two arguments.  First, I suggest that sound and the voice, operating alongside and often outside of discursive channels, are media powerful in their ability to create affective relationships to abstract concepts like “modernity” or the nation.  Second, I argue that considering vocal sound and practices of voice as emergent from particular historical moments can reveal histories different from those enabled by dominant Euro-Western narratives of voice and vocality.  

Since the introduction of sound in the early 1930s, Indian popular cinema has been characterized by its inclusion of song and dance sequences.  Recent scholarship has emphasized the central role these scenes play in connecting the film’s diegesis to the outside world, on conveying what the “prose” of the film cannot, and on staking out claims to the new and the “modern” through sound and imagery (Sen 2006).  Breaking temporal and spatial continuity with the film’s narrative, these scenes trouble Hollywood’s assumption of a self-contained diegietic world in another way as well.  Song scenes function as star vehicles (Majumdar 2001), not only for the on-screen actors, but also for the behind-the-scenes singers whose voices are featured in them.  Given the importance of these scenes, any critique of the acoustic organization of Indian popular cinema must begin not with the speaking voice, but with the singing voice, and must be as concerned with what goes on behind the scenes—that is, in the production process— as with what goes on in them.
In Hollywood cinema, as in many other Western cultural forms, a strong emphasis is placed on the assumption of an actual match between a body and its voice.
  While Hollywood, from the 1930s on, has made an effort to mask the workings of technology in matching image and voice, Indian popular cinema has gone in the other direction, not only not masking the workings of technology in matching one body with another’s voice, but acknowledging the audience’s awareness and aesthetic appreciation of this fragmentation.  The timing of this shift in values and priorities is significant.  In the 1930s and early 40s, Indian popular films featured singing actors and actresses, and standards of authenticity were similar to what we see in Hollywood at the time.  In the 1940s, the industry began to employ playback singers:  singers whose voices, recorded in the studio, were subsequently lip-synched by the on-screen actors and actresses.  During this time, directors practiced voice-casting—that is, attempting to realistically match an actor’s and a singer’s voice.  The playback singers, referred to as “ghost voices,” remained uncredited.  The ideal was still the Hollywood-like assumption of an actual match between body and voice (Majumdar 2001, 167-168).  

In the 1950s, however, this changed.  Playback singers went from being unknown “ghost” singers to being celebrities in their own right.  The split between body and voice came not only to be accepted, but to be the ideal; what mattered in this phase, and what continues to matter today, is not the match between voice and body, but the recognizability of the singing voice in and of itself (Majumdar 2001, 168).
  Since the 1950s, relatively few playback voices have been used compared to numbers of actors and actresses, which means that the same voices are repeated over many different characters.  Audiences are aware (indeed, must be aware) of the real source of the singing voice, and that awareness constitutes a significant part of the pleasure they derive from cinema. Knowledge of and about playback singers circulates through news and fan magazines, and through special live stage performances by the singers themselves.  But while playback singers are stars who often overshadow the screen actors or actresses for whom they sing, they are not glamorous by the same standards; their stardom in fact rests on the absence of visual glamour. Another important aspect of their stardom is the fact that they are cast as only singers; any creative role they might have in shaping the songs they sing is generally not articulated.

Within this configuration, a certain kind of female playback singer has attained iconic status in modern India. She is a recognizable type who manages to embody seemingly contradictory elements: a dazzling voice and a modest, even plain appearance—a woman whose singing voice is recorded and then matched up with on-screen characters of varying social position and status, but whose “live” persona and demeanor remain that of a “respectable” middle-class, upper-caste woman.  Lata Mangeshkar, the playback singer whose voice has been used in virtually every Bollywood film between 1951 and 2000, is a cultural icon throughout India, not only because of the incredible monopoly she had in the female playback world and the repetition of her voice across so many generations of actresses, but also because her voice and persona became a kind of standard to which female playback singers in South India adhered and by which they were judged. 

This paper will trace the genealogy of the figure of the respectable female playback singer and her voice.  I explore how Indian nationalist discourse and its concomitant notions of femininity worked in tandem with technologies of sound reproduction and amplification to naturalize both a particular female vocal sound and an ideology about women’s voices.  Recent scholarship focuses on Lata Mangeshkar’s strategic agency in developing a particular kind of voice and persona.
  My aim here is somewhat broader:  to trace the development of a larger context within which the kind of figure and voice that Lata (and others) embodied could emerge. The focus of my historical and ethnographic interest is on South India and the Tamil-language film industry, known as Kollywood. 
The Female Voice and the Female Body
Playback singing is not merely a technological invention.  It is a cultural invention too, enabled by certain historically emergent assumptions, among them the separation of singing and acting and the different levels of respect accorded to each.  The categorization of singing and acting in terms of their differing respectability has much to do with the way high and low cultural domains were marked out in India in the first half of the twentieth century. Those performance genres that required a great deal of bodily movement on stage were relegated to the “low” cultural realm, while modes of performance in which the performer engaged in little physical movement came to be considered as “art”:  dignified performances worthy of high cultural status.  

In regard to music, this meant privileging a performance style in which a vocalist moved and gesticulated as little as possible, in which a seeming lack of outward performance was thought to signify a wealth of “inner” musical knowledge and devotional sentiment (Weidman 2003). Likewise, for reformers of South Indian dance, defining a “classical” dance style meant re-choreographing existing dance traditions to get rid of any movements or gestures considered to be overtly sexual, largely eliminating the tradition of the dancer singing, and increasing the physical distance between the dancer and her/his audience.  In this way, dance, although composed of physical activity, could be admitted to the realm of high culture because that physical movement was strictly regulated by a set of “sanitizing” rules.  Simply put, when music and dance became “classical” in twentieth-century South India, singers stopped dancing and dancers stopped singing (Allen 1997, Weidman 2003).

The emergence of women as professional playback singers in the 1950s is related to earlier developments in the 20th century that affected the ways women could be seen and heard in public.  In 1920s and 30s South India, as the new role of singer on the classical music stage became acceptable for respectable “family” women, a particular ideology of voice emerged that enabled these women to become performers and public figures.  This included a set of ideas about what constituted a “natural” or “true” voice, the relationship between the voice and the body, and the relationship between the singing voice and the speaking voice. By mid-century, an interiorized kind of voice that seemed to transcend its body was valued as the authentic voice of South Indian classical music.  The female voice, constructed thus, came to be central to the idea of South Indian music as a high cultural art form that could stand as representative of uncolonized Indianness both at home and abroad (Weidman 2003).
Making Indian arts suitable for respectable family women was a decidedly middle-class agenda.  Indian nationalist elites from this middle-class milieu embraced the ideal of the new “Indian woman” as the embodier of India’s tradition and arts.  The logic, according to Partha Chatterjee’s well-known formulation, was that while things in the “outer sphere,” like politics, economics, and material development, might come into contact with the West, and might change and modernize, the elements of the “inner sphere” – custom, tradition, the “classical” arts, and, most importantly, women—were expected to remain constant, pure, and true to their essential Indianness (Chatterjee 1993). The power of this notion of the inner sphere derived, of course, from the fact that it was not merely metaphorical, but was represented, embodied, enacted, and reinforced in real, tangible ways.  Idealized notions of womanhood, central to the idea of the inner sphere, prescribed regulations for how women should look and dress, how they should speak, sing, and hold themselves, where they should be seen, and with whom they should interact. 

The opposition between the inner and outer spheres of the nation supported other conceptual oppositions, particularly between high culture and low culture and between women and men.  Most important is the way in which the opposition between high and low culture became gendered, not primarily as the difference between women and men, but as the difference between kinds of women: middle-class women and lower-class women (Banerjee 1990, 1998).  While middle-class women were assumed to be respectable  “family women” (kutumpa strikal), lower-class women were associated with “prostitution.” Singing was for the former, and acting, decidedly for the latter.

Underlying this is another equally important distinction between the female voice and the female body.  In this moralizing discourse, whereas the female body is available for consumption by virtue of its visibility and always runs the risk of straying into the realm of materialism and the overly-Westernized, the female voice is represented as an “austere” and “traditional” domain protected from the encroachments of materialism and the West.
  In the next part of this paper I will explore the effect that this ideological division had on the kinds of qualities that were ascribed to female voices when they were heard in public.

Natural and Unnatural Voices
In the early decades of the twentieth century, the gramophone and the radio enabled the emergence of “respectable family women” into the public sphere as performers— mostly singers—of South Indian classical music.  Recording in a studio or singing at the radio station eliminated the problematic publicness of singing before a mixed audience of unknown people by controlling the number and type of people with whom a woman came into contact.  The radio station or the recording studio, to which a woman would generally be chaperoned, provided a safe interface between private and public, a way to sing without being seen.  In the 1940s, All India Radio expressly set one of its purposes as the bringing of “respectable” women musicians to the ears of the public, by devoting part of its broadcast time to “amateur” musicians: mostly married, upper-caste housewives for whom singing on stage would have been unthinkable.

Meanwhile, the gramophone companies sought out novelty, and found a ready source of it in girl-singers.  The idea of novelty, so crucial to the gramophone companies’ success, was intimately tied up with notions of the child prodigy. The figure of the prodigy that emerged in 1920s South India implied instant ability and success, a kind of isolation, or protection, from the world, an incomplete body that was compensated for by a larger-than-life voice and a selfless devotion to music.
 Of the child prodigies that the gramophone companies popularized, M.S. Subbulakshmi became by far the most famous. M.S. made her first gramophone recording as a thirteen-year-old girl in 1929.  She was considered to be a “natural.”  As one critic put it,



Her voice has the rich cadence of a mountain stream and the 



purity of a veena-note....She takes the highest notes with the 



effortlessness of a nightingale’s flight to its mate.  This is an 



art by itself.  And when you consider how even some of the 



great vidwans and ustads contort their faces and make ridiculous 



caricatures of themselves in such attempts, it is some consolation 



to see a natural face for once.  Women (because of their innate 



vanity, I suppose!) avoid that exhibition of agonised looks and 



tortured faces!....It is the art of music she wishes to display and 



not its mathematics” (Venkatachalam1966, 66-67).  

The contrasts made in this passage-- between female and male singers, between “natural” and “contorted” faces, between “art” and “mathematics”-- are telling. What emerges in writing and talk about M.S.’ voice is a discourse about the “natural” voice, where “natural” connotes the ability of the voice to transcend the artifice of the body.
 Many descriptions of her voice, as in the one above, use the metaphor of flight, implying an escape from the body.  Constantly remarked upon as well is the seeming disconnect between M.S.’ persona, characterized by humility and innocence and the “grandeur” and “majesty” of her voice (Menon 1999, 141).
  

The differentiation between the female voice and the female body was produced not only by such technological and discursive means, but also by certain performance practices that female singers on the classical stage adopted in the 1930s and 40s.   As I have shown elsewhere, performance that drew attention to the body came to be associated with the unchaste and the artificial.  The ideal female voice was imagined to come naturally from within, unmediated by outward performance of any kind. Practices such as closing or casting down one’s eyes while singing, or assuming rigid postures, were adopted as ways of disassociating one’s voice from one’s body and of projecting a sense of interiority.
 Female singers were also careful to dissociate their singing voices from their speaking voices.  Looking at the careers of M.S. Subbulakshmi and D.K.Pattammal, another female classical singer of the time, it is crucial to note that though they sang in public, they never spoke in public. Indeed, it seems as though their star status, and the  “naturalness” and “purity” of their singing voices, could only be guaranteed by maintaining the idea that those voices belonged to an innocent self detached from the world at large, who knew “nothing but music” (Weidman 2003).

At stake during this time was not the differentiation between the female voice and the female body per se, but rather the defining of relationships between certain kinds of female voices and certain kinds of female bodies.  Thus we can note the emergence of a discourse that consistently linked the “natural” voice to the chaste female body.  In the 1930s and 40s, ideals of chaste womanly behavior became a metaphor for a new kind of “art” that privileged “meaning” and “naturalness” over “cleverness” and “acrobatics.” A woman was expected to sing music as though it were a natural property of her voice.  By the 1950s, the adjectives “natural” and “artificial” were being used to contrast female voices singing classical music and film songs respectively.  Kalki Krishnamoorthy, a journalist and music critic who often raved about M.S.’ voice in his music columns, meanwhile wrote disparagingly of the “insipid” and “artificial” sweetness of Lata Mangeshkar’s voice.  Kalki used the Tamil word vacikara, meaning attractive or alluring, with distinct sexual connotations, to describe the film voice, warning readers not to get infatuated with film music lest they forget the natural beauty of classical singing (Kalki 1951). 
Managing the Voice-Body Relationship

While the relationship between the female voice and the female body was managed through a combination of technological, discursive, and performative means in the world of classical performance, it was simultaneously being negotiated in the context of cinema. During the 1940s in South India, when the technology that would enable playback singing already existed, but before the emergence of professional playback singers, films featured singing actors and actresses.  Many of these actors and actresses were in fact classically trained singers who straddled the two worlds.  Looking at several films from this period that employed singing actresses, we can see a variety of ways in which the problematic relationship between the female voice and the female body was resolved.  

In 1944, the film Haridas, based on a folk tale of a sinner who eventually becomes a saint and devotee of Lord Krishna, set a record as the longest-running film in Madras.  It featured the overwhelmingly popular singer/actor M.K. Thyagaraja Bhagavatar as Haridas, a young nobleman who is married but falls under the spell of “Rambha Devi,” a scheming devadasi who leads him to drink and eventually lays claim to his property, driving him and his wife away.  The actress playing Rambha, T. R. Rajakumari, was in fact a singer/dancer from a devadasi family who had already been cast in four previous films as a court dancer, vamp, and love interest known for her “seductive swaying walk, her scenes of sporting in a pond, and her sleeveless blouses” (Guy 1997, p?).  In Haridas, Rajakumari’s love scenes were considered daring for the day, and decried as vulgar and obscene by some.  The role of Haridas’ wife, Lakshmi, was played by N.C. Vasanthakokilam, a highly accomplished classical singer from a Brahmin background who had been previously cast in several wifely roles.  

The audience’s extratextual knowledge of who each of these actresses really were would certainly have helped the film’s thematic contrast between two kinds of women, but an examination of the song scenes themselves is also telling.  While almost every one of Rambha’s song scenes is diegetically inserted as a performance in which she dances before an audience, Lakshmi’s songs are accompanied not by dancing, but by simply standing or minimal gesturing, and they are largely introspective scenes in which she is alone, most definitely not singing for an audience.
  In the film’s major hit song, “Manmada Leelaiyai,” Haridas watches a dance performance by Rambha as he sings about the way the god of lust plays with the human psyche; her dance movements and abhinaya (facial and gestural movements) are carefully keyed to his song, and at one point, she breaks in to sing a line of her own while continuing to dance.
  In another scene, Lakshmi goes about her household duties—fetching water, milking a cow, tending the tulasi plant—as she sings the song “Kadiravan.” Both voices are diegetically contained, but while Rambha’s singing voice is persistently embodied in stylized performance, Lakshmi’s is accompanied by seemingly natural gestures and lack of performance. The film thus establishes the moral difference between these two female characters—Brahmin housewife and devadasi— by managing the relationship between voice and body differently for each. The characters of Rambha and Lakshmi are also notably differentiated through voice quality.  While Rambha’s lower-pitched and throaty voice marks her as a devadasi, Lakshmi’s higher-pitched, more classically-influenced voice closely resembles that of M.S. Subbulakshmi, who was active as a singing actress herself during this period.
  

In fact, in the following year, 1945, the film Meera, starring M.S. Subbulakshmi, was released to much acclaim.  It was the last of four films in which she acted between 1938 and 1945, all of which featured her in roles that embodied the values of religious and/or wifely devotion. In fact, she rejected the first film role she was offered, in which she would have had to play a devadasi.  In Meera, M.S. played the role of the 16th-century princess who renounced her status and worldly possessions to become a devotee of Krishna.  The film starts with Meera as a young girl who shows prodigious devotion; as a young woman she is persuaded to marry, but after marriage becomes more and more devoted to Krishna.  As her sainthood is demonstrated through a number of miraculous events, she develops a following.  Finally, she leaves the palace to wander in search of Krishna. 

Most of the songs in the film are inserted into the diegesis as Meera singing before Krishna, and these scenes often cut to close-ups of her face, producing the illusion that she is actually singing for the film audience.  As such, they produce what Ashish Rajadyaksha and Geeta Kapur have called an “aesthetic of frontality” in which the on-screen actor seems to directly address the audience.
  These scenes, then, produce an interesting slippage between diegetic music (the song as addressed to Krishna) and non-diegetic music (the song as addressed to the audience).  The frontality of M.S.’ performance is achieved by the film’s presentation of singing as a natural expression of devotion, so that M.S. is basically required merely to play herself. The film’s opening credits, which begin with an entire frame devoted to the announcement  “M.S. Subbulakshmi acts in Meera” before going on to list the other actors, clearly show the importance of M.S.’ extra-filmic persona to the meaning of the film. In another gesture to M.S.’s extra-filmic persona, the credits prominently announce that gramophone records of the songs are available on the HMV label.  Striking an analogy between Meera’s devotion to Krishna and M.S.’ devotion to music, the film also played a central role in the way that M.S. was subsequently interpreted as a singer and public performer of South Indian classical music.

The mobilization of information about the extra-filmic persona of the singer/actress was thus a strategy for managing the relationship between the on-screen body and the voice—a strategy that would remain crucial once films started to feature playback singers. Nam Iruvar [“We Two”], released in 1947, told the story of a man and woman who join the nationalist movement.  It was among several films of the 1940s in which the classical singer D.K.Pattammal sang as a playback singer.  But Pattammal maintained her respectable reputation by following certain carefully set conditions: she refused to sing love songs, concentrating instead on patriotic songs, especially those written by the Tamil nationalist poet Subramania Bharatiyar, which she had already recorded on gramophone records and made famous.

The two songs Pattammal sings in Nam Iruvar are inserted into the interior of the diegesis by attaching them to a performance attended by the hero and heroine, and D.K. Pattammal’s name is announced before each song to ensure that the audience knows who is singing—again producing the kind of frontality or direct address that I discussed above. The placing of the songs and dance as a performance within the film effectively distances them from the film’s diegesis—they act more as interludes in which the singer and dancer perform directly for the film’s audience.  Pattammal’s voice accompanies a Bharata Natyam performance in which the well-known child prodigy “Baby” Kamala (whose name is also announced before the scene) dances over an outline of India’s map image that contains a representation of Mother India.  In matching her own voice with the body of “Mother India,” Pattammal was able to identify a national myth of honor, chastity, and ideal womanhood with her own behind-the-scenes persona.
  

As we can see from these three films, there was a range of ways that the female voice could be aligned with, or distanced from, the singing actress’ body.  While in classic Hollywood cinema, containing female voices within bodies and within the diegesis is considered to be a way of controlling them and limiting their authority, the matter is not so simple in Indian popular cinema. The issue is not simply whether the female voice is diegetically contained, but how it is diegetically contained, with what kind of body it is associated, and what kind of extratextual knowledge is called into play in interpreting it.

The era of singing actresses was a crucial interlude between the emergence of women as public performers and the emergence of professional playback singers because it was a time when the association of particular kinds of female voices with particular kinds of female bodies was being worked out on screen.  It was also a period in which the relative importance of voice and appearance, or singing and acting, was being debated.
  The question to explore here is why notions of authenticity, which could have remained tied to the ideal of the integration of the body and voice in the person of the singing actress, subsequently shifted to the separation of these roles and the emergence of specialized playback singers.  

Playback

The careful management of the relationship between the female voice and the female body on both stage and screen enabled the ascendance, in the 1950s, of playback singers as stars who remained “behind the scenes.”  These women needed to make a place for themselves within the norms of female respectability that had already developed in the 1920s through 1940s.  They did so by differentiating themselves from the actresses for whom they sang, and by adopting a persona more akin to classical singers in their own stage performances even as they developed a vocal sound and style radically different from classical singing.   
What kinds of vocal and bodily performance conventions developed, and what kinds of discourses about the voice emerged in relation to female playback singing?   In order to explore these questions, I spoke with several prominent older female playback singers, now between the ages of 65 and 75, who are from the first generation of professional female playback singers in South India.
 By the early 1950s, singing in the film studios was seen as an acceptable activity and source of income for women.
  All of the singers with whom I spoke had been introduced into the playback singing profession by a parent or husband.

For singers of this generation, a typical life story begins with a childhood spent listening to Subbulakshmi, Pattammal, and other classical singers on the radio or on gramophone records.  Some of the singers with whom I spoke received classical vocal training and as girls were aspiring to become classical singers themselves, but film singing presented a needed economic opportunity for the family. Yet the use of standards of authenticity associated with classical music was a recurrent theme in their discourse.  According to P. Susheela, it is impossible, especially for women, to sing both classical and film music, because one’s voice “sets” in the high pitch required for film song and light music in general.  Yet she was careful to stress that this film voice is not an “artificial” voice that should be compared to the “real” voice used by classical musicians; it is simply that the two voices come from different parts of the body: the film voice from the chest and head, the classical voice from the stomach.  In the course of a long morning spent teaching me one of the songs she had become known for, she repeatedly compared the high level of bhavam [emotion, devotional sentiment] in this song and her rendition of it with what she saw as the absence of bhavam in most contemporary Karnatic classical singing.   Borrowing a term usually used in the context of classical music and applying it to her own playback singing enabled her to borrow some of the prestige from classical music while setting up an invidious comparison.

The ideal of voice recognition was another persistent theme.  All the women stressed the importance of having one’s own distinctive voice, and emphasized repeatedly that they did not change their voice for different characters, a notion I found odd at first coming from singers in the business of singing for different characters.  As L. R. Easwari put it, “god has given you one voice.  If you start changing it around, it becomes mimicry.” Value and authenticity are here attached to “singing,” while “mimicry”—a word often used to describe low-class variety entertainment-- seems to refer, derogatorily, to what actresses do.  “Anyone can act, but god only gives you one voice,” commented S. Janaki, similarly distinguishing herself from actors and actresses.  She stressed the importance of “voice recognition”:  a film audience “must know that it is Janaki singing from the first word of the song.” For these women, then, hierarchies of prestige are embedded in a certain notion of vocal authenticity—a voice that recognizably belongs to an individual even when it is associated, on screen, with different characters.  

While the shift to the ideal of voice recognition has been linked specifically to the emergence and strategically achieved vocal monopoly of Lata Mangeshkar (eg. Majumdar 2001), it seems to me that there is a broader reason for this shift that has to do with the conditions under which playback singing could become an acceptable profession for women. What, one might ask, is the threat of not being recognized?  For playback singers in general, it is the threat of loss of professional/star status.  For female playback singers, however, it is a more specific threat of losing one’s status as “respectable,” where that respectability depends on being able to maintain a persona independent of the on-screen characters for whom one sings.  In effect, voice recognition allows playback singers’ voices to escape the diegesis and to gain the kind of power associated with the voice-over in Hollywood cinema
; it allows playback singers to address audiences directly.

In concrete practice, the ideal of voice recognition relates to the ability, cultivated by female playback singers especially, to separate one’s voice from one’s body.  S. Janaki talked about how in order to sing playback for films one had to learn to “give expression just in the voice, not in the face”; the idea is to channel all of one’s expressive power into one’s voice, leaving the face and body to remain as they are.  She demonstrated this by singing for me in an astounding range of voices, from little boy to young woman to old lady, while keeping her face expressionless and her body utterly unchanged, her arms perfectly still on the arms of her chair.  As she explained it, this ability to dissociate one’s voice from one’s body was essential to being a good playback singer but also to being recognized in the studio as a real professional. It is also essential to the live stage performances of female playback singers.  A woman standing immobile before the microphone, eyes focused on the music stand, using one hand to keep the end of her sari carefully draped over her right shoulder: this is the iconic image of the respectable female playback singer.
 It is a stance that explicitly distances the singer from the song by emphasizing the idea that she is simply performing a piece of music, that her voice is merely a vehicle for the song.  The hand movements she makes are not related to the meaning or lyrics of the song but rather to conduct the orchestra behind her.
 

The uniformity of this pose across female playback singers of Lata Mangeshkar’s generation and generations since is striking.  In June 2002 I attended a wedding at which P. Susheela had been booked to give a live concert of her famous film songs with a backup orchestra.  Throughout, she curtailed any bodily movement, standing close to the microphone, one hand at her ear and the other keeping the end of her sari carefully draped over her shoulder.  Particularly appreciated that evening was her rendition of the female part in the romantic duet song “Niye tan enakku manavatti” [“You are the wife for me”; “Manavatti” is an affectionate, sexualized term for “wife”], from the 1968 film Kudiyirunthu Kovil. The film starred M.G. Ramachandran and his supposed real-life mistress, the actress Jayalalitha.  In the film song scene, Jayalalitha dances flirtatiously in revealing “Western” costumes, making physical advances toward M.G.R.  What was striking was the complete dissociation of Susheela’s live stage presence from the song lyrics and the cinematic song scene her performance recalled [see Susheela photo]. Such practice confounds our expectations of what a “live” performance should be like—a performance in which we expect sight and sound to work in tandem, and a singer to “give expression” to whatever it is they are singing.  What, then, do audiences get from these performances?  Why would they pay large sums of money (far larger than the cost of a ticket to any classical music concert or any film) to hear their favorite playback singers live?

What I would suggest is that audiences relish the disjunction between the sung characters and the playback singer-- that they go to these live appearances in part to be reassured that there is a disjunction. The live stage performances of playback singers serve to reinforce, by providing images for, opposing possibilities for femininity. Playback singers are exemplars of what Neepa Majumdar has termed “aural stardom,” in which 

the absence of glamour and the invisibility of playback singers can be regarded as defining features of their star personas.  In the context of Indian cinema, aural stardom is constituted by voice recognizability, the circulation of extratextual knowledge about the singers, and the association of certain moral and emotional traits with their voices (2001, 171).  

The live appearances of playback singers constitute one of the primary sources for such extratextual knowledge.  Knowledge of what the playback singer really looks like is a crucial determinant of how her voice is interpreted in the song sequence of a film, even though she is “invisible.”  Aural stardom, then, paradoxically relies on playback singers’ frequent appearances, whether in the news and entertainment media or in live performances:  appearances in which they are seen as decidedly un-glamorous.  The recurring trope of “the ugly woman with the beautiful voice” (Majumdar 2001, 174), used in reference to both female playback singers and female classical singers, is central to the way the idealized moral traits of austerity, devotion to family, traditional Indianness, and religious devotion are ascribed to their voices.

All of the singers with whom I spoke now have almost completely retired from the playback field and spend most of their time making recordings of devotional songs and traveling to do live “devotional programmes.” They universally stated that this was because film music had become “vulgar,” that there were no more decent melodies or lyrics.
  I spoke with a younger playback singer, now in her thirties, a woman who sings for films as well as for devotional recordings.  The musical idiom is similar for both; she described the difference as lying in the mode of performance.  In devotional music, she said, you really have to “belt it out”—there has to be avesam [fury, passion] in your voice.   For that reason, she would record devotional songs, but would not perform them live; avesam cannot be performed by a young woman without being mistaken for sexuality.
  

Elder female playback singers, however, do perform live devotional programs.  Appearing in public as a religious devotee, at least in Hindu India, is an acknowledged and accepted role for older women, precisely because the devotee has renounced her sexuality and her attachment to the material world.
  L.R. Easwari, in commenting on her shift to singing devotional music, stated that at a young age, a woman has a high voice, but as she gets older, her voice acquires “bass” and “depth,” making it “naturally” suited to Mariyamman pattu—a genre of devotional music centering around the “fierce” female goddess Mariyamman.  Singing devotional music, then, serves the double function of allowing these women to distance themselves from a film world they see as increasingly “vulgar,” and thus to produce appropriate extratextual knowledge about themselves.

By looking at the tactics these women employed, we get a sense of the conditions under which playback singing could be an acceptable profession for women of this generation.  First, female playback singers had to borrow prestige from the world of classical singing, both by emphasizing their own classical training and by adopting certain standards from the classical music world.  Second, they had to adhere to a particular notion of vocal authenticity which involved cultivating both a recognizable voice and the ability to separate their voice from their body.  Third, they had to make sure, through live stage appearances and media exposure, that their “real live” persona was that of a respectable woman.  There is, however, one more condition that remains to be discussed, and that is the actual vocal sound for which these women became known.

The Voice

In the 1950s, as the role of the playback singer became professionalized and the film music world started to be able to support full-time playback singers, singing actresses mostly disappeared.  At the same time, the kind of female voice used in film songs began to change from the relatively lower-pitched voice of Karnatic classical music to the high-pitched female voice that has become, even more than any male film voice, representative of Indian film music today. 

As Suzanne Cusick writes, the voice is a powerful performer of sex and gender because it is so rarely scrutinized.  Vocal pitch, in particular, is assumed to be pre-cultural, to “stand for the bodily imperatives of biological sex” (1999, 28-29; see also Poynton 1999).  Yet performances involving the voice are only effective when they cite or allude to prevailing cultural norms.  Voices are intelligible as gender performances only in relation to other voices and their associations.  As a new kind of female voice that emerged in the first decades of India’s independence, the Lata Mangeshkar type of voice became a marker of modern Indian female identity, effective as such because, with its high pitch and thin, child-like, microphone-dependent timbre, it was unmistakably different from other voices:  the classical, the folk, the courtesan, the male.  I’ll consider each of these contrasts in turn.

In the mid-twentieth century, with the emergence of music directors and playback singers as professionals, film music came to be seen as its own genre.  Film music and classical music underwent a mutual ideological differentiation at this time.  Both were equally called into service in defining the nation, but while classical music was imagined as a conservative, authentically Indian realm, film music came to be seen as hybrid, open to new and foreign influences.  Commonly cited to bolster the contrast was the differing quality of the female voice in each.  Kalki Krishnamoorthy used negative words like vacikara  (sexually alluring) to describe female film voices, and positive words like utainta (broken, split, giving way with emotion) to connote the authenticity and sincerity of classical voices (Kalki 1951).  In letters written by film fans in the early 1950s, however, we find Lata Mangeshkar’s “high, sweet (inimai), and quick” voice favorably opposed to the erumai kuccal--“buffalo-like” heaviness and loudness-- of classical singers.  The female voice was thus used to symbolize, and embody, the difference between the lumbering slowness and heaviness of classical tradition and something new, quick, and modern.
  In discourse about tradition and modernity in music, there was thus a particular investment—both ideological and affective—in the female voice, much more than the male voice.

The Lata voice is distinctive for what has been eliminated from it, particularly in terms of timbre.  As Sanjay Srivastava has noted, the Lata voice is characterized by a “stylistic homogeneity” that eliminates the nasality and “heaviness” associated with the voices of Muslim courtesans (2006, 135-140) and devadasis.  At the same time, it also excludes any hints of the “ethnic” or the “folk.”  In more recent films, as Pavitra Sundar notes, it is not the female courtesan voice, but the female “ethnic” or “folk” voice that is used to convey the sexuality and “all the caste, class, and immoral connotations that have been purged from Mangeshkar’s voice”  (n.d. 28, 29).  We can see this convention at work in the sound track of Kaadalan, an immensely popular Tamil film from 1994 in which two of the songs (out of six) feature non-normative “folk” female voices.  In “Petta Rap,” (which translates as Rap of the Pettas, or lower-class urban village neighborhoods of Chennai) the hero and his sidekick break into the dance school where the heroine is learning classical Bharata Natyam and try to teach everyone to dance to hip hop instead.  The male voices used have a youthful, urban sound and are those of well-known playback singers, but the female voice (matched on screen with the outrageously cross-dressed sidekick) is a distinctive “folk” voice, provided by an unknown singer.
  So, while the immorality and sexuality of hip hop can be voiced by known “regular” male voices, it can only be voiced by female “folk” voices decidedly different from the norm. [see www.youtube.com/watch?v=1p72oEToR-0]

Finally, the differentiation between male and female is a recurrent trope in Indian popular cinema, where it is articulated both at the level of thematic content and at the level of musical sound.  The Lata voice, with its high pitch, is designed to be maximally different from male film voices.  In the films from the 1940s that I mentioned earlier, most actresses sang at a distinctively lower pitch than the first generation of female playback singers.  Since the 1950s, while a range of pitches has been allowed for male voices, it seems as if female voices have been forced upwards to produce what many have called, either in praise or critique, Lata’s “adolescent-girl voice,” sounding forever young.  While no single female playback singer has held quite as much sway in South India, the monopoly of this particular kind of female voice is still striking [audio egs: Susheela, Jikki, Easwari, Janaki].  The childlike character of the voice is produced in part by the fact that it is not a projected voice, but one that is dependent on a microphone held very closely; most playback singers would be inaudible from across the room without one.   The particular vocal timbre that is produced is at once suitably desexualized—that is, freed from womanly sexuality-- and associated with a particular kind of girlish flirtatious charm.
  

While actresses’ appearances and notions of physical beauty have certainly changed in the last fifty years, what is admissible in terms of the female voice has stayed much more constant.  No such standard exists for the male film voice.  The unchanging nature of the ideal female voice gives it the suggestion of “timelessness,” a word often used about female playback singers’ voices which supposedly remain constant even as the singers themselves age.
  The repetition of this voice over so many different onscreen female characters serves to erase its particularity.  It is difficult to trace the origins of this voice, for there are no precedents for it in other female singing styles in India (Srivastava 2006, 125-126).  But that may be the point.  Precisely because it lacked a specific origin, this voice type came to stand for an unmarked, modern Indian femininity, a standard against which other female voices could—and continue to be— judged and placed.  
Conclusion

Many scholars have argued that cinema is a privileged medium for the negotiation and consolidation of modern Indian identity because Indian popular cinema emerged contemporaneously with India’s first decades as an independent nation (eg. Vasudevan 2005, Virdi 2003).  Film music, and particularly the voices of playback singers, have played a central, if until recently unexplored, role in this process. Sanjay Srivastava writes that “the ‘woman’ conjured by Lata Mangeshkar’s singing voice is the product of certain developments that are peculiar to the processes of Indian modernity,” (2006, 125), particularly the ascendance of a bourgeois middle class and the Hindu-ization of the public sphere. Pavitra Sundar shows how playback singers’ voices become symbolic of particular ethnic and social types recognized within the nation (n.d., 1).  

As important to the consolidation of national identity as what came to be called Indian classical music, film music was conceived as classical music’s opposite in many ways—in its openness to foreign influences and its claim to be “modern.”  Part of this claim to modernity was tied to the notion that film music, more than any other type of music, had the capacity to “represent” different kinds of characters and the varied musical traditions of the nation.  As a newspaper columnist from South India wrote in 1955, film music was the “most highly evolved” form of music because

the film music reflects the situation or context of the song 

and the characters in the film, at least it ought to do so.  The 

scope of the cinema allows us to include the most classical of 

music as well as the songs of the bullock cart drivers.  Moreover 

there is no need for the hero in the film and an ordinary beggar 

to sing in the same style and with the same musical accompaniments, 

like they do on stage.  This is indeed a truly considerable 

development in the field of music.

Despite (or indeed, precisely because of) its modernist pretense towards representation, film music has, in fact, become a powerful shaper of the way different characters are voiced.  Playback singers’ voices, particularly those of female singers, exist within a semiotic system wherein each voice gains its associations and meanings by virtue of its identity with or distance from the standard that was established for female voices in the 1950s.  

Dominant Euro-Western narratives of voice, which overwhelmingly inform our ideas about the relationship between voice and modernity, tend to center around an imagined split between voice and vocality.  Such a division underlies Western linguistic ideology and notions of rational subjectivity and agency. Bauman and Briggs (2003) have shown how this split emerged from a particular history; far from being a natural or universal way of thinking about the voice, it is a specific ideology of voice linked to certain processes in the founding moments of Euro-Western modernity. The tension between these two conceptions of the voice, as a series of important critiques have argued, is expressed in a system of gendered and raced representational conventions in literature, music, and film in which the voice, the realm of the male/civilized subject, seeks to maintain control over vocality, the realm of the female/primitive (Abbate 1991, Tolbert 2001, Inoue 2006). Doane (1980) and Silverman (1988) point out the ways in which this division is at stake in classic Hollywood cinema’s acoustic organization, where female characters tend to be over-endowed with vocality but denied voice in the sense of discursive authority.  

One might try to tell the story of female playback singers in 1950s India in these terms—after all, these were women whose job it was to vocalize—to sing lyrics and melodies that someone else had written. This would seem to fit a familiar pattern: women denied the opportunity for gaining discursive or expressive authority by representing themselves, writing their own songs, breaking into the all-male world of film music directors and lyricists, or breaking out of the particular mold they all fit. 

Considering vocal sound and practices of voice associated with playback singing as emergent from a particular historical moment enables us to explore histories different from those shaped by dominant Euro-Western narratives of voice and vocality.  In twentieth-century India, it was not an imagined split between voice as discursive agent and voice as sound, but rather the split between voice/vocality  and body that was most salient, particularly for women.   The privileging of vocality, and the investment in the female voice, derived from a postcolonial formulation in which visuality is conceived as the colonized sense, while aurality and the voice are valorized as an uncolonized source of purity that would escape the encroachments of the West and female sexuality.
  

The voice-vocality split lends itself to the kind of critique in which the realm of vocality and sound is either suppressed or resistant, but always opposed to voice in the sense of discursive authority and representation.  Such a critique tends to deny vocality as a realm in which claims can be made—claims outside or alongside the realm of the discursive. While the creative agency of playback singers in shaping their voices and the songs they sing is undeniable (and deserves further ethnographic exploration), the fact that they were cast in a reproductive role (ie that they were seen as merely vocalizing what others had written) is important.  The investment in the female voice at once limited the possibilities for women and their voices and endowed the particular female persona and voice that were privileged with power. Through this privileged persona and voice, female playback singers tapped into a new mode of public existence and economic self-sufficiency for women.  Their profession also provided a new and powerful mode of addressing publics, while the kind of voice they cultivated laid claim to the modern.  By considering vocality as a realm in which such claims can be made, we can begin to place playback singing in relation to other modern forms of public vocal expression and their social and political consequences.  
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Video Excerpts/Images

1. Haridas (1944) “Manmada Leelaiyai” sung and acted by T.R. Rajakumari and M.K.Thyagaraja Bhagavatar

2. Haridas (1944) “Kadiravan” sung and acted by N.C.Vasantakokilam

3. Meera (1945) “Nanada Bala” sung and acted by M.S. Subbulakshmi

4. Nam Iruvarum (1947) “Aaduvome” sung by D.K.Pattammal, acted by Baby Kamala

5. Lata Mangeshkar Live in Pune 

      www.youtube.com/watch?v=i7JNVWBym_4

6. Photo of P. Susheela performing live

7. Song Scene “Petta Rap” from Kaadalan (1994) www.youtube.com/watch?v=1p72oEToR-0
Audio Excerpts

1. M.L. Vasantakumari “Konjam Purave” from Manamagal (1951)

2. P.Susheela “Paalirukkum” from Bhava Manippu (1961)

3. Jikki “Kannil Vandu Minnal Pol” from Nadodi Mannan (1960)

4. L.R. Easwari  “Nan Mandoppil” from Enga Veetu Pillai (1965)

5. S. Janaki “Idayame” from Saadhu (1994)

Notes

� “The double illusion that the voice belongs to, as well as emanates from, the image on the screen” (Siefert 1995,46).


� The exact history of how this transformation occurred, including its gendered aspects, has yet to be explored.  There is evidence, in South India, that voice-casting was still being used for male characters/singers in the late 1950s and early 1960s, but that the ideal of voice recognition had already emerged for female singers.  


� Recent articles that explore Lata as a strategic and transformative figure include Majumdar 2001 and Srivastava 2006.  These are the first academic writings to appear on playback singers.  In addition, two adulatory biographies of Lata were published in the 1990s: Bharatan 1995 and Bhimani 1995. 


� Even in theatrical performances in the “low-cultural” realm , the hierarchy of prestige that puts vocal and verbal performance above physical performance is carefully observed (Seizer 2005, 78).  As Susan Seizer notes in regard to a low-cultural theatrical tradition called “Special Drama” in Tamil Nadu, “actors playing kings and queens (or gods and goddesses) are the heroes and heroines....  They stand perfectly still before a central standing microphone to deliver prose speeches and sing poetic songs” while artists playing lowly or comedic characters “cavort, dance, gesticulate loudly, and express all manner of emotions” (2005, 78).


� cf. Majumdar 2001, 173-174.


� As Felicia Miller Frank has pointed out, the association between women, the voice, and technological perfection has a long history in European discourse on the arts.  Female prodigies, in this discourse, are represented as sexless or non-human angels, emblematic of the sublime and of artistic modernity (Frank1995, 2).  It is no coincidence that among the elite of twentieth-century South India, who borrowed much of this European discourse about “art,” the term “prodigy” (in English) was first used about women musicians, and that the prodigy’s first vehicle was the gramophone.


� Another example of such discourse: In 1933, E. Krishna Iyer, lawyer, dancer, and trustee of the Madras Music Academy, an institution which considered itself the standard-setter in the South Indian music world, wrote of the “sweetness of natural music, as found in the voices of women, young boys, and singing birds” (1933, xvi).  Women vocalists, he wrote, “are found to possess certain desirable advantages over men.  They have pleasant voices to begin with and none of the contortions of the struggling male musicians.  They do not fight with their accompanists.  They are free from acrobatics of any kind and they seldom overdo anything” (ibid, 46). 


� The discursive production of this split between the female voice and the female body can also be seen in the writings of Rukmini Devi. In a series of essays written in English and published by the Theosophical Society, the dancer Rukmini Devi, a Brahmin woman who had played a prominent role in “rescuing” and redefining the devadasis’ dance as a high cultural art form, elaborated on the special connection that existed naturally between women and the fine arts.  “The spirit of womanhood,” she wrote, “is the spirit of the artist” (WA, 5). Women possessed an “innate refinement” which made it incumbent upon them to take up the revival of Indian art.  In learning the arts, what was necessary was “rigorous work, the complete subjugation of all other personal desires and pleasures, the abandonment of one’s being to the Cause” (DM, 4).  The success of the Indian nation, as well as the Indian arts, depended on restoring woman from her degraded position to that of “a divine influence rising above the material aspect of things” (DM, 14).  


Rukmini Devi imagined the relationship between voice and body to be analogous to the relationship between music and dance.   Although she could not completely efface the physicality or eroticism of dance, her writings point to the necessity, in her view, of putting that physicality to some higher use.  In an essay called “Dance and Music,” she wrote that music, “the basic language of Gods,” was what saved dance from being “mere physical acrobatics” (DM, 10-11).  It was the “universal language of the soul” (DM,12), the “saving grace of humanity” (DM,16).  Imagined thus, the materiality of music is effaced; instead of being seen as something which comes into being through performance and the mediation of human actors, it is seen as a kind of pure voice from within, a voice deeply contained within the body, but neither connected to nor manifested on its surface.


� cf. Keane 1997.


� The only exceptions to this are: 45:05, when Lakshmi sings the song “Ennadu manam tulli vilayaduve” in her boudoir, gazing at herself in the mirror with her hair down and doing a little dance.  It is important that she is alone, though—this is her private fantasy, not a performance.  Later in the song when other characters happen to see her they hide.  1:38:30, at which point Rambha has been chastened; she has left the palace and is wandering in a plain white sari.  She sings a song and weeps during it, sorry for the pain she has caused Haridas; she sees Haridas, now a devotee of Krishna, and bows at his feet, but he doesn’t recognize her, and she wanders off (her last appearance in the film).


� It is interesting to note that in this song MKT’s and Rajakumari’s voices occupy the same pitch register.


� cite discourse comparing NCV’s and MS’s voices...


� Rajadyaksha 1987, Kapur 1987.


� Randor Guy also notes the ideological work these scenes did in helping to produce an new, appropriately nationalized and sanitized image of bharata natyam, a dance form previously associated with devadasis (Guy 1997, 234).


� Thanks to Kiranmayi Indraganti for articulating this point.  


� Interviews done in Chennai in June-July 2002 and January 2004.


� L. R. Easwari, for instance, recalled that her mother began bringing her to the studios in Madras when she was in her teens, after her father died, in order to generate extra income for the family.  P. Susheela, now about 70 years old, made her first recording as a playback singer in 1951at the age of 16, after being recruited to the studios by someone who had heard her in a children’s program on All India Radio.  S. Janaki recalled that she sang Lata Mangeshkar songs in the interludes of her father-in-law’s stage performances at first, and then after she got married it was her husband who introduced her to a major record and movie producer of the time, A.V. Meyappa Chettiar.  In fact, playback singing in many cases led to a greater measure of economic independence than women could hope to achieve otherwise; for S. Janaki, playback singing presented so many opportunities that she was able to cancel her binding contract with AVM studios and contract independently, thus controlling her own fees as well as deciding on what songs she would sing. All three of these women developed close working relationships with male music directors, who would then keep hiring them for their films, thereby ensuring their success.  Two of them also had male harmonium players as their personal musical assistants, men who accompanied them to the studio for recording sessions, assisted them with musical notation, and helped them practice at home.


� Doane writes that “the voice-over commentary is necessarily presented as outside of [diegetic] space.  It is its radical otherness with regard to the diegesis which endows this voice with a certain authority.  As a form of direct address, it speaks without mediation to the audience, by-passing the characters and establishing a complicity between itself and the spectator” (1980, 42).  Silverman writes that “the voice-over is privileged to the degree that it transcends the body.  It loses power and authority with every corporeal encroachment” and sychronization marks the point of full and complete “embodiment” (1988, 49).


� One sign of its iconic status is the fact that it is available for parody, as in Mira Nair’s film Monsoon Wedding, where an audience watches a plump, bespectacled  elderly female dubbing artist, in this same pose, vocally enact an explicit sex scene.


� see, for example, video of Lata Mangeshkar singing live in Pune:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i7JNVWBym_4


� Importantly, this aural stardom is different from that of, say, a singer-songwriter, who is understood to be singing her own lyrics.  The singer-songwriter figure did not emerge in South India until very recently, with the emergence of Indipop, a genre that explicitly distances itself from film music (see Kvetko).


� In South India, devotional music (Hindu, Muslim, and Christian) is the fastest growing part of the music industry.  Like songs for films, these songs are composed by music directors and lyricists, recorded first in a studio, then sold on cassette and CD.  Only after being released on cassette are they then performed live in temples, churches, stadiums, and other public arenas.  Because the budget for their production is much lower than that of film songs—an entire cassette worth of songs will often be recorded in a single day—and because the industry relies on selling massive numbers of cheap cassettes to make a profit, it makes sense to have practiced playback singers sing them.  


� Personal communication, Anuradha Sriram, Chennai, July 2002.


�Interestingly, like M.S. Subbulakshmi, Lata Mangeshkar, through her recordings of Meera bhajans, also became identified with the figure of Meera Bai, the prototype for female religious devotion. See Majumdar 2001, pp 174-176.


� While descriptions of male classical and film voices tend to state the differences in terms of techniques, things that the singers are actively doing, descriptions of female voices tend to imply that the difference lies in the voices themselves.


� The playback singer, Kujaramma, is a folk singer and has not sung for any other films.  The other song scene which includes a female folk voice is a staged “folk” performance done by the heroine’s grandparents; the female voice is provided by S. Janaki.


� Srivastava 2006, 140.  Quotes Harish Bhimani in his biography of Lata: “Her voice was clear and soft.  Like that of a girl on the threshold of adolescence.”  Srivastava argues that the production of this kind of voice as the normative female voice constituted “another resolution of the ‘woman question’ in the postcolonial context:  how to have women in public, but also within the firm grip of a watchful, adult masculinity, such that the public woman became forever infantilized” (140). 


� The tremendous investment in the unchangingness of Lata’s voice, for example, can be seen in the lament of Raju Bharatan, one of her biographers, that Lata did not quit the world of playback singing in the early 1990s, before her voice began to “thicken” (Bharatan 1995, 370).


� “Of Film Music” from the Tarapadham column, August 12, 1955.  Telugu Swatantra.  Trans. Uma Maheswari.


� There is a prevailing trope that casts the voice in the realm of ideal fantasy, while the body is put into the realm of un-ideal reality.  Eg. Raju Bharatan’s comment about Raj Kapoor’s Satyam Sivam Sundaram (1978), a film about a woman made ugly by a terrible scar, but who has a beautiful voice, which was inspired by Lata Mangeshkar, and for which Lata provided the voice.  “If Lata’s voice was the aurally arresting fantasy, Zeenat Aman [the actress] was now the revoltingly revealing reality” (Bharatan 1995, 86).
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