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KIRTAN IS SIKHISM

By. Prof. GOBIND SINGH MANSUKHANI

Prayer can take many forms. One of the more powerful forms is
that of hymn singing. Guru Nanak regarded Kirtan (Hymn singing) as
distinct and easy way of linking one’s consciousness to God. The first
prayer centre that he established at Kartarpur was also known as a Kirtan
ghar (House of devotinal music.) Though the Gurus maintained
professional musicians, they encouraged the disciples to sing hymns with
the simplest of tunes and in the form of choral singing.

Kirtan is defined in many ways, but basicallyit is the singing of the
sraises of God in melody and with rhythm. Though most of the
compositions in the Guru Granth Sahib are classified for singing in the
classical ragas, we also find hymns can be set to be sung, to folk music. So
it is not necessary for a devotee to be a trained musicians to solo-sing or to
appreciate the music for he can join in the chants, or repeat items of lines
of the song, after the musician’s solo. What is important in Kirtan is this
devotion and not the excellence of voice or melody.

The prime requirement behind hymn singing is to glorify God
and to realise His Presence and thereby enjoy the peace and bliss which
He alone can give to the heart. Vocal or instrumental excellence or
permutation in rhythm is not the criterion of good Kirtan. What really
matters is the sincerity of the feeling and the love of God which it evokes,
through the song. There should be no egoism or feeling of pride for being
able to attract large audiences and winning their applause and respect.

, Some Kritaniyas become arrogant through their vocal
achievement or personal charisma. They try to exploit sangat’s love to
listen to Kirtan by their excesive demands, in terms of money or special
facilities. Such musicians were not approved by the gurus because money



or fame is not the objective of Kirtan. Mammon and spirituality do not go

together. Kirtaniyas lacking character and devotion were rejected, in spite

of having melodious voice. Musicians who sing gurbani in film-tunes or

imitate a disco style and rhythm should find no favour with congregatins.

The Shromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee has recently banned
the use of film-tunes for singing hymns in Gurudwaras.

Songs which only entertain or evoke erotic passions are never
‘Kirtan’. Even the love songs attributed to gods and deities, are outside the
ambit of Sikh sacred music. Only music inspired by spiritual goals and
moral purpose can be regarded as Kirtan. In the Guru Granth Sahib, the
spiritual evocation and inner bliss of Kirtan is emphasised:*“People think
that Kirtan is just ordinary song, but in fact it is a meditation on Divinity".

The Gurus popularised Kirtan for it touches the heart of
ordinary people. They also used it as an instrument for national
integration. Both Hindus and Muslims sang hymns together in praise of
God. The Guru’s musicians included Muslim singers called rababis who
sang their sacred compositions in classical or folk tunes. The Gurus
themselves patronised professional musicians of good character. They
also warned these professional musicians against exploiting people and of
their need to cultivate tolerance and humility.

| Most of the Gurus were musicologists of a high order. They also
used ragas in the Karnataki style under the heading of “Dakhni." They
experimented in different styles of singing and using varied rhythms. Guru
Arjan laid down guide lines for singers of sacred music as folows.

“The Lord’s singer, imbibing a love for the One, sings His
melodies of the only God.

He abides in the service of His One God and shows others, the
way to the All-pervading God.



He visualises the One God and servés his Lord who he knows
through the Guru. |

O!praise worthy, praiseworthy is such a Kirtaniya!

He sings the praises of the omnipresent Lord, and leaves his
attachment to material things.

The five virtues’ he uses as his flat notes and following the Lord’s
love, his pure notes.

As renunciation of personal pride becomes his drone,”
So the avoidance of duplicity becomes his ‘dicord.’

He ties “The Name" to his skirt and so escapes the rounds of
transmigration!" -

The Gurus popularised musical instruments like the Sarinda,
Sarangi, Dhadh and Khartal. Normally, the singing of each line of a hymn
is followed by playing the same tune on instruments. This custom gives
breathing time to the singers and also keeps the listeners busy in humming,.
The Kirtaniyas are trained in classical music and are acquainted with the
appropriate hymns for the various Sikh ceremonies and Gurupurabhs.
The correct pronunciation of the word of Gurbani is essential. The use of
extra words or interpolations in not permitted. The singers must try to
recreate the ethos, the mood and the spirit of the hymn they sing.
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