Contribution of Shivasharanas to musical literature

“Ullavaru shivaalayava maaduvarayya, naanena maadalayya badavanayya”

Those with money build temples, what can I do, I am poor
“Enna kaale kamba”
My legs are the pillars

“Dehave Degula”

My body is a temple

“enna shirave honna kalashavaiyya”

My head is the kalasha
These are words from the works of Basaveshwara, one of the great Shiva sharanas (or jangamas) of Karnataka. These compositions of the Shiva sharanas, known as vachanas, have as prominent a place as the Haridasa compositions in the body of musical lyric that Karnataka has produced over the centuries.

The social background for the vachana movement dates back to the early 11th- 12th century AD, during the time of the Chalukya empire. Society was plagued by blind superstition, extreme levels of casteism and various evils. It is said that a time of great social unrest leads to rebellion against the existing order. Accordingly, the 12th century saw the birth of a revolution, led by saints such as Allama Prabhu, Basaveshwara and Akka Mahadevi. Not only did this lead to the birth of a new sect- the Lingayats, but it also gave rise to a body of musical literature, popular in both Carnatic and Hindustani music, that we know as vachana sahitya.
Allama Prabhu (12th century)
Born in Ballegavi village, near Shimoga in Karnataka, Allama Prabhu was a devotee of lord Shiva, who was known there as Goggeshwara or Guheshwara. Not much is known about his life, except that his father, Nirahankara, worked in a school of music and dance, and Prabhu probably inherited his artistic temperament from him. Leaving home in search of the truth, he attained enlightenment and devoted the rest of his life to composing mystic poetry in praise of Lord Guheshwara (Guheshwara is also his ankitam) and propagating this new form of Bhakti.
Prabhu’s poetry is marked by deep metaphors and philosophical ideas expressed in a very brief manner, leaving it open to interpretation. One of his poems is presented here:

For all their search (translated from Kannada by A. K. Ramanujam)

For all their search
     they cannot see
     the image in the mirror.

It blazes in the circles
     between the eyebrows.
     Who knows this
     has the Lord
(The poem tries to express the idea that God is not without, but within.)
Basaveshwara (1134 – 1196 AD)

Probably the most famous of all the vachanakaras, Basava was a poet and social reformer, who believed in universal brotherhood and founded a new religious order that is today known as the Lingayat faith.

Basava was born to an orthodox family in Bagewara district of Bijapur. It is said that his beliefs were so strong even in his early life that he rejected having a thread ceremony (believing it to be a symbol of exclusion), and left home to meditate on Sangameshwara (Shiva) at Kudala Sangama in Bagalkot district. He spent the next 12 years of his life conversing with scholars and broadening his societal and spiritual understanding. 
Basava started his career as an accountant in the court of the Kalachuri king Bijjala, who was a king under the Chalukya empire. He rose to the position of Prime Minister to the king and continued his dual roles of administrator and social reformer. Basava’s main beliefs were ‘Kayakave kailasa’ (work is worship), ‘Nade-nudi’ (practice what you preach) and the like. He established the Anubhava Mantapa, a religious parliament, where matters of spiritualism and philosophy were discussed. Both Allama Prabhu and Akka Mahadevi were frequent participants here.
While his views on abolishing the caste system were very controversial in his time, today he is revered as a visionary, whose idea was to have a more inclusive society. He authored hundreds of vachanas under the ankita-nama of Kudala Sangama.

Akka Mahadevi (12th century)
Her story very closely mirrors the life of another great poetess-saint in the North- Mirabai. Both were born in comfort and married into royal families, and yet both renounced the material world in search of a higher purpose. Both looked upon the Lord as their divine soul mate- while Mira devoted her life to Krishna, Akka considered Lord Shiva (Chenna Mallikarjuna) as her beloved.
Much is again not known about her early years. She was married against her will to Kaushika, the Jain ruler of the region. However, as she had already given up her soul to the Lord, she broke away from the bonds of marriage and renounced her material life. Thus she was one of the early icons of women’s liberation! So great was her renunciation that just like male ascetics, she refused to wear clothes, and covered herself only with her long locks of hair. 

Akka (meaning sister) was a frequent participant in the Anubhava Mantapa set up by Basava, where she openly expressed her views with other male philosophers.

Akka’s vachanas are again remarkable for their metaphors and deep inner meaning. Chenna Mallikarjuna is her ankita nama.
While very few historical facts are known about her, it is said she died young, after merely two to three decades of existence. One of her vachanas is presented here.
You are the forest (Translated by A. K. Ramanujam)

you are all the great trees
     in the forest

you are bird and beast
     playing in and out
     of all the trees

     O lord white as jasmine
     filling and filled by all

     why don't you
     show me your face?
Conclusion

Vachanas have today become an important part of the Carnatic concert repertoire, especially among musicians from Karnataka. They can be sung in both free form, and also with rhythm. Many Hindustani musicians have also adapted vachanas to the Khayal and Bandish format. They form part of our rich musical and lyrical heritage and contain pearls of wisdom that continue to be relevant even today.

