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KIRTAN :

SIKH DEVOTIONAL MUSIC

Ajit Singh Paintal*

THE CONTRIBUTION OF

RAGIS AND RABABIS

In the medieval period, the history of
music is rather dismal. Islam's opposition to
music in the religious context is a well-known
fact. But one wonders why music lost its direct
contact with the general mass of people in the
Indian society as a means of singing the glory
of the Lord. In this period, the religious and
devotional element in music had been quite
neglected but, as art and science, music not
only survived but also made progress in many
respects because of the generous patronage
extended to the musicians by some Muslim
rulers. The zeal and devotion of the profes-
sional practitioners and the outstanding women
musicians and also courtesans who had spe-
cialised in music, after thorough training, also
contributed a large share to the progress and
preservation of music in some form or other.
These were, in a measure, the consolidgating
forces of music who sustained its tradition
through many vicissitudes. Every discriminat-
ing and discerning lover and student of music
with a historical sense, would appreciate such
adevelopment in the history of Hindustani clas-
sical music. In Punjab, the Sikh religion lentits
wamest support to Hindustani music, and re-
moving it from its all too secular context, put
the greatest emphasis on its devotional aspect,
thereby evolving a special variety of devotional
music whose tradition has remained uninter-
rupted to this day.

The founder of Sikh religion, Guru
Nanak, and six of the succeeding Sikh Gurus,
were regarded as devoted composers. As true
devotees, they too, like the Vaishnava and Sufi
saints, composed innumerable devotional
compositions known as Shabads. The idea of
the Gurus was to compose musical verses for
singing and asserting their spirituality at a high
level. For them, music was one of the means
of salvation. Out of great respect for the art of
music, they propagated its cause.

Amritsar has had a rich and varied tra-
dition of music since the day of the Gurus. In
this city the original purpose of classical In-
dian music was never lost sight of. The ciassi-
cal music of India has always envisaged and
embodied the soul's effort to transcend itself
and find assimilation with the blissful source
of all light and knowiedge. This divine aspect
was forgotten when music went to the Mughal
Court. In Sikh kirtan, however, the celestial
bearings of music were not only retained but
further embellished. Amritsar has remained the
seat of great musicians and musicologists,
who, while continuing the tradition, were bold
enough to make various innovations not only
in the manner and choice nf playing instru-
ments but also in the styles of’singing. We have
inherited a treasure-house of shabad-reetis
which need to be cherished and must not be
sacrificed for the sake of cheap popularity, as
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seems to be the unfortunate trend now.

We must assiduously keep our rich
legacy alive. The purpose of my Paper is to
make people aware of our heritage which has
always found a rich soil to grow in Amritsar.
Thus the Sikh sacred music has a long tradi-
tion dating from the time of Guru Nanak when
he composed his Shabads in the various
Ragas, which was followed by the successor
Sikh Gurus. Composing Shabads in the Ragas
was need of the time. As all the Sikh Gurus
were well versed in music and knew the great
importance of music, new kirtan tradition was
born in the form of Sikh devotional music.

LIFE-SKETCHES OF SOME FAMOUS SIKH
RAGIS OF AMRITSAR :

Here an introduction to some of the Sikh
Ragis of the 18th and 19th centuriees, as also
of the present-day, both vocalists and instru-
mentalists, is being provided-in alphabetical
order :

Vocalists :

Manant Kapoor Singh : He belonged to the
village Kairon, Dist. Amritsar, and used to stay
at Bunga Darbar Sahib (Parkarma). He was a
blind man and performed kirtan at Darbar Sa-
hib while play‘ing upon the Sarinda. He was a
disciple of Sant Misra Singh of Amritsar. He
earned fame during the first quarter of the
present century.

Bhai Labh Singh and Bhai Makhan Singh :
Among all the blind kirtaniyas of the first quar-
ter of this century, the jatha of Makhan Singh
and Labh Singh earned a great fame. Makhan
Singh was a Nirmala Sant. He was employed
in the Darbar Sahib, Amritsar, and performed,
the Kirtan of Asa-di-Var continuously for full
fiftyfive years. He is the first individual who has

rendered such a long service of performing the
kirtan of Asa-di-Var at Darbar Sahib. It is said
that during his service period he seldom took
leave. In the evening he recited kirtan before
the Akal Takht. He performed kirtan in the tra-
ditional style and never used the Harmonium.

Master Prem Singh : Bhai Prem Singh at-
tained great fame as an outstanding poet,
kirtaniya, and musicologist during the first quar-
ter of this century. In the beginning he was a
court kirtaniya and a poet in the Patiala Darbar,
and later when he settled in Amritsar, he was
appointed a Hazoori Ragi at Darbar Sahib. He
regularly performed the kirtan of Bilawal-ki-
Chowki between 10.30 am and 12.30 pm. And
again at the Akal Takht in the evening. It is
said that he claimed his birth from the family
of the Ragis whose ancestors performed kirtan
during the time of Guru Ajran Dev. Bhai Prem
Singh was well-versed in both kirtan and the
theory of music. He was one of those Ragis
who have greatly contributed to the cause of
Sikh devotional music. In 1915 he wrote a book
named Ratan Sangeet Bhandar which was
published in 1922. It contains the notations of
nine Vars and all Ragas found in the Guru
Granth Sahib, together with Shabads in each
Raga. Throughout his life he mostly lived at
Amritsar where he passed away at the ripe age
of eighty years. He had an impressive person-
ality and was a kindhearted man.

Baba Shyam Singh: He was a Sant
and established a Dera known as Shyam Singh
da Dera in Atta Manda, Amritsar. He belonged
to the older generation of saints who performed
kirtan for the sake of propagating their religion
and not for earning money. He performed kirtan .
in the Darbar Sahib for seventy years. It is the
longest period of service ever done by any Ragi
in the history of the Sikh kirtan.

AGedt 1997/mfH3 dta3s/11



Bhat Sunder Singh Atta Mandi : He occu-
pies a place of prime importance amongest
Sikh kirtaniyas of the first quarter of the twen-
tieth century. He was a contemporary of Bhai
Sher Singh. He learnt kirtan form the famous
Rababi, Bhai Moti, and classical music from
Ustad lllahi Buksh of Amritsar. Thus, his ex-
position of kirtan was marked by the dhrupad
and khyal styles. His kirtan style was marked
with various usages of Tanas and the Murkis.
Besides kirtan, he also particupated in secu-
lar music concerts and used to sing Hindustani
Khyals. He was equally skilled in playing upon
the Dilruba and various other instruments. He
was employed as the Head Ragi in the Golden
temple sometime in 1932. In 1938, when
Rabindra Nath Tagore visited Darbar Sahib he
was so much impressed by Sunder Singh's
kirtan style that he wanted to take him along
with him to Shantiniketan. But Bhai Sunder
Singh declined to leave Amritsar.

Prof. Sunder Singh : Having' adopted the
kirtan teaching as profession for many years
he became famous by the name of Professor
Sunder Singh. He also belonged to Amritsar
and was regarded as one of the famous Ragis
of his time. He was the first Ragi in the Sikh
community, who wrote a book on the Sikh
devotional music, entitled Gurmat -Sangeet in
1931, which is not available now. He also
worked as a music teacher in the Central
Khalsa Yateemkhana. For sometime he was
employed as s musician in the court of Maha-
raja Pratap Singh of Jammu. He expired in
Amritsar some time in 1942.

Prof. Uttam Singh : The Sikh community has
produced few kirtan teachers of the calibre of
Bhai Uttam Singh. He belonged to Amritsar
and was nephew of Bhai Mehtab Singh. He

had his kirtan training from Ustad Bhai
Gurmukh Singh. He was employed in the Cen-
tral Khalsa Yateemkhana between 1905 and
1920 and produced a number of disciples, who
either adopted kirtan or Hindustani music as
their profession. Pt. Dilip Chandra Vedi is one
of his foremost disciples who earned great
reputation in the domain of Hindustani classi-
cal music during the second quarter of this cen-
tury. From Amritsar Bai Uttam Singh also used
to go Pracharak Vidyalaya, Tarn Taran. He had
a collection of innumerable traditional Shabad-
Reets as well as Hindustani Dhrupad and
Khyal compositions in his repertoire. He
passed away in Amritsar in 1928.

There were so many famous Ragis liv-
ing in other parts of Punjab during the period
under review that their services to the sikh de-
votional music cannot be ignored. Amritsar
being the centre of learning kirtan, many ragis
having learnt kirtan either from the Rababis or
the Ragis, kept on visiting Amritsar and per-
formed kirtan at Darbar Sahib on many occa-
sions. Some such famous Ragis who did not
belong to Amritsar but stayed there for some-
time or later settled in other parts of the coun-
try are as follows :

Bhai Jwaia Singh : he was considered as one
of the greatest kirtaniyas of the latter half of
the 19th century and was also regarded as an
authority on the Sikh devotional music. He was
born in village Saidpur (Thatta-Tibba), District
Kapurthala in the year 1876. He performed
kirtain for sixty years and during his kirtan book-
ings never asked for money; whatever was
given to him he gladly accepted. In 1944, he
presided over the first Gurmat Sangeet Con-
ference held at Amritsar, in which all the fore-
most Ragis and Rababis participated. Bhai
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Jwala Singh had three sons. Among them the
first two, Bhai Gurcharan Singh and Bhai Autar
Singh, adopted the kirtan profession and are
at present working at Sisganj Gurdwara, Delhi.

Bhai Puran Singh : He was one of the most
famous Ragis of Taran Taran of the present
century. He had the privilege of performing
kirtan before Rabindra Nath Tagore during the
latter's visit to Darbar Sahib, Amritsar in 1938.
He also participated in a number of kirtan com-
petitions. He was believed to be the first Ragi
of the recent times who had recorded as many
as twelve discs of Shabad-Kirtan from
Jienophone Record Company, Lahore in 1935.
He passed away in Tarn Taran in December,
1969.

Bhai Ranjodh Singh and Bhai Mahan Singh :
Both the brothers were popularly known as
Nankana Sahib Wale. They were sons of Bhai
Mehtab Singh who claimed his birth from the
Rababi family of Bhai Mardana. His grandfa-
ther, Bhai Shahmir belOnged to village Kairon,
District Amritsar, and was a kirtaniya in the
court of Maharaja Ranjit Singh. In 1916
Ranjodh Singh joined his service at Darbar
Sahib. Taran Taran, and also worked in the
capacity of a kirtan teacher in the Khalsa
Pracharak Vidyalaya for two years. Then he
worked as Head Ragi in the Darbar Sahib,
Amritsar, for one year. In 1919 he went to
Nankana Sahib where he remained for eight
years.

The Jatha of Bhai Ranjodh Singh's three
sons was popularly known as Jassa-Palla,
which earned great fame during the second
quarter of this century. His three sons, Pal
Singh, Jaswant Singh and Gulzar Singh, were
born in Nankana Sahib. In 1935 the three broth-
ers formed their independent Jatha and they

used to come to Amritsrar to participate in the
Guru Ram Das Rag Darbar. Once they were
awarded the first prize of Rs. 101 when they
rendered a Shabad in Sri Raga. Form 1937 to
1939 they worked at Darbar Sahib with their
uncle, Bhai Mahan Singh.

Bhai Samund Singh : He is regarded as one
of those Ragis who have dominated the field
of kirtan for more than half a century. He is
considered as one of the greatest Ragis of the
present century. He belonged to the family of
traditional Sikh kirtaniyas, who had been do-
ing kirtan for more than one and a half century
in Nankana Sahib. During his childhood, his
father used to take him to his kirtan perform-
ances, and also to Amritsar, to listen to the
kirtan of various Rababis, i.e., Bhai Moti, Bhai
Atra, Bhai Wadhava, Bhai Sain Dita, Bhai Lal,
Bhai Arura and Bhai Bura, Bhai Inayat, etc.
His maiden kirtan performance was rendered
in the Sikh Educational Conference in 1910,
where he was honoured and awarded a gold
medal and a gold Mohar, He took part in al-
most all the Sikh conferences held between
1911 and 1947 and was awarded many prizes.
After partition he came to Amritsar and per-
formed kirtan independently till June 1949.
Later, he went to Ludhiana and remained there
till his demise in 1973.

Bhai Santa Singh : He was born in village
Dubali, Dist. Amritsar in 1913. His father,
Sardar Dayal Singh also used to perform kirtan
while playing upon the Dholki at Dera Sant
Niha! Singh. He had four sons, Jabarjang
Singh, Santa Singh, Swaran Singh and
Shamsher Singh. In 1924 both Jabarjang
Singh and Santa Singh got admitted in the
Central Khalsa Yateemkhana, Amritsar, and
learnt kirtan from Master Sain Ditta for six
years.
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In the beginning they performed kirtan
at Baba Atal Sahib, but when Bhai Surjan Singh
joined them, their kirtan became more impres-
sive having considerable mass appeal. Later
they were transferred to Darbar Sahib and were
permanently appointed in 1933. They worked
in the Darbar Sahib for fourteen years. In 1943,
when Bhai Surjan Singh left this jatha, Bhai
Santa Singh trained his two younger brothers,
Bhai Swaran Singh and Bhai Shamsher Singh,
and included them in his jatha. In 1953 he was
appointed as Head Ragi in Gurdwara Sisgan;,
Delhi. from then onwards he performed kirtan
in Delhi. He passed away on account of heart
failure near Surat on
November 16, 1966, while travelling in a train
from Bombay to Delhi.

Bhai Santa Singh was one of the great
Ragis of the recent times who have done so
much to propagate the cause of kirtan in the
Sikh community. It was he under whose presi-
dentship the Khalsa Ragi Sabha was formed
in Amritsar in 1944, and the first Gurmat
Sangeet Conference was held at Guru-ka-
Bagh under the chairmanship of Baba Jwala
Singh. One of the foremost Ragis of our times,
Bhai Santa Singh, toured the whole of India.
He was regarded as the best performer of the
kirtan of Asa-di-Var. Following the modern
trend, he also resorted to techniques involving
innovations of his own. He was well-versed in
the classical style of performing kirtan. He did
not confine himself to the sphere of kirtan alone
but regularly attended as a listener of various
Hindustani music concerts. He was highly
respected in the Sikh community.

Bhai Sher Singh : He was famous as the
Gujranwalia, because he lived there through-

out his life. In Sikh kirtan history his name has
become immortal. It is said that the Sikh com-
munity has yet to produce a kirtanist-cum-
musician of his calibre. He surpassed all other
Ragis of his days and even the Rababis ac-
knowledged his supremacy. He earned a name
during the first quarter of this century. He learnt
kirtan from Bhai Nidhan Singh of Gujranwala,
who was a disciple of Baba Sarda Singh of
Sekhawan Taksal. He had his independent
jatha consisting of his three brothers. Bhai
Pratap Singh accompanied him on the Manjira
and used to do katha (discourses). Bhai Gulab
Singh accompanied him on the Harmonium
and youngest brother Bhai Sunder Singh on
the Tabla. He also used the Tanpura in Kirtan.
He had a very attractive and subtle voice which
could move about within the three octaves with
ease. He was one of the few Ragis who could
make his audience spellbound within no time.
His kirtan performances used to leave an ev-
erlasting effect on the audience. He was re-
spected even by the Mirasis and singing and
nautch girls for his singing style. He had such
a dynamic personality that it is said that when-
ever he used to visit Lahore and Amrit§ar, the
nautch girls used to come out of their homes
to have a ook at him.

Among the present-day Ragis who on
many occasions have been performing kirtan
at Darbar Sahib, Amritsar, the names of the
following are worth mentioning : Bhai Balbir
Singh, Bhai Bachittar Singh, Bhai Bakshish
Singh, Bhai Dharam Singh Zakhmi, Bhai
Pratap Singh (of Delhi), Bhai Santa Singh
Chamak, etc.
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BOX 001

SUITABLE GURSIKH SLIM BEAUTIFUL
MATCH FOR AMRITDHARI KHATRI AERO-
NAUTICAL ENGINEER (33) HEIGHT 5' 10"
Contact Box 002 AMRIT KIRTAN TRUST
(Regd) 422, SECTOR 15 A- CHANDIGARH.

BOX 002

SUITABLE GURSIKH SLIM BEAUTIFUL
MATCH FOR KHATRI SIKH NON-TRIMMER,
NON-DRINKER, HANDSOME DOCTOR
(DHMS, Pb) RUNNING OWN HOMEO CLINIC,
AT MOHALLI, (25) Height 5'8" FATHER RETIRED
M.D. Co-op. BANK. CONTACT. BOX 002
AMRIT KIRTAN TRUST (Regd), 422, SECTOR
15 A, CHANDIGARH.

BOX 003

SUITABLE GURSIKH, NON-TRIMMER, NON-
DRINKER, HANDSOME WELL SETTLED
GRADUATE MATCH FOR A SLIM, KHATRI,
RADIO ARTIST, M.A.(MUSIC)-VOCAL, B.Ed,
GIRL HEIGHT 5'3" CONTACT BOX 003, AMRIT
KIRTAN TRUST (Regd), 422, SECTOR 15 A,
CHANDIGARH.

BOX 004

SUITABLE GURSIKH NON-TRIMMER, NON-
DRINKER, HANDSOME SERVING WELL
SETTLED GRADUATE FOR A SLIM BATRA
MIDDLE-CLASS, BSc, (NURSING) GIRL,
SERVING PGlI, (23.5) HEIGHT 53" CONTACT
BOX 004 AMRIT KIRTAN TRUST (Regd), 422,
SECTOR-15 A, CHANDIGARH.
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