
  
Title Cultural dependence in question: an exploration of musical practices of 

South Indian film in Singapore 
Author(s) Eugene Dairianathan 
Source Festschrift, 2005, 174-192. 
  
  
 

This document may be used for private study or research purpose only. This document or 
any part of it may not be duplicated and/or distributed without permission of the copyright 
owner. 

The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. 



Cultural dependence in question: An exploration of  
Musical practices of  South Indian film in Singapore 

Eugene I. Dairianathan 

Introduction 
The entry on music in Singapore by Lee Tong Soon (2001:421) in the Groves 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians makes the following observations: "The 
majority of Indians in Singapore speak Tamil, while other large groups include 
the Malayalis, Punjabis, Sindhis, Bengalis, and Gujaratis. Temple music from 
the Carnatic tradition, featuring the nagaswaram (oboe) and tavil (double- 
headed barrel drum) is performed to announce daily prayer times and during 
festivals such as Thaipusam and Thimithi. Other genres include bhajanas 
(Sanskrit bhajans), film music and Hindustani and Carnatic classical music." 

Film music appears between Sanskrit bhajans and Hindustani and Carnatic 
classical music. Less, either in description or scholarship is available to inform 
a reader of the presence and practice of film music in Singapore. Apart from 
Joseph Peters' (1993) noteworthy contribution on classical and folk culture of 
the Indian community in the ASEAN context, Lee's entry in Groves contains 
no single bibliographical reference in English, Tamil or Hindi on the subject. 

Nevertheless, cursory descriptions of music evince practices likely to have 
been found in a public setting, albeit in a select community of supporters. Ap- 
pearances of music-making at a public setting suggest a deeper level of this 
collective action, namely ways in which it may have been initiated, nurtured 
and supported. There has arisen an implicit view, in writings and oral inter- 
views, of an overwhelming reliance on India for cultural and musical suste- 
nance, not only of folk and classical traditions but film music and culture as 
well; a view almost as unanimous as it is unquestioned. This essay involves a 
critical assessment of cultural reliance in the practice of music of South Indian 
film in Singapore through oral interviews and other supporting documentation. 

Defining film music 
Peter Manuel (1993:47) suggests that a definition offilm music has to take its 
cinematic context into consideration. He observes, quoting Ranade (1984:77), 
that in North Indian cinema, "virtually all commercial Indian movies have 
been musicals (. . .) film songs have always been marketed independently as 
records acquiring their own commodity status". "Nevertheless, for many, if not 
most consumers, the significance of film songs remains allied to their cinematic 
context" (Manuel 1993:42). It is my view that South Indian film is similarly 
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structured, albeit other differences. In this article I refer to film music to refer 
to songs of South Indian film. 

Socio-historical context 
An attempt at a chronological narrative of musical practice of South Indian 
film in Singapore, however basic, serves in getting a sense of the practice as 
well as raising questions in the hope that answers or more questions emerge to 
help shed more light. An absence of discourse in this field has been helped to a 
large extent by oral interviews with practitioners and supporting material to 
help build an emerging profile of the movement, but there are gaps that need 
to be filled between one fact and another, one event and another, the space of 
the known and the silent, ways of knowing this practice, and value and belief 
systems not easily amenable or accessible to an outsider. My exploration is 
reliant on a conceptual framework Elliott (1995:42-45) calls a musical prac- 
tice, which not only includes musically-specific elements but also reveals their 
involvement and association with site-specific social and historical contexts. 

South Indian classical tradition (Carnatic) and Tamil film emerge as influ- 
ences for musical practice of South Indian film in Singapore. Classical tradi- 
tions and music by implication appear in the early films of the 2 0 ' ~  century in 
the form of folk and Hindu mythology. The classical tradition seems to have 
been prevalent, by implication, in temple grounds and in rituals throughout 
the year. This then suggests the ractice of the South Indian classical tradition R in Singapore as early as the 19' century.' Into the 2oLh century, we are in- 
formed of the arrival of drama troupes by a ship known as the Rajullah in the 
1930s and docked at Naval Base. 

Historical, epic and Kathakali drama presentations were observed to take 
place, situating religious and ritual narratives in a public sphere. These were 
held in sites "close to the labourers' place of work [given] the traditional 
Indian tendency to congregate in homogeneous communities" (Kernial Singh 
Sandhu 1993:778). 

Accounts indicated the strength of the audience support for these shows 
and this is arguably the first reference to band music for dramas2 Moreover, 
musicians from the Singapore Indians Music Party (SIMP hereafter) referred 
to their earlier ensembles as a Music and Dramatic Society (SIMP, March 
2004). What they identified as Band music was played by members of a music 
party; a musical ensemble within a dramatic troupe which was to become an 

' Singapore Chronicle, October 31, 1833, Vo1.3, no.44, Letter to the Editor. The letter expresses 
particular concerns of  fire and safety with an went which approximates the ritual of  the fire- 
walking ceremony. Later, the Singapore Free Press, 31 Januaty 1896, reports the confiscating of  
musical instruments used in the Thaipusam ritual at a temple at Tank Road by the police. 
From the Synopsis o f  an Oral Interview with Purushothaman Thambyah, Oral History Board. 
Accession No.  1342. The oral interview is in Tamil. 
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independent group. Names of musical band parties3 in the 1950s and 1960s 
were identified together with two notable musicians, MP Gurusamy and 
Pundit Ramalingam who were identified in oral accounts as those synonymous 
with the South Indian classical tradition as well as a semi-classical tradition. 
One explanation offered for the term smi-classical referred to the degree of 
conformity to the raga or mode of the song/music. In the South Indian classi- 
cal context, some modes were as'sociated with very specific contexts, times and 
occasions. Music or songs which deviated from this convention could be found 
in semi-classical or light classical settings. Songs of South Indian film were such 
examples and this was a known practice in south Indian film.4 

Narratives in Indian mythology formed a common bond between music of 
South Indian classical (and semi-classical) tradition and early films from India 
that were screened in Singapcire. According to a local consumer and observer 
of Tamil cinema, Balakrishnan Veerapan (2003): "Mythological movies were 
great favourites here.. . ran to packed houses. They had [Indian] classical music 
and it educated many of us on our religious background. We practically saw all 
the "Hindu Mythological figures" on screen." 

We are informed of a historic event in 1952. From a political perspective, 
the Tamil language began to be promoted in literature and mass media, par- 
ticularly newspapers, and cultural issues after the establishment of the Tamil 
Representative Council in 1952 (A. Mani 1993:796). This initiative was led by 
G. Sarangapani who went on to create a Malayan Tamil identity, with the 
Thamizhar Thirunal (Tamils Festival). 

The Tamil language was used as a unifying factor even when the individuals 
were separated by caste and rel igi~n.~ The demographically larger Tamil-using 
and working-class Indians were the most likely beneficiaries fiom this move- 
ment. This was made even clearer when Tamil became one of the four official 
languages besides English, Malay, and Mandarin when Singapore gained inde- 
pendence in 1965. 

The influence of South Indian film culture combined with G. Sarangapani's 
initiatives for a community who subscribed to Tamil as a unitary language had 
both cultural and musical ramifications. Seetha Lakshmi (2002) surmises that 
afer 1952 (with the establishment of the Tamils Representative Council), Mr 
Sarangapani initiated the Thamizhar Thirunal which was celebrated as the 
Harvest Festival (Pongal). Talentime shows, traditional programmes called 

1bid.Accordingto oral interviewees, musical band parties weresynonymouswith music parties. 
Personal correspondence with Radha Vijayan from the Peoples Association Lifeskills Branch, 
January2005. 
Given the fragmented nature of language, religion or caste prevalent in the Indian population in 
Singapore in the 1960s and beyond, the Tamil language teacher emerged as the new catalyst to 
community orientation. This can be traced to a movement called the Dravidian movement 
which in Malaya and Singapore was essentially a working class movement against Brahminic 
domination of Indian society beyond India. 
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Koothu and Villu paatu6, variety shows and band competitions were some of 
the public events organised for the Indian community. In traditional settings, a 
musical group, known then as a music party would be paid for playing well- 
known tunes from mythological films with stories involving Gods and appro- 
priate themes in the practice of Tamil tradition and culture and how to live a 
good and pious life in a multiracial society. Oral interviewees acknowledged 
the appropriation, by local poets or lyricists, of popular tunes in classical, semi- 
classical and even folk settings with locally adapted texts. 

Older musicians from SIMP (March 2004) attribute the rapid proliferation 
of Music Parties to some events Mr. Sarangapani organized, such as band 

. . 
competitions: 

... that's where we had this band competition.. . bands sprouted everywhere.. . they wanted 
to win.. .during this period of the festival music parties would be most active.. . we didn't 
have housing estates.. . but any corner you went there was a roadshow organised by Radio 
Singapore.. . we used to go to Fort Canning - the old drama centre - for the band competi- 
tions.. . SIMP would win every year.. . 

There were also suggestions of a different repertoire besides the proliferation of 
musical ensembles involved in these events. Lakshrni (2002) records how con- 
temporaneous accounts recalled the presence of about twenty-five music parties: 

... they did not learn Carnatic music but their singing had some kind of rhythm and tempo. 
They used film tunes to express the ideas of their original songs. They often travelled from 
Kampong to Kampong.7 Many youngsters liked to participate in programmes in those 
shows, which included Talentime contests. Many parents sent their children to take part in 
it. 

What emerges from these accounts is the way in which songs of South Indian 
film are re-created or adapted by using different lyrics or different tunes or a 
combination. The nature of these exchanges and settings lends the impression 
of a change in South Indian film from its initial Indian classical settings. The 
juxtaposition of rhythm and tempo with apparently enthusiastic response from 
the youth does suggest much livelier music and song, and perhaps dance. 

Even clearer indication of change appears in an observation by Balakrishnan 
Veerapan (2003) of a different kind of music of South Indian film that per- 
meated the Indian community in pre-television Singapore through the organi- 
sation and presentation of these events: 

Film music was very popular since the screening of movies in Singapore I believe. In the GOs, 
at the wedding dinners and other functions, film music was a must. They had bands playing 
the music and locals singing film songs. I saw guitars, saxophone, clarinet, accordion, jazz 
drums, along with the tabla and dholak.. . they were very entertaining. 

~ c c o r d i n ~  to Baskaran (1996:230) villupaatu is musical narration sung to the accompaniment 
of of strumming a bow while [theru] koothu refers to street theatre found in rural Tamilnadu. 

' The word Kampong is of Malay origin and translates as village. 
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This last excerpt not only describes the musical instruments on display but 
probably the spectacle to be anticipated and enjoyed. Print culture helped to 
fan the flames of a growing interest in this 'entertaining' style of Indian cinemas 
in Singapore: Movie News, published locally featuring Tamil and Hindi movies; 
and, Pesum Padam, which was imported from India and had gossip, latest re- 
leases, interviews with actors and actresses, and even lyrics of popular songs. 

Although names, events, dates and times are not provided, we are offered 
clues through two photographs of musicians with their instruments. The first 
features a generation of SIMP musicians and their instruments which included 
a fifelpiccolo, shakers, double bass, tambourine, accordion, bulbul-tara (Nagoya 
harp), clarinet, bongos and guitar. 

Fig. l .  SIMP; by kind permission of Edmund Appau family, undated. 

A second picture from this period appears to be a student ensemble with the 
curious title "Singapore Indians Students Orchestra" (some letters are missing) 
across the bass drum of the drum kit alongside bongos, congas, saxophone and 
clarinet (played by one person), accordion, guitar, tabla and what looks like a 
dholak and small percussion. 
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Fig 2. Singapore Indian Students Orchestra; by kindpermissinn of Mohd. w e ,  undated. 

While both musical configurations of South Indian classical modes of perform- 
ance as well as western popular culture seem diametrically opposed, there is a 
site where both seem to co-exist; the Hindu temple. Mohammed Ali Nilavu 
(1994:89), makes the observation that 

on each day of Navarattiri, the temples sponsor a culrural performance. This includes 
classical dance, music and devotional songs (the htter sometimn arcompanied by a Western- 
style band).' 

Oral accounts corroborate this observation and added that the temple priests 
had not objected to the presentation of devotional material with a western- 
style accompaniment. 

The introduction of television in Singapore became another significant 
moment when the various live shows supported .by the Indian community in 
Singapore, were transferred onto an even larger public platform. Local per- 
formers of songs of South Indian film had a Singapore-wide audience through 
television. Balakrishnan Veerapan (2003) offers us more details: 

... there were variety shows which had classical, modern songs and dances. Local singers who 
were popular were the late V. Ramachandran, Betty Jones, Rajamani Francis, Rukmani and 
D r  Uma Rajan ... the Singapore Indians Music Parry was a leading band in the TV shows. 
There were also locally written songs. Songs were mainly penned by the late Kavingnar Ka 
Perurnal and ESJ Chandran (now based in India). Music was composed by Late Pundit M 
Rarnalingam. .. there were nvo prominent magazines which promoted films. 

Parenthesis and emphasis in original. Navarattiri involves a nine-day preparation for the fire- 
walking ceremony. 
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One more notable event took place through recorded media. Local practitio- 
ner Christina Edmund (June 2004) remembered being the first local singer to 
be featured in a record release of Tamil songs: 

... in 1967, the first local Tamil record was made in Singapore. Four song were composed 
and written by a Iy~icist from India, Mr Banuthasarn. Two local singers, S. Thanaletchumi 
and myself recorded the song at Kintex Studios. It was recorded b; a Chinese company 
called TNA Records. The 4 local song  were very well received and were very popular in 
Singapore and Malaysia They were always requested by the public over the radio.. . 

.- 
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Fig. 3. Cover offirst local Tamil record. by kindpermission of Christina Edmund 

Oral accounts indicate that many youth were encouraged to participate in 
these programmes because their parents believed it would help them in the 
development of their language and culture. They also believed it was leisure 
time wisely spent: Parental support enabled local practitioners like Mohd. 
Rafee (who currently works for film music director A. R. Rahman in India) and 
Ravi Shanker to be introduced to broadcast media at very early ages of ten and 
eight respectively. 

We are informed that throughout the 1970s and 1980s, most of the music- 
making continued to be active in the public sphere through a well-established 
network of community activities and social events as well as radio and televi- 
sion broadcast. The playlist and frequently requested songs at hnctions, wed- 
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dings and other community events now extended beyond music of Tamil and 
Hindustani film. 

From about the 1990s, the opening of a number of night-clubs offered these 
musicians' opportunities to recreate songs of South Indian film in these set- 
tings. Curiously we are also informed that the 1990s was a period which saw a 
decline in support for this practice as well as changes in the ways entertain- 
ment affected practice. Oral accounts indicate that in the present, very few 
live-band musicians continue a practice within the same spheres of activity and 
endeavour which propelled them into prominence about fifty years ago. 

Questions of cultural dependence 
The view of a South Indian community in Singapore being dependent on India 
for cultural sustenance remains unchallenged. If this were true, then it does not 
help to explain its dwindling practice in Singapore despite the mitigating cir- 
cumstances of an Indian community forming a minority in terms of proportion 
of population (about 7%). The converse argument is also unable to provide for 
satisfactory justification, implicit or otherwise, of a cultural dependence, since 
Indian films have no alternative source other than India. 

First, however, what would be considered to be culturally representing 
India or Indian or Indian-ness in Indian film? Manuel (1993:4142) informs us 
that in North India, pre-war films "resembled traditional theatre forms in their 
constant alternation between spoken dialogue and sung verses." Mythological 
films had in the past constituted an important category of Indian films, as a 
natural and logical development of dramatic and theatrical forms. The same is 
probably true of folk and traditional genres in South Indian traditions. Oral 
accounts in the post Japanese occupation of the 1950s describe the presence of 
traditional arts programmes like Koothu and Villu Paattu as well as the re- 
creation of songs depicting mythological figures and affirming religious solidar- 
ity. Manuel (1993:41) informs us that in about the same period in North 
Indian film practice in India "the post-war movies settled into a standardized 
format of more or less naturalistic acting, enlivened by five or six songs and 
three dance interludes." Manuel (1993:47) makes the point of correlating 
Indian popular music of the pre-cassette era with Indian cinema. If we take the 
transmission lag into account the post-war practice of popular music and cul- 
ture in North Indian film is likely to have arrived in Singapore by the mid to 
late 1950s and possible even more in the 1960s. Curiously, SIMP musicians 
were citing songs in the 1960s like 

"'Aiya Samy' (samba rhythm), 'Ah Gemini Papa' (Mexican Shuffle) then, Doris Day's 'Que 
Sera Sera' was used in 'Sinna ponna la porhu'. . . I never thought a waltz rhythm could be 
played on the tabla.. . first time I heard it I was amazed. (SIMP, March 2004) 

If nothing were more amazing, these musicians were describing songs from 
South Indian film with a different flavour. 
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Descriptions and oral accounts of practice in Singapore indicate that film and 
music of film emerged as the vehicles of Indian cultural practice, albeit its 
transitions and preferences. However, these descriptions yield at least two 
gaps, the first involving the differences between North and South Indian film 
culture and music. Manuel offers us rich descriptions of the instrumentation 
and dance rhythms which characterise North Indian film practice in India. Less 
is known of South Indian practices in India apart fiom Theodore Baskaran's 
(1996:45) descriptions which partly explain the secretion of 'western music' 
into 'Tamil Talkies' in the mid 1930s because the films were made in studios 
in Calcutta. But when and how and why did South Indian film music begin to 
incorporate elements of western popular culture? Baskaran (1996:46) informs 
us that by 1944, Tamil film song had acquired a distinct characteristic which 
he suggests was a synthesis of Carnatic, Hindustani, folk and western pop. 
How this applies to musical practice in Singapore is the first gap that will re- 
quire hrther research. 

The second gap is partly explained in the oral interviews with musicians' 
perceptions of the need to stay relevant and accessible to their community of 
supporters. One such practitioner, Venus Music Party bandleader S. Sivam 
(SIMP, March 2004) explains: 

... the movies showed a change in the trend and they followed suit ... so like the latest 
fashion, we played the latest music ... What is also interesting here is the way it was 
absorbed.. . when I saw a picture.. . I was able to play all the songs from that picture.. . 

The cinema probably provided the cheapest (and most transient) form of con- 
sumption of songs when compared to the gramophone and the cassette (and 
compact disc) a little later. But how were these practitioners able to be per- 
ceptive and receptive to their affiliated community in Singapore? Christina 
Edmund (June 2004) recalls that of all radio programmes in Tamil her parents 
and siblings listened to, the most popular was the request programme: 

... a song would be [considered] a great song based on the number of times it was re- 
quested.. . sometimes twice a day, even three times a day. .. morning, afiernoon, and night. 

By recreating the latest and most popular songs from South Indian film in a 
pre-television and pre-cassette environment, musicians in practice functioned 
as the latest replayable (and live) technology in the community by taking cog- 
nizance of the most popular radio requests. 

The second gap concerns the presence of elements of Hindustani film as 
well as Western popular culture. Support of these musics must be dependent 
on availability, support and subscription. Musicians in the south Indian com- 
munity in Singapore were likely to re-create more songs from Tamil film but 
their interviews revealed no qualms about including songs from Hindi film. In 
fact, they referred to the avid consumption of Hindustani film music in 
Singapore. A clue to this lies in the considerable appreciation and consumption 
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of Hindustani film by the Malay community who had considerable influence 
not only musically but also culturally in the Singaporean context. In his moti- 
vation to absorb and recreate repertoire beyond that of Tamil film, S. Sivam 
(SIMP, March 2004) noted the presence and proliferation of: 

. . . Malay bands in the Geyiang area.. . Chandiniraat, Sangam Boys.. .playing Hindustani 
music at weddings.. . these music groups were Malays, Indian Muslims or their wives were 
Malay or some were Urdu speaking Muslims.. . these groups wrote the lyrics in Romanised 
Hindustani words. 

The Malay community also provided substantial support for an activity which 
drew on Indian (both North and South Indian film) culture and practice. 
Yusnor Ef (December 2003), a lyric writer who worked alongside the prolific 
P. Ramlee in the Malay film industry which blossomed during the 1950s and 
60s in Singapore (as the centre of this industry), points to the strongly felt 
Indian influences despite the fact the songs were written in Malay: 
"...composers came from Indonesia but those songs were mostly of Indian 
influence . . . and the technical side of the Malay film industry was Indian." 

John Lent (1 990: 189) goes much hrther: 

Usually, the Indian directors just translated Indian scripts into Malay, the result being that 
the films had all the Indian nuances, cultural idiosyncrasies and mannerisms and very little 
that was truly Malay. 

With reference to influences of Western popular culture, a number of musici- 
ans in the South Indian community were equally adept at responding to and 
playing music outside of the performance modes of Tamil and Hindi film. S. 
Sivam's (SIMP, March 2004) guitar playing abilities empowered him to play 
with a group at the British Military Hospital (today the Alexandra Hospital): 

We didn't have a name... anyway the NCOs only wanted some group to play English 
songs.. . we played three days a week.. . beginning 1962.. . we would start at 8pm and finish 
at 3am.. . drink and dance evenings.. . Thursdays was ladies evening.. . Wednesday and 
Saturday for guys.. . 

Even in the heat of the early 1960s, musicians'revealed the all-pervading influ- 
ences of western popular culture. George, a guitarist who joined SIMP in the 
mid-1 960s, recalls: 

I [joined] Usha Music Party in 1962.. . two Chinese boys.. . playing guitar for Tamil songs 
... a couple of boys left to form Shanti Music Party ... then we formed the Van Cliff 
Rhythm Bo ys... you remember Cliff Richard and the Shadows? We copied it and called 
ourselves Van Cliff.. . there were competitions for band to take part.. . we took part as an 
English band.. . and we came in first.. . we broke up after that.. . (SIMP, March 2004) 
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From the 1960s onwards, a number of musicians either left their music parties 
to play music of western popular culture in night clubs, restaurants or hotel 
lounges or continued to play in both when circumstances permitted. The songs 
in Christina Edmund's second record were accompanied by The Esquires, a local 
pop band (Edmund Appau family, June 2004). The repertoire of these musicians 
now included "El Camenchero", "La Cumparsita", "La Paloma", "Come 
September", "Besame Mucho", "The Young Ones" and later into the 70s and 
80s, "You should be dancing", "Tragedy", "Hotel California" and "Careless 
Whisper". 

At least two outcomes are noted among these musicians given the impact of 
contrasting performance modes. The first concerns ways of playing. Muthu, 
who played percussion with SIMP, recalls when they were playing songs from 
Tamil and Hindi film in the late 1950s through the 1960s: 

... when we listen to the songs being played, we would take note of the instruments used.. . 
[but we] used the instruments like the clarinet, saxophone, violin with the Indian touch ... 
the bongos used to be tuned lower so it never sounded like a real Latin bongo. (SIMP, March 
2004) 

For some of these musicians, playing music of western popular culture and jazz 
came as a culture shock because the instruments were tuned and played differ- - - 

ently from their situated practice. 
The second concerns reflexive and reflective thinking in performance which 

is dependent on playing and listening. Local prodigy Mohd. Rafee, who cur- 
rently works for film music director A. R. Rahman in India today, recalls that 
while he was playing Tamil and Hindi songs 

We liked listening to Uriah Heep and Deep Purple.. . went a little further.. . we were listen- 
ing to Kool and the Gang, Commodores.. . the Motown groups.. . the funky stuff.. . the 
brass instruments and everything.. . we started playing Hindi and Tamil songs with a lot of 
brass jabs and brass arrangements.. . we've been doing that all the time.. . (February 2004) 

Consequently, Rafee's first attempt at producing an album of songs of Tamil 
film ran into many difficulties because of the marketing feedback "this doesn't 
sound like Indian song" and was not likely to sell. Rafee, on that occasion, was 
compelled to return to more conventional sounds (February 2004). 

Technology was another consideration affecting their sustainability. The 
numerous live musicians and live performances were possible in a period pre- 
ceding television and affordable recorded media like records, cassettes and later 
CDs. Local performer Ravi Shanker recalled the emergence of minus-one 
technology in entertainment spots around 1995: 

Audiences still wanted a live band but for some pubs, the minus-one [technology] dropped 
their [operating] costs by half. (June 2004) 
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Minus-one technology has not only affected their presence in live performance 
but also affected their means of doing gigs at nightclubs and entertainment 
spots. In practice, different pubs and clubs have differing needs, and in some 
cases dissatisfaction with minus-one formats has ensured the survival of live 
bands. O n  the other hand, the presence of a minus-one formatltechnology, 
and with it 'cost-saving' measures, has provided club and pub operators with 
an option they have not been averse to. Live-bands become casualties when 
entertainment spots are affected by slowing business or an economic slow- 
down. Ravi Shanker revealed how minus-one technology extended to include 
broadcast space: 

... what is happening now is mostly minus-one type of shows.. . no more live bands on 
TV. .. [but] the feedback was that with minus-one, there was no impact.. . that [impact] is 
what the live bands can give.. . 

As a result, live bands now have to compete with "bands [who] are using 
sequenced music, minus one.. . [they perform] mostly popular requests.. . " 
(Shanker, June 2004) 

Despite the professional attitude, these musicians held and still hold full- 
time jobs outside of music because of their fundamental belief that there 
werelare no opportunities to sustain music-making and performing as a full- 
time professional endeavour. SIMP musicians recall how they joined the music 
party as a hobby or pastime. Money was used not so much to commodifj. prac- 
tice as to facilitate opportunities to pursue this part-time endeavour. As a re- 
sult of a fully committed and passionate activity being run as part-time en- 
deavour, sustainability of the practice always was and remains a growing con- 
cern. A telling phrase "big band, small moneyv has deep resonance among older 
SIMP musicians who recall: 

Money was not a big thing those days, we (musicians) were not paid much ... [we] enter- 
tained the Indian community with Indian dassical music.. . also songs from films, popular 
films starring Sivaji or MGR, semi classical music.. . (SIMP, March 2004) 

Other reasons for being a musician in this particular practice was the attrac- 
tion of being accorded status while for others it was a way of seeking fame in 
public settings. 

In an article on the Anglo-Indian community and western ballroom music 
in Lucknow, Bradley Shope (2004) citing Erasmus (2001) suggests ways 
people produce their own identities within the context of their relationships to 
contrasting groups between which they are considered situated. For Shope, 
"there is an emphasis on the production of identity that is marked simultane- 
ously by continuity and change and the power of individual agency in its con- 
struction" (2004:175). What appears in Shope's argument is the notion of 
performance as identity; "this is what we do" lays claim to "this is what we 
are". Because of their choice of repertoire, which consisted of western ball- 
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room music, the Anglo-Indian community in Lucknow arguably created a dis- 
tinct identity for themselves. 

What emerges from Shope's argument is first the choice of repertoire; 
Indian musicians in Singapore performed music of South Indian film which was 
familiar to all those who consumed South Indian cinema. By performing what 
they performed, musicians of south Indian film musical practice could be said 
to be affiliated to a sense of being Indian - not only as individuals but as part 
of a diverse community in Singapore. The affiliation to the practice of music of 
south Indian film expressed an affiliation to south Indian film and by extension, 
acknowledgement of India as a source of such cultural sustenance. 

This subscription to Indian identity in the Singaporean context leads to the 
second aspect which concerns transmission. Indira Arumugam (2002:335) 
draws on V.S. Naipaul's observations of Indian immigrants out of India: 

It was astonishing what they [the indentured labourers] did bring; but they were going to the 
end of the world and they came prepared for [he wilderness; they brought holy books and 
astrological almanacs, images, sandalwood, all the paraphernalia of the religious shrines, 
musical instruments, string beds, plates and jars, even querns, even grinding stones.. .as it was, 
they carried India with them and were able to recreate something like their world. (V.S. 
Naipaul quoted in Mishra 1996:217, emphasis mine) 

Material possessions taken from home would have been most helpful in re- 
creating or even re-placing home in an overseas context. This material re- 
possession in Singapore, drawn along political lines, vis-a-vis the Tamil 
language and literature, may have helped but there is a cultural line here which 
was to become more powerful, particularly in the 2oCh century: South Indian 
film. Sara Dickey's (1995: 152) exploration of the significance of Tamil cinema 
for its urban poor viewers in Tamil Nadu reveals their consumption as an 
escape constituted through utopian fantasy and a form of soothing of social 
and psychological stresses of real-life through melodramatic resolution of these 
crises. While films themselves are remembered for and with varying levels of 
intensity and interpretation, I argue that engagement of this consumption of 
film culture is most effectively sublimated through film music, particularly 
songs in the film.9 Not surprisingly, Dickey's observations of everyday practice 
in Tamil Nadu include the way "movie songs10 blare from horn speakers and 
cassette players at weddings, puberty rites, and temple and shrine festivals" 
(Dickey 1995: 131). 

Naipaul's observations have ramifications for the ways in which affiliation to 
India, being Indian, and notions of Indian-ness was and is carried and re-created 
in an immigrant Indian community in Singapore. Gayatri Spivak (1 993: 134) 
articulates the concept of burden of the teaching of English in India but has 

Baskaran (1996,:46) suggests that by 1944, film songs acquired an importance independent of  
cinema in the South Indian context. 

'O Curiously, this is the only time Dickey refers to movie songs, and by extension music of South 
Indian cinema. 
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special relevance in this context: "I use the word 'burden' in at least its two 
chief senses. First as the content of a song or account (. . .) second, as a singular 
load to carry, in a special way." 

It is my view that under these circumstances, musical practices of south 
Indian film in Singapore have remained for its community of supporters, more 
a re-creative gift and less a marketable commodity. In re-creating a sense of 
home, these musicians were able to gift an Indian community in Singapore 
through music of South Indian film. This goes some way in explaining the 
presence of at least twenty-five music parties not long after the formation of 
the Tamils Representative Council and the linking of the Festival of Tamilians 
with Pongal (Harvest) festival. 

Other positive correlations may be observed. Consumption of South Indian 
cinema by a demographically larger South Indian immigrant audience in 
Singapore conveys a sense of immediacy and affirmation of home, imagined or 
otherwise. Additionally, consumption of songs of South Indian film allows for 
the song to impact a subscribing community in a special and meaninfil way. 
Ron Eyerman (1 999: 1 19-1 20) draws attention to the fact that 

songs are more than texts (. . .) they are also performances, a form of ritualised practice in 
and through which meaning and significance is embedded. This gives more force to music 
as a carrier of collective memory, tradition, in that music is pregnant with meaning at more 
than the cognitive, literal level. Music embodies tradition through the ritual of performance. 
It can empower, help create collective identiry, a sense of movement, in an emotional and 
almost physical sense. 

Songs, like the films that contain them, acquire iconic value, transcending the 
iconicity of the film itself, transformed into sacrosanct spaces in time, even 
transcending time. Songs hlfil the two chief senses of the word "burden" used 
by Spivak and have relevance for the perception and reception not only of the 
music of South Indian film within the Indian community in Singapore but also 
among the diverse communities in Singapore. 

What emerges from the oral interviews is the way these musicians were able 
to venture beyond the practice of south Indian film into the musics of north 
Indian, popular culture of the Euro-American practice as well as musics of the 
various communities in Singapore. From the sense of an enthusiastic and heady 
beginning to the fragile present, music of South Indian film was not the only 
repertoire these musicians had come to learn and perform. Dance-band music 
was already being performed by local and international musicians in Singapore 
from the late 1920s in major hotels as well as cabarets and was sufficiently 
popular to be advertised in local newspapers. 

Singapore was a centre for a blossoming Malay film industry, financed by 
Ho Ah Loke, Loke Wan Tho and the Shaw Brothers. Tamaki Kanda (1995:43) 
informs us that the cultural exchange between India and Southeast Asia during 
the 1950s and 1960s was most prominently articulated through film: Chinese 
bosses, Malay stars and staff from all over Asia-Indian, Filipino, Chinese, 
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Malay, Indonesian and Japanese also-made films together." John Lent's 
(1990) chapter corroborates Tamaki's accounts with the broader context of 
the film industry in Malaysia and Singapore, hence drawing on a historical 
unity of both leading to the latter's independence in 1965 and slightly beyond. 

The same diverse Asian collaboration is true of music-making. Given this 
situation, the attractive forces of 'western' pop, jazz and musics of the various 
communities in Singapore may be seen to feed back into their musical practice 
of Indian popular film in Singapore. The strategies for emulating practices in 
India still continues to this day, divided between a penchant for past and pre- 
sent songs of Tarnil film. It has pervaded much of the traditional and contem- 
porary performing spaces, in terms of personnel, musical resources and musical 
instruments and has more recently included the technological convenience of 
sequenced music. 

O n  the other hand this subscription and participation beyond the specific- 
ity of practice also acted as a catalyst for what some might consider an erosion 
of its site- and practice-specific context and sets the cultural dependence in 
question. Interviews with practitioners indicate participation in this musical 
practice of South Indian popular film by members of the Chinese, Malay, 
Eurasian, Caucasian, Singhalese, and Goan communities in Singapore, whose 
repertoire would not have been solely music of Tamil or Hindustani film. 
Moreover, among practitioners of Indian film were a group who, in performing 
musics of western popular culture, jazz and rock, rediscovered western sounds 
(as they would have been played in practices of western popular culture). This 
re-discovery enabled them to re-assert and re-place authenticity in sound in 
south Indian soundscapes in Singapore. 

This crossing of soundscapes also made musical practice of south Indian 
film susceptible to secretions from other spheres. For some, the issues of 
authenticity in an Indian sound, imagined or solidified through convention, 
had already taken root and were treated as sacrosanct. This solidification of 
notions of authenticity had negative consequences for those who sought to re- 
place authentic ways of playing non-Indian instruments in south Indian film. In 
my view, the conflict in issues of authenticity lies in the transmission lag; not of 
the latest fashion, cinema and music, but of a mindset. Such a mindset was 
convinced that creative and performance standards in Singapore could not 
hope to compare qualitatively with that in India. O n  the other hand, when the 
latest fashion of rock, rap and techno sounds in the latest South Indian film 
soundtracks by A. R. Rahman found favour among local South Indian youth, it 
was criticised for a lack of authenticity. The comparison here was made with 

1 1  Tamaki cites four reasons (p.50) for the presence of Indian directors in Singapore: 1 .  A much 
earlier developed Indian film industry. 2. Much cheaper to employ than Hollywood directors. 3. 
English as a language well-employed by the Indian directors; and 4. Familiariry with the Malay 
Peninsula because of the large number of Indian immigrants. 
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songs by established South Indian film music directors like M. S. Viswanathan 
and~layaraj a. 

More recent developments among the younger generation have yielded a 
small yet assured community who reject musical practice of south Indian film 
based-on a perception of it-as hegeAonic and ritLalised convention. This has 
engendered the emergence and presence of Indian heavy-metal bands, flusing 
western and Indian musical instruments, resources and English and Sanskrit 
lyrics. One prominent example is a local "Vedic metal" band called Rudra 
(Rudra 2002). 

What has emerged here is a south Indian community's situatedness; not just 
differing practice in comparison to Tamilnadu, India, but also the variety of 
ways musical practice heldlholds meaning for an immigrant south Indian 
community alongside a multitude of communities and by extension, a variety 
of musical and cultural influences. As pointed out earlier, both Hindi and 
Tamil film were consumed favourably by non-Indian communities in 
Singapore. 

Much of the musical repertoire itself, aurally and orally transmitted, was 
transcribed out of practicd necessity. An analisis of oralperformances may 
provide clues to practice in Singapore in contradistinction to Indian sources. 
Baskaran (1996:47) refers to songbooks but not to musical notation. An analy- 
sis of the musical aspects of the repertoire here would be most helpful in ana- 
lysing the similarities and differences between practice in India and Singapore. 

An unexplored domain involves the films that arrived in Singapore and 
when they did so. If much of the 1950s in Singapore is associated with the 
phenomenal rise of the Malay film Industry, when and how did south Indian 
film arrive in such a way as to serve its community? Which agency was suppor- 
tive of its import? Did Tamil cinema audiences witness mythological and 
popular film as they appeared out of cinema houses in Tamilnadu or were both 
types screened simultaneously in Singapore hence being dislocated in time 
6om the centre of practice? 

At least one ou;come of this exploration is the discovery of a practice obvi- 
ous to its supporters, lesser in writien discourse but virtually unknown in other 
circles. When articulated through oral and e-interviews with practitioners and 
supporters, knowledge of and about musical practices of south Indian film in 
Singapore creates an open site for awareness, documentation and discussion. 
The problems, issues and challenges in a search for answers provide seed for 
further and future scholarship. 
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