
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































set up in New Delhi. The Sadan provides residential facilities;
to such scholars at its permiscs. A library containing rare'
manuscripts and works of Bhai Vir Singh has been set up and:
in due course, it is exp'ected to add to its shelves literary,
works of renowned writers so as to be able to cater fully to'
the needs of these research scholars. Nonetheless, within the
constraints of space, it is worth-while to attempt answers.
howsoever imperfect and incomplete, to questions posed,
above.

Bhai Vir Singh was undoubtedly a man of great learning.'
full of .Ierudite scholarship. This learning was not purely of
an academic character. It was not mere demagoguey. He had"
absorbed it in his body system and had assimilated it. ft helped
to mould his perwnality and thinking~ His inquistiveness
led him to question the .how and why of prevalent value
patterns" the origin' of things. It enabled him to appreciate
the need for change in various spheres of life. His discerning
eye could not fail to observe the sloth and slumber of his
fellow men. He clearly saw the need to administer a shock to
such a society if it was to be saved from its impending doom.
These were the realities to the situation as hI: saw and expe
rienced it. He could stand aside as an indifferent spectator
and wait aimlessly for the arrival of a MassiaJh who could.
cure the society of all its ills. His sensitive nature, would not
allow him to adopt such a neutral and cynical attitude. Accord
ingly, he took upon himself the task of pulling his people out
of the centuries old quagmire of ignorance, doubt and super
stition. He addressed himself to this task wIth the zeal of a.
missionary and made it truly his life's sole aim.

Was he a rebel? He was not a rebel in the ordinary
sense. He did not resist, question or fight the estabIished values·
for the mere satisfaction of bringing these into disrepute or to
demolish them altogether. He was a rebel who did not forsake
his sense of disscrimination. He judged men, issue:s, situations
from an egalitarian approach and not by any preconceived
prejudice. His aim was to achieve maximum good for the
maximum number of people. He had no compunction in



discarding a custom, a tradition, even an institution which
stood in the way of achievement of this aim. This is why he
espoused the cause of wi<iow re-marriage. He was a unique
rebel who commanded general acceptance from his people.

Was he a traditionalist, conformist or concentionalist?
Again, it is difficult to say yes or no to this question. For him,
society was a living organism throbbing with life, hope and
aspirations. These requirements could only be met by social
institution. As society is always on the move, it is of impor
tance that the social institutions should not be allowed to
become static. These must be kept under constant renovation
so that these can measure upto the ever changing and ever
i l1creasing needl' of the society. The renovation of social
institutions should be a continuing progress so as to avoid a
complete break from the past. Bhai Vir Singh thus stood for
a~gradual change for ensuring an orderly development of man
and his society and religious institutions.. He was convinced
that such a change e.ven though slow, was of a permanent

,character and, in the l<;>ng run, more advantageous for the
··general health of the community. His approach and attitude
.in such matters,. was absolutely impartial and ~ingularly

free;from any bias. He was a reformer .par excellence. .

His motivating force was selfless service; He took it as
an obligation for a man of cultivation. His whole life was
spent in dedicated service without any expectation of reward
.of recognition. He did not restrict his activities in any narrow
confines. He was truly a 'saint in action, a man of the world
who was so much for it and was yet so much outside it. That
was Bhai Vir Singh, the humanist.

He did not neglect his spiritual concern. He knew and
.realised the significance of the ultimate reality; He believed in
,the primacy of the spirit, its ultimate destiny. the finite has
to merge into the infinite. Bhai Vir Singh was steeped in this
religious and philosophic belief which finds expression in his
composition:



Let ages come and go !
Let cycles roll as they may,
And let him be where he wills,
My heart shall never cease
My longings for him will never end
Encmgh for me, this vocation of pain,
I revel in this killing thirst,
The: misery of this hunger is
My life and joy for ever.

Being a humanist, he is committed to the human
welfare, material as also spiritual. Being a social thinker, his
concern is to sustain and improve society and social institu~

tion. Being a man of spirit and religion, he does not forget
the yearning of his soul. It can be said truly 9f Bhai VirSiJ?gh
thirthe succeeded in striking a proper .relationshipbetweeh
man;soc;iety and God. He served each one: of them and'
though each one of them, all of them. That was the genius of
BhaiVir Singh. Let us salute'him.

DR. INDERJIT SINGH
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A look at the Work of
Bhai Vir Singh

~lntroductioD

Bhai Vir Singh was an accomplished scholar and a
.prolific writer of world-wide repute. His literary works are
-many. He wrote excellent prose and matchless poetry. By his
writings he gave new directions to the Punjabi literature and
:infused fresh vitality in the language. His literary and creative
:activities cover a span of about fifty years during which he
reigned supreme in the field of Punjabi literature. His name
hadbeeome a .household word during his life time. His
"popularity continues to grow as more and more people get
,acquainted with his works.

A writer is a product of his times. Not only that, he
~also mirrors the travails and tribulations, hopes and
:aspirations and also the level of development of culture atid
.,civilisation of his people. His writings to be of lasting values
must symbolise the tillie-spirit. Literature and culture are the

'first casualties when the people come under the domination
of an alien rule. History is a witness to the fact that the
British domination of India had affected every aspect of life

.of the Indian people including their culture and the traditional
ways of their society. The dOtninant thought which the early
English rulers propagated was that all Indian values and

,culture were inferior and worthless. There was deliberate and
conscious attempt to destroy the Indian culture and to
civilise the 'natives' to adopt the European culture. This did
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succeed to a degree. It has to be admitted that one generation
of Indians succumbed to this opinion. The result was that
they lost all contact and awareness of the Indian values and
learning. Some of these Indians became more English than the
Englishmen and took pride in extolling what they believed to
be superior and more virile culture. They forgot completely
their hoary past and achievements. The generation that
followed saw the loss of moorings which the society had
'Suffered under the alien rule and the degeneraltioIl that had
set in. This generation took upon itself the task of rediscover..
jng and asserting the true achievements of ancient India.
Bhai Vir Singh belonged to this group. He was a first rate
writer of great literary sensibility. He could not reconcile him
cself to thesituationwbere Punjabi, his mother tongue with a
rich cultural and religious heritage, has been reduced to the
position of a mere dialect. He set alone to restore to
the PlJ,njabi language its pristine glory. It was a language of
his people, his Gurus and the holy scriotures. He took upon
llimself tbe herculean task of making the Punjab! language
as modern as any of the other Indian languages. This is his
-greatest contribution for which he will always be n:membered
with gratitude by his people.

Bhai Vir Singh was no rebel. He was no conformist
-either. Th(~n what was he ? He forged a link betwec:n the old.
:and the new traditions, concepts and thoughts in the: evolution
and growth of the Punjabi literature. It can be said of him
that he was a bridge whJichconnected the new with the old.
He did not discard the old values merely because these were
{)ld. He did not shun tbe new values merely because these
'were new. He was as judicious in acceptanc:e as he was
resolute in non-acceptance depending on the idea, new or old,
passing the muster of his scale. In this, he was dispas
'sionate and rutbless. He introduced new themes in his poems.
He pioneered all types of new literary works in Punjabi
the novel, the essay, the poetic compositions and the
,exposition .of Gurbani. He wrote pract ically on all subjects
and made use of all forms of writing. He had the felicity of
~xpression and writing came to him as naturalJly as tbe sun

383



r<,tdiates light. He has been rightly called the 'colossus ot
modern Punjabi literature'. Rebuilt up 'the movement of
erudition, religious interpretation, fiction and verse.' H.:: was
an original thinker, a great philosopher and an inspired poet.
The richness of the Punjabi language and literature is mainly
due to his contribution. It is no wonder that he is remembered
and revered in the Punjab in the same manner as Tagore is.
held in great esteem in Bengal.

Bhai Vir Singh as a research scholar

Bhai Vir Singh was proud of his cultural heritage. He
was inspired, by the teachings of the Sikh Gurus and the Sikh.
history. He was aware of the. persecution and messacres·of the
Sikhs during the eventful period of the eighteenth century. It
was, therefore, natural for a man of scholarship to delve deep,
into the Sikh history and devote his energy arid time to
scientific research into this unexplored field.· For this purpose,
he diligently collected the basic materials in the form of
manuscripts, rare books and journals and, other relevant
contemporary records. Research into Sikh history was almost
a passion with him. He would spare no pains or expense in",
getting to the source materials for proper understanding and.
correct interpretation of historical events which had influenced,
the growth of the Khalsa since birth. He had the imagination
ora poet but it must be said to his credit that he did not.
allow it to colour his scientific researches into history. Where
research work was concerned, he had the mental discipline to .
accept only verified, and established facts and give them proper
analysis and correct perspective. This has lent an unchallenged,
authenticity and authority to his research works. He edite.d
Bhai Santokh Singh's Gur Partap Surya Granth, popUlarly,
known as Suraj Parkash. It is a monumental work in a series
of volumes, covering 6622 pages in big size 120 X 30/8. It took
Bhai Vir Singh eleven years to annotate and edit this monu
mental work of lasting value. It is a work of rare scholarship.
The language has a natural flow. The style is forceful. It is.
a gigantic work which only a naturally gifted genius could
accomplish successsfully. A look at this learned work reveals.
that Bhai Vir Singh took great pains in explaining the difficult
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portions through careful editing and proper annotation.
Points of dispute are discussed at length and clarified by an
unbiassed analysis of all the relevant facts and views. We are
amazed at the depth of his learning and the breadth of his
yision. His sympathy where merited borders on compassion

• and his rejection where warranted, is total and unqualified.
But we find him singularly free from dogmatic assertions. He
bares tht: facts, gives the supporting reasoning and leaves the
rest to the readers to judge. He declares facts btlt refrains
from passing judgments. His methodology of research is truly
unique and scientific. This explains his greatness and
also lends credibility to his works. Only a great scholar
ppssessing an extremely trained and disciplined mind can
lend such authenticity and genuineness. He is entitled to our
gratitude.

Bhai Vir Singh edited the Prachin Panth Parkash written
by Rattan Singh Bhangu. It is accepted as the only original
source book on the history of Sikhs during the eventful period
of the eighteenth century when the Khalsa emerged trium.,.
phant after years C1f persecution and massacres. The editing
of the Puratan Janam Sakhi is another scholarly work of
Bhai Vir Singh. All these have become referen,ee books which
no research student of Sikh history can afford to· ne~lect or
ignore.

Guru Nanak Chamatkar and Kalgidhar Chamatkar, bio.,.
graphies of Guru Nanak and Guru Gobind Singh, are the
inspired works of Bhai Vir Singh. Considering the: importance
of the subjects, Bhai Vir Singh took extra care to check the
chronology of facts and events before these were included in
these works.. These biographies are written in simple, lucid
and inspiring style. But the thought content of these bio
graphies is so vigorous !hat it captivates our minds completely;
we find ourselves filled with God consciousness. Such is the
chamatkar or Kalm··di-Karamat of Bhai Vir Singh.

Santhya Pothi, the exposition of the Sikh scripture in
many volumes, is .Bhai Vir Singh's master·'piece. It is an
extremely useful work which aids the study and understanding
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of Sri Guru Granth Sahib. It is his magnus opus. It is the
product of sustained work spread over a number of years. It
is a blend of gifted scholarship and incessant labour. Only
Bhai Vir Singh was capable of producing such masterly work
which is a lasting monument to this inspired genius.

Bhai Vir Singh as a writer of fiction

As a writer of fiction, Bbai Vir Singh need not be
judged critically from the point of view of style and treatment
'Of the subject in his novels. He wrote all his fiction· works
with a purpose. The purpose was to awakenin the Sikhs the
sense of chivalry and to instil in tbem a sense of pride in their
cultural and rich heritage. Bhai Vir Singh emerged on the
literary scene at a time when the Sikhs had started harbouring
misgivings about the achievements of their ancestors. This is
described piquantly by Khuswant Singh in his book "The
Sikhs" (p. 166). He says, "English historians harped on the
crude and corrupt rule which they had replaced by an enligh
tened one. Sanskrit scholar belittled the religion of Sikhs as
a poor imitation -of the Hindus and ridiculed its forms and
symbols ...... " This was too much to endure for a person
of Bhai Vir Singh's sensitivity and understanding. He took
it as a challenge and proceeded to blow away the dust almost
single handedly. through his novels, he emphasized the
ethical excellence of the Sikh religion and reminded the
Sikhs of heroism and chivalry practised by their co-religionists.
His novels, Sundri, Bijay Singh, Satwant Kaur and Baba
Naudh Singh carried an instant appeal for the Sikhs who read
them with enthusiasm and pride. These are historical novels
written with a religious background. It may be argued that
tbe style and treatment of subjects dealt with does not conform
to the standards of fiction. It has to be accepted, however,
that these novels did succeeded in bringing out the necessary
change in the attitude of the Sikhs towards their heroic
heritage. Novels like Sundri and Satwant Kaur have gone·
into scores of editions and are still read by persons having
interest in history and religion. By his novels, he was able to
put across his message and was thus successful in warding off
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the challenge posed to ,the. Sikh religion by.the English histo
rians and Sanskrit scholars, to which a brief reference has been
made above. .

Bhai Vir Singh as a poet

As a poet, he is undoubtedly the most famous of the
modern Punjabi poets. Bhai Vir Singh's poetic 'Compositions
are known for their ethical content and a refined romantic
spirit. The: influence of classical romantic poetry of India
is discernible in his poetic works. Another important
aspect is a kind of distilled emotional sta.nce which stems
from Sufism with emphasis on feelings. Bhai Vir Singh was
a known scholar of Persian. It was, there:fore, natural
~hat he was influenced by the Muslim Sufi Poets of the Punjab
who had borrowed this particular influenye from the Persian
Poetry. The glimpses 'of this experience are found particularly
in the quatrains and the short lyrics composed by him. He is,
therefore, called a poet of mysticism. The· ethical content is
the dominant note in most of the compositions of Bhai Vir
Singh. It stems from his deep study of the Sikh religious scrip
tures 'and his spiritual experiences. The Sikh faith had originat
ed in a religious milieu vitiated by the extreme formalism and
ritualism in India in the medieval centuries on the one hand
and by excessively devotional worship-Bhakti ~the cult of pure
feelings originating from divine inspiration on the other. Bhai
Vir Singh was influenced by the mysticism and romanticism of
earlier poets. One characteristic of his poetry is the unceasing
quest, which traversing a course full of pathos finds its
ultimate destination by union with the Creator.. In al1 his
poetic compositions, the element of love finds expr,ession in a
distilled and poetic idiom known for its delica(~y and silken
softness. Such traces of romance are found either in the
short lyrics or in the longer pieces, the romance of Pushpavati
and Chandravat. The sorrowful memories of w'edded love in
Rana Surat Singh is based on this classical pattern. The note
is characteristically Indian. It is extremely beautiful and
aesthetically satisfying.
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Bhai Vir Singh undoubtedly broke new ground in Punjabi.
poetry. Bhai Vir Singh gave it a new and sincere style, capable
of giving satisfying expression to various poetic moods. He'
gave it new form and new rhythm. He brought in a change
in the prevalent taste and style. Before he came on the scene.
the conventional metres in vogue were Kabit, Baint and
Deodh. He experimented successfully and forged new metres.
He attempted fresh poetic themes and found new modes of
expression. His poetry has a natural mystic ardour, vivid
natural imagery and moving ethical content. He gave to the
Punjabi language a cultured form of expression. He not only
discovered but established its poetic and literary potentialities.
But he preserves throughout the mystic content of his style.
His poetic inspiration springs from his deep understanding of
the religion. He considers the Divine Master as the source of
all his poetic inspiration. G.od is the eternal object of his
quest and he sings Of his love for Him.

His devotional lyrics are the expression of the highly
sensitive, yearning, self sacrificing soul, tremulous with
passion. At times, such expression becomes beautiful because
of its delicate sentimentality. In 'Na Hoe Ohle', Bhai Vir
Singh gives expression to his undying love in the following;
words:

The love of my love is always close to me,

Never out of my sight,

Neverfar from my view

Nor from my mind's eye;

Or should he stray from there

I find him on my lips,

The are sweetened with the sweetest name:
Never away, for always,

As long as breath shalllast-

It is my life-that Name, that sight.
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Again, in 'WichhurjRooh' the anguish of the love in the
poet cries out:

Love, dearer than breath,

Alright with gold of your necklace,

I wither, thirsting for your touch-

I, the sap-starved creeper, feminine, frail,
Yearning for your support, to cling to you.

Bhai Vir Singh's concept of love is like the merging of
the surging wave with the tempestuous ocean. For him, love
is the soul of all creation, In "Waddh Piyar Vich Preetam", he
gives expression to this eternal and beautiful idea in the
following words:

"The youngcalf struggled free,

Ran to suck its dam,

And as the milch-cow received it,

Fondling it gently, rubbing it, licking" iit over,

Eyes might picture a state of maternal love.

Rivers, after a world of yearning,.

Overcome the rocks and the sandy wastes,

Approaching at last the wished--for ocean's clasp
of love;

The vast tempestuous ocean

Surging to meet them

As the gentle cow her calf."

There is power in the imagery. It moves. There is
~trength in the thought. It inspires. There is beauty in the
lyric. It overwhelms. There is a lesson for the yearning soul.
It is universal. We are a part of Him and He is a part of us.
The separation is temporary. The ultimate aim is to merge
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with the Creator. It may be no'w. tomorrow and years here
after. The'union has to come one day. This is Bhai Vir Singh's
message of love. Let us never forget it because by ignoring
it, we will be straying away from the path shown by this great
seer. He has shown us the path of growth, bliss and happi
ness, Through his writings, he gives us a philosophy of life.
His moral idealism will continue to influence, shape and
mould the thought and conduct of man for all times. His
name will live in people's heart forever. His fame as a poet is
deathless. His name will be carried forward to posterity
because of his imperishable works.

Lt. COL. J.S. GULERIA ((RETD).
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A Dedicated and
Devoted Vfiriter

BhaiSahib Vir Singh

To participate in a meeting which commemorates Bhai
Sahib Vir Singh and seeks to perpetuate his achievements is a

. social obligation which I would love to discharge, though.
naturally" within the limits of my own understanding of him
and his creations. I have been a student of sc:ience all my
life and my acquaintance with Bhai Sahib's contribution to
our language, literature, religion and cultural practice is, at
best, marginal. Yet, I am aware of the range and depth of· the
influence he exercised on men and women of my generation.
Rather than writtenon page, his poems were inscribed right
into our consciousness. Literature, as I view it" is a social
practice and its value can be determi1}ed by the behaviour
patterns of its audience. A prophet is judged by the quality
of his followers; a poet by the quality of his readers. Bhai Vir
Singh was one of the two great literary luminaries of our
times who played a vital part towards our acquiring a
cultural identity. The other was, of course, Sir Mohammad
Iqbal. Both of them live as uneradicable influences in our
lives. A great poem, written by a private individual, becomes.
in the final analysis, a deep public influence. No wonder Bhai
Sahib has been caUed the sixth river of Punjab, that flows
through us and beyond us. He is one of us and yell exceeds us.

The book that influenced us most in our impressionable
years was his great novel Sundari. Our literary historians tell
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US that it is the first authentic novel in our language. The
mothers and sisters of our times did not treat it as such. They
did not look upon Sundari as a functional character, they
rather welcomed her as one would welcome one's nearest
relative returning home after a long stay abroad. Sundatiwas
like an ancient goddess born into the contemporary world,
a myth retold in modern idiom. She was a perfect blend of
the human and the divine. Our mothers shed tears of joy
at meeting her and those of grief while hearing her tale of
woe. Never before had they come across, in life or letters,
a figure so beautiful, yet, so sublime. Never before had they
an experience of ethics and aesthetics wedded into one.
Sundari pleased and purified its readers in a single instance of
time.

Sundari is a novel creation, but in a mysterious way,
is linked to some of the oldest and the finest elements in
the Ipdian. culture. One need cite only one example. It
appears as if Sundari is an attempt at reconstructing the
Ramayana. A virtuous women is kidnapped by a vicious
,demon, and Khalsa, an avtara in a few form, dares the
demon and frees her from his clutches. The whole narrative
:is a saga of bravery, punctuated by sequence of war between
the forces of the good and the evil. Like Rama and Sita,
13alwant Singh and his sister Sundari are driven out of their
home. They roam about in the jungles and are constantly at
Joggerhead with a ruler, the personification of evil. Sundari,
aike Sita, can return to neither her parents nor her inlaws.
Balwant Singh, bears close resemblance to Rama, the saint-

.:soldier. Like Rama, he too is ason of the soil who wages a
ifelentless war against decadent ruler who has his moorings
in an alien land. All the motifs of Ramayana are there,
in a condensed and displaced form. Bhai Vir Singh, a spokes
man of Sikh way of life, has an uncanny feel of the deepest
layers of the Indian culture and all his literary constructs
are modelled on ancient Indian lore. His later novel Satwant
Kaur was but an extended version of Sundari. It reminds us of
a phil()s()pher who had said: "The characters change. So
do the actors. But humanity goes on playing the same

;392



<dramas over and over again." Poor Indian woman has
played Sita, an endless nutnber of times.

Both because of its" novel features and older spirit.
Sundari touched us deeply and turned out to be a trend
setter. Sardar Charan Singh Shaheed and Bhai Mohan SIngh
faithfully followed the trail blazed by Bhai Vir Singh. Even
S. Nanak Singh, who himself was a dominant inf1luence in the
realm ofPunjabi fiction, could not but fall under the pervasive
sway of Bhai Sahib. Chitta Lahu, the magnum opus of
-So Nanak Singh is yet another narrative of a homeless woman.
Though devoid of sublimity which was Bhai Vir Singh's major
<:oncern,Chitta Lahu has all the models and motifs first"
introduced by Bhai Vir Singh. It could also be said that even
Punjabi novels of the most recent times, with little awareness
of the spiritual values cherished by Bhai Sahib, continue to
tread the ground first broken by him. Bhai Vir Singh, may I
"say, prepared the grammar of Punjabi fiction. His novels are
the" deep structures that the later fiction writers must adopt
to produce what may be called so many surface ~tructures .
catering: to the varied needs of the ever-changing times.

And there is an additional reason for the phenomenon.
'One may say without the least fear of contradiction, that the
readership generated by Bhai Vir Singh's novels was mainly
composed of Sikh womenfolk. From then onwards, there
developed a dialectical relationship between Punjabi novels
and its feminine audience. The relationship first forged by
Bhai Sahib's novels was further reinforced by Shaheed's and
Bhai Mohan Singh's works." The earliest Punjabi novel pro
duced a new image of womenkind and an awareness of her
fole in the world. The response of the feminine-audience
further inspired the authors to carryon with their attempts
at crealting the image of a new woman, holding her own, with
the help of time-honoured values. It was this tradition which
S. Nanak Singh inherited. S. Nanak Singh, himself a' move
ment of no small consequence, was produced by the momen
tum let loose by Bhai Vir Singh. It can be safely concluded
that Bhai Vir Singh is the unconscious of S. Nanak Singh's
words and, later that of the writings of post-Nanak Singh era.
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Chronologically, Suiidari is Bhai Vir Singh's first writing.
Being the first ever novel of Punjabi language, it is undoub~

tedly a work of great historical importance. But, it is much
more than that. Its value is seminal., It turned out to be the
harbinger of a very linge and long literary tradition. Bhai
Vir Singh dominated the literary scene for more than fifty'
years and produced more than a hundred volumes. All his
later writings can be traced back to Sundari in form, features
and fervour. This piece of fiction is based on a folk-tale but
takes in its stride, history, philosophy, poetry, religious
practice, research and much more. It gives fair enough
indication of the energy that was to burst forth into multiple
forms but was to flow in a single direction. Bhai Vir Singh
was a poet, a playwright, a novelist, a biographer, an essayist,
a researcher, a commentator and an editor. He experimented
with several forms to convey a single idea. It will not be'
possible to dwell upon all the formal features of his literary'
activity. I shall touch upon only the spirit underlying
them all.

But, first, a brief reference to the value of his role as
a writer. We are not, for the present, concerned with the
value and the relevance of the idea be was communicating, nor
with the excellence of his performance as a writer. Even
his worst detractor would agree that he gave to the act of
writing a value never given earlier. He was the first to stead
fastly guide his community from the zone of speech to the
zone of writing. He is known to have always shunned public
appearance. This facet of his life was an indispensable part of
his constant emphasis on the written word. His withdrawal
from public gathering was his protest against the extravagance
of speech. His silence, itself, was an utterance in favour of
the reality of writing against the metaphysics of speech. Even
the best of speakers may, at times, be given to extravagant
flourishes. He may mesmerize us by the sheer force of his
presence. We may be impressed by his performance and his
message may fall wayside. Spoken words tend to evaporate
into the thin air without leaving a tangible mark behind. They
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cannot be held accountable for the lies they may have spread.
Itwas this cuItureof unaccountability that Bhai Vir Singh

<.
constantly countered. The Singh Sabha Movement ofwhich
he was a prime figure laid special emphasis on "Guru-the
Word" and demolished the belief in the personal gurus. He
was aware that such a culture of accountabili.ty I;ould flourish
in a climate that accepted the primacy of the written word.
The speaker is always free to withdraw, to substitute, to
amend,nay, even to deny his utterances. No suchfaciIity is
available to the written word. It has to accept the fullest '
responsibility for what it conveys. There are writers who
supplement their writings with their speech and seek to
interpret it in accordance with the needs of a particular
moment. Bhai Vir Singh by shunning public speech, in fact,
barred all the the paths and passages by which his messages,
communicated previ()Usly, couid be withdrawn. He let the
word stand completely on its own, without the least depen
dence on external props. Such a way of life can only be
adopted by one who is finally sure of the position he has taken
and who has completely forsaken the path of compromise.
His silence is a gesture of inflexible faith and his withdrawal
from speech-forums an act of active involvement. I hope we
are all aware that those were days of religious disputations..
Fanatics were frantically engaged in demolishing their adver..
saries and noise had displaced truth. Bhai Vir Singh's silence
was a lone voice of sanity in that noisy world, an act of sub
version gracefully performed. He hadno points to score, he
did not utter a single ugly word. His expressions had no
acute or obtuse angularities. No irony, no satire, no sarcasm.
;l:t was writing degree zero at its best. He sets its face against
falsehood spread by antics of speech. He did not write for his,
times alone. In fact, he transcended all contemporary com
pulsions. His written word, coupled with his silence, was a
gesture of "Adi Sach Jugad Sach, Hai Bhi Sach Nanak Hosi
Bhi Sach". It was Truth that could not be amended, revised
or substituted. The Adi Granth was the first authentic attempt
at establishing the culture of the Written Word, in our
land of five rivers. Those who were recognised and respected
as Gurus gave the pride of place to Sabad-Glllru: they put
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the Scriptures above the persons who had created them.
The sovereignty of the· Word as propounded by the Gurus
was re-emphasised by Bhai Vir Singh.

~

There is no arbitrary interpretation of Bhai Vir Singh'S
~esture asa writer. During his life-time he so inscribed the
identity of the author on the titles of his books that the
writing acquired primacy over the writer. Such an inscription,
a regular feature of Bhai Vir Singh's books, is not merely a
symbol of humility, it is much more than that. It is deliberate
choice, an attempt to rejuvenate the old culture that fore
grounded literary creations and kept their creators
anonymous.

The writers who thrive in such a culture are men with a
heightened consciousness of their role. They have but one
aim in life and all their energies are bent in a single direction.
Their basic loyalty is not towards literary crafts but towards
what literature seeks to convey. Bhai Vir Singh had such a
single-minded devotion towards life and letters. Whether he
composed poems or attempted essays, designed novels or
fashioned dramas, edited manuscripts or pursued literary
research, he never went astray the path that he had chosen
for himself. He wanted the theistic way of life to prevail.
Some of his other contemporaries were also inspired by such
an aim, but they could not match Bhai Vir Singh's single
minded devotion and deep concentration. They had this aim
and a few others also. Bhai Vir Singh had only this aim. He
is a true practitioner of Gurmat, because he practises nothing
else. They say: Adi Granth is an ocean, everywhere you come
across crystal clear water and nothing else. Working on the
same analogy one may say~BhaiVir Singh's writings consti
tute a huge pool of godliness. From Sundari to Santhya you
find every page suffused with God's grace and nothing else.

o .

\

One word more and I am finished. Bhai Vir Singh not
only composed verses to celebrate Godhood in man and
nature but looked upon the world itself as God's scripture.
His poems on nature may be cited in support of this view. He
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looked upon objects in nature as so many texts encoded by
God himself. Man, like a competent reader; had to decode
these texts. The flowers, the rivers, the mountains, the springs,
all speak to Bhai :;'ahib, as books speak to their readers. Bhai:
Vir Singh's writings were an attempt at reading God's.
scriptures.

May I in the end thank the organisers of today's meeting
to invite me to participate in their commemorations and
celebrations. I am 1110 specialist of BhaiSahib's works, but I

. am confident, poets of his vision do not write for specialists.
only. In fact, a layman like me is in greater need of his
message than a literary specialist. My speech, whatever its
worth, is a token of my gratitude to the man who has done so
much for humble persons like me.

Thank you, friends, for listening to me as patiently.

Dr. GURBAKHSH SINGH

(Text of Speech delivered by Dr, Gurbakhsh Singh)
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The Message of Bhai Vir Singh

Who was Bhai Vir Singh? Was he a philosopher, a
thinker, a psychologist, a poet par excellence, or was he a seer,
a sage, a saint, or again was he a social reformer, a revolu
tionary, the liberator of man or was he a teacher with a
message? Bhai Vir Singh was all these andmuch more. Yet
he was none of these, since during his life, he refused to be
identified as such and such. He shunned the lime-light and
preferred a life of anonymity. None-the-less, he embraced
within himself life in its totality. He has, therefore, been aptly
·described as a multi-faceted genius, the sixth river of Punjab,
an intellectual and literary giant, the greatest mystic poet,
a cultured and learned person of rare dignity and sensibility.
He is remembered as father of modern Punjabi literature and
interpreter of a dynamic faith. Bhai Vir Singh isa legend. His
name lives on. He is a light unto those who are seeking
truth, happiness, God and human welfare. He was a uniyersal
man. He is relevant for all times. In fact, his relevance con
tinues to grow with the passage of time. His thoughts are
unique for the.ir freshness and originality. It is, therefore, of
importance that not only should we remember this great
Indian but we should also try to grasp the essence and signi
ficance of the value for which he lived and worked. His
thoughts constitute his invaluable legacy. This legacy is our
heritage. It fills us with pride. It raises our stature. It gives
us the feeling of being taller than our real size.

Bhai Vir Singh cannot be encapsuled in the jacket of a
definition. He is beyond and above every ideology and all
known systems of thought. He cannot be labelled. Hecannot
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'be categorised. He cannot be captured by formulations. He
is a man who stands all alone. He has reached and kept a
height which for ever will remain unsurpass1ed. He is the
ultimate in thought. He is the perfection of mystical frenzy
'as portrayed in bis short poem "The Momentary Flash"
t(Achancheti Jhalka).:

"As your manifestation flashed on my eyes
The sliver fell from my hand,
The hum of the spinning:wheel ceased;
My eyes fell into a daze as they saw you descend on

earth;

My vision tremblled as my being melted into yours,
Drowned in a flood of ecstasy,

Lost, absorbed !

Though you became oIie with me

The vision blinds me yet,
Stunning the sens,es.' ,

To understand Bbai Vir Singh, we have to b(~ one with
;him. He deals with life, pure and simple. He deals with the
problem which is a problem to every human being without
any distinction of caste, creed or class. He deals with our
problems. This gives specific and added significance to ·his
message to our own age. This message merits our immediate
and total attention. Bhai Vir Singh has something unique to

.offer to humanity. This something is an important part of
human heritage. What is this something? It is a solace
for tormented souls. It gives purpose to life. It touches our

dnner most being. Bhai Vir Singh identifies this "something"
:in 'Yad' (Brooding) as follows:

"Your memory is always with me,

Felt in my innermost being.

To what shall I compare these reveries?
To the sinuous movement of a symphony's music,
Lifting the soul· to· sight of the Divine ;
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To a goblet of heady wine;

To the vibrations of a vina'!; strings?

A sweet, struggling pain,

Yet blissful ecstasy!"

The above lines symbolise every moment of the life of a
man of Faith. These are an affirmation of the existence of
the Divine in all things and of all things in the Divine.
Humility, harmony, holines's and hope are the four elements
which combine to make a man of faith. Such a man of faith
becomes faith itself. Bhai Vir Singh is that faith. He repre
sents nature's eternal harmony. His cadence as revealed in the
above lines is unique. It is almost like the resounding voice
of Divinity.

We are living in an unprecedented age. We are living
in the space age. It is an age of science and technology. It is
an age of ideas. Ideas have been organised. We witness
ideological conflicts in almost every field of life-religious,
political, economic and intellectual activity in thought and,
action. The old tendency to dominate and exploit has found
more sophisticated and subtler weapons to compete for
spiritual supremacy, inteJIectual conquest and economic sub
jugation. Man is no longer an integrated being. His perso
nality has been fragmented because of pressures and pulls of
different religious, political, economic and inteIlectual groups.
His total energy is consumed by the struggle for survival.
He has lost the joy of living. His relationship with feIlow
beings is based on limited self-i~terest. This gives birth to an
atmosphere of suspicion and fear. The position of doubt and
mutual distrust vitiates this atmosphere. In such an atmos
phere, we nurture a society based. on acquisitiveness, inequity
and injustice. This society divides humanity into the high and
the low, the governors and the governed, the masters and the
servants, the innocent miJIions and a few clever manipulators.
Human integrity is nowhere in sight. We are facing a crisis
of character. There is unending suffering and misery all round
us. The human race is in danger of extinction. The
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human mind is !being enslaved by thepowl~r of ideological
regimen. We have banished peace . and harmony, dove and
happiness, intelligence and discernment, n*gion and,spiritual
awareness from ou\. daily life. We are afflicted with suffering~

and misery, failu.re and frustration, strife andstrt,lggle and
the incurable conflict of opposing interests. lBhai Vir Singh,
a rare specimen of human intelligence, presents in his life
and works, in his very being, an example and an experiment
ofhumanexceUence. Hisappr.oach is a sYlllthesis ·ofounder
standing and action, a harmony of head and heart, and a
perfiect balance of thought and emotion. He attained per
fectton at the self level,the family levd, the national
level and lastly, at the universal leveJ.He is. a creative
thinker with a clear perception. He talks about . life, about
love, about truth, about goodness, about reality and about
God. According to him, the destiny of' all mortals is in
His hands:

"The hand that .dropped me from the high
In itself hallds ali the strings of guiding light.

It is the hand of my King!

I plas on tht: lotus leaf to-day;
Tomorrow I shall be with Him!
He drops me, and he draws me up
A dew drop on the lotus-leaf."

Tn this world occupied in sman m~ltters of ephemeral
val~e and little significance, Bhai Vir Singh draws our atten
tion to the gOi'll of man's life:

"They say man is the crest of the wave of life;

But what is man, who is lost in the smoke,
Of the fire ~hat burns within him! ..

For he is the lord of creation only if he is· the lord of
himself."

He is an emancipator. He liberates us from bondage. He
shows us the way to dissolve ourselves in the eflulgence of
unimpeded love. In.Nam Piayala (A Cupful of Love), he says:
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"Whose is it to taste this chalice orHis love

In slow draughts of prolonged delight?

Hers alone whose yearning is matched by this wine's
headiness;

It will rise of itself to her lips:
This is the secret of Cup-bearers ministration:'

In his poetic compositions, he gives us the key to
freedom and opens the gates of love, peace, Truth, Reality
arid Happiness. He espouses a radical change of values leading
to a lasting peace and a dynamic society based on love,
tolerance, sympathy, understanding and harmony. To this
end, he:' is pointing out the only way open to us. It is the way
of love which he considers the soul of Creation. In Wadh Pyar
Wich Preetam; he says:

"The young calf struggled free,
Ran to suck its dam,
And as the milch-cow received it,
Fondling it gently, rubbing it, licking it over,
Eyes might picture a statue Of matl<rnallove.
Rivers, after a world ofyearning,
Overcome the rocks and sandy wastes,
Approaching at last the wished-for ocean's

clasp of love:

The vast tempestuous ocean
Surging to meet them
As the gentle cow her calf."

It is his view that the power of love draws the Infinite
to take i tl its embrace the finite rather than the finite struggl
ing to merge into the Infinite. Bhai Vir Singh by this thought
raises man to a Q-ew level of authenticity. He covers him with
glory and dignity. He shows him in a new light. He adds a
neW dimension to human personality. He givesus confidence
and courage.

Bhai Vir Sin~h was a man of many-sided achievements.
He had the power of the pen. He had ,. talents with which he
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served people selflessly. He was a humanitarian. He established
many institutions for looking after the blind and handicapped,
aged and inflrm people. He worked for the uplift of the unto
uchables, down-trodden and less fortunate sections of the
society. He was a prolific writer, an eminent educationist, and
a social reformer of high repute. Inspite of his :achievements,
he remained' humble and the way he lived he exemplified the
teachings of Guru Nanak : "0, Nanak, remain small one, .as
small as grass, Other plants wither away but grass will remain
ever green".

The message of Bhai Vir Singh is the message of love,
reverence and sympathy. It is a message of tolerance, under
standing and the pursuit of perfection. His message is addressed
to the man within a man, the innerself-The study of Baai Vir
Singh instill in us refinement and gives us the urge to evolve
into better beings. He means much to us. He is one of the
grand tor-eh-bearers of humanity.

Bhai Vir Singh offers a spiritual view of life' and gives us
a cure for present afflictions. A study of his works takes us on

. a voyage of rediscovering ourselves. He has left behind
fragrnce which continues to inspire us. Let us then balance
our sca),es, as he says:

"--put love in one.

And all the false values of life in the other;

Such is the sovereign value,
L(j.ve will always weigh it down;"

Bbai Vir Singh has become immortal phoenix by his
l'nessage of Love.

Lt. Col. J.S. GULERIA
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