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Thaughts on
Gurbani Kirtan

Ample information has been provided by Bhai Gurdas Ji on the
traditions of worship at the Gurdwaras, established by Guru Nanak
Sahib, and the style in which Gur-Bani Kirtan was iniciated by him as

stated by the Bhai ii :

““Sadh Sangat mil gaanvde, .

Sat-Gur (Nanak) Sabad anaahad waayaa.”

Serial No. 87, Page —38

“Holy Assembiy was initated by,

Guru Nanak in performing Kirtan.”

After Bhai Mardana ji, the tradition was continued by his son,
named. Shehzada, by Guru Nanak Sahib, whose performances, Bhai
Gurdas ji might have heard. Mardana Gharana of Rababies had by
then been well establisked. Asa-di-Var was generally performed at
“Amrit Vela” (dewy morning) by the Rababies or other selected
devotees who had been trained by the Rababies. The Rababies were
from liberal Muslim denomination and had full faith in the teachings
of the Gurus. Singing Shaba'ds was generally performed by the holy
congregation in unison, in Plain- Song style.

The Fifth Guru, Arjan Sahib, formally, established the class of
Ragies, He himself used to play the Sarinda. It was either his own
invention, or a modification of a similar instrument of Persia. It is
similar to a Violin, except that its back is rounded, while the violin has
a flat back. Recent research has proved that Amir Khusro did not
invent the Tabla. According to Dr. R. Stewar of U.S.A. who travelled
all over India, to write a thesis on the Drums of India, during
1969-70, the two- s'ded Drum was first split in two pieces in the Darbar
of Guru Arjan Sahibt. Hence the Guru Sahib named the ensemble
thus evolved, a “Jodi,” literally, a pair. Later, the sccular Muslim
singers bcgan to call it ““Tabla,” which is an Arabic werd, meaning
just a Drum. It is noteworthy that the traditional Sikh Ragies fmw;
on hearing it called ““Tabla.” )

The Shabads or hymns composed by Gurv Nanak Sahib and four
succeeding Gurus, cover a period of one century (1500-1600) These
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are incorporated in the holy Book of the Sikhs known as Guru Granth
Sahib. In ail, tnirtv-one Ragas have been used. Besides, there arc some
Shabads in folk tunes based on the same Ragus, We find ample
guidance given by the Gurus in their Shabads, to ensure that singing
of the holy text sheuld be condusive to creating an aimosphere of
spiritual serenity. The following few quotations from Guru Granth
Sahib, wouid sufiice :

““Sabhnaa Raagaan vich so bhalaa bhaai,

Jit vasyaa man aaey.”
“Of all the ragas, brother, that one is the best.

through which the mind gets attuned to God.”
Guru Ram Das Sahib (Page 1423)

But the holy Word and not the music, as such, should predominate :

“As the deer is enraptured by the strains of music,
so is the devotec enchanted by the sound of the Name.”
Guru Arjan Sahib (Page 914)

As to the style of performance of Shabad Kirtan :
“Japiay sahaj dhuni haan.”
“0Q yes, repeat His praises in reposeful tunes.”
| Guru Arjan Sahib, (Page 409)
The class of traditional Ragies, (initiated by Guru Arjen Sahib)
who sing Shabads according to the Ragas of Guru Granth Sahib,

meticulously adhere to these instructions which has given wide currency
to the saying in the Punjab :

“Tikwaan te badi khich waalaa Shabad Kirtan hai.”
“The singing of Shabads is reposeful,
and exercises great mental pull, (towards God).”

We find repeated advice in Guru Granth Sahib to the ¢ffcct that
the Shabads should be sung with “natnral ease,” and “naturs graece,”
thus implving that decorative devices should be sparirely  used.
Khushwani Singh in his work, ““A History of the Siklis™ Clarenden Press;

Oxford states

“The mstructions to the singers were to avoid the exposition of the
Intricacies of Ragas, but to sing the Shabads in such a wav, tha
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the meaning of the Words was easily and gently conveyed to the
listeners.”

Max Arthur Macaliffe has stated in his moumental work, ““The
Sikh Religion.” that Guru Amar Dass Sahib selected Ram Das Sahib
to be next in the line of the Guras, primarily becius: of his excellence
m drvotional singing. His style of singing is defined by Guru Arjan
Sahib in the following verse taken from his string of letters in Raea
Majh, as in Guru Granth Sahib, Page 96 ;

[

‘Terana mukh suhaawaa jio, Sahaj dhun bani.”

:jj’l’aur anpearance s immaculate, and

you singh Shabads in tranguii tones.”

A religion is liabie to lose its bearings if its traditions are not
strictly maintained. We have to be wary of modern trends, also of mis-
conceprions of the earliest times. For example, medicine and music were
folt as miracles. Guru Nanak Sahib went further and said

“All the Razas are alike to us.”

As stated in Gyan Ratnawali, by Bhai Mani Singh ji. Tt is the trea-
tinent imparted by a musician to his singing, that can go well with the
words, which counts, 1T te sings a Shabad at a fast speed, it guickens
our heart-beats, causing excitement. It follows as a corollary, that if
he sings at a slow speed it imparts a fecling of repose, Hence any Raga
can be manipulated to produce any sound effect. Tt is, therefore, of vital
importance that the Shiromani Gurudwara Prabandhak Committee (S.G.
P. C for short) insist upon the Ragies employed by them to adhere
to tranquil tones, in their preformances. “Whoever pays the piper calls
the tune™

-y

“.Another problem created by modernism is in the use of supporting
instruments.  As we cannot get rid of the Harmonium, the next best
thing we can d> is to use only one Harmonium, one Sarinda, adding
fourth string and cover the top cempletely, and using only one Jodi,
Since all wind blown instruments compete with the voice, the Harmoni-
um should be softly (gently) played and the Violin type Sarinda
should be played a little more loudly. Flutc tyre istruments, though
excellent when played in solo or as a part of an orchestra, do not merge
with the voice. The Media should be advised to use only Sikh traditio-
nal instruments, They should cmploy only such other singers who
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have received sufficient training from traditional Ragies, and arc approv-
ed by the S. G. P. C. No singer of Gur-Bani shiould ke premitted to do
his own experiments with the distinct Style set by the Gurus, which has
been passed on to us, by generations of Ragies.

| (To be Concluded)

Gbijects of the Amrit Kirtan Tyust:
i. To provide financial aid to onc or more educational, social, welfare
institutions, health centres, homes for the poor and the destitute

in any part of the Indian Republic or abroad.

2. To help the poor and deserving, regardless of their religion, caste
and creed,

3. To award stipends, scholarships or any other form of financial
assistance to the needy & deserving, preference being given to the
destitute children and orphens.

4. To help young men & women in imbibing their rich religious
and cultural heritage by prompting and organising Shabad Gayan
competitions, essay-writing competitions, Debates, Elocution comp-
etitions, etc.

5. To start and maintain institutions of sencral welfare or  education-
al in nature and to eradicate social evils (hrough publicity, Lectures,
display of relevent films and publication ef pamphlets.

6. To publish books, magazines and other literature, for children in
particular and the public in general, to inculcate in them the finest
values of good citizenship and to build up their highmoral chara-
cter., |
To establish libraries for the benefit of the public.

That the benefits accruing from the objects of the Trust shail not be
restricted or confined to members of any particuiar community,
caste, creed, religion or faith.

9. To utilise the Trust for advancement of any other object of general
public utility.

10. That surplus generated by any activity of the Trust shall be uced
wholly for one of the objects of the trust as specified above, wheth-
er in the year of generation or be accumalated, to be used for char-
itable purposes in any subsequent year.
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