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Sounds of India: Bauls of Bengal
The Bauls are a mystic group that is considered a musical cult in places like Bangladesh and India. The word Baul originates from the terms ‘Vatula’ or ‘vyakula’ which means restless or a person possessed or crazy.  The Bauls are considered to be non conformists of the chaste system that is commonly practiced in parts of India. Instead, the Bauls came up with a unique cult that regarded music as their religion. The Baul singers can be easily identified from characteristics that are different from other people in the region. For instance, they have uncut hair that is normally curled and they usually wear a necklace made of Tulsi stems. During the performance of their music, the Bauls are known to use distinct instruments such as their single stringed guitar known as the ‘Ektara’.  
	In the Baul’s culture, music is their source of sustenance. The can move from place to place playing music for self satisfaction. Bauls are made up of the Vaishnava Hindus and Sufi Muslims who are the predominant groups among this community. The origin of the Bauls dates back to the 9th century but they were identified as a cult in the late 18th century by historians.  The music of the Baul is unique when compared to music from other places. When performing their music, the Baul pour out their hearts and express their emotions in their performance. Most of the songs performed by the Bauls are unwritten an aspect that makes them distinct from other performing groups. Their musical acumen is passed from one generation to another an aspect that depicts the group’s rich cultural aspect. One of the outstanding features among the Bauls was noted in 1774. It was during that year that Lalan Fakir one of the greatest musicians among the Bauls composed songs and continued singing for several years without writing the songs on paper. Most of Fakir’s songs were documented after his death and continue to be a treasured culture in the Baul society up to date.
	The content of Baul’s music is deeply philosophical. The lyrics of most of the songs have a connection between the living and the spiritual world. Most of the lyrics border on themes such as love and matters of the heart and tend to reveal and the mysteries of life and the conventional rules that govern nature. Furthermore, the lyrics also portray a divine aspect of the Baul’s culture and religion which is different from other society’s practices. The Bauls lead a communal life and largely depend on their musical occupation. The group does not have any religious doctrine but they believe in music as their religion and spearhead for brotherhood and peace as their guiding principles.
	In the performance of their music, the Bauls use a variety of indigenous instruments to accompany their music. The “Ektara” is the commonest instrument that is used by most Baul singers. The ‘ektara’ is a one stringed guitar that is carved from a gourd and made using a bamboo and goatskin. Another instrument common among the Baul is the ‘Dotara’ which is a multi stringed instrument made from the jackfruit wood. The Baul community is therefore predominantly reliant on music in most aspects of their lives.
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