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The Role of 1d Templs in the Promotlon Of "

Carnatic Music In The United States

Abstract:

This article explores the vital role Hindu
temples play in preserving and promoting
Carnatic music throughout the United States.
Beyond serving as places of worship, these
temples function as comprehensive cultural
centers where South Indian musical traditions are
maintained and transmitted to new generations
in the diaspora. Following increased Indian
immigration after 1965, temples emerged as
spaces providing both spiritual comfort and
cultural continuity for displaced communities.
The article traces how pioneering institutions
like the Ganesha Temple in Queens and the Sri
Venkateswara Temple in Pittsburgh established
templates for combining traditional practices
with American adaptations. Temple spaces host
performances serving multiple purposes - from
devotional expression to cultural preservation
- while also functioning as educational centers
where children learn Carnatic music through
both formal instruction and cultural immersion.
These institutions navigate complex generational
dynamics as first-generation immigrants (who
approach music with devotional motivation)
pass traditions to American-raised children (who
often view it through the lens of skill-building
and identity formation). Through thoughtful
adaptation, Hindu temples have evolved into
cultural laboratories where traditional Carnatic
ragas resonate in American contexts, ensuring
this classical tradition continues to thrive among
Indian American communities while fostering
pride in Indian heritage.

Vijaya Kusuma Elapavaluru, USA

The relationship between Hindu temples
and Carnatic music in the United States is
a profound and multifaceted one, rooted in
centuries-old traditions from South India and
adapted to the unique challenges and opportunities
of the American diaspora. Hindu temples in the
United States have emerged not only as places
of worship but also as vibrant cultural hubs that
preserve, promote, and transmit Carnatic music,
a classical South Indian art form.

Hindu temples stand as architectural
splendors in the sprawling American landscape,
- their ornate gopurams (towers) and intricate
sculptures offering glimpses of South Asian
aesthetic sensibilities. Yet these sacred spaces
function far beyond their ritualistic purposes.
For immigrant South Indian communities,
temples serve as multidimensional cultural hubs
where religious practices, musical traditions,
educational initiatives, and social interactions
converge to recreate elements of India within
American borders. This article explores how
Hindu temples in the United States have evolved
into critical platforms that sustain and promote
Carnatic music tradition among South Indians
in America, particularly through their function
as performance venues, educational centers,
community gathering spaces, and connectors to

ancestral homeland.

Historical Foundations:
South India

Temple Music in

The relationship between South Indian
temples and the performing arts is deeply rooted
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in the subcontinent’s religious and aesthetic
traditions, forming an enduring symbiosis that
continues to influence contemporary religious
and musical practices in both India and the
diaspora. Temples in South India have long
functioned as ritual, cultural, and educational
centers, where music and dance were not mere
adjuncts to worship but integral expressions of
bhakti (devotion) and dharma (cosmological
order).

the
designated performance spaces within temple

Architecturally, prominence  of
complexes—such as the natyamandapa (dance
pavilion) and sangeetamandapa (music hall)—
signals the institutionalized role of the arts. These
mandapas were not built merely for aesthetic
or celebratory purposes but were embedded
within the liturgical and agamic structures of
temple worship. Their placement, acoustics, and
symbolic iconography were aligned with shilpa
shastra (texts on temple architecture), reflecting a
broader worldview where artistic expression was
a conduit for divine communion (Younger, 2002;
Vatsyayan, 1997).

The musical traditions cultivated in these
temples were equally sophisticated. Temple
musicians—often from hereditary lineages such
as the Sthanamars - temple functionaries who hold
a specific position or responsibility ("Sthanam"
means place or position) within the temple,
Nayanakkarar (nadaswaram and tavil artists),
Oduvars (Saiva singers), Melakkarars (Kerala
temple percussionists), and Bhagavathars (who
performed Harikatahas or devotional discourses)
- were deeply embedded in the temple's daily
functioning. These artists underwent rigorous
the
preserving complex oral repertoires that spanned

training within guru-§isya parampara,

stotras (invocatory hymns), nagara sankirtana
(processional pieces), naivedya (food offering
rituals), and other major festival performances.
Their music followed strict temporal and modal
regulations, including the performance of ragams
and talams suited to the yama (time of day), the
nature of the deity, and the ritual phase, reflecting
a cosmic rhythmizing of devotional time (Terada,
2008). Importantly, music was not merely
functional; it was also a form of kainkaryam
(offering). In several temples, daily rituals are
incomplete without the acoustic presence of
nadaswaram-tavil ensembles, making sound
itself a liturgical necessity.

Temples were also incubators for
devotional composition, giving rise to a vast
corpus of sacred music that merged literary,
philosophical, and musical dimensions. The
works of Annamacharya (15th century), whose
sankirtanas

(Telugu  compositions)

dedicated to Lord Venkateswara of Tirumala,

WwEre

exemplify how personal devotion was formalized
into temple repertoire. His songs were inscribed
on copper plates and archived within the temple,
an early example of institutional preservation.

The
Muttusvami Dikshitar, and Syama Shastri—

Carnatic Trinity—Tyagaraja,
active during the late 18th and early 19th
centuries, further exemplified this fusion of music
and ritual. Their compositions were not merely
artistic expressions but vehicles of spiritual
philosophy, imbued with bhakti (devotion), nada
yoga (the philosophy of sound), and scriptural
allusions. Dikshitar’s compositions were often
deeply ritualistic and site-specific, designed
for performance in particular temples and
festivals. His celebrated Navavarana kritis map
musically onto the Sri Vidya puja performed

EFNE PR FNE ST AT T NY
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at the Kamalamba shrine in Tiruvarur - each
piece corresponding to one of the nine avaranas
(enclosures) of the Sri Chakra.

South Indian temples were not only sacred
sites but also vibrant sonic and performative
ecosystems, sustaining a continuous tradition of
devotional expression through music, dance, and
harikatha kalakeshepam (devotional discourse).
Temples served as multi-sensory theatres of
devotion, where music was performed in situ, as
part of living worship. It was deeply participatory,
often involving recitation of sacred texts, and
open-air processions accompanied by music,
which blurred the boundaries between performer
and audience, sacred and secular, individual and
collective.

These foundational elements have deeply
shaped the musical and ritual consciousness of
South Indian communities in the United States.
Hindu temples across the USA function as
aural sanctuaries, preserving and reinterpreting
sacred traditions in new cultural contexts. They
function as central institutions that significantly
contribute to the preservation of traditional
practices and adaptive transformation of Carnatic
music, thereby sustaining cultural identity across
generations.

Rooting Sacred Space: The Emergence of
Hindu Temples in the American Landscape

The development of Hindu temples in the
United States closely followed successive waves
of Indian immigration after the passage of the
1965 Immigration and Nationality Act. Prior to
this legislative shift, the Indian population in
America remained relatively small, comprising
primarily students, scholars, and temporary
workers. However, as immigration expanded

in the early 1970s, so too did the desire among
Indian immigrants to preserve and express key
aspects of their cultural and religious life—
including food, entertainment, language, and
spiritual practice. This growing cultural need
catalyzed the establishment of Hindu temples
across the country.

For many Indian immigrants experiencing
cultural dislocation and social marginalization,
these temples offered not only a place of worship
but also a source of psychological grounding.
Through rituals, classical music and dance
performances, philosophical lectures, and
heritage language instruction, temples became
vital centers of community life. As Majumdar
insightfully remarked, “Temple is a small version
of India itself—things that are experienced in
daily life in India are reproduced and materialized
by priests and devotees every day inside the
temple.” This reflection captures the temple’s
function as a cultural microcosm—evoking
the homeland through sensory immersion in
architecture, incense, food, and the resonant
sounds of devotional chanting and -classical

performance.

Pioneering Temples: Cultural Anchors in a
Foreign Land

While there are over a 1000 temples across
the length and breadth of the US today, the story
of Hindu temple-building in America began in a
modest living room in Queens, New York, where
Dr. Alagappa Alagappan, a Tamilian civil servant
at the United Nations, convened the first meeting
of the Hindu Temple Society of North America in
1970 (Hanson, 2001). A native of Chettinad—a
region renowned for its mercantile communities
and temple-building traditions—Dr. Alagappan
envisioned a sacred space that would serve as a
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"spiritual embassy" for Hindu immigrants. This
vision materialized as the Sri Maha Vallabha
Ganapati Devasthanam (popularly known as the
Ganesha Temple), consecrated in 1977.

This
well beyond its ritual functions, marking a

temple's importance extended
groundbreaking development in the landscape
of Hindu worship in the United States. Situated
in Flushing—one of the most ethnically diverse
neighborhoods in the country—it exemplified
the adaptive strategies employed by Hindu
immigrants seeking to establish sacred space in
a new cultural setting. As the first major Hindu
temple in North America, its rapid expansion—
including the construction of a 16,000-square-
foot auditorium, wedding hall, and industrial
kitchen by 1997, as well as media initiatives
like the television program Ganeshvani and the
newsletter Ganeshanjali—demonstrated how
temples could evolve into dynamic cultural
institutions. Its model of integrated religious,
social, and educational programming became a
prototype for subsequent Hindu temples across

the United States.

In 1976, the Sri Venkateswara (SV) Temple
in Pittsburgh became the first traditional Hindu
temple in the U.S. modeled on the Tirupati
Temple in Andhra Pradesh. Funded by the
Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanam (TTD) and
Indian immigrants, its construction on a hillside
mirrored the sacred geography of Tirumala.
Ethnomusicologist Yuko Eguchi's fieldwork
(2006-2008) reveals how the SV Temple became
a microcosm of India itself, with rituals like the
Venkateswara Abhishekam recreating the sonic
landscapes of Tirupati through Vedic chants,
nadaswaram (double-reed wind instrument), and
tavil (drum).

Eguchi and Rayaprol describe how
contextual adaptations are also evident in how
temples operate: rituals shifted to Sundays to
accommodate work schedules, and Carnatic
music classes for children incorporated Western
pedagogical tools. The temple served multiple
functions: "one, it is a religious site where people
meditate and are purified; two, it is a cultural and
entertainment site where people perform Indian
music and dance; three, it is an educational site
where children learn the language and history
of India; and four, it is a socializing site where

people get together" (Eguchi, 2008).

Other notable institutions include the
Malibu Hindu Temple (completed in 1981),
serving Southern California's South Indian
“Sanskriti”
offering weekend classes in Carnatic music,

community with its program
Bharatanatyam, and regional languages. The Sri
Siva Vishnu Temple in Livermore, California,
exemplifies the pluralistic ethos of American
Hinduism, hosting music concerts and dance
programs that showcase South Indian traditions,
with early fundraising concerts featuring legends
like M.S. Subbulakshmi, Ravi Shankar, and
Bhimsen Joshi.

Music and Dance: From Ritual to Stage

The integration of religion into daily

illustrates how temples provide

Indian

routine

structural continuity for traditional
lifestyles in the American context (Mazumdar
& Mazumdar, 2008). Within this framework,
musical performances serve multiple functions
that extend beyond entertainment. At the SV
Temple in Pittsburgh, ritual ceremonies like the
Venkateswara Abishekam feature five distinct

musical elements: Vedic chants by priests, bell

instruments, devotees' chanting, devotional
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songs (bhajans), and solo Carnatic style songs.
These elements create a sonic environment that
transports participants to India through auditory
means.

In the United States, Hindu temple spaces
have undergone significant contextual adaptation,
particularly in the realm of ritual performance and
collective worship. While in India, devotional
practices are often characterized by individualized
or family-based observances—such as silent
prayer or personal offerings—temples in the
American context have restructured these
traditions to emphasize communal participation.
One prominent example of this shift is the practice
of collective chanting of mantras and stotrams,
performed in unison by congregants. This
modification not only aligns with the architectural
and social design of American temple life,
which often centers around scheduled group
events, but also serves a vital cultural function.
Through shared ritual expression, immigrant
Hindu communities cultivate a sense of unity
and belonging, reinforcing communal bonds in
a society where religious identity can be both a
point of connection and differentiation. As one
temple priest noted, “when all the devotees get
together and chant together in unison, it creates
a heavenly atmosphere as if the collective chants
reach the gods and goddesses.” This observation
highlights the perceived intensification of spiritual
experience through collective devotion, reflecting
a broader process of religious adaptation that
supports both continuity and innovation in the
transmission of sacred traditions across cultural
and national boundaries.

Carnatic music performances within Hindu
temple settings fulfill multifaceted roles that
transcend mere artistic expression. Researchers

describe several purposes for Carnatic music
performance in temple settings: "to show their
presence to the deities," "to show their singing
knowledge and talents to other devotees," "to
commiserate with gods requesting their family's
health and safety," "to preserve their native

" and "to transmit musical

language and music,’
tradition to the next generation". Scholars
(Eguchi, Terada, and Tallotte et al) have identified
that such performances serve as acts of devotion
directed toward deities, demonstrations of
musical skill within the community, and heartfelt
appeals for divine protection over family and
health. Simultaneously, they function as powerful
tools for preserving language and musical
heritage while ensuring their transmission to

future generations.

Educational Centers: Nurturing the Next
Generation

One of the most vital roles Hindu temples
play in promoting Carnatic music in the United
States is functioning as educational hubs where
traditional knowledge is passed on to younger
generations. Many temples offer structured
programs such as language classes, lessons on the
Puranas, and vocal music instruction as part of
their children’s weekend or “Sunday Sessions.”

The educational role of Hindu temples in
the United States extends well beyond formal
instruction. Through regular exposure to music
during religious services, festivals, and communal
rituals, children encounter music in its devotional
context. Children begin to internalize musical
traditions simply by being present during rituals
and festivals where adults perform. As one parent
in my study remarked, while children may not
initially grasp the lyrical or devotional meanings
of the songs, they naturally begin to learn
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the melodies, rhythms, and language through
observation and participation. By watching
adults and joining in, young children come to
understand how to behave and engage within the
sacred setting. This immersive learning process
fosters a deep cultural familiarity that later
enhances formal musical education.

The pedagogical
often differs from that in India, incorporating

methodology also
elements familiar to American-born students
while preserving traditional content. Unlike
the more rigid models found in India, teaching
methods in the U.S. adapt to local realities—
balancing cultural authenticity with flexibility.
This includes scheduling lessons around school
calendars, incorporating English notation or
teaching aids, and framing Carnatic music in
ways that resonate with bicultural identities
through a hybrid educational model that is both
rooted and responsive.

Generational Dynamics: Tradition Meets

Innovation

The
in temple-based Carnatic music communities

relationship between generations

reflects an ongoing balance between tradition
Elders
custodians and cultural bridges helping to carry

and change. often serve both as
forward the musical values and practices of
earlier generations. At the same time, younger
participants bring fresh perspectives shaped by
growing up in the American environment, which

adds new layers to the tradition.

Parents and children often relate to
Carnatic music in different ways. For many
parents, it carries emotional or spiritual meaning,
tied to memories of life in India. In contrast,

children raised in the U.S. may see music lessons

as opportunities to gain skills, enhance their
resumes, or connect with peers. This shift shows
how young musicians are actively navigating
their Indian and American identities—blending
traditional culture with the values of their current
surroundings. These generational interactions
do not signal conflict, but rather create a space
where cultural identity is continuously reshaped
and redefined.

Despite  differing motivations, many
second-generation Indian Americans express
pride in their heritage and a desire to keep
traditional music alive. As (Eguchi, 2008)
observed at a children's dance festival at the SV
Temple, "Many said it was cool to be Indian,
and they all enjoyed performing and listening
to Indian music and dance. They also addressed
their wish to return to India when they became
older". This suggests that temple-based cultural
programs help young people form a strong,

positive connection to their Indian roots.

Conclusion: Sacred Spaces as Cultural

Laboratories

From Flushing's Ganesha Temple to
Portland's Balaji Temple, Hindu institutions in
America have transcended their ritualistic origins
to become laboratories of cultural preservation

and innovation.

Hindu temples in the United States have
emerged as sacred cosmopolitan spaces—sites
where the divine intersects with the exilic, and
where traditions are not only preserved but
revitalized. Far beyond their role as places of
worship, these temples have become vibrant
cultural hubs that nurture music, language,
ritual, and intergenerational continuity. In many
ways, they preserve Indian traditions with a

EVESYE Z S 7V 2y}
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zeal that now surpasses what is observed in the
Indian homeland, maintaining and celebrating
practices that have faded amid modernization
and secularization. Their most enduring legacy
lies not in stone carvings or sacred texts, but
in the formation of a proud and adaptable
community that interprets tradition as fluid,
inclusive, and evolving within its contemporary
setting. The story of Hindu temples and their
role in sustaining Carnatic music in the United
States is one of resilience, innovation, and
deep cultural commitment. Through dedicated
effort and thoughtful adaptation, these temple
communities have created vibrant musical
ecosystems that honor tradition while embracing
their new context. In doing so, they ensure that
the sacred sounds of Carnatic music will continue
to resonate in American spiritual and cultural
spaces for generations to come.
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