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LIVING
NEW GENERATION, OLD INSTRUMENT 

M
akheer Singh stood in front of

the Darbar hall of a Sikh wor-

ship center in Southern Califor-

nia this summer − packed with

several hundred people waiting for the teen-

ager to play the taus. h As he played the notes

of the instrument, which dates back to the

1800s, Singh says he felt closer to his heritage

and his religion. The 20-minute performance

of an instrument that few people know of, and

even fewer play, demonstrated how young

Sikhs are revitalizing their music and trans-

forming how the next generation will practice

their religion. h “I’m trying to get this younger

generation to start picking up these instru-

ments,” Singh said. “It’s becoming a lost art.

I’m trying to bring it back to life.” 

Many Sikhs no longer play the taus, a large pea-
cock-shaped instrument with 18 strings that can be
difficult to learn. The taus was replaced by many with
the smaller and more portable dilruba, another niche
string instrument within the massively popular music
group of Indian classical music. The instruments are
important to Sikhs because two of their gurus played
them, and both have been credited by some with cre-
ating the instruments. 

Singh had played the dilruba and taus since he was
10. For the first few years, it was a friendly competition
between Singh and his father. When his high school
closed during COVID lockdowns, Singh spent his time
trying to learn the roots of the music he had listened to
his whole life, Sikh religious ragas. 

Sikh religious scripture are written in ragas – a col-
lection of notes and pitches meant to emote certain
feelings. Each raga has specific religious meanings in
the Sikh scripture. 

“Whenever I felt lonely I just sort of utilized it as an
escape from reality,” Singh said. “That’s what motivat-
ed me to now practice on my own, do things on my
own.”

As his passion for the music and the instruments
grew, he found that few still taught these centuries-old
traditions. If he wanted the next generation of Sikhs to
enjoy the music, he would need to be the one to teach
it. 

Now 18 and living in Pasadena, he makes a four-
hour round-trip drive weekly to teach 50 students in
Riverside, California. 

Simardeep Singh is a student at the University of
Southern California studying computational neurosci-
ence and biomedical engineering. In his free time, he
also plays the dilruba. He is not related to Makheer.

Simardeep Singh learned to play from teachers in
the U.S. and India, often online. 

His dorm room is his practice studio. Beside his bed

stands his piano, where he can check the pitch of notes
against a gentle hum his computer emits. The hum
helps him stay on cue, as he sits on his bed practicing
the sarangi.

Simardeep Singh was determined to train on the sa-
rangi (a bowed instrument similar to the dilruba) and
dilruba, two instruments rarely used even in Indian
classical spaces, because of their importance to his
Sikh faith.

“If we can’t preserve the music that is behind (the

scripture) how are we going to preserve the text?”
Makheer Singh said.

Raspereet Kaur, 19, is a student in Makheer Singh’s
Friday advanced class at the Khalsa School, which
serves all ages, teaching topics from Sikh history to the
dilruba. Students leave their shoes outside the doors
and sit in classrooms lined with a silky soft carpet that
spreads underneath the desks and white fluorescent
lights. 

She has been learning to play the dilruba for about a
year and a half after seeing Makheer Singh play at local
events. 

Kaur uses these lessons and her nearly daily prac-
tice on the dilruba to connect with her faith. 

“It’s a really big honor to learn from someone that is
so well known,” Kaur said, “getting to learn from the
best, basically.”

Makheer Singh plans to continue teaching and at-
tend UCLA in the fall, looking forward to a career in the
music industry. He already publishes music mixing
traditional ragas with contemporary styles. 

On Spotify, Makheer Singh has more than 400
monthly listeners and hosts tracks such as “Caliginos-
ity” and “Kolorful,” where he mixes traditional Indian
classical music with contemporary lo-fi electronic
beats.

“What I do with this music – with these ragas – I
layer on top of hip-hop, R&B music, and I release them
− so it tracks this younger generation,” he said. “This
community is so important to me and this is just my
little way of giving back to it.” 

Simardeep Singh practices his instrument in his dorm room in Los Angeles. 

Young Sikhs reconnecting
music and religion 
Yannick Peterhans USA TODAY 

Makheer Singh, center, warms up with two other
musicians at the Shri Guru Singh Sabha in Walnut,
Calif. Singh performed at the Gurdwara as part of
the Fourth of July Kirtan Darbar event hosted by the
Walnut Gurdwara. YANNICK PETERHANS PHOTOS/USA TODAY

I woke up thinking about this question, pondered
by humanity since the beginning of time. My initial re-
sponse to hearing it in my head again was: “Absolutely
not. Yet…sure they do.” Attending a neighbor’s memo-
rial service could have “resurrected” these thoughts.
Then again, I’ve always wondered why so many of us
listen for voices beyond the grave.

Continuing to ponder this while driving, the classic
song “The Sound of Silence” came on the radio (re-
corded 60 years ago!). “Hello, darkness, my old friend;
I’ve come to talk with you again; Because a vision soft-
ly creeping; Left its seeds while I was sleeping; And the
vision that was planted in my brain, Still remains;
Within the sound of silence.” A hauntingly beautiful
song, with curious lyrics. Making friends with the dark
unknown is a rather fascinating concept. Talking with
it, listening for something or someone — even in word-
less silence — brings to mind the birth of religions. The
Abrahamic faiths are steeped in appearances and
sometimes conversations with the dead: King Saul
conjuring up the deceased prophet Samuel; the disci-
ples eating beach barbecue with Jesus after his cruci-
fixion, etc. Biblical religion loudly proclaims the
sounds of silence, attempting to shine a bright light on
the darkness of death.

The contradictory nature of my response to the

question whether the dead speak to us, emerges from
my secular sense that once we’re gone we’re gone,
while I remain connected to the notion that it’s natural
to listen for voices from the past. What is history but
hearing the voices from the distant or recent past? Of
course we hear them; of course the dead speak to us.
On the other hand, my humanist sensibility is suspi-
cious, to say the least, that anyone ever hears anything
from the departed. 

I may hear my father’s or mother’s voice in my head
now and then, and find that comforting or humorous.
But I always keep in mind: it’s in my mind, in my head;
my dearly departed parents aren’t actually speaking to
me. Have you ever considered how terrible it would be
(as well as embarrassing) to know your departed an-
cestors were “watching over” you? Has it occurred to
you what it would mean if once we are dead we can still
observe the living? That sounds like hell to me. Why do
we hope that a person “rests in peace,” if we believe
they never rest because they’re keeping an eye on our
lives every day? (btw, I have a similar thought about
beliefs that God, or angels, are spying on us. Not only
creepy, but I wonder if they would have better things to
do than peek down on billions of believers with ap-
proval or disapproval. A very strange idea).

So, I can’t prove this, but I would state unequivocal-
ly the dead do not speak to us because they cannot. I
appreciate this line from the song: ”The words of the
prophets are written on the subway walls, and tene-
ment halls; And whispered in the sounds of silence.”
Sure, I get that. We read their words, we “hear” their
voices, in our literature, stories, myths, traditions.
That’s reasonable. In this sense, we certainly can hear
the dead speak to us. However, I would call attention to

the fact that history cautions us to beware of those
who “hear voices from beyond” and build empires or
religions on personal visions. It’s simply too easy to
use and abuse the powerfully manipulative claim:
“God spoke to me” or “One of the saints appeared to
me,” to prey on the vulnerable and credulous. 

It may be a good, healthy exercise to try this experi-
ment: imagine you are dead — sorry, I know that’s an
uncomfortable thought, but this will only take a min-
ute. Can you imagine what you would want to say to
anyone, and why? Would you want to know everything
going on in the “land of the living” and have some in-
fluence over the actions of anyone, especially loved
ones? How does that thought feel for you? Alright, let
that go; it’s a bit depressing to even imagine this, isn’t
it? So, next time the question comes up, in your own
head or from someone else, it may be helpful to re-
member this experiment. Putting ourselves in the
place of a person who claims to speak with the depart-
ed can help us understand why they desire that rela-
tionship with the dark mystery of silence we call death
(I haven’t even touched on mental illness. I’ve known
people who “hear voices,” living with the suffering of
their broken brains. It’s a serious disorder, and with
compassionate therapy and medications a person can
find healing).

The question is as old as human history. Do reli-
gious beliefs offer an empathetic, rational response? 

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith 
chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer
and humanist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the 
Rev. Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and 
blogs are presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).

Listen up: Do dead people ever speak to us?
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