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Raghunath Panigrahy : The Genius

Gita Govinda was his strong point. And, so
médlifluouswashistoneof voicewhen herendered
the verses that he left the audience mesmerized.
Indeed, it was  Pundit Raghunath Panigrahi who
promoted and popularized twelfth century poet
Jayadeva s eternd love poetry across the globe.

With Raghunath’s death a year ago,
Indian classicd music has certainly lost a doyen.
But the world of traditional Sanskrit music too
has logt a great enthusast.Gita Govinda singing
will not bethe same again after Reghunath’ sdesth.
The music maestro had celebrated his own
birthday and the birth anniversary of hiswife, the
legendary Odiss dancer Sanjukta Panigrahi just
acoupleof daysbeforethe demise.Sanjuktahad
pre-deceased him in 1997, in cancer.

Raghunath Panigrahi wasborn in Gunupur
asmal townin the backward south Odishadidgrict
of Koraput on the banks of river Vamsadhara. If
Raghunath was aprodigy, heinherited music from
his dasscd vocdig father Nilamani Panigrahy.
Theunique syleof snging the GitaGovindacame
from none but hisfather. The numerousrenditions
of the poem intunewith thetraditionsof theLord
Jagannath Temple in Puri earned him a unique
digtinction. Hewas possibly theonly vocdist who
could sing al 24 verses of the Gita Govinda
Raghunath was a multi-faceted personality:
Classical vocalist, composer and Odissi
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musicologist. His career spanning Six decadesis
a chronicle of events that are spectacular and
amazing.

The maestro’s genius sparkled not in
Odisha, but in distant Chennai inthelate 1950s.1t
wasintherecording studiosof Prasad and Vauhini
a Kodambakkam in Chennal that Panigrahi got
a break as a snger on par with the then grests
like Ghantasdlaand P.B.Srinivas. Anditwasagain
a Kdakshetra in Chennal’s Adyar, that he met
his Odissi and Bharatanatyam dancer wife,
SanjuktaMisra, withwhom hewastoteamupin
the 1960s to take Odiss dance and music to
greater lengths.

So, the short dint of less than five years
in Chennai that proved to be the game changer
for this 21 year old lad from Odisha. Lovers of
old Tamil film mudc 4ill remember Panigrahi’s
song ‘Naan Thedum Podhu’ and ‘ Kan Kaanum
Minnaldhaano’ in the 1959 Sivgi Ganesan-
Pandari Bal starrer Aval Yaar directed by K.J.
Mahadevan and music by SRgeshwaraReo. The
film sank without a trace, but Panigrahi’s songs
arenow seeing arevivad thanksto Y ouTube. Even
today, his songs shimmer in the memory of Tamil
musiclovers.Panigrahi’ ssoothing voicewasidedly
suited for romantic songs. The dight Hindustani
touch which he gave to his songs only added to
their gpped to the South Indian ear.
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He was a one film wonder in Tamil, but
he sang four or five songsfor Tdugu films. Inthe
1956 award winning L.V.Prasad production
Ilavelpu, starring A.Nageswara Rao and Anjdi
Devi, he sang asolo Y enadu Kandedu Ee Vinta
Sundarini. With P.Susedla and P.Leda he sang
‘Chalani RgaO Chandamamd abig hitinthose
days. Inthe 1959 Tdugu musicd hit, Jayabheri,
he sang ‘Maadi Saradadevi Mandirame with
Ghantasdla and P.B. Srinivas. He dso played a
amdl roleinthefilm. ‘llavepu’ wasdirected by D.
Y oganand. The story is based on the successful
Tamil film, Ethirpaaraathathu, itsdf a big hit
and was remade in Hindi as Sharada (1957),
garring Meena Kumari and Rgj Kapoor.

Panigrahi had good rapport with some
of the finest mudic directors of those days like
PandyalaNagesvaraRao, S RgeswvaraRao and
Susarla Dakshinamurti, the music directors of
Jayabheri, Avd Yaar and llavelpu respectivedy.
Raghunath even sang for Kannada films.
Raghunath Panigrahy would have gone far if he
gayed on in Chennal but destiny had different
plans.

The brief stint of about five years in
Madraswas cut short by hismarriageto Sanjukta
Misra in 1960. After years of struggle and
incessant travel across India, the Raghunath-
Sanjukta Panigrahi duo made Odiss dance and
music nationaly acceptableasaclasscad at form
on par with Bharatanatyam. This was before the
arivd of Indrani Rahman and Sond Mansingh
who took Odiss overseas. The Panigrahis used
to come back to Chennai later to perform at the
Music Academy. The wife-husband duo, like a
couple of other artiste pairs, had devoted their
livescompletdy to danceand music. Soinclusive
wasthe devotion that they never put their feet up.
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Back home, Raghunath composed music
and sang for severa Odiafilms, but Odiss music
was his foremost preoccupation. From the
beginning of 1970 and until the 1990s the
Sanjukta-Raghunath travelled across continents
for thecause of Odiss .After the desth of Sanjukta,
Raghunath was dso ated with Bengduru's
‘Nrityagram’ and gave music for many of its
productions.

Onhisown, Raghunath Panigrahi became
a great exponent of Jayadeva's Gita Govinda,
which got himaPadmaShri only in 2010 abelated
honour for a grest magter. But he was the first
Odia singer to be honoured by the French
government for his ‘Gita Govinda composition
in 1978. Raghunath Panigrahy has been conferred
upon few other outstanding awvardsincluding the
prestigious Jayadev Sammean ingtituted by the
Government of Odisha.

The soft-gpoken and ever smiling snger
wasaman of determination when it cameto taking
bold decisonsin life. It was a very tough life for
the coupleintheinitid daysand they had problems
tackling surviva issuesfor quite afew years. But
he refused to crack under pressure and continued
to pursuethe’ great dream’ together with hisbetter
haf. Sanjukta and Raghunath, great couple and
wonderful beings, were smple and down-to-
earth. Nothing € se mattered to them except music
and dance. Devotion par excellence!

Bhaskar Parichha, Chief Editor,
Bhubaneswar.
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