
India is an amalgamation of a multitude of religions 
and cultures. The various ethnic groups living 
in India are bound by major religions that lend 

them a common identity, despite the vividness in their 
traditions. The intermingling of different ethnicities 
and religions with one another is vastly evident across 
all walks of life, making India’s populace colourful 
and thriving. 

Religion in particular, is an integral part of the 
Indian society. One can observe the influence of 
religious practices and customs in the daily life of an 
average Indian citizen. Indian music is also deeply 
and intricately associated with religion. Forms like 
Bhajan-s, Qawwali, Shabad-s, Carols are devotional 
songs from different religions. Religion and devotion 
are widely used themes even in other genres, ranging 
from Indian Classical forms to film music.

Indian Classical Music is replete with compositions 
dedicated to various Gods and prominent religious 
figures and saints. Dhrupad, the ancient-most among 
the various forms of Indian Classical Music popular 
today, is based primarily on concepts like devotion, 
philosophy and nature. Sufism, a sect of Islam 

practiced chiefly in the Indian subcontinent, believes in 
the pursuit of the Almighty through music and dance, 
and is credited with the introduction of Qawwali. It 
is widely opined that a confluence of Dhrupad and 
Qawwali gave rise to Khayal, perhaps the most popular 
form of Indian Classical Music today. 

Since Khayal was a liberal revolution against the 
rigidity of Dhrupad, it also offered a greater diversity 
of themes, particularly of the Shringar Rasa (romance). 
However, devotional themes never quite went out 
of practice. Numerous Dhrupad compositions were 
moulded as Khayal-s. Muslim composers, who were in 
general adept at Khayal, created Bandish-es venerating 
Prophet Mohammad, the propagator of Islam, his 
successors, and other Sufi Saints. Hindu musicians of 
the higher echelons of the society preferred devotional 
compositions in place of the ones with Shringar 
Rasa, quite a few of them often on the borderline of 
perversion. 

The diversity and inclusivity of Hinduism does not need 
a separate mention. Over the period of its evolution 
over centuries, followers of the Hindu philosophy have 
worshipped innumerable forms of God. Vishnu (and 
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Abstract
Religion is an integral part of the Indian society. As a major medium for the expression of devotion, music too, has had a 
long association with religious rituals and customs. The various forms of Hindustani Classical Music, Dhrupad and Khayal 
in particular, have innumerable compositions with devotion as the central theme. Despite the commonality of religion, the 
ethnic diversity of the Indian society gives rise to several sects within every religion, each with its own ways of interpreting 
the divinity and ways of worship. The various God-forms and works of the propagators of sectarian prophecies, at times, 
remain restricted to a specific demography where the philosophy garners maximum followers. However, several musician-
composers have composed in honour of these God-forms and pioneers, and with the popularity of Khayal transcending such 
ethno-lingual-religious boundaries, they become etched in time. This article aims at compiling a few such compositions 
dedicated to relatively innominate God-forms and Saints of India.
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his incarnations), Shiva, Shakti (in her various forms), 
Ganapati, Hanuman are among the major forms of 
the divine that are worshipped by various sects and 
segments of the Hindus. Most devotional Dhrupad and 
Khayal compositions are also observed to be invoking 
them. 

Islam, a monotheistic religion, is also followed by a 
considerable percentage of the Indian population. The 
Sufi sect of Islam gained widespread popularity in 
the Indian society because of its softer approach and 
adaptability. Among the propagators of Sufism, Hazrat 
Nizamuddin of Delhi and Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti 
of Ajmer garnered a large following and reverence 
from even Hindus. Apart from Allah, the formless 
deity worshipped in Islam and Prophet Muhammad 
and his progeny, numerous Khayal compositions have 
been dedicated to these two Sufi saints.

The profoundness of Hinduism and the long tradition 
of Sufism means that apart from the celebrated 
figures, there are many more forms of the deities 
and saints that do not find a prominent mention or 
following. Each village of India is known to have 
a presiding deity or ‘Graam Devta’, who would be 
an incarnation or a different form of a major deity. 
Numerous venerable Saints have propagated different 
philosophical prophecies in different demographies. 
Likewise, a lot of Sufi saints served the society in 
relative anonymity. 

While one does not come across compositions addressing 
them very frequently, there are some very popular and 
widely-sung compositions that mention such relatively 
lesser-known God-forms and saints. Apart from them, 
some forgotten or rarely heard compositions are also 
found in various musical traditions. This article is a 
compilation of a few such compositions and throws 
light on the concerned God-forms and saints in brief.

Jalpa Devi
Among the temples dedicated to Jalpa Devi, the 
prominent ones are located at Rajgarh in Madhya 
Pradesh and Saroa in Mandi district of Himachal 
Pradesh. The Rajgarh temple was built by Bhil rulers 
around 500 years ago. It is thronged by devotees 
in large numbers, particularly in the Navratra-s 
of the months of Chaitra and Ashwin of the Hindu 
calendar.[1]

Among the compositions invoking Jalpa Devi, this 
one is from the traditional repertoire of the Gwalior 
Gharana in Raga Hameer. It is set to Madhyalay 

Ektaal. While this composition venerates Devi 
Saraswati, the Goddess of knowledge and wisdom in 
Hindu philosophy, it also mentions Jalpa Bhavani.

Tere to Sarasati ghat-ghat bhar phoole
Rahe naam dharayo bakbaani |

Jal-thal madanantak tu Jalpa Bhavani
Yaa to kahi at so sarvani ||

The following composition in Raga Darbari Kanada 
is dedicated to Maa Jwalamukhi, the presiding deity 
of one of the fifty-two Shakti Peeth-s mentioned in 
Hindu scriptures. The Antara also invokes Jalpa Devi. 
The pen-name ‘Tansen’ in the Antara points to the 
possibility of this composition being that of Miyan 
Tansen, the legendary musician in the court of Mughal 
Emperor Jalaluddin Mohammad Akbar of the 16th 
Century CE. However, it is difficult to ascertain this. 
The composition is set to Madhyalay Ektaal.

Pratham jyoti Jwala
Sharan teri ae Maa |
Jalpa prasann bhayi
Riddhi-Siddhi deni
‘Tansen’ stuti kare

Rakho laaj eri Maa ||[2]

Dhaulagarh Devi:
Located amidst the Aravallis in northern Rajasthan, 
Bahtukala is a small village in the Kathumar sub-
division of the Alwar district. The Dhaulagarh Devi 
Temple, situated on a hillock, attracts devotees from 
far and wide. Among the several clans (or ‘Gotra’-s) 
that consider the presiding deity as their ‘Kul Swamini’, 
the Dhaulia Nagvanshi Jat rulers of Dhaulagarh, 
constructed the original temple in the 9th century 
CE. The temple underwent several renovations, the 
last by Maharaja Surajmal of Bharatpur (1707-1763 
CE). The temple witnesses a week-long fair (‘Lakhi 
Mela’) during the Hindu month of Baisakh, thronged 
by thousands of worshippers.[3]

The following Khayal composition in Raga Bhimpalasi 
has been documented by Pandit Vishnu Narayan 
Bhatkhande in his treatise ‘Kramik Pustak Malika’ 
(Volume 3). However, one does not commonly hear 
this composition at performances. It is set to Vilambit 
Teentaal.

Ye Jai-Jai kar poojijo Dhaulagarh ki Rani ne |
Paan-Sopari-Dhaja-Nariyal
Pehle bhet Bhavani ne ||[4]
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Gajanan Maharaj: 
Shri Gajanan Maharaj of Shegaon in Buldana district 
of modern-day Maharashtra is a much-revered Saint 
for the Marathi community. Not much is known about 
his place of birth or family, but he made his first 
appearance in Shegaon in 1878 when he was fairly 
young. He was a contemporary of saints like Sai Baba 
of Shirdi, Shrimad Vasudevanand Saraswati Tembe 
Swami and Tajuddin Baba. Shri Gajanan Maharaj 
gave the chant “Gan Gan Ganaat Bote”, meaning God 
is omnipresent and nothing is separate from God. He 
voluntarily went into a Mahasamadhi (religious trance) 
in the year 1910 in Shegaon, where his Samadhi 
Temple was later built. The temple site is considered 
an important pilgrimage in Maharashtra today.[5]

Pandit Arun Kashalkar, senior vocalist of the Agra 
Gharana who composes under the pen name ‘Rasdas’, 
has dedicated his composition in Raga Komal Rishabh 
Asawari to this great saint. It is set to Madhyalay 
Teentaal. 

Maharaj karat tumharo sumiran
Sukh karan, dukh haran Gajanan |

Karam karo deen-dayal, 
Deejo daras, keejo meher

‘Rasdas’ aayo hai sharan Bhagwan 
tumharo charan ||[6]

Hazrat Shams-ul-Arifeen Shah Turkman 
Bayabani:
Among the earliest Sufi ascetics to have settled in 
Delhi, Shah Turkman ‘Bayabani’ was a contemporary 
of Razia Sultan of the Slave Dynasty and Sufi mystic 
Hazrat Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki of the 13th Century 
CE. The titles ‘Shams-ul-Arifeen’ and ‘Bayabani’ 
mean ‘The Sun of Knowledge’ and ‘Wanderer of 
the Wildernesses’ respectively. He is believed to 
have lived around the area where the modern-day 
Daryaganj locality of Delhi is situated. After his death, 
he was laid to rest at the same place, where a small 
mausoleum of his is found today. The ‘Turkman Gate’ 
of Shahjahanabad, the walled city built by Emperor 
Shah Jahan of the Mughal dynasty in the 17th Century, 
is named after Shah Bayabani and stands right next to 
his shrine.[7]

The following Khayal in Raga Darbari Kanada, 
dedicated to Shah Bayabani is quite popular among 
musicians across Gharana-s. Pandit Bhatkhande has 
documented the Khayal in Vilambit Ektaal.

Hazrat Turakman joo ke bal-bal jaiye
Eri maai Peer mero saacho |

Shams-ul-Arfeen dukh-dalidra door karan
Aur roshan dou jahaan ||[8]

Makhdoom Alauddin Sabir Kaliyari:
Hazrat Khwaja Ali Ahmed Alauddin Sabir Kaliyari 
(1196-1291 CE) was the nephew and successor of 
Hazrat Fariduddin Ganjshakar (also known as Baba 
Farid), and founded the Sabiriya branch of the Chishti 
order. He was born in Herat in modern-day Afghanistan, 
but migrated to Pakpattan after his father’s demise, 
and accepted the apprenticeship of Baba Farid, who 
anointed him as his spiritual successor. Baba Farid 
sent him to Kaliyar, a small town near Haridwar, 
where Hazrat Alauddin Sabir stayed on throughout his 
life. Aided by Sultan Ibrahim Lodhi, a mausoleum 
was built by Abdul Quddus Gangohi after around two 
centuries of the saint’s demise. A fifteen day-long Urs 
(commemorative festival on the occasion of the death 
anniversary) is held every year in the Hijri month 
of Rabi-ul-Awwal, and is thronged by innumerable 
devotees.[9]

Ustad Mehboob Khan ‘Daraspiya’, a noted composer 
of the Agra-Atrauli tradition, has venerated Hazrat 
Sabir in his composition in Raga Malashree. The 
Madhyalay Bandish is set to Taal Roopak.

Makhdoom Sabir Kaliyari
Tore Darbar aayo hai je deen |
Ichchha pooran keeje ‘Daras’ ki

Tum ho at hi prabeen ||[10]

Another veteran musician of the Agra Gharana, Ustad 
Younus Hussain Khan, dedicated his composition in 
Raga Jog Kauns, set to Madhyalay Teentaal, to the 
revered ascetic.

Dheer bandhavo Sabir pyaare
Aan pari hoon tumhare dwaare |

Begi bulaao, daras dikhaao
‘Darpan’ ke lag rahi aas ||[11]

Nasiruddin Mahmud Chiragh Dehlavi:
Considered to be the last recognized ‘Khaleefa’ of the 
Chishti order from Delhi, Hazrat Nasiruddin Mahmud 
Chiragh Dehlavi (1274-1356 CE) was a disciple of 
and successor to Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya and a 
contemporary of Hazrat Amir Khusrao. He spent 
his early years in the Awadh region and migrated to 
Delhi in around the second decade of the 14th Century 
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CE. His services to the order received widespread 
recognition, and he was awarded the title of ‘Roshan 
Chiragh-e-Delhi’ (Illuminated Lamp of Delhi). The 
Chishti order broke down into several branches after 
his demise. His mausoleum was built by Sultan Firoze 
Shah Tughlaq. The Chiragh Delhi locality of Delhi is 
named after this great Sufi ascetic.[12]

Ustad Nissar Hussain Khan of the Rampur-Sahaswan 
Gharana has dedicated this composition in Raga 
Deepak of the Poorvi Thaat to Hazrat Nasiruddin 
Chiragh Dehlavi. It is set to Madhyalay Ektaal.

Nasiruddin Roshan Chiragh
Tore dwaar baar-baar jaaun

Rakhiyo mori laaj |
Sapt suran ko gyaan deejo
Dou jag mein maan deejo

Binati karat yahi ‘Nissar’ ||[13]

Hazrat Khwaja Bande Nawaz:
Muhammad bin Yusuf al Hussaini, better known as 
Khwaja Bande Nawaz Gesu Daraz (1321-1422 CE), 
was a saint from the Chishti order of the Sufi sect 
of Islam. He was a disciple and successor of Hazrat 
Khwaja Nasiruddin Chiragh Dehlavi of Delhi. Owing 
to Timur's invasion of Delhi in 1398, the family of 
Khwaja Bande Nawaz migrated to Daulatabad in 
Deccan, and he finally settled in Gulbarga of the 
modern-day Karnataka upon the invitation of the 
Bahmani king Sultan Taj-ud-din Firuz Shah. Khwaja 
Bande Nawaz is credited with the propagation of 
Sufism in the southern part of India, particularly in 
today’s Maharashtra and northern Karnataka, and has 
authored several books in Persian and Arabic. His 
mausoleum is located in Gulbarga, where his annual 
Urs is thronged by devotees from near-and-far.[14]

The following Khayal is a composition of Ustad 
Niyamat Khan ‘Sadarang’ in Raga Multani. Pandit 
Bhatkhande has documented it in his Kramik Pustak 
Malika treatise in Madhyalay Teentaal. 

Khwaja Bande Nawaz, karo sarfaraz |
Hasan-Hussain farjand Ali ke

‘Sadarang’ umat ke sartaaj ||[15]

Several other compositions, despite being dedicated 
to other Sufi saints, mention their lesser-known 
spiritual guides or associates. Ustad Tanras Khan’s 
composition in Raga Miyan ki Todi, for instance, 
mentions Baba Fariduddin ‘Ganjshakar’ in the poetry 
that otherwise venerates his widely revered disciple 

Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya. The latter is addressed as 
a beloved of Baba Farid in the said poetry. 

Ab mori naiya paar karo re 
Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya |

Dukh-daridra sab door karan har
‘Tanras Khan’ ki leejo khabariya
Ganjshakar ke laad ladaiya ||

The religious and cultural diversity within the 
Indian subcontinent offers a colourful picture of the 
demography. Music plays a pivotal role in unifying 
what is otherwise a potpourri of ethnicities. Devotional 
music in particular, not only lends a common religious 
identity to people of divergent racial or ethnic 
background, but also often strikes a chord with other 
communities by transcending the walls of religion. 

Religion and Indian society are intertwined and 
inseparable from one another. Every demographic 
region has its own sets of customs and values that have 
their underlying in religious beliefs. The structure of the 
principles upon which the cultural identity of a society 
is based may differ from region to region, giving birth 
to numerous sects and cults. The acceptability and 
following garnered by each such sect depend primarily 
on geo-political factors, which in turn, determines the 
popularity of the pioneers and representatives of each 
of these sects or religions. However, such adulation 
cannot and should not be considered a measure of their 
contribution to the upliftment of their followers or 
society in general. The compositions discussed above 
have immortalized some such lesser-known epitomes 
of faith through the medium of music that transcends 
religious and cultural boundaries.
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