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Gurbani Kirtan is the devotional performance of Gurbani in the 
Sikh tradition as per the prescribed titles over the divine hymns. 
 
With the abundant spread of various types of Gurbani Kirtan musicians that are very 
adept at singing with Harmoniums, ranging from religious formalism believers, to 
Bollywood melody decoders, to the flamboyant avante-garde, who sing the street 
language of Punjab or adopted cultures with western instruments and styles, and even 
Rap versions of Gurbani comes the question, How should Gurbani Kirtan correctly be 
done?  From time to time, we hear terms bandied about - like Tanti Saaz, Rabab, 
Saranda, Taoos, etc - from those who genuinely are or want to appear knowledgeable 
about the legacy Sikh string instruments.  Some of these terms are formidable and are 
frightening enough to scare adults, much less children, who are often encouraged to 
learn Gurbani Kirtan.  The purpose of this paper is to help clarify the importance of 
string instruments in Gurbani Kirtan, specifically those that have the closest 
relationship to the development of the Gurbani Kirtan discipline. 
 
Guru Nanak’s childhood friend Baba Mardana liked to play the Rabab, and with divine 
knowledge the Guru used to indicate to him to play it as suited for the message that he 
was being called upon to utter.  This confluence of singing and playing of the divine 
Gurbani, we can say, was the beginning of Gurbani Kirtan and the use of string 
instruments therein.  The first name given to those who did Kirtan was in fact Rababis.  
Being associated with the revelatory experiences of Guru Nanak can alone be 
considered a reason important enough to practice String Instruments in Gurbani Kirtan, 
but as history has accorded there are several more.
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Advancement and Promotion of String Instruments 
 
Not satisfied with the sound quality of Mardana’s aging middle-eastern Rabab for the 
divine Gurbani, Guru Nanak sent Baba Mardana to Bhai Firanda (a renowned 
instrument maker in Kapurthala) to get a new type of Rabab made with seven Rupees 
that Bebe Nanaki gave, which Bhai Firanda respectfully declined and came himself to 
have the new Rabab he made be presented to the Guru, for Mardana to play.  Besides 
Guru Nanak’s personal association with the Rabab, successor Guru’s also took keen 
interest in the development and/or learning of string instruments: 
 

• Guru Angad’s name has been associated by historians with having played the 
Rabab. 

• Guru Arjan was the benefactor of the Saranda at a very young age, even before 
becoming the Guru.  The Saranda has a large belly which gives a deep tonal 
quality and like the Sarangi played like the shadow of the human voice. 

o Within the Sikh community, some have also given credit of the Saranda’s 
creation to Guru Angad, and others to Guru Amar Das or Guru Ram Das, 
however the historical evidence is just not there for either claim. 

• Guru Hargobind promoted the use of the Sarangi due to its bold and vibrant 
sound to play along in the rendition of the Vaars in Gurbani and instill courage 
in the Sikhs by singing heroic ballads when preparing to leave for battle. 

• Guru Har Rai has also been associated with the singing of the Asa-ki-Vaar with 
the Sarangi. 

• Guru Gobind Singh created the Taoos, modified the prevalent Rabab from Guru 
Nanak’s times to one that was larger that went to be called the Seni Rabab, and 
gave the Sikhs to his permission to modify the Taoos to come up with a smaller 
instrument that can be carried easily on horseback which came to be called the 
Dilruba. 

o Dr. David Courtney a well known music researcher has said that the 
Taoos (also called the Mayuri) was probably inspired by the Mayuri 
Veena (another peacock shaped and named instrument) which was a 
plucked instrument. 

o Within the Sikh community, some have held that the the Taoos was 
created during the time of Guru Hargobind, however it is devoid of any 
clear historical evidence. 

o The origin of the Dilruba and a very similar looking instrument called the 
Esraj that was played more in the eastern side of the Indian sub-continent 
has also been accredited by some (albeit around the same time in history 
as Sikh historians have accredited it to Guru Gobind Singh) to Muslim 
instrument makers, to make an instrument that was easy to handle than 
the Sarangi, to be played by Women. 
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Training and Rendition of Gurbani Kirtan with String Instruments 
 
Several centers of learning Gurbani Kirtan with string instruments were established 
during the times of our Gurus (from late 15th – 17th century), namely: at Kartarpur (by 
Guru Nanak), Khadoor Sahib (by Guru Angad), at the 22 Manjis established by Guru 
Amar Das, Ram Das Pura (i.e. Amritsar, by Guru Ram Das), Anandpur Sahib (by Guru 
Tegh Bahadur) and Multan (by Guru Gobind Singh) and later during the Misl-period 
and Sikh-Raaj (mid 18th – mid 19th century) in Nabha, Kapurthala, Jalandhar, (pre-
partition) Haryana, Bhunga and Doaba. 
 
In the later half of the 19th century string instruments were still actively taught at the 
various Panthic Taksals, and in fact the word Taksal was coined by Guru Arjan as a 
place to learn Kirtan, and was called, “Kirtan di Taksal”, meaning a mint for the 
instruction and learning of Gurbani Kirtan.  This was possibly instigated by the incident 
with Bhai Satta and Balwand where their ego and worldly needs upon instigation by 
Baba Prithi Chand led them to confront Guru Arjan and speak against the Gurus. 
 
Till the time of Guru Ram Das, the Rabab was the only instrument with which Kirtan 
was done by the second and third generation of Baba Mardana ji’s family.  The timeline 
of around 4 centuries during which Sikh string instruments actually thrived can be 
summarized as followers, with the names of the key exponents as follows: 
 
15th and 16th Century 

• Baba Mardana ji and up to his 3rd Generation – Rabab 
 
16th and 17th Century 

• Bhai Balwand and Satta (Baba Mardana’s 4th Generation) – Saranda and Jori 

• Bhai Babak (The son of Satta, was a great warrior during Guru Hargobind ji’s 
times.  A badly injured Bhai Babak after the battle of Amritsar in 1629 was 
actually identified because of the Rabab tied behind his back) – Rabab 

 
17th and 18th Century 

• Besides several trained musicians in Guru Gobind Singh ji’s court, Guru ji took 
an active interest to teach Kirtan and these instruments to the blind and 
handicapped. 

• Bhai Taru Singh and Bhai Mani Singh - Saranda 

• S. Jassa Singh Ahluwalia – Rabab 
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In Conclusion 
 
A paper on the importance of string instruments in Gurbani Kirtan is not complete 
without a discussion of what factors led to their decline and when. 
 

• The British were not used to the methodical ways in which string instruments 
and Hindustani music in general was carried out and always were looking for 
ways in which they could create a void between the people of India and their 
rich legacy, be it music, arts or religion, in a way to weaken the psyche of the 
Indians.  Besides this, they were also looking for ways to promote and market the 
compact sized Harmonium that they brought with them from France in the early 
1900’s, which was relatively much easier to play and did not require years of 
learning. 

• Besides the popular Harmonium which had made inroads into the Harimandir 
Sahib and in Gurbani Kirtan in general by 1919, with the creation of the 
Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC) and later the partition of 
India in 1947, Muslim Rababi Kirtanias were forced by circumstances to stay 
away from the Gurdwaras and so, they and Muslim instrument makers emigrate 
to Western Punjab, into Pakistan over time. 

• With Muslim Rababi Kirtanias gone and the need for Sikh Kirtanians during the 
period of Sikh renaissance (i.e. The Singh Sabha Movement) and the need for 
them to quickly fill the void and make a decent earning for themselves, the 
adoption of the Harmonium made the best sense from a time investment 
perspective. 

 
In conclusion, Sikh string instruments are important for Gurbani Kirtan and they 
should be the logical choice if we are trying to rejuvenate a sense of belonging to our 
rich past, as they were very much in vogue during the time of the living Gurus and give 
a connection back to our roots and history. 
 
From the technical angle, these instruments enable us to sing all the genres of music that 
have been prescribed and/or passed on over the centuries, associated with the singing 
of Gurbani Kirtan, such as Dhrupad, Folk, Khayal, Bhajan and Dakhani to mention only 
a few. 
 
They provide the ability to add musical ornamentation and grace to further enhance the 
experience and realization of the Shabad.  With the help of the sympathetic strings and 
non-fixed keys all the microtones can be played to correctly explore the Raags and 
follow the various guidelines given in Gurbani for singing Shabads, and truly have an 
inner experience through the resonating sound. 


