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GANDHI AND MUSIC
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w® 8l - GUTeh

We all know Mahatma Gandhi as the Prophet par
excellence of Non-violence and Peace. Yet very few
people know that Music was very close to his heart.
Someone once asked Gandhi, “Mahatmaji, don’t
you have any liking for music?” Gandhi, without a
second’s hesitation, replied, “If there was no music
and no laughter in me, | would have died of this
crushing burden of my work.”

Yet, for Gandhi, music wasn’t just produced
by instruments and by the human throat: for him,
there existed a music of the mind, of the senses and
a music of the heart.

To the music teacher in the Satyagraha Ashram,
Sabarmati (Pandit Narayan Moreshwar Khare), he
confided in a letter dated Oct. 7th 1924: “| have
come to look upon music as a means of spiritual
development. | cannot describe the joy | feel when
listening to Bhajans.”

And it was this deep connection between
music and spirituality, exemplified by Gandhi, that
attracted Mirabehn, his closest British disciple, who,
as a lover of Beethoven’s spiritual music, found in
Gandhi, her Guru, the spiritual sustenance she was
seeking.

To Gandhi’'s understanding, music was
simultaneously “a constructive activity, which uplifts
the soul” —in 1926 (on 15th April, to be precise), to
an audience in Ahmedabad, he spelt this out more
clearly: “if we mean by music - union, concord,
mutual help, it may be said that in no department of
life, can we dispense with it [i.e. music]. So if many
more people send their children to music classes, it
will be part of their contribution to national uplift.”
This would equally well apply to our contemporary
scenario — which is much in need of peace and
of finding peaceful solutions, something that
could be achieved through musical instruction, or
through participating in musical events like tonight’s
concert.
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According to the Mahatma: "in true music,
there is no place for communal differences and
hostility” - so true: for musical venues, held during
the Independence movement, were ideal examples
of national integration, with Hindu and Muslim
musicians, in synergetic union, producing divine
music.

Gandhi, in search of truth, also underscored this
with regard to music: “True music is created only
when life is attuned to a single tune and a single
time beat. Music is born only where the strings of
the heart are not out of tune."

Figuratively transposing music into the political
arena, he stated that “the experiment with music”
wouldbesuccessfulonlywhencroresof peopleinthe
entire country would start speaking with the same
voice; “music” he emphasized, “must get a place in
our efforts at popular awakening.” Most insightfully,
he defined “music as a sacred and powerful ancient
art which has the capacity to change and control
emotions.”

Needless to say, as underscored by Dr. Namrata
Mishra (Prof. of Vocal Music, Mathura College),
Mahatma Gandhi’s favourite ragas were Satya and
Ahimsa, metaphorically speaking. The 'Thaats' he
used were Swadeshiand Khadi. His Vadiand Samvadi
Swaras were Brahmacharya and Aparigraha.
Conversely, Asatya and Himsa were Varjit Swaras,
notes to be avoided. Musically inclined as he was,
he never missed his Riyaz with the Charkha. For him,
‘true’ music was integral to the ‘threads of Khadi’
and the ‘spinning of the Charkha’.

At his Sabarmati Ashram he hosted prominent
classical Indian musicians, such as Pandit N. M.
Khare, Mama Fadke, Sri Vinoba and Balkoba Bhave.
Thelife he lived was defined by rhythm and harmony,
accentuated by melodious Bhajans in the Ashram'’s
morning and evening prayers.

In one of his conversations with the Congress
youth, Gandhi said -“ our whole life should be sweet
and musical like a song. [...] To make life musical
means to make it one with God, to merge it in Him.
He who has not rid himself of Raga and Dwesha, that
is, likes and dislikes, who has not tasted of the joy of
service, cannot have any understanding of celestial
music. A study of music, which does not take account
of this deeper aspect of this divine art, has little or
no value for me”. (Navajivan, 01.07.1928)



Gandhi lived and died for peace and harmony in
the world: two goals that he firmly believed could
be inspired and strengthened by music. And so it
was most appropriate that the 100th centenary of
his birth was celebrated by Ravi Shankar with a sitar
recital in October 1969 in the Royal Albert Hall, a
‘music for peace’ concert which represented one of
the first prominent Indian musical events in Europe.

In our present cataclysmic era, when the
Gandhian way appears to be the only way for human
survival and development, Gandhi's appreciation
of music, as being conducive towards peace,

provides us with an indispensable foundational
stone for building the edifice of human friendship
and reconciliation, in India and globally. This fact is
affirmed by afamous Indian conductor, Zubin Mehta
who proclaims: “Music is the message of peace, and
music only brings peace”.
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