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Copyright
This work is dedicated to the Sikh Sangat.

The author has waived all rights to this work, and it may be freely used, 
copied, modified, and distributed by anyone for any purpose, without 
restriction. No permission is required for use. But some images used in 
this book are under different licenses. Credit has been given to image 
owners.
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Dedicated

Dedicated to
Dedicated to Waheguru, the eternal source of 
wisdom, and to Guru Granth Sahib Ji, whose 
divine guidance illuminates our lives.
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Preface

Preface
Gurbani Kirtan is the divine melody that resonates in the hearts of Sikhs 
and spiritual seekers alike. It is not just music but a profound form of 
devotion, a way to connect with Waheguru through the sacred hymns of 
Guru Granth Sahib Ji. Since the time of Guru Nanak Dev Ji, Kirtan has 
played an essential role in Sikh spiritual practice, spreading the message of 
love, unity, and divine wisdom.

This book is a humble attempt to explore the history, significance, and 
impact of Gurbani Kirtan. From the origins of Kirtan in Guru Nanak’s era 
to the structured Raag system of Guru Arjan Dev Ji, from the traditional 
Tanti Saaj instruments to the contemporary forms of Kirtan practiced 
worldwide, this work aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of 
this spiritual art.

As Gurbani Kirtan continues to evolve in the modern world, it is crucial to 
preserve its authentic form while embracing new methods of propagation. 
With efforts being made to revive Raag-based Kirtan and promote classical 
instruments, there is a renewed interest in learning and practicing Kirtan 
in its true essence. This book seeks to inspire readers to deepen their 
connection with Gurbani Kirtan, whether as listeners or practitioners.

I hope that this book serves as a source of knowledge and inspiration for all 
who wish to experience the divine power of Gurbani Kirtan. May it bring 
peace, wisdom, and spiritual bliss to all who read it.

Waheguru Ji Ka Khalsa, Waheguru Ji Ki Fateh!
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Introduction
Gurbani Kirtan is the heart and soul of Sikh spiritual practice, a divine 
medium through which the sacred teachings of Guru Granth Sahib Ji are 
expressed melodiously. It is not merely music but a form of devotion that 
connects the soul to Waheguru. Through Kirtan, Sikhs experience the 
essence of Naam Simran (meditative remembrance of God) and immerse 
themselves in the spiritual wisdom of Gurbani.

From the time of Guru Nanak Dev Ji, Kirtan has played a vital role in 
Sikhism. Guru Nanak Ji himself spread the message of Oneness, truth, 
and divine love through hymns accompanied by the Rabab, played by Bhai 
Mardana. This tradition was further strengthened by the successive Sikh 
Gurus, especially Guru Arjan Dev Ji, who compiled the Guru Granth Sahib 
in Raags, emphasizing the significance of music in spiritual enlightenment.

Gurbani Kirtan is based on a structured system of Raags (melodic modes) 
that evoke different emotions, guiding the listener toward peace, devotion, 
and self-realization. Traditionally performed using Tanti Saaj (stringed 
instruments) such as the Rabab, Taus, and Dilruba, Kirtan has evolved over 
time, incorporating modern instruments while maintaining its spiritual 
essence.

This book aims to explore the history, significance, and impact of Gurbani 
Kirtan in Sikhism. It will delve into its origins, the role of the Sikh Gurus 
in shaping Kirtan, the importance of Raags, the evolution of Kirtan styles, 
and its relevance in the modern world. By understanding Gurbani Kirtan, 
one can truly appreciate its power to heal, uplift, and bring one closer to 
the divine.

May this work inspire all to embrace the sacred practice of Kirtan and 
experience its transformative power in their spiritual journey.

Waheguru Ji Ka Khalsa, Waheguru Ji Ki Fateh!
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Gurbani Kirtan: 
The Divine Melody of Sikhism
Kirtan, is the devotional singing of Gurbani set to Raags, expressing love 
and devotion to Waheguru.

Origins & History
Gurbani Kirtan, is the devotional singing of Sikh scriptures, has been 
an integral part of Sikhism since its inception. Guru Nanak Dev Ji, the 
founder of the faith, introduced Kirtan as a means to connect with the 
Divine and spread the message of love, unity, and devotion. Accompanied 
by Bhai Mardana, a Muslim Rababi, Guru Nanak sang Gurbani while Bhai 
Mardana played the Rabab, making Kirtan a powerful spiritual practice. 
This tradition was further strengthened by the successive Sikh Gurus, 
particularly Guru Arjan Dev Ji, who compiled the Adi Granth (now Guru 
Granth Sahib Ji) and structured it in a musical format using Raags (musical 
modes) to preserve the spiritual essence of Gurbani.

With the establishment of Sikh institutions, Gurudwaras became centers of 
Kirtan, and Sri Harmandir Sahib (Golden Temple) emerged as the most 
prominent location where Gurbani Kirtan is performed always. Over time, 
Kirtan evolved in style and presentation but remained a fundamental 
part of Sikh worship, bringing peace and divine connection to millions of 
devotees worldwide.

Raag-Based Kirtan
One of the unique aspects of Gurbani Kirtan is that the Guru Granth 
Sahib Ji is composed in 31 main Raags, each carrying a distinct mood and 
significance. The Raags were carefully chosen by the Gurus to enhance the 
spiritual impact of Gurbani, making it more meaningful and emotionally 
profound. For instance, Raag Asa is often sung in the early morning and 
conveys a sense of inspiration and motivation, while Raag Bilawal expresses 
joy and spiritual awakening. Raag Darbari, on the other hand, is serious 
and reflective, often used for deep contemplation.

The original practice of singing Gurbani in its designated Raag is known 
as Gurmat Sangeet. Historically, Kirtan was performed in its classical form 
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using traditional instruments, but over time, simplified compositions were 
introduced to make it more accessible to the wider Sangat (congregation). 
Today, many efforts are being made to revive the tradition of Raag-based 
Kirtan, emphasizing the spiritual depth and musical richness embedded in 
the Guru’s compositions.

Instruments in Kirtan
The early tradition of Sikh Kirtan was performed using Tanti Saaj. Some 
of the most significant instruments include the Rabab, played by Bhai 
Mardana under Guru Nanak’s guidance, the Taus, which was created 
by Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji and resembles a peacock in shape, and the 
Saranda, developed by Guru Arjan Dev Ji. Percussion instruments such as 
the Jori-Pakhawaj added rhythm and depth to Kirtan performances.

Over time, with British colonial influence and the decline of classical music 
traditions, the harmonium and tabla became the primary instruments used 
in Gurudwaras. While these instruments made it easier for more people 
to participate in Kirtan, they replaced the traditional string instruments. 
Today, there is a revival movement encouraging the use of original Tanti 
Saaj to bring back the classical and spiritual essence of Gurbani Kirtan.

Impact of Gurbani Kirtan
Gurbani Kirtan is much more than music; it is a profound spiritual 
experience that has the power to heal, transform, and elevate the mind 
and soul. Many people find solace in listening to Kirtan, as it helps reduce 
stress, anxiety, and worldly distractions. Studies have shown that devotional 
music has a calming effect on the nervous system, promoting mental and 
emotional well-being.

In Sikh daily life, Kirtan is a central practice, whether it is during Nitnem 
(daily prayers), in Gurudwaras, or at personal gatherings. The practice 
of singing Gurbani together fosters a sense of unity and equality among 
the Sangat. Beyond the Sikh community, the influence of Gurbani Kirtan 
has reached global audienceswhere people from diverse backgrounds find 
comfort in its soothing melodies and profound messages.

Styles & Traditions
Over centuries, various styles of Gurbani Kirtan have developed, each 
with its unique approach and presentation. The most traditional form is 
Tanti Saaj Kirtan, where Gurbani is sung using classical string instruments. 
This method follows the original Gurmat Sangeet principles and is still 
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performed by Hazoori Raagis at Sri Harmandir Sahib. Another significant 
style is Akhand Kirtan, where Gurbani is sung continuously in a high-
energy manner, usually accompanied by the Chimta and Dhad, small 
percussive instruments. This form of Kirtan is particularly popular among 
the Akhand Kirtani Jatha.

The most widely practiced style today is harmonium-based Kirtan, which 
is commonly heard in Gurudwaras worldwide. While it has made Gurbani 
Kirtan more accessible. Some Kirtan academies and institutions are working 
to restore the authentic style by encouraging youth to learn classical Kirtan 
in its true form.

Learning & Practicing Kirtan
Learning & Practicing Kirtan

Kirtan is a divine art that anyone can learn with dedication and practice. 
Many Gurudwaras offer Kirtan classes where individuals can learn to 
sing Shabads, understand Sur (melody) and Taal (rhythm), and grasp the 
deeper meaning of Gurbani. 

To master Kirtan, one must focus on three key elements: Sur, or singing in 
tune with the prescribed Raag; Taal, which involves maintaining the correct 
rhythm; and Bhav, meaning to sing with devotion and understanding. By 
incorporating these elements, one can truly experience the essence of 
Gurbani Kirtan and share its spiritual power with others.

Future of Gurbani Kirtan
With advancements in technology and digital media, Gurbani Kirtan is 
reaching new audiences worldwide. Many renowned Kirtanis and Sikh 
organizations have started using social media, YouTube, and streaming 
services to share Kirtan recordings, live performances, and tutorials. 
Mobile apps now allow people to listen to Gurbani Kirtan anytime, making 
spiritual connection more accessible than ever.
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Conclusion

Conclusion

Gurbani Kirtan is the soul of Sikh spirituality, serving as a bridge between 
the individual and the Divine. Rooted in the teachings of the Gurus, it 
carries the power to uplift, heal, and inspire. Whether performed in its 
Raag-based form or in a simplified style, the essence of Kirtan remains 
unchanged—it is a path of devotion and surrender to Waheguru.

This book aims to educate, preserve, and inspire the new generation to 
embrace Gurbani Kirtan in its purest form. By understanding its history, 
learning its musical depth, and practicing it with devotion, we can ensure 
that this divine tradition continues to resonate in the hearts of Sikhs and 
spiritual seekers for generations to come.
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Acknowledgment & Apology

Writing this book on Gurbani Kirtan has been a journey of immense 
learning and spiritual growth. I am deeply grateful to all those who have 
contributed, directly or indirectly, to the completion of this work.

First and foremost, I express my heartfelt gratitude to Waheguru, whose 
divine wisdom and grace have guided me through this endeavor. The 
teachings of the Sikh Gurus, their sacred Gurbani, and the tradition of 
Kirtan have been the foundation of this book, and I am humbled to be able 
to share their essence with readers.

At the same time, I wish to humbly offer an apology for any shortcomings, 
errors, or omissions in this book. The subject of Gurbani Kirtan is vast 
and deeply spiritual, and while I have made every effort to present it with 
accuracy and respect, I acknowledge that my knowledge is limited. Any 
mistakes in interpretation or representation are entirely unintentional, and 
I seek forgiveness from the Sangat and the Almighty.

May this book serve as a small step toward understanding and appreciating 
the divine tradition of Gurbani Kirtan. I hope it inspires readers to connect 
with the sacred melodies that uplift the soul and bring one closer to 
Waheguru.

I welcome any feedback or corrections from learned individuals and 
readers who can help improve this work. May Waheguru Ji bless us all with 
knowledge, wisdom, and the strength to continue learning and serving.  

For any corrections, feedback, or suggestions, please feel free to reach out 
to me at: idea.amritsar@yahoo.com

Waheguru Ji Ka Khalsa, Waheguru Ji Ki Fateh!
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