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Abstract

Basak is one of the major Kirtan forms of Manipuri Nat Sankirtan. In 1779 A.D. Guru Surpananda, a renowned
kirtankar, introduced Basak form of Kirtan in Manipur under the patronage of Maharaja Bhagyachandra. In the
early period, the Manipuri Vaishnav performed Basak Kirtan as a complete Utsav, where people devoted themselves
to the Prema Rasa of Radha-Krishna. All the songs of Basak Kirtan were based on the love story of Radhika-Krishna.
1t is base on the Rasas of Ashtha Nayika. It is sing only at the time of midnight. In Manipur, usually sankirtan is sung
on the occasion of Hindu marriage and Shradha ceremony. However, Basak is not permitted to sing in such marriage
or Shradha ceremony. In the beginning, Basak are used to sing by Male singer only. Later during the period of
Maharaja Chandrakirti, female were also permitted to sing Basak. As far as text of the Basak is concerned, Padavalis
of Vaishnav poets were used, with their original languages like Bengali, Prakrit, Brajboli, Sanskrit etc. But later
Maharaja Churachand (1891-1941) permitted to sing Basak in Manipuri Language also. Before the emergences of
modern music in Manipur, Basak Kirtan was the most popular song genre of the state. By introduction of modern
education system in the state in the early part of the 20th century and coming up of many modern entertainment
programs hampered the growth of many rare forms of music of the state including Basak. Now-a-day, Basak has
been on the verge of extinction and its use and popularity is diminishing due to many fold reasons, its status has been
degraded.
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Introduction

India’s first Prime Minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru
once called Manipur as, “The Land of Jewel”. Manipur
is a state in North East India. It is bounded on the east by
Myanmar (Burma), on the west by the State of Assam, on
the north by the State of Nagaland, and on the south by
the State of Mizoram and Myanmar. Physically Manipur
comprises of two parts, the hills and the valley. The valley
is at the centre surrounded by hills on all sides. The
population has two major ethnic groups i.e.
‘Meitei’community of the valley, and the ‘Chingmi’
communities (33 types of tribes) of the surrounding hills.
They belong to the Indo-Mongoloid and their language,
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‘Meiteilon’ belongs to the Tibeto-Burman group of
languages. It has an ancient rich literature and script, called
‘Meitei Mayek’. The documented history of Manipur
begins with the reign of King Nongda Lairel Pakhangba
(33-154 A.D). After Pakhangba, a series of kings ruled
over the kingdom of Manipur.

The people of Manipur take the pride of a rich cultural
heritage. Manipur has an identity of its own which can be
seen in their art and culture that they present to the world
proudly. The rich culture and the centuries-old tradition
of Manipur are easily projected in the various dances and
music of Manipur. The world-famous dance forms like
‘Raas Leela’, Nata Sankritan, Pung Cholom, Khamba-

Volume 8, Special Issue-Seminar, November 2019

Email : naadnartanjdm@gmail.com



Changes in the Manipuri Basak kirtan... |K. Tamashwor Sharma

Thoibi Dance, Maibi Dance, Lai Haraoba Dance etc and
the rich history together make the most enchanting culture
of the Manipuris. It is also a privilege that the rich heritage
of the people of Manipur shines amidst the powerful
Nations of the world, when UNESCO recognize the
precious ‘Nat Sankirtan’ of Manipur as one of the
intangible cultural heritages of Humanity on 4th
December, 2013 at the eighth session of the UNESCO
Intergovernmental Committee in Baku, Azerbaijan.

Vaishnavism in Manipur
Manipuri Culture

: it's impact on

In the early days the Meitei worshipped their ancestors

who were considered as Gods or incarnations of Gods.

The tradition of ancestor worshipped continues even up

to this as Lai Haraoba. Since ancient time the people of
Manipur have been worshipping their gods through music
and dance. Lai Haraoba, the Pre-Hindu religious festival

whose origin goes back to antiquity, is a vivid living

example. As far as the history of Vaishnavism in Manipur
is concerned enough has been studied by the various

scholars. After reviewing various opinions of the scholars,
itis observed that it is very difficult to make a conclusive

opinion about the exact year of the entry of Vaishnavism

in Manipur. However, the advent of Vaishnavism had been
marked by the installation of the idol of Lord Vishnu in a

temple at Lamangdong (Bishnupur district, Manipur) by

king Kiyamba (1467-1508 A.D.). This Vishnu temple has
been declared to be the ancient monument by the Central

Government under section-3 in the Gazette of India: Nov.
8, 1952. The idol of Vishnu was gifted by Burmese king,

Khekhomba in 1474 A.D. The Manipuri Royal Chronicle
“Cheitharol Kumbaba” also mentioned about the

appointment of some Brahmins for the worship of Lord

Vishnu in Manipur, during the time of Kiyamba). During

his period, several Brahmins migrated from different parts
of India to Manipur. They were employed as astrologers

and engaged in religious works. They were allowed to

practice their religion and belief. However, it is difficult

to determine whether king Kiyamba was initiated to

Vaishnavism or not. Vaishnavism remained in the court

of Manipur as a religious faith and a way of worship. But,
the king never disturbs the traditional faith of the native

people.

The history of the emergence of Vaishnavism in Manipur
can be categorised into three distinct phases. Most of the
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Manipuri scholars views that the first phase of
Vaishnavism entered into Manipur during the reign of
King Charairongba (1697-1709). ‘Cheitharol Kumbaba’
(The Manipuri chronicle) mentioned that Charairongba
was the first Manipuri to be formally initiated into
Vaishnavism. However, there has been a difference of
opinion regarding the actual sect of Vaishnavism that was
adopted by King Charairongba. But it is a fact that
whatever might be the school of Vaishnavism that was
adorned in the court of Charairongba, it could not produce
much impact on the Manipuri mass. It remained in the
court of Manipuri King. The second phase of Vaishnavism
was called ‘Ramandi’. This phase entered during the
period of Garibniwaj (Pamheiba) he was initiated into
Ramandi Sect of Hinduism by Shantidas Goshai. And
finally, Chaitanya School or Gauria School of Vaishnavism
arrived in Manipur during the reign of King
Bhagyachandra (1763-1798A.D.). He signalled the
promotion of a cultural syncretism that is found even today.
The Chaitanya school of Vaishnavism replaced the
Ramandi cult propounded by Garibniwaz and his
preceptor Shanti Das Gosai. He was formally initiated to
Goudiya Vaishnavism by Shri Rup Parmannanda Thakur.
King Bhagyachandra’s complete philosophy of religion
is based on Bhakti and all the resultant manifestations of
Manipuri religious arts follow the same course. Therefore,
these three district schools of the Vaishnavism faith
appeared in Manipur during the 18th century and each of
the school succeeded its predecessor in the favour of the
ruling monarch.

Origin and Historical Background of Manipuri
nat Sankirtan; Basak Kirtan

Sankirtan to the followers of Goudiya Vaishnavism is a
form of worship. It is considered as a Mahayajna (complete
sacrifice). The Vaishnav architects trace its origin to the
aesthetics and philosophy of Shrimad Bhagavata. In
Shrimad Bhagavata the only merit in Kali-yuga is Hari
Sankirtana and through Sankirtana a person can reach his
ends and attain moksha. A person in Satyayuga attains
Mukti through Dhyan, in Treta Yuga by yajnas and
Dwarpur Yuga through puja and in Kali Yuga through
Hari Sankirtan.[ 1] It is often practised in conjunction with
acting performance and storytelling. The subject matter
is usually of religious context. According to the Vaishnav
tradition, ‘Kirtan’ is one of the nine ‘Lakshanas’ or modes
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of ‘Bhakti’ (devotion). But, in a more technical sense, it
means ‘a variety of devotional music used in singing the
names or praise of God.

Kirtan is said to transcend history and was imported
directly from the spiritual realm. Bharat Muni in
his Natyashastra acknowledges the prevalence of Kirtan
music or Vaishnava Kirtan for a millennium before
Christ. South Indian Brahman Kunis and Arvars began to
sing in praise of the form and virtue of the Supreme
Lord. However, it can also mainly be traced back to several
major sources. Roots of Kirtan tradition are found in
various Hindu scriptures, such as in Bhagavad Geeta, Lord
Krishna describes Bhakti Marga as a means to get Moksha,
alongside Karma Marga and Jnana Marga. Evidence of
Kirtan is also found in the Bhagavata Purana as musical
recitations. Narada Muni in his Padma Purana, revered
the Kirtankar as a musical genius. In the story of Prahlad,
described Kirtan as one of nine forms of worship. As
mentioned above, Sangeet Shastras, Puranas and Sambhitas
of India, Kirtan was at the prevalence from the Vedic age.

In India, Kirtans were popularized by Bhakti movement
ofthe 6th century. In Bengal, Kirtan was first recorded in
the 10th century in the court of Raja Mahipal. Also in the
court of Lakshmasen, Kavi Jayadev sang the self-scripted
Git Govinda. But, by the time, many changes occurred
during the period of the invaders and consequently the
reality of the Parampara lost or decayed mostly.[2]

In around 1506 A.D., Shri Gouranga Mahaprabhu
accompanied by his followers revived the declined
Sankirtan in Bengal. He dedicated his life to Sankirtan

and made several long journeys across India to spread his
knowledge of Sankirtan. In the 18th century, Chaitanya
turned Sankirtan into a social movement, using these songs
to preach his ideas and ideals. Sankirtan singing in Bengal
reached the highest point of emotional expression through
music, largely due to the influence of Chaitanya and his

follower. After Chaitanya, his followers developed five

streams of Sankirtan, based on their places of origin,

namely: Garerhati, Manoharshahi, Mandarini, Reneti, and
Jharkhandi.

Emergence of Sankirtan in Manipur:

In around 15th century, due to the expansion of the Muslim
empire in Bengal, led to the fleeing of many Kirtaniyas
eastward to Assam, Tripura and Manipur. Number of

Kirtanya from Bengal immigrated and settled in Manipur.
According to E. Nilakanta Singh, the tradition took roots
in this artistic soil and flowered in distinctive rhythms
and movements in course of time. This fifteenth-century
Kirtana was offered before Lord Vishnu, who was housed
in a small temple which still exists in a village called
Bishnupur. However, Aribam Chitreswar Sharma (Sahitya
Academy Awardee) observed that “As per Aribam Puya
(original vanshavalior family tree of Aribam Brahman)
the first ever recorded Vishnu Aarti Kirtan was performed
in Manipur during the reign of the King Khagemba (1597-
1652) by Nongchup Haram Brahmins (Brahmins came
from the India), namely; Bhavani Nath and his associate
singers (Kirtaniyas) Yadavdas, Gouridas and Devidas.”
According to the Manipuri Chronicle, ‘Cheitharol
Kumbaba’, there is an evidence of Vishnu Puja which
was held at Lamangdhong (Bishnupur) during the period
of Manipur king Kiyamba (1467-1508 A.D), but there is
no any source of evidence of Sankirtan in this Manuscript.

After him, his successors, King Charairongba and most
of his people in (1697-1709 A.D.) took Bhagavat Dikshya
by Rai Banamali who came from Sweta Ganga and began
worshipping Shri Krishna (Madan Mohan). In the
meantime, a large number of Bengali Kirtaniya entered
into the Manipur. During his period, the first Royal Kirtan
Pala or Kirtan group was introduced in Manipur which is
popularly known as ‘Aringba or Ariba Pala’. Hence, the
Sankirtan founded in the period of King Khagemba (1597-
1652 A.D.) became the part and parcel of the religion,
culture and tradition of the province with royal recognition
during the reign of King Charairongba (1697-1709 A.D.)

King Charairongba was succeeded by his son Pamheiba
alias Maharaj Garibniwaz (1709-1748 A.D.) During his
period, he adopted Ramanandi cult, and the old school of
Kirtan singing under the style of Ariba Pala became
popular and is still preserved and practised at the royal
palace of Manipur. During his period, another group of
Kirtan singers came from Bengal, was recognized by the
king as “Bangadesh Pala” and was given the status of
second Sankirtan Pala in Manipur] 3] Gradually, Sankirtan
became an important and essential rite in the life of
Manipuri Vaishnav from birth till death. The Manipuri
chronicle “Chaitharol Kumbaba” mentioned that during
these days Kirtans was regularly performed in the
Shraddha Ceremony of dead person.[4]
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Later, during the period of Maharaja Bhagyachandra,

(1763-1798A.D.), the flow of Vaishnav Dharma was

renamed as Gouriya Vaishnava Dharma. The Diksha guru
(initiator) of King Bhagyachandra was Shri Roop

Paramananda Thakur. The period of King Bhagyachandra
was regarded as the “Golden Age of Gouriya Vaishnav

Dharma”. In his period he installed the idol of Shri Shri

Govindajee and other seven idols. On the occasion of
Abhisek, on the Katrik Sukla Ekadasi Friday, 1779 A.D.,

he introduced “Raas Leela” and offered to the Shri Shri

Govindaji at Langthabal palace. And the offering of the

Raas Leela continued for five days. During that period,

Manipuri Sankirtana was renamed as Nat Sankirtana with
new style and many refinements. Nata Sankirtana is a

fundamental performing art. The nature of the use of the

body, use of performance form and energy are based on

native traditional ingredients of culture incorporating a

foreign text, sowing the seed of its present form in roughly
around 18" century AD during the period of King
Bhagyachandra.[ 5] Cheitharol Kumbaba cites:

“In sakabda 1698(1776) on Meitei month Hiyangei's 12"
day Monday, at Ip.m. the holy puja was performed. Of
course, three years later in Sakabda 1701 (1779), the
consecration was repeated at the Ras Mandal of the

Canchipur Palace with rasa lila performed for five
days.”[¢]

During the reign of Maharaja Bhagyachandra (1763-
1798A.D.), another branch of Nat Sankirtan, namely
Basak Kirtan was introduced by the Guru Surpananda
under the patronage of Maharaja. Since then the
descendants of the Maharaja followed the tradition of
singing Basak Kirtan as one of the major forms of Nat
Sankirtan. The period of Maharaja Bhagyachandra, (1763-
1798A.D) is regarded as the most important period in the
history of Manipuri Nat Sankirtan. He opened a new
chapter in the Manipuri socio-cultural life. It became an
integral part of Manipuri socio-religious life.

In 1824 A.D his successor, Maharaja Gambhir Singh
introduced Rath yatra or Kang Chingba in Manipur. A
musical treatise “Krishna Rasa Sangeet Sangrah” which
is one of the standards works in Sanskrit on the classical
tradition of Manipuri Sankirtan was written during his
period. Thereafter, during the reign of Maharaja
Chandrakirti (1850-1886A.D), Geetgovinda of Jadeva was
sung for the first time in Manipur with new styles of Nat
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Sankirtan like Khubak Eshei, Dhap Pala, Nampala, etc.

Nat Sankirtana, which was introduced by Bhagyachandra
found its supreme expression during the reign of King
Chandrakirti (1850-1886 A.D). During his period
Manoharsahi kirtan made a late entry into Manipur and
became popular only during his period (1850-86 A.D.).

Later during the reign of Maharaja Churachand, many
new Kirtan forms for female like Nupi Basak (Basak for
Female) and Nupi Khubak Eshei were introduced.
Therefore, the introduction of Nat Sankirtan in Manipur
was not a sudden matter. It has a long history of evolution.

Basak Kirtan:

Basak is one of the most popular and major Kirtan forms
of Manipuri Nat Sankirtan. Basak Kirtan was founded by
Guru Chingakham Surpananda, under the patronage of
Maharaja Bhagyachandra (1763-1798A.D). He had
composed not only the Basak Kirtan but also “Bhangi
pareng” which is the primary form of Manipuri Raas
Dance.[7]

All the songs of Basak Kirtan were descended from the
love stories of Radha-Krishna. The songs of the Basak
are base on the different moods of Ashtha Nayikas. Basak
Kirtan can sing in all the six seasons, throughout the year,
but it should be only at midnight. In Manipur, there is a
tradition of singing Nat Sankirtan on the occasion of Hindu
marriage ceremony and Shradha. However, Basak Kirtan
is not permitted to sing in such marriage or a Shradha
ceremony. Basak wused to be performed on
the occasions like “Adhivasa” ceremony. According to
Manipuri Vaishnav tradition ‘Adhivasa’ is held on a day
before Janayu Dharan ceremony, Chura Karan ceremony
etc. And also performed on the last day of the Wari Leeba
(Hindu Katha) ceremonies like Ramayan Katha,
Mahabharat Katha, Bhagavat saptaha etc. However it is
not compulsory to perform only Basak in such ceremonies,
Instead of Basak, Dhap Kirtan may also performed. The
Manipuri Vaishnavites performed Vashak as complete
Utsav earlier, in which people devoted themselves to
the Prema rasa of Radha-Govinda. Hence, it needs to
rejuvenate and revitalize, as it could build up the peoples
mind entertain with prem bhakti which ultimately brings
peace, love and harmony in the society.[ 8]

The reason behind the name ‘Basak’ given to this form of
Kirtan has many opinions amongst scholars. The term
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‘Basak’ may be derived from the Sanskrit word “Vasaka”

which was described in the Natyashastra of Bharata.

According to Bharat, the term Vasaka means; the meeting
of women by the king for “conjugal union” (vasaka) should
take place at night. According to the book ‘Saral Aamartha
Chandrika in the Chapter-27; page 104, ‘Vasak’ mean the

Radha-Krishna Leela with Sakhis among woods of Vasak
Vriksher during the late-night as mentioned. It mentioned
such as ‘Vashak Briksher Naam Shtrilinga Brisha Aruisa

Singhaisya, Vashak Bajidantak’. Some traditional gurus

believed that Basak or Vasaka was a kind of white flower

used by Radha while decorating the seat for her beloved

Lord Krishna. But it is not appropriate, because Radha

used not only Vasak flower but also used many other

flowers too, like mallika, malati etc. On another views

“Basak” is derived from the Vasaksajja of the Ashta-nayika
of Natyashastra. But the ‘vasaksajja’ is just one of the

Nayika under the “Ashtanayika” that described in
Natyashastra. But the arising question is that; why they

choose only “Vasaksajja Nayika” for naming Basak kirtan?
If it is the only reason for giving named, then why they

left the names of other Nayikas and choose only
Vasaksajja? Instead of Vasaksajja, it can also be called as

Abhisarika, Khanditta, Vipralambha, etc. Therefore, the

definition of the term “Vasaka” in Natyashastra, that

mentioned above seems more appropriate reason for this

Basak Kirtan because the basic themes of the songs of
Basak Kirtan were based on the conjugal union of Radha

and Krishna.

Compositional And Melodic Structure of the
Basak Songs in the 18th & 19th Centuries

So far as the singing style of the Manipuri Basak Kirtan is
concerned, it is observed that - Basak Kirtan singing itself
has a unique flavour and quality, which make the
difference from other Manipuri Nat Sankirtan forms. In
the Basak Kirtan, all the eight emotions of Ashta-nayika
are uses and converted into one entity, showing the Nayika
as Radha, the lover of Lord Krishna, who displays all these
eight different emotional states or moods towards her
beloved Lord Krishna. This philosophy has also seen in
the Geet-Govinda of Jayadev. Therefore, it is also a
possibility that the philosophy of the Basak Kirtan might
be absorbed from the Geet Govinda as many songs of
Basak Kirtan are taken from his compositions. It is the
depiction of the ‘Madhur prem rasa’ (transcendent love)

of Radha Krishna. The whole performance of Basak kirtan
is bhakti oriented music. The performance is enacted with
subdued acting, dance, music and songs. All the Manipuri
Sankirtan forms including Basak Kirtan’s singing style is
deeply influenced by the Manipuri traditional folk songs.

As far as the text of the Basak is concerned, Padas were
taken from various Vaisnava Padavalis of the following
Vaishnav poets, namely -“Jayadeva, Vidyabati,
Ramananda Rai, Gunaraj Khan, Murari Gupta, Narahari
Sarkar, Vasudev Ghos, Basurasananda, Ramanda Das,
Jadu Kavichandra, Jadunath, Jadunandan, Shivanand Sen,
Shivai, Shivram, Anant Das, Banshibadan, Madhab Das,
Govin Acharya, Kavi Ranjan, Kavi Sekhar, Gyan Das,
Kanuram Das, Lochan Das, Brindavan Das, Nayananda,
Gokulanand, Udhavdas, Chaitanya Das, Duhkhidin,
Krishna Das, Nortom Das, Jaganath Das, Shyamanand,
Govin Das, Govin Das Chakraborty, Prema Das, Ballabh
Das, Balram Das, Radhaballabh Das, Ghanshyam Das,
Kaviraj etc”.[ 9] In the early stage, Basak were sung only
with the original languages of Vaisnav padavalis, like
Bengali, Prakrit, Brajboli, Sanskrit etc. The great masters
and scholars of that period composed and sang the padavali
strictly after the Bhagavata tradition and other major
Vaishnavite texts and also based the composition on the
traditional ragas and raginis of the classical tradition.[ 19]

Improvisation:

The system of improvisation of Basak Kirtan is different
from that of Hindustani style. In Hindustani classical
music, the performer gives a step by step improvisation
of the raga through various aspect of Raga system. But in
Basak Kirtan or any other form of Manipuri Sankirtan,
instead of Raga improvisation, it is mainly focus on the
elaboration of composition and sentiments of the text. All
the songs of the Basak are not necessarily bound by any
raga. Along with this, expression of Rasa and the Abhiney
are very much important aspect of Basak singing. The
concept of raga of Manipuri Nata Sankirtan is different
from that of Hindustani or karnatak music. According to
the tradition of Manipuri Nat Sankirtan, Raga is rendered
at the very beginning of the Sankirtan, to create an
imaginary image of the Lord Gouranga through Raga by
Pung (drums) along with Raga singing (vocal), which is a
very important phase being known as ‘Raga-Houba’ or
‘Raga-Abahon’ which is actually a ‘turning’ or ‘colouring’
process based on a theme that expresses some aspects of
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religious and spiritual feelings and sets forth a ‘tonal
system’ for getting the right ‘pitch’ of the voices for the
singing in three scales - (Ghor-base, Panchom-medium
and Drigha-High).[17] In Manipur Nat Sankirtan, Raga
is sung by meaningless words like Aa, Ri, Ta, Na, Ta,
Naa. Ri, ta, na, Ta, Naa. Which are described in the book
“Nat Raga Nirney” (Manuscript on Ragas of Manipuri
Nat Sankirtan by unknown author)

Taal:

Manipuri Nata Taals which are generally uses in the Basak
Kirtan are —

Tandav, Tanchap, Menkoop, Sara, Melhou, Tanchap
Seigonabi, Mel awonba, Aada, Charitaal, Ektaal, Chautaal,
Bhangi, Chaali, Tanchap Duitaal, etc among these taals
some of the taals may have similar name, but the Theka
and Matra of the taals are totally different from that of
Indian Classical Taals.

Essential Angas of Basak Kirtan:

The angas of the Basak Kirtan are almost same as that of
other Manipuri Nat Sankirtan forms but it seem different
in some aspects between male and female Basak Palas.
Basak Kirtan is presented by the following sequence of
the angas.

1. Raga (Raga of Manipuri Sankirtan has similar
names with Hindustani or Karnatak music but
ethics behind the singing raga is different from that
of Indian classical raga. In Basak Kirtan or any
other Nat Sankirtan forms, Raga is sung to create
an imaginary image of Shri Shri Gauranga through
raga.)

2. Guru Bandana

3. Sabha Bandana

4. Gourachandrika (singing the glories of Sri
Krishna Chaitanya to serve almost as a prologue
to each Sankirtana performance, a tradition which
is still continued in the Manipuri Nata Sankirtana.)

5. Basak songs (Sajan, Radha Abhisar, Krishna
Abhisar, Chandrabali sajja,
BasakSajika, Utkantha, Bipralabdha, Khandita,
Kalhantarita, sambhog)

6. Jai Bhai/ Vijay (concluding part in the name of
Nityai)
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Rasa:

According to ‘Ujjala-Nilamani’, a sacred book on Shri
Krishna’s ‘glittery Rasas’ written by Shri Padshri-Rup
Goswami, there are 96 types of Nayaks and 360 Nayikas.
However, the Prem-Leela depicted in the Basak of
Manipuri Nat Sankirtans singing is only of one Nayak,
the Lord Krishna and Radha with selected eight Nayikas,
the Astha Sakhies restricting to only 8 Rasas out of the 64
Rasas -

1. Abbhisarika or Abhisar

2. Basak Sajika

3. Utkanthita or Utkantha

4. Bipralabdha

5. Khandita -a rasa or theme which depicts the pangs
of sorrows and profound despairs of Shrimati
Radhika in the very late night when Shri Krishna
did not turn up timely near her despite her great
expectation and long awaiting from Him in the
‘Kunja’ and of her great ‘sulkiness’ on Shri Krishna
who failed to pacify her even by His profound
apologies tendered by prostrating before her
touching her feet with the saying - ‘Smara garala
khandanang mama Shira-shi mandanang, dehi
pad-apallaba mudarang’ as is written glaringly in
the ‘Badashi-kinchi-dapi’ portion of the ‘Geet-
Govinda’ written by Kavi-raj, Jaydeva
Kalhantarita
Proshitbhatrika and

8. Swadhinbhatrika.[12 ]
Commencement of Basak Kirtan:

The commencement of Basak is almost similar in many
aspects and procedures of other Sankirtan forms of
Manipuri Nat Sankirtan. Manipuri Basak Kirtan is usually
performed by minimum eight numbers of male or female
artists. Artists are known as Palas. Each of the Palas has
symbolical names. The Prime singer of the Kirtan troupes
is called Ishei-hanba in Manipuri Nat Sankirtan.
“According to the Manipuri Vaishnava tradition he is
presumed as ‘Srinivas’ who symbolically represents the
‘mind’ of Gouranga and Mukunda the associate of the
Ishei-hanba or accompanying singer is called ‘Dohar’ who
represents the ‘Soul; and the two Pung-yeiba (a pair of
vadak or Manipuri mridanga) are Advaita and Govinda
who represent the intellect. Palas as by Murari who is
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symbolically represented by Nityainanda and remain as
devotee of the Sankirtana.”[13]

Atthe outset, the Sabhapati (Mandap mapu) will announce
“Jayadwani” to mark the beginning of the Sankirtana. At

first, pung, kartal and blowing of the conch shell will

jointly set the beginning of the Sankirtana and this is

known as the beginning of the ‘Raga of Pung’ after which
araga or ragini of Sangeet shastra or a raga as directed by
the season or hour will be selected and according to a set

will be sung as ‘ta, ri, ta, na’, Tha raga is divided into

three ‘angas’ of ‘ghor’, ‘panchama’ and ‘dirgha’ and when
sung it will be presented as ‘ghor’, ‘panchama’, ‘dirgha’,

dirgha ‘panchna’, successively[ 14 | This will be followed
by the singing of the relevent songs of the Basak Kirtan.

The actual songs of Basak Kirtan will start with different

songs based on the different Rasas systematically, namely;
Abhishar, Radha Sajjan, Radha abhisar, Sajja, Krishna

abhisar, ukhandita, Vipralambha, Duti Samvat,

Vipralambha Loiba (end of Vipralambha), Khanditta,

Daskhat, Man Thadokpa, Sambhog etc. All these series

of Basak Songs are not possible to present by a single

group of Kirtan Pala because it is too long for a single

Kirtan group. So, it can be completed only through Basak
Phangnaba (Basak relay).

Types of Basak:

Basak has been categorized into two types— one is

Neimitak Basak and the other one is Niti Basak. In the

Niti Basak, it can be sing daily. However, Neimitak Basak
is permitted to sing only once in a year. Niti Basak is based
on the Niti Leela of Radha and Krishna while Neimitik

Basak is based on a particular incident taken from the

Lila rasa of Radha and Krishna.

Basak-Phangnaba:

Basak-Phangnaba means Basak-Relay. In Basak-
Phangnaba, two or three Kirtan Palas (Kirtan group) are
sung in relay, connecting or replacing one after another
which is held only at midnight. As a tradition, Basak-
Phangnaba can never be performed in daytime.

Basak Phangnaba is of two types such as:

e Basak-Phangnaba (relay) by two different
Kirtan groups: In this, the first group will sing up
to “Ukhanta’ then they will replace by second group
and continue up to “bhajaman sharaman” only.

o Basak-Phangnaba by three different Kirtan
groups: In this, the first group will sing up to
“ukhanta” and then they replaced by second group
and they will continue up to “Sajja ujhaar” and then
again they will replaced by third one, and they will
continue all the remaining songs of Basak, like
Khanditta, Kalhantarita etc.

In Basak Phangnaba, Raga will be sung only by the first
Kirtan group, and other remaining groups will sing as a
continuation of the former Kirtan group and ending part
(Jaibhai/ Vijay) will sung only by last Kirtan group.

Position & Costumes:

Both male and female singers could sing Basak Kirtan.
But Basak of male singers and female singers have few
differences. Male singers performed Basak songs in
standing position with Astha Vesh (a kind of costume)
while female singers are not permitted in standing position.
Female singers wear Phanek Mapan Naiba and Lamthang
Inaphi (traditional dress of Meitei people). However, they
were free to prepare their make-up etc. However, there
have been changes in mindset and outlook in the society;
female singers were also allowed to perform their
performance in standing position during the period of
Maharaja Chandrakirti.[15] Almost all Nat Sankirtana
including the Basak are to be performed in a Shrine or
Mandhap. It is not allowed to perform Vashak or Nat
Sankirtana at an open space.[ 16 ]

Musical instruments:

1. Pung: ‘Pung’ is one of the most important
percussion instruments of Manipur Nat Sankirtan.
sankirtan cannot be performed without ‘Pung’.
‘Pung’ is typical Manipuri name of ‘Mridanga’, it
has special characteristics. It has quit a different
sound from other Mridanga or ‘Khol types of
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instruments. Generally it is made of trees like Wang
tree, Jack fruit tree and Mango tree.

2. Kartal: Kartal of Nat Sankirtana is type manjira
which is made of brass =
and its size is around 5
inches diameter. It is
comes under category of
solid instrument or Ghan
vadya. According to the
Manipuri Kirtanias
Kartal is identified as Sri
Radha. Traditionally
kartal is permitted to play
by male only. For female,
smaller size is used.

3. Moibung: In Manipuri conch is known as
Moibung. It is also an important wind instrument
of Manipuri Nat Sankirtana. In fact, Moibung has a
very important role in Nat Sankirtana. In a Nat
Sankirtana, Moibung is played in the specific
moment of the Sankirtan. Playing double moibung
simultaneously by a single player is the speciality
of Manipuri Moibung (conch).

Changes in the Basak kirtan from the 19th
Century to the Present :

Older generation of Manipuri particularly among Manipuri
Vaishnava community might not be forgotten the taste of
Basak Kirtan. Before the invention of Modern music,
Basak Kirtan was the most popular song genre of the state.
Before few decades, Basak Kirtan was the most prestigious
event among Manipuri Vaishnava community. So, in those
days, many well-do families organized many Basak Kirtan
as a religious musical event. But now a day due to the
social changes, most of the younger generation being
distanced from God and religious activities. Consequently
makes the reason for shrinking of audience of religious
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music like Basak Kirtan. Since Basak Kirtan was the most
sought after song genre in the state, Basak Kirtan

flourished with much enthusiasm. However, introduction
of modern education system in the state in the early part

of the twentieth century and coming up of many fast &

modern entertainment programmes produced by modern

technologies hampered the growth of many rare art forms
of'the state including Basak Kirtan. Basak Kirtan used to

be the common platform for challenging each other

musically amongst great Basak Singers by showing their

skills and abilities.

At the very beginning, Basak used to be sung by Male

singer only, female were not allowed to sing Basak. But it
was only during the period of Maharaj Churachand Singh
(1850-86 A.D.), female were also permitted to sing Basak
Kirtan. Before Maharaj Churachand, Basak Kirtan were

originally sung only with Sanskrit, Brajaboli, Bengali etc.
it was only his period, Basak Kirtan begin to sing in

Meiteilon or Local Language. According to the

“Cheitharol Kumbaba” (The Royal Chronicle of Manipur)
Waikhom Chaoba was the first person who sung Basak in
local language on 18th Aug. 1931 at Shingjamei Muktaar
mandap. In later development, Manipuri Gurus begin to

translate Vaisnav Padavalis in local language and also

composed many compositions. The book “Shri Shri Goura
Govinda Thouram Pareng” written by Khangembam Guru
Gulapi Singh is one of the remarkable books on translation
of Vasinav padavalis. Most of the present Basak songs in

the local language were the contribution of Guru Gulapi

Singh.

Since the monarchical period in Manipur, Nat Sankirtana
has been playing a very important role in the cultural life
of the Manipuris. During the monarchical period, there
was an official institution known as “Pala Loishang” of
Nat Sankirtana which was established by Rajarshi
Bhagyachandra.[ 17 ] The “Pala Loishang” was attributed
to deal with the organisational work, along with the
research and development of Nat Sankirtana tradition.
More appropriately, it was the official institution assigned
to control and regulate the cultural activity of the state.
But at present, it seems like failure to control and regulate
the tradition.

The number of participants in any Manipuri Nat Sankirtan
is bound by Sankirtan Vichar and Guru Parampara. Which
were regulated by the “Pala Loisang” (Royal department
of Sankirtan). The minimum participants on date are eight
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singers and two pung-yeibas (drummer), a total of ten.

Depending on the affordability of the host, it can be raised
up to 64. It is said that at the very beginning the number

of participants of Sankirtan in Manipur used to be 64,

later it came down to 16 participants and then at present 8
only. Nowadays Sankirtan with eight participants are sung
mostly by male kirtankar which is regarded as a sampurna
Kirtan or Maha Yajna (note: those Sankirtan with less than
eight participants and those Sankirtan sung by females

singers are regarded as asampurna (incomplete) which

is not consider as Maha jayna in Manipur) but in some

case even only two participants are also sung, which is

totally against the tradition of Manipuri Nat Sankirtan.

Traditionally Basak Kirtan has been temple music since
the beginning, which is sung by a group of singers at the
midnight. Nowadays solo performance of Basak Kirtan
at the stage is also becoming popular. In the solo
performance, a singer skips all the traditional rules and
picks only a particular part of the Basak Kirtan.

Nowadays, duration of Basak Performance became shorter
than before. Because a complete form of Basak kirtan can
be seen only in Basak phangnaba but it was popular only
in the monarchical period, it has flourished since the period
of Maharaj Bhagyachandra up to Maharaj Bhodhachandra,
but nowadays, it seems very rare; instead of Basak
Phangnaba, Basak Performance by single group is also
becoming popular. It is due to the social changes and busy
schedules of the audience and also it is hampered by the
introduction of many entertainment events of modern
music.

Conclusion :

The Basak Kirtan of Manipuri Nata Sankirtan was born
out of the great gurus and artistic genius of the Manipuri

Vaishnavas which is transmitted from generation to
generation through traditional school of guru-shishya
parampara. It has flourished under the patronage of great
kings of Manipur of different period and was developed
by the great gurus and scholars who dedicated their whole
lives for the enrichment of this tradition. Thus, it becomes
the fourth Indian art form recognized by the UNESCO as
an Intangible Cultural Heritage. But today, all the great
masters are now passed away and gone. It will not be
possible to retain this tradition in all its glory in future.

During monarchical period ‘Pala Loishang’ used to

control and regulate the tradition of the Nata Sankirtan as
the authority of Nat Sankirtan tradition. But nowadays, it
seems like failure to control and regulate the tradition.
It’s a matter of fact that, this tradition runs the risk of
being commercialised and vulgarised. We cannot resist
the desire of modern people and it will impact the tradition
in future more and more. The only thing that can be done
today is to preserve its glory with archival documentation
through audio-video and notation for the future
generations.
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