


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































We can experience its impact somewhat when we delve into
his inimitable works. These leave an ever lasting effect on our
hearts, minds and souls. We certainly emerge as better beings.
after a study of his works. This is no insignificant contribution.
We can justly claim that Bhai Vir Singh was and continues
to remain the proudest possesion of all the Punjabis. He had
evolved and gone beyond the scope of ordinary human
faculties and can be said to have attained total awareness.
While alive, he was living by the truth. His works are his true
children and these will keephis memory fresh and alive for so
long as life lasts on this planet. He occupies a permanent
niche in the hearts of millions of his countrymen. He is the
prince of mankind.

He was born in Amritsar on 5th December, 1872. He
joined the Enternal Flame on June la, 1957 in that city at the
age of 85. In the words of St. Augustin~, Bhai Vir Singh did
not grow so as to become old after being new, but let the
newness itself grow into him. It can be said of him that
he was truly worthy to be the dwelling place of the knowledge
of God. By a process of conscious growth and development.
he had succeeded in detaching himself completely from the
wordly bonds. It is clear from his mystical writings that he
sought nothing of himself or for himself. He had committed
all things into Wahe guru. We discern from his compositions
that he had allowed his will to merge in the Divine will. We
see the God's will working in him. We find that he had given
himself up entirely into the hands of God like the child' in
its mother's lap. Some of his compositions, particularly the
lyrical poetry, carry an indelible influence of Sufism. There is
the yearning of his soul, crucifixion of his earthly body the
quest for divine solitude and the desire to rea~h the state of
ecstasy. Addressing his soul, he .raises the eternal question
of whence and whither and pleads with it to give up its.
wander-lust and get drunk by Divine intoxication:

Why it came into being and how?
The sages have raked themselves over the question
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Whyshou.ld 'you, iny soul, pursue the path,

Which has been the undoing' ofso mallY?
Give up yourrovings, light up a single love;
And then rest in eternal inebriation.
(Drunkenness is better far thansobernessi)
For it keeps you ever in sanity.

"HoshM:asti" in LahrHUlare.

It seems as if his soul had a private door with the divine
nature and he had reach'ed the other shore after traversing
through.themirly roads ofthis world. Such was bisperfection.
He was an angel on this earth. The light which comes from
tlbdveshohethrougn hi111. His 111ystiCism tou.ches 'celestial
~b'eights~in;hispoem "Ras, 'Rasia, Rasai" in Mere Shiyan :reo:

"Spoke the lyre to the lyrist,
"I give form toyoor songs."

The'lyristput the lyre away
Enwrapped in 'her 'coVer
Then she realised:
"I was only a pice orwood,

"A mere string!

"A frame without soul!'
"It was my master's restless message,

"Which filled me with music,
Which thrilled every fibre of my being.

"Then I san,g love!

"My master sang sang with me~too,

"And became entranced hearing the tune,
"Yes, he sang and he joyed,

"And he was lost in the melody."

"Wondrous is your art, my master!

Eternal your song.

You are the song, the music and the thrill;

You are the joy, you the joyer, you the joyed!
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The above poem with its rich literary content not only
explain's our own insignificance in the grand scheme of the
Creator but also our true and proper worth which is no
more than a piece of dead wood, a mere string or an
empty frame without His munificience. He reminds us of our
nothingness in the same manner as Gmar Khayyam does:

And if the wine you drink; the lip you press

End in the Nothing all things end in-yes­

Then Fancy while thou are, Thou art what

Thou shalt be-Nothing-Thou shalt not be less.

The mystical writings of Bhai Vir Singh lift and transp()rt
~s to higher regions of awareness where we realise that the
'I' feeling is the result of ignorance, root of evil and the
veil between us and' our Creator. In the true traditions,
illusion of 'J' must be eliminated from our life and thought.
He calls upon us to let God carve His image on our mind's
slate so that we get to understand Him:

My Mind's slate

Is shapeless, formless, like a piece rock.

Carve upon it your image

My Lord!

You, my Lord, are the artist;

Your art is love inspired.

Give me the power to understand this!

Let the pall of ignorance drop from my eyes!
("Bitthum Patthar" in Mere Saiyan Jeo)

We draw great ethical satisfaction when we read his
compositions. As we get along, we soon discover that he has
drawn the last veil from his soul to allow us to share in his
ecstasy. We see that his inner life is dominated by the
ethical principle. His deep love of Art is characterised by it
and it receives full satisfacation and deep meaning from
the source of ethical joy of which Art is the centre. We can
grasp his philosophy only by means of the feelings generated
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in us by the study of his poetical compositions. He interprets
this world and its events in spiritual connotations immersed
in deep mysticism. We get the impression that this great and

_original mind giving utterance, like that of Faust, to words:

"And when in the feeling wholly blest thou art,
Call it then what thou wilt.
Call it bliss! Heart, Love! 'God!

I have no name for it!
Feelings is all.in all"

He opens up -a new world before our eyes.. He has a
message for the mankind. This is a message of love, a way
of life, where man seeks little for himself, cares more for his
fellow beings and respects life. It is only by imbibing the
spirit of this message that we may hope to enter the kingdom
of spiritual bliss and live a life free from fear, greed, lust and
pettiness. According to Bhai Vir Singh,we have a vast
reservoir of energy and happiness which comes to us naturally
when we learn to live according to moral precepts handed
down to us through the holy words of the Sikh Gurus and the
Granth Sahib. To do so, < we have to shed va.nity, drape
ourselves in humility, renounce the ego, accept truth and
learn to live in the shadow of the Divine Grace.

Bhai Vir Singh was a human being. Nothing that was
human was alien to him. He felt the presence of the Param
Purukh in every man. He recognised the man concealed in
everyman. It can he said of him that he had eaten of the tree
of knowledge and was thus able to serve to the humanity
the fruits of the sou!' These are his immortal works which for­
ever, will remain a source of inspiration and guidance for
human living. A true understanding of his works purges us of
hatred, jealousy and ignorance and turn us quickly to love,
sympathy and repentence. By his own example, he teaches us
humility that has no pretence, faith that has no d.oubt, belief
that has no inertia, effort- that has no bondage, service -that
has no ,servility, work that has no self-interest and duty that
has no attachment. He helps us through prayer, tells us of the
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benefits of meditation and contemplation, of the pitfalls of
distraction and of advantages of concentration. His
writings are indeed the oratory of his heart. He is a helping
friend who shows the way of human renewal and awakening.
He puts our souls in pursuit of God. He wants us to ascend
-in piety and descend in charity.

Bhai Vir Singh moved about in the world as a free soul,
-emancipated from all attachmenLHe was peaceable, gentle,
full of grace and piety, without partiality and without
hypocrisy. He loved and wished well to every soul in the
world. Goodness was his solitary desire. He lived on the shores
'Of "The blissful and eternal essences" and now he continues
to live in the hearts of millions of his countrymen. It can be
truly said of him: He was a sovereign of genuine Gold. His
thought was of God. His dwelling was with God and his
business in life was in God. He had in him the essence
of Godliness. He was a discerning believer who lived
his life by the guiding light of God. He was a rare
phenomenon the like of which the land of the Punjab will not
witness again. May his soul rest in eternal peace. May his
wdtings ever continue to inspire us to make this world a little
better place to live in. On the occasion of the twenty-third
death anniversary of this great man, we pay this as our
respectful homage to his sacred memory.
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Genius of Bhai Vir Singh

On the highest peak of the Punjabi Parnassus, Bhai Vir
:Singh alone has occupied for the last sixty years and his right to
this lofty peak has rewained unchallenged. Beneath him, during
these years, on the lower knolls, many new poets have sung
with diverse instruments on various subjects and in manifold
ways. They have their listeners; the Muses visit them too, but
none af them ventures seriously to dispute the royal summit
where Bhai Vir Singhsits,and smiles at the new generation of
"rationalists'.

While the poetic world arouhd him has altered and two
,generations of poets have made new schools rangingfroIn
neo-Romanticism to Marxism,· Bhai Vir Singh for the most
part has remained unaffected and unaltered Very much as .
Tennyson and Browing remained unaltered by the style and
thoughts of Arnold, Clough, Swinbourine, Rossetti and
Morris. Whatever changes have taken place in Bliai Vir
Singh are because of the normal growth of his studies in Sikh
theology, by. the natural development of his art in a period
w!hen there was no one to compete with 'him, and by the slow
dimming and aging of that power.

Decadent Period

Bhai Vir Singh was born in the most decadent period of
Sikh history and culture. After enjoying the full fruits of
political freedom and glory, though not of cultun: and religion
the Sikh State of Maharaja Ranjit Singh collasped suddently
after his death, leaving a terrible sense of defe:at. The Sikh
State was not conquered from without, but from within. The
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essential weakness of the time was a decline in morals. The
virile character of the Sikhs that had been formed by the
simplicity of pure and noble living, and an abiding faith in
dhrama (righteousness and truth), weakened through wealth
and luxury. Whereas Maharaja Ranjit Singh was a devout·
and religious man, though not morally poised, his sons were
perfect epicureans. The old Sikh faith that gave the sardars·
moral stability existed no more. Greed, jealousy, ambition for
personal power and sex ran riot. Powerless to express their
will, except by the sword, the Princes inflamed by the organi­
zed conspiracy of the Dogras, murdered one another. The
British terrorism that followed the occupation of the Punjab
destroyed the last embers of patriotism and created as in the
rest of India indolence, subservience, and vanality.

The proselytizing compaign of Christianity with its lure of
government honours and posts during the British regime, and
the nefarious propaganda of the Arya Samajiststo win con­
verts from the Sikhs by ridiculing their Gurus and the Adi
Granth aggravated the situation. Bhai Vir Singh alone stood
against this onslaught and his pen, radiating faith and light,
brought a spiritual and moral revival unknown in the 18th
and the 19th centuries. His monumental works, his thrilling
articles and stories that have reached every Sikh home bore
evidence to the greatness of our heritage, and of the rebellious
idealism that existed in the first two centuries of our history.

Transcendent Qualities

At such a critical period of history, every nation that
wishes to cultivate the fine arts and aspires for truth needs a
man, who transcends mere intelligence, cleverness, astuteness,
egotism, and self-propaganda. Such a man is Bhai Vir Singh.

"A non-decadent community," says Prof. Joad, "is one
which is conscious of the spiritual order of the universe, more
particularly as it manifests itself in values. Inhabitants of this
order are God and the values in which God expresses Himself,
namely truth, beauty and goodness." "Men", says Rabindra­
nath Tagore, "are the children of light. Whenever they fully
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realize themselves they feel their immortality. And as they feel
it, they extend their realm of the immortal into every region
of human life. This building of man's true world, the living

.world of truth and beauty is the function of art. In art, the
person inus is sending its answers to the supreme Person who

·reveals His self to us in a world of endless beauty across the
lightless world of facts."

It is with this aim in view and with this ideal in mind that
·Bhai Vir Singh tried to rebuild the moral and spiritual foun­
dations of the people, and he has succeeded much more than
what younger idealists claim to have achieved.

In the past fifty years of confusion, depression, political
and moral agony,Bhai Vir Singh's voice has been a voice of
comfort.. His emphasis rightly enough, was on the spiritual
and moral elevation of the people. Wealth and power, he

.believes like a true Sikh, are appurtenances of life, and n<?t
life itself.

Poets are Prophets

Like Longinus, Bhai Vir Singh believes in the quest for
sublimity. Like Shelley, be believes that "poetry is something
divine", "the c:entre and circumstance of knowledge, the
perfect and consummate surface and bloom of all things,"
"the record of the best and happiest moment of the happiest
and best minds." Bhai Vir Singh goes still further and says:

."Poets are prophets and prophets are poets." With Sidney,
Bhai Vir Singh would say, "Did not the Romans call a poet

. "prophet" ? "The poet" ,he believed, "reveals to our souls
his own self realization and in an instant we undergo the
growth of the centuries."

True poetry must free us. There is no freedom in excite­
ment, however,intens. it may be. There is no freedom in the
battle of hatred and mutual extinction. There is freedom in
the realization ofthe Divine within.
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To attempt anything like analysis of the vast subject matter
of his writings is obviously impossible here. His monumental
works in poetry and prose covering fiction, history, commen­
taries, translations, lexicography, annotations and biographies
'Scarcely appear to be the work of one man. His poetry exceeds
in volume alone the poetry of all other Panjabi poets of our
times, and his prose writings are about ten times the prose
works of all other modern Panjabi writers. Half the writings
of our modern poets have already faded into oblivion and
the fate of a good portion of the other half is equally
uncertain, but Bhai Vir Singh's Rana Surat Singh, written
in 1905, still baffles the imagination of readers and critics.

Rarely have imagination and thought, ideal faith and
poetic emotions, devotion and quietude, the impulse and self­
mastery of an artists mingled fuIly as in this genius. "A
genius", says Victor Hugo, "is a promentory into the Infinite'
and if Bhai Vir Singh may not agree with Homer, Dante
and Shakespeare, it is chiefly because he expresses less of
humanity, both universal and quintessential, which they put
into their verse.

Urban Ecstasies for Rural Tastes

Confined to his palatial and well-equipped study like the
Lady of Shallot, Bhai Vir Singh has hymned the most thril­
ling religious feelings, the sublimest aspirations of the human
soul, seeing the political world around him only through the
dim shadows of the mirror on the wall. This rare genius, who
has so eloquently written about the majesty and destiny of
Sikhism has like Virgil, never shown the hard masculinity of
the stock to which he has always touched such soft strings of
mysticism, tenderness, grace and reverence from life which are
very rare in the present Sikh breed. Not only does he resem­
ble Virgil in the simplicity of his instincts, the power of his
emotions, and the perfection of his forms, but, like him, he
idealizes a particular type of life and possesses the same
personal virtues that made people call Virgil a "Shy virgin".
The only difference is that whereas Virgjl gave to Rome rural
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ecstasies to please their urban tastes, Vir Singh has. given to
the Punjab urban ecstasies to please all tastes.

Bhai Vir Singh's most outstanding quality is his epic
imagination which is so ~lear1y visible not Ollly in Rana Surat
Singh, the first successful epic in Panjabi literature, butalso in
his prose writings, the Chamatkars.,

Rana Surat Singh is a testament of beul1ty. It is the first
fruit of a young passionate seeker's tearful meditation and
contemplation of the Adi-Granth. The only two characters
that intervene between the poet and the Adi Granth are the
hero, Rana Surat Singh, and the heroine, Rani Raj Kaur.
True to the tradition of the Indian mystics the beloved is
symbolized in the form of man in heaven and the seeker is
woman on earth. Excluding purgatory and hell, it is in every
way Dante's Divine Comedy retold in the setting of Sikh theo­
logy. Bhai Vir Singh projects all his fellings, aspirations, and
knowledge of Sikhism into this epic and the essence of all he
has been writing and projecting in history, novels, and lyrics
has been written in it. Very intense and ardent is the passion
of his imagination, but it gives radiance, not heat. The most
unimaginative can understand it. His poetry is like incantation
and his words of enchantment.

Secret of Greatness

The secret of Bhai Vir Singh's greatness is his ability to go
to the unfathomable depths of the soul. His brain is ablaze
with light flashing from all points at once and illuminating all
questions. He is the great fourth dimension of time and space.
Bhai Vir Singli's contacts with humanity are only mental and
spiritual and not social or material. He is singular of those
geniuses that God purposely leaves unbridled by society,
politics, or family so that they may go headlong and in full
flight into the infinite.

In Rana Surat Singh, ~hai Vir Singh lays bare his soul. It
seems to us' when we have «ad themarve!1ouspages that we
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have spoken to the poet. Evidence of his stupendous power
is contained in the fact that he can still move us, while most
.of the modern poetry produced by young poets in thirties and
forties has faded away as dim spectres of feeble minds. The
,supernatural element in the epic is quite earthly and natural,
:and the dialogue between celestial beings and Rani Raj
Kaur might as well have taken place in any town of the
Punjab.

The characters of Rana Surat Singh are distinguished not
'by peculiarity of manners and actions, but by the intensity of
their feelings and their loftiness of spirit. They are the
instruments of thoughts, feelings, emotions, the sorrows, and
the pangs of separation, the vision and the philosophy of the
poet. His thoughts resemble those celestial fruits and flowers
that have fragrance and sweetness and have the miraculous
efficacy to invigorate and to heal. They are powerful not.
,only to delight but to elevate and purity.

In the alembic of Bhai Vir Singh's brain, the baser metals
turn to gold, passions become virtues and weeds become
ex~tics from some divine land. The flowers pine for Him, the

,clouds sit in contemplation. the fountains and the streams
ripple and dance to kiss the feet of the tree of life. (see Chap
Garden, in Rana Surat Singh).

The poet's brain is a mighty loom. His imagination spins and
weaves. The flying shuttle of his fancy delivers to the warp of
emotions and actions the shining thread spun from the fibres
,·of human hearts and human experiences, and with his wonde­
rous woof of pictured tapestries he clothes all thought in the
bridal robes of immortality. For melody of versifications, for
richness of image, for curious felicity of expression, for the
power and beauty of blank verse, Rana Surat Singh has not
been surpassed.

Towords the end, the epic losses its dramatic power, and
the poem seems to drag and move slowly. Instead of climax
of the epic, we have a treatise onSikh theology, ever written.
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The interest in the story is lost completely, the interest in the
expressions of Sikh ideals dominates. Rana Surat Singh

becomes a lay Bible for the Sikhs.

A Foreword

If I were to write a foreword to this book I would write
but two sentences: "Those who do not have a soul, nor know
God, nor wish to feel His presence in any way, should not
read this book, as they would thereby be sinning against
themselves. Beware of it comrades, its appeal is irresistible
and most fascinating as the eternal problem· is discussed in it
with all the lyrical flow of wisdom, pathos,mystery, melody,
and grace."

Not a chord of the lyre is unsung, not a fibre of heart
untouched. Students earnestly wresting with doubt, striving
to solve the solemn riddle of life feel their pluse strangely
agitated by this poem. In this epic, see as in mirror the eternal
problem of earthly existence.

Shorter Poems

His shorter poems are of two types. One is the lyrical
type, like his Preet Vina, the effusion of a Platonic and pas­
sionate love, the flights and ardour or" which are directed by a
definite mysticism. Nowhere is the poet's soul so spontane­
ously lyrical as in this poem. But most of the other short
poems are didactic, with argumentative thoughts snatched
from the air.

In his poetic style, Bbai Vir Singh deliberately emphasizes
the importance of discipline in form. Successively revised, his
poems and prose are almost perfect.

The poet struggles with the preacher in him. Most of the
poems are .a bit too abstract. From natur.e he flies into bliss
and from bliss to nature. The emotions are subdued with the
burd~n of thought and both his thought and emotion remain
cQnfineq ~vithin the .gound,s of an contemplative mood~
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Classical Prose Style

Bhai. Vir Singh's prose style has a classical neatness. He'
can say the most difficult thing in the most simple language,
which is at once poetic and extremely artistic. The rythmic
quality of his unaffected style is easily recognizable and even
though most. of his prose writings appeared without a name
they were easily recognisable. The vividness, the effectiveness,
and the agreeablenss of his compelling and onrushing style
have a charm of their own.

Communists' Criticism

The Communists have poised all their weapons against
Bhai Vir Singh to dethrone him from the enviable position as
a writer justly recognized by the Indian Academy of Letters
(Sahitya Akademi). But men who merely deny are not critics,
no matter what the weapons of denial are. A Communist
making fun of Bhai Vir Singh is merely a rank materialist
laughing at the idea of soul and of ultimate Reality. These
men, parading as progressives with their dispairing philo­
sophy of naturalistic rationalism, have, without studying Bhai
Vir Singh, started a campaign of hatred against this Moses of
modern Panjabi literature who smote the rocks of poetry with
the rod of his genius and its living waters gushed forth to
make the deserts of Panjabi literature blossom, as the roses.
One such critic has shown that Rana Surat Singh is propa~

ganda in favour of British imperialism. The hero in it is
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, whereas Raj~ Kaur is Rani Jindan
who wishes to mainlain her rule under the British. The
British government is represented by her God and Sach Khand
(the realm of Truth) means England. Another Communist
futurist has announced that in ten years, when Communism
has spread all over the world, Bhai Vir S.ingh will not 'be read
by anyone. This remark of wilful hatred indicates Communist
policy towards religious and ethical literature and in no way
can be taken as criticismof Dhai Vir Singh's literary genius by
anyone having even an iota ofliterary sense.

We must rememb!=rthat hatred is not intelligence and to
insult and abuse is not to eriticizeand disc\1Ss. It is with such
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fanaticism that mad political idealists have set fire to the
most precious literature merely because it was ancient. Such
minds and people have in the name of revolution and progress
always wounded the human raCe. The history of the world
from· Changis Khan to Hitler proves it. The wretched hands
of such criitics and thinkers forever retain the colour of the
mud that they have thrown at others.

Vain Denunciation

In vain did Clement bite and denounce Diderot; in vain
did Cecchi vilify Dante; in vain did Greene fasten on
Shakespeare, who remembers Lauder the slenderer of Milton?
Who thinks of De Vise the tormentor of Molicre? And who
now believes these hypocrite parading as "progressives"?
None but those who have no soul no heart, no life, no feeling
in them. By condemning Bhai Vir Singh outright they try
to create for-themselves a little popularity, and for this
they rely on the greatness of those whom they outrage.

But in the past these insulters have not got their salary
and at present these poor insulters are not likely to get any;
Contempt has always failed them and hatred. will always bring
them defeat. let us pity them. Calumny always loses its
labour. There is nothing more useless than the sting that
does not sting.

Better still. The sting is also beneficial. Says Victor Hugo:
"In a given time it is found that calumny, envy, hatred.
thinking to labour against have worked in aid of truth. Their
insults bring them fame, their blackening makes a genius
illustrious. They succeed only in mingling a malignant outcry;
with the glory which increases."

Salient Features

Conservatism, refined culture, religious enthusiasm
chequered by the Sikh idealism, a deep love for tradition and
an underlying sympathy with the victims of adharma are the
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salient features of Bhai Vir Singh's writings. The conflict of
capitalists and labour is a later phase in the history ofIndian
literature and it is not found in the writings of any Indian
writer of his times. Bhai Vir Singh's writings; like those of
Dr. Tagore, depict a permanent conflict in humanity: The
conflict between .dharma and adharma, between truth and
falsehood, and between light and darkness.

When an artist has done so much, it is graceless to ask
for more. To those self-styled 'progressives' whQ laugh at him,
one can only say: "There is no harm in laughing at Bhai Vir
Singh provided you laugh at yourself also, because your
literature· of realism will appear much more ridiculous to
posterity than what Bhai Vir Singh appears to you today."

Even the most callous Marxist would admit that after
all the laughter at Bhai Vir Singh, there is still room for silent
wonder at this rare genius, who, coming so late in our
literature, has made such sweet music as has been heard never
before.

DR. TRILOCHAN SINGH

THORNS
(Kat/de)

Lovely rose,
Beauty's lord,
Why do these stinging nettles surround you '?
"Who can tell ?"
Said the rose in a voice oflanguid loveliness,
"Who can telf ?
Perhaps God's sentinels
Stand guard at beauty's barbican ?"
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The Living Thoughts of
Bhai Vir Singh

Bhai Vir Singh (1872-1957) is popularly known as the
bard of the immortal land of five rivers. He is also called
affectionately as the sixth river of the Punjab. He llives on in
the hearts of the Punjabis. There lies his monument as S. Teja
Singh says in his tribute to him in his poem 'The Sweet Bard':

'No myriad-tongue applause about thee: trips

Although to thee no public knees are bent,

Thou can't afford to spurn such fame, Not lips,

Our hearts adore thee: There's thy monument:

The thoughts of great men are their children. These
thoughts give direction to mankind. These thoughts mirror
our hopes, fears, aspirations and frustrations. They lend
meaning to life. They talk of our pains and pleasures, our
successes and defeats. If the great man happens to be a poet
which Bhai Vir Singh is, he tells us that our troubles are from
eternity. He reminds us of a truth whi~h we have done our
best to forget. In such a maddening world, the poet relates
our woes to life that seems to make sense so that these do not
turn out to be whaHy frustrating. He tells us that these have
always been with us and we have to have the capacity to bear
with them:
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The troubles of our proud and angry dust

Are from eternity, and shall not fail.

Bear them we can, and if we can must

Shoulder the sky, my lad, and drink your ale.

The lines do not teach us to accept defeat without demur
or turn into cynics with the thought that the world has always
been a bad place to live in and nothing can be done to change
it. On the contrary, these tell us that we must be wise enough
not to expect too much, not to be discouraged because our
efforts fail to make anew, a better and a shining world. This
world will never be.a par,adise. Our efforts may not, therefore,
solve the problems of reconstructing this world but the
message of great thinkers like Bhai Vir Singh give dignity and
nobility to' our endeavour. This message gives hope to
humanity. It helps to liberate the chained energies to man. It
helps man to escape from the confusion and despair of the
world around him. The message shows the lamp to the diffi­
culties that we face and talks of human yearnings to fill life
with meaning in this tempest-tossed world. It means much to
man:

Send me your tired, your poor

Your huddled masses yearning to be free

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

Send these, the hungry, the tempest-tossed, to me

I life my lamp beside the golden door.

This is what precisely BhaiVir Singh does through his
writings and verses. He talks of the loneliness of human spirit
and its helpless in the midst of gigantic and massive forces .of
good and evil. He talks of the problems and the possibility of
finding whether there is any cure for them. Before we come to
Bhai Vir Singh, we are reminded of what chaucer thought of
man and his world:

276



"What is this world," cried Chaucer,

"What asketh men to have,

Now with his love, now in the cold grave,

Allone, withouten any campaingnye".

It is the function oJ poetry to tell the truth. The truth is
that we have diminished our lives by foolish sins, by unneces­
~aryrefusal to think straight. There has been a steady erosion
of the spiritual life. The essence of this erosion bas been
cO,mplacency and a: willingness to indulge in self-deceit. This
deceit may not have been vicious, it has been silly. We seem
tphave lost much of our heritage, and brought our world
close to ruin, not by any great crimes but by smallindul­
gences. It is not that we have adopted false gods, it is that
we have neglected the true and the authentic one. The altar
of our worship stand s empty. In our hearts we still believe in
.the holy Nam but we have forgotten how much work it takes
to believe in it effectively. We are prone to consider it to be
a part of a dream. We lack the sense of dedication and
devotion. We are smothered by complacenc:y, softness,
sloppiness, unwillngness to realise Ollr basic obligations. We
do not want the high truth. We would rather have half-truths
that do not make too strict demands on us. We do not want
to be reminded that we must grow better, closer to the ideals
bequeathed to us by our holy Granth. We have become smug
arid grown perfunctory in our attitude towards our religion.
We treat our ideals lightly. Admist the din of this maddening
world, we fall from lofty heights and are trapped by the
common··place. We lose our inner peace.

"Listen, my soul!
You should have sported along

. a stream's green verge,
Have wandered in a forest glade
Or winged your way to the clouds

And poured down your harmony:
Self should have communed with the Greater self
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In your retreat,with all storms stilled,
How did you ever come to fall

Admist the din of this maddening world,
Into the toils from which peace flutters off

In ruffled flight?
(Listen My Soul-Meri Jinde)

The above lines shook us into awareness how we have
strayed from the chosen path. We are reminded of the nObility
of our mission and the absurdity of our action. We do realise
that we do suffer from thinness of the spiritual life. We know
that we have failed in our duty to ourselves in the way of
providing for the recreation of our inner spirit. We have
forgotten our basic yearnings and immortal longing for com­
munion with the Greater Self. We h~ve fallen. Bhai Vir Singh
reminds us of this truth which we can ignore only if we are
willing to be destroyed. He ignites the divine spark in us.

Each man carries within himself a share of the tragic
tension of the much demanding world. He cannot afford to
ignore it or else he is bound to be destroyed by it. He is called
upon to play his part in the ageless battIe between light and
darkness. It does him no good to pretend that he is merely
an economic animal with a job to do in the business world and
so long as he gets fair wages, everything else is moonshine.
The needs which are thus ignored may not be more urgent and
pressing than the physical needs for food and shelter, but
these are more explosive. If these are not met in time, they
are certain to tear the world to pieces. Besides the physical
needs, the thinking and the feeling mail has yearnings long­
ings, passions, ideals,· vision and love of the·Divine and Bhai
Vir Singh reminds us of these needs in 'Saeen Laee Tarap'. The
Mystic yearnings:

The world has many legends:
The milkmaids yearning for Smarthy

Krishna's touch,
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Sassj's ordeal in the burning sands
for her Punnu,

Heer'slonging for Ranjha

Or Majnun grown thin in disappointed love.

Do these passion reveal what the world calls love?
And, is it nothing more besides?

No, these have revealed there is a deeper urge.

In the soul of lovers there is that yearning
For the unbodied beauty only the soul perceives,

for the ideal

At the hour of their creation it was breathed ·into
them

This is the spark, the flame

Which burns in souls inspired.

Maddened lovers, through transient human forms

Seek Him, His love-

Driven distracted

By beckoning glimpses of the Eternal vision.

These needs of the spirit, these yearnings of the soul.
these visions of the Eternal are lodged in the man who besides
being an economic being has also a spiritual personality. These
needs cannot be treated as a special ·compartment of life with
special rules divorced for the working life. We must realise
that if we fail to heed these needs and neglect them, we are
bound Ito lose everything and go back to the life's gutter. We
must take these needs seriously and keep them under constant
repair. The price of failure is death. We must refuse to fail.
We must not lose our world. We must meet our demand more
high-mindedly by deliberately allowing ethical interference in
our economic life. The point is that living is not all food and
shelter. It is a much more complex problem. It c~n be resolved
only by understanding the meaning of life. To most of us, life
seems to be a riddle without an answer. It is an unsolved
mystery. It is an illusion. It is a shadow. It is all chance. It
is circumstance. It is a puzzle. In 'Jiwan Ki Hai'-The
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meaning of life, Bhai Vir Singh raises this eternal question in
these words:

"What is life, this life which millions
Such as I have lived,

Will live, and having lived, depart,

'Groping at an obscure turn,
not knowing life's meaning,

The why and what of existence,
the shadow and the substance,

Illusion and truth:

How is it possible to snatch the veil
from the secret concealed so jealously?

Where does it lead, the restless and maddening
maze of ambition?

From what dark source do our peep promptings,
come, mysterious tides in our soul,

The hunting sparrows, tentalizing hopes,
despairs?

What is the sOlirce of mighty surges in the spirit
that drag it round dark eddying

Great expectations love's high passion,
Beatings of the restless heart:

Its powerful tempests, rising from depths
unkenned,

A force mysteriously welling up-but frqm what
Source?"

It is a graphic picture of human dilemma. It raises the
.basic. queshon. It is a challenging quesion. It pricks our minds.
,~t compels us .to think. It touches the marrow of our bon~s.

,All mortal things eventually face death and extinction but
,this question' lives on. It is the function of all.religions to find
. an answer to this eternal question. This is where thephiloso-

"phic spirit steps in to provide solace to the .formented mind
and bJ;ing calm and peace to the yearning soul. The rankling
90ubts and stubborn queries are laid, to rest. Sorrow, perplexity



narrowness and strife disappear. The veil is lifted. The
yearnings of the soul are unfolded. The doubting mind is
satisfied and the heart finds its joy and peace. The questing
spirit is satisfied with a wave of gladness. Bhai Vir Singh
then resolves the doubts of the questing spirit in the following
lines from the same poem 'Jiwan KiHai':-

'Nothing higher exists than this­

Joy ina mighty wave enveloping all,

Joy in nature, in the mind of man,

Joy in body, in soul,

Joy spread like the moonlight,
bathing all in gentle exhilaration,

Joy ripping out from joy,

Joy the purpose, joy the meaning,

Joy the ahswer.

To snatch joy from the reluctant hands of life,

To life with joy that nothing can annul,

Obscure or penetrate \' ith doubt.,
misgiving or sorrow:

Such is the meaning, the goal of Iife-'­

There is nothing higher than this".

Bhai Vir Singh lifts life and puts it beyond the pale of
doubt, misgiving and sorrow and makes joy the basis·" of all
meaningful ·life. This concept is the key to the inner meaning
of life. This joy is within us, we have to find it. It is not
something outside it. We have to discover it within ourselves.
Bhai Vir Singh was brought up in the Sikh beliefs and tradi.

'tions which deeply influenced his life and thought processes.
He believes that there is a divine spark of the Eternal reality
in each one of us. Therefor'e, we have to look within through
contemplation and meditation to discover the joy of which he
·bas spoken above. He carries us to the very source of joy in
;"Ape da Uchhal"-The Heart's Flood:
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"Where, friend, is the source of the sweet
delicious pleasure

That seeps through every fibre of the
joyful heart?

It is born on the tides that surge within,
It is within ourselves we find such joy

And not elsewhere as the deluded think.
The inner rapture is a fountain dwelling

without end,
It only springs in those whose craving

is restrained,

Not scattered loose on every passing
moment of desire

And beckoning appetite."

About Bhai Vir Singh's exhortation to look within our­
selves for the source of our joy, it needs to be mentioned that
this thought is universal and finds reference in all major
philosophies ofthe world. This thought has been elaborated in
the Sikh faith by the early Gurus. An Arab proverbs says that
"The man who knows his soul has known his Lord." Prophet
Mohammed says, "The worte' is sweet in the heart, and green
to the eye, and verily God hath brought you, after those
that went before you; then look to your actions and abstain
from th.e world and its wickedness." Lord Krishna says, "But
of all I could name, verily love is the highest-love and devo­
tion that make one forgetful of everything else, love that
invites the lover with me. What ineffable joy does one find
through love of me, the blissful self. Once that joy is realised,
all earthly pleasures fade into nothingness." At another place,
Lora Krishna stressing the need for understanding of the self
says, "The happiness which are realised through practice, in
which one comes to the end of all pains, and which is like
poison at first but like nectar at the end is declared to be
sattvika, born of the serenity of the understanding that con­
cerns itself with the self." The reality of understanding one's
inner-self is emphasised in the Sukhmaoi Sahib (Astpadi 14.4) :
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"He comes to know his own self with the grace of Guru;
(conclude) that his thirst (for mammon) is quenched.

Thomas Wyath expresses similar thought about the need
of looking within oneself in these words:

"Then seek no more out of thyself to find

The thing that thou hast sought so long before,
For thou shall find it sitting in thy mind."

The same thought is also expressed by the Persian Sufi
P6et, Attar of Nishapur :

"We drank whole oceans up and found. amazed,

Out lips still dryas sand; so seeking still
The main to quench our thirst, we do not see

Weare that sea and make our lips that strand."

The study of Bhai Vir Singh is· a social and spiritual .
necessity for the people of this country, particularly for the
Sikhs wherever thay may be. Even in the religious thought,
while conforming to the basic tenets of the Sikhism, Bhai Vir
Singh has made valuable contribution in capturing the religious
spirit by his inimitable style of writing, both prose and poetry.
The study of Bhai Vir Singh covers many aspects~literary,

religious, social and political. The lovers of literature may
relisbwith ecstasy the poems for their literary style and pro­
fundity of thought content. The social reformer may find
inspiration for the social rejuvenation of the society. The
politician may find the political destiny of the people in the
writings of Bbai Vir Singh, which have excellence and merit of
superb value. Bhai Vir Singh is an amalgam of a seer, poet and
philosopher. His personality has thus diverse faces which need
to be understood by various thinkers, writers of eminence and
learning. Taking a total view of his writings, it can be said of
him that he is the greatest sage, poet and philosopher, that
the Sikh world produced in the nineteenth ceI;ltury. Bhai Vir
Singh was a great genius. He had the rare insight and under­
standing of the Sikh scriptures. At the same time, he had the
mental flexibility to assimiliate ideas from all SQUfC(~ and to
make them his own. He did not merely copy or translate them.
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He wove them into the texture of his own cognition. He fitted
them into their proper places according to his own judgement

,and produced a unified and orderly pattern of thought,
Whether we read his,poetical works or his other writings, we
.are amazed at the magnitude of his intellectual powers, his
knowledge, his outlook and his grasp of the classical as well
as the modern principles of philosophy, literature and religion.
He had meditated deeply, about the highest and most funda­
mental problems of life and death as a true believer, as a
philosopher and as a poet. This combination of all three in
one and the same individual is almost an impossibility, and
when, as in the case of Bhai Vir Singh, it does occur, the
results can be truly astounding. What he thinks as a philosopher
experiences as a believer, and feels as a' poet, he expresses in a
poetic language which not only appealsto the mind but also
finds a ready response in our hearts. Bhai VirSingh points to
'tis that there is no intrinsic difference between philosophy and
poetry and religious beliefs: They express the fundamental
truths affecting deeply our whole beings. In philosophy the
language may be technical and the method analytical but in
poetry and religion, the appeal is directly to th~ inner being.
In love's attraction (Prem tarangi), he projects the scientific
thought of the full moon's effect on the sea-waves which he
interprets philosophically in poetic language that appeals
directly to our hearts:

On the night of the full moon the sea is eager
to touch the sky

Breathless with yearning for union
with its airy love

From where does the power and the passion
come to every aspiring wave?

Know that the moon itself fills each with the urge
to meet it with arms outstretched.

The analysis of the above lines establishes that the poet
has an open mind. He is receptive to a scientific phenomenon
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around him and he comprehends the physical reasOns.
underlying it. At the same time, he imparts a mystical content to­
it and raises the philosophic question "From where". Further,
if we judge the above lines for its effect on our mind and heart,
we are deeply touched by the intensity of the thought and
the influence of the image that springs in our mind's eye.
Only a genius can do it. Bhai Vir Singh is thus not only
original but is refreshingly different from the others whose
thought processes are constricted by narrow dogmatism and
tradition. In his company, we do not move in narrow circles.
of untested and customary beliefs. We advance towards.
greater knowledge. He opens up fresh avenues cf thought
before us. He gives us plaussible· views and reasonable
convictions tested by knowledge, experience and love. He
inculcates in us a proper awareness of our problems and, at
the same time, moulds us into beings equipped to face these
problems with a sense of willing acceptance. He lifts us to a
bigherplane where, in his company, we enjoy the pleasures of
being one with the infinite. He makes us God-intoxicated. In
the mystic yearning (Saeen Laee Tarap), this is how the poet
explai~s the deeper urge, the yearning and finally the glimpses
of the Eternal vision.

We feel that the poet in Bhai Vir Singh is walking in the
shadow of God. For him, God is a living presence. He
hearkens to His voice and lets his heart lit up by the beams of
the Eternal vision. Sensation, soul and form melt into him and,
he finds his being swallowed up by the spirit of God:

My vision trembled as my being melted
into yours

Drowned in a flood of ecstasy

Lost, absorbed!

Though you became one with me

The vision blinds me yet,

Stunning the senses.

(The Momentary Flash-Achancheti Jhalk)



God is thus a living presence as conceptualised by Bhai
Vir Singh. It is an active relationship, a complete merging and
a perfect union. In this relationship, one becomes a part of His

,beauty and all His splendour. The devotee and the deity
has~become one. He percieves God as a living Reality which
pervades everything and is visible everywhere. His God is not
a vague something or very much removed, from the everyday
world. He listens to the whispers of eternity in the blossoming
rose petals; in the fragrance of the violet (Banafsha da phull)
and in the yearning of the human heart.

In a way, Bhai Vir Singh is a poet of nature and comes
very near to Wordsworth in his rapt contemplation of Nature
manifesting the spirit of God. In supplications (Ardas) he talks
of sparkling ocean, tiny dewdrop, peepul leaf, infinity and
mightiness of His grace. He sees Nature in God and God in
:Nature:

Vast, rolling, sparkling ocean,

Hear the tiny,

Dewdrop's prayer:, perched on the tip
of a sprouting peepul-leaf

How may I stretch my arms out to your infinity

Be lost in you, I fallon sand,

Sucked down in the thirsty waste.
Rise up yourself, 0 Mightiness,
And in your grace draw down this littleness

to merge into you.

Wordsworth worships the Supreme Being whose:

Dwelling is the setting of the rising sun
, And the round ocean, and the living air

And the Blue sky, and in the mind of man.

A motion and 'a spirit, that impels
A thinking things, all objects of all thoughts

And rolls through all things.
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Like Bhai Vir Singh, Wordsworth also accepts the
concept of the living presence of God. To quote him:

In such access of mind, in such higher of visitation from
the living God

Thought was naught; in enjoyment it expired.

Bhai Vir Singh considers life as a beautiful pattern
woven by the artist hand of God. His desire is to merge into
God's Being, to lose himself in God's many-coloured immensity.
Therein lies his happiness. He believes in the power of love,
the intoxicating effect of beauty and a feeling heart in the
service of God and His creation. The mysticism of his
philosophy is deeply felt. He lends power to his idea by
his burning passion. His heart is full of passionate fervour and
it is through his feeling heart that he sets out to achieve a
closer understanding, and a more personal approach of God.
Such is the depth of his devotion when he starts on his
spiritual pilgrimage. Hi~ soul cries out for Him. He entreats
his God for His support.

Love, dearer than breath,

Alight with the Gold of your necklace
1 wither, thirsting for your touch-
I, the sap-starved creeper, feminine, frail

Yearning for your support, to cling to you.
(I cry for you-whichhuri rooh)

In his poetic compositions, we come across lines on the
ecstasies of love so sweet, so enrapturing and exalting, so
profound and so pervading that no poet can rival or stand
-comparison with him in the treatment of this theme, He
'regards love, in whatever sense one might take it. spiritual
or sensual, to be the soul of the universe. By virtue of love
everything strives incessantly to return to the source of its
being. The music of the flute and the inioxtcation of the wine
are both by love. Love is the elixir of soul. Love is the soul
of creation :
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The young calf struggled free,

Ran to suck its dam,

And as the milch cow receives it,

FondJingit gently, rubbing it, licking it over,

Eyes might picture a statue of rriaternallove.

Rivers, after a world of yearning
Overcome the rocks and the sandy wastes,
Approaching at last the wished-for ocean",

clash of love:
The vast tempestuous ocean

Surging to meet them

As the gentle cow her calf.
(Love, soul of creation­

Wadh Pyar Vich Preetam)

The warmth of life in every soul is from the fire of love.
Love is the secret of life. Love is the instrument and the flery
strains of that instrument are also from love. The pleasure of
sight is love. It is love that tears the veil from the face of the
Being. Harmony and unity are the products of love. The rise
and fall of the music of being and not being are by love. Love
is the basis for the movements of the stars and it sits in the
heart of the particles. Love is the food of life. It burns up all
pettiness and ego and gives birth to humility and selflessness.
It is the basis of all higher morals and human destiny. The love
of this world of colour and perfume is a reflex of that real,
higher and eternal love. Man should continue to strive to rise
from lower to higher forms of love and should not stop at any
stage, for stoppage is stagnation and that is death. In his
poems, Bhai Vir Singh has put love and reason in scales and
loves triumphs over cold reason. Bhai Vir Singh is a poet of
emotion, intuition and creation. For all these, he has only one
name. That name is Love. It is an impulse. It is an expression.
It is an intoxication. His harmony. It is truth. It is creative
madness. It is frenzy that enlightens and moves the hearts to
their depths and in this, Bhai Vir Singh is truly matchless. His
poetry moves because it reminds the soul of its reality and its
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destination. As intoxication is in the wine, so is the frenzy of
love in the poetry of Bhai Vir Singh. Every heart suffering the
pangs of separation moves and the sadder he sounds, the
sweeter he emerges. The mystic ecstasy that we experience in
his. works remains incommunicable and ineffable in its pristine
purity. It is a speechless state of rapture and contemplation.
It can be felt. It cannot be expressed. This mystic: experience
is a sort of emotional intensity which is outside the pale of
discussion. It is a picturesque symbolism which cannot be
expressed in terms of ideas and concepts.

It is an ineffable vision. It is an awareness in which man
both discovers and loses himself. It is a search for perfection
and ultimate peace. It is a sweet, struggling pain, blissful
ecstasy. It is like the vibration of a vina strings. It lifts the
soul to the might of the Divine. It is a goblet of heady wine.
It is loveliness in full bloom. It is the unnamed desire in the
heart. It is draught of prolonged delight. It is a tear of joy.
The quality of spontaneity, terrific simplicity, dHferent states
of spiritual rapture and intensity of emotion stand out in bold
relief in Bhai Vir Singh. He is gifted with the wealth of a
feeling and a sensitive heart. He walks on the earth but he has
also the capacity to stride across the skies. He is the man of
God. He gives meaning to living, significance to SUffering.
purpose to pursuit, and goal to journey. He fashions anew
world out of the depths of his own being. He seems to have
learnt his ways from God Himself. He is a mighty river full
of philosophical thought, mysticism, inspiring pOletry, portray­
ing human hopes and aspirations. He has been rightly called
the sixth river of the Punjab.

Lt. Col. J. S. GULERIA (Retd.)
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Poetry of
Dr. Bhai Vir Singh

Dr. Bhai Vir Singh was a great Indian seer and poet. It is
a rewarding exercise and a satisfying venture to follow the
facts of his poetic process. It is a phenomenon that keeps on
pleasing and overwhelming at the same time. The sweep of
this master is as varied and wide as life itself. Since life is a
dynamic process which is always changing and evolving, it
£annot be encapsuled. So also is the case with the poetic
process of this great genius. It is not possible to form a full
view of this process within the space of a short article. None­
theless, a representative sampling of some of his compositions
£an certainly help in enabling us to touch the reality of his
poetic process and, at least, gain an inklIng of it. Viewed froin
a different angle, the tavern is open. The cellar is full. The"
£ups are laid on. How much of the nectar that the poet serves
falls to your share depends upon your inclination and capacity.
You have to literally escape from your being and merge into
the poet. You have to arrive. You have to experience him.
Only then you can know him. There is no short-cut. You have
to move towards him. The distance between you and the poet
must disappear. It can not be explained how exactly it can
happen. But it has to happen. You may call it a miracle.
There has to be a merging of minds, hearts and soul before
you find yourself ready to get the feel of the poetic process of
this creative artist. This state of consciousness has been des­
cribed by Bhai Vir Singh in the following words:

What I now witnessed locked me in a spell,

So like a statue that I could not move,
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A stranger to myself, for "I' and 'mine'
Were: done away; I do not know who saw
Or who was seen,distance had disappeared.
One memory alone remains to me,

That I could look once more upon my love.

The rapture of that vision filled all space,

The' four directions, heaven and below.

One love, one vision .and one bliss were merged

Into a single shining ecstasy;
The three became as one and I should err

In saying there were three or this was one.

I cannot tell exactly how it was,

The miracle was in the sight alone;

Without experience you cannot know.

CRanaSurat Singh)

Without experience you cannot know. This is a reality.
This is an actuality. The poet has spoken the profound truth,
He has shown you a vision. He has cast his spelL He tells the
way to enter this 'shining ecstasy'. It lies in merging. It lies
in demolishing the artificial barriers of'!' and 'mine'. When
this state is reached, the miracle happens and it becomes an
experience:. Before you enter that sublimated state, 'you cannot
know'. Expereince is what matters but to expereince is not all
that easy.. You have to earn your release from 'I' and 'mine'
to arrive at your destination. Self has to be effaced completely
for becoming a pB rt of the Universal self~that ONE, the only
ONE-EK ONKAR. This is how the thought process of Bhai
Vir Singh works. He is a poet of the souL"

Poetry has been described by Sri Aurobindo as the
'mantra of the Rea]'-a rhythmic revelation of Reality in
language. It is apparent that the medium of· expression of
poetry is language-language as is understood by a large mass
of people.. It does not have to be the higher flown ]Ianguage of
the scholars and pedagogues. Such language willlos,e its appeal
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and restrict its understanding and appreciation to the discern­
ing few. Therefore, language has to be simple and easy. It
has to be the language of the people. This language must have
rhythm. It should have an easy flow. It should sound pleasing
to the ear and pleasant to the heart. It should stir emotion.
It should touch, move and influence feeling as distinguished
from cognition and will. This rhythmic language should reveal
or lay bare an act or experience which is enlightening, true,
genuine and authentic. This experience may relate to skies and
seas, men and matters, houses and lands, or anything which
has something to do with man and his environs, aspirations,
institutions, ultimate goals and final destination. No limit is
thus setto the Reality but in the words of Sri Aurobindo, it
stilI remains the mantra of the Real, an exposition of some
aspect of Reality.

Bhai Vir Singh treats a common place subject 'Flowers
in the Dust' (Kashmir te Sundarta) and lifts it up to a great
height by the sheer force of his poetic skill :

'Like the juicy toothsomeness of apples, and pears

So your beauty rolls in the dust, divine Kashmir;

Beauty rolls in the dust,

J:ts nakedness covered with patched and filthy rags,
Strewn roses trodden down the road.

It is a trivial experience but it reveals an awesome reality
which draws tears from 'the eyes of feeling hearts. The reality
touches the depth of the soul. The heart cannot help crying at
the sight of beauty rolling in the dust and the nakedness
covered with patched and filthy rags and that too, in a divine
place like Kashmir. The feeling aroused by 'strewn roses trod­
den down the road' almost draws blood out of a feeling heart.
One wonders whether 'strewn roses' refer metaphorically to
the poor, much exploited and ordinary people of Kashmir. It
is a reality. It might have escaped our notice being so commcn­
place but Bhai Vir Singh unfolds it before our eyes as a new
experience which we find both touching and tragic. In his
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hands, the trivial has become the sublime. He has taken it to
.the highest level that can be attained in the poetic Jield.

We have seen how he treats trivial matters and turns
them into sublime by his deft handling and rich imagination.
With equal ease, felicity and perfection, he deals wiith matters
concerning soul, salvation and divinity. Here again, he does
not speak in vague and abstract terms but he uncovers the
reality. In his short poem 'Attractions' (Khhich), he refers to
the universal law which underlines the human insignificance
and the irresistible pull and power of the Master: .

This is the law You have set in motion:
That the greater must attract to it the less.

So the sun pulls <1.1: the earth, earth at the moon;

The moon stirs in the ocean aspiring waves.

Supreme over all !

Draw up to You this humble being's insignificance:

But for the stay of Your pull, Master,

It would be lost in the wilderness of Your universe.

While dealing with this profound reality, the poet has
stated perhaps unconsciously what we know is· a scientifically
correct as the law of gravity. The greater does attract to it the
less. The sun does pull the earth and in turn, the earth exer­
cises its pull on the moon and so on. These are all scientifically

.proved facts but by his picturesque language and an apt turn
of the phrase, he has imparted a sort of divinity to these dry
facts and shot them to celestial hieghts. There is a measure
of beauty with immediate effectiveness. The language is vivid
and colourful. It has feeling. It has realisation. It has aspira­
tion, The language of Bhai Vir Singh reveals the closest pos­
sible union of music and meaning, of the thought and image,
of sense and suggestion of imagination and intuition. The
poetic compositions of Bhai Vir Singh answer fully to the
definition of poetry as rhythmic revelation of reality in
language.
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Mathew Arnold conceives poetry as 'criticism oflife'.
Like all definitions, it is true but it cannot be said to represent
the whole truth. The first difficulty encountered in this defini­
tion is that it lays an undue emphasis on the critical rather
than the creative process in poetry. All poetry may not be
creative but no poetry can be all criticism. The element of
creativity in poetry is its essential ingredient. Creativity is its
raison d'etre. In the poetry of Bhai Vir Singh the element of
creativity predominates even though, at places, he does come
up with what Mathew Arnold has called 'Criticism of life'. To
him, poetry seems to be a moral endeavour and we find him
preoccupied with the three supreme problems of human exis­
tence. Where come we? What are we? Whither go we? These
are eternal questions which have been with us from the begin­
iog of time but no satisfactory answers have yet been found.
These questions keep cropping up in the poetry of Bhai Vir
Singh in some form or the other. In 'The Wine of God' (Hosh­
Masti), he raises these questions and attempts to provide
answers:

Ages without end the wise have pondered

On why and wherefore, how.
Leave this trodden path of fruitless search,
dearSoul of mine.

Abandon agitation, thirst, anxiety.

Drink deep of God's wine and rest in its perennial joy.
There is a blessing in this drunkenness
That lifts the soul to rest in the still centre of content.

It may perhaps be argued that he has raised the questions
but has provided no categorical and clear answers. On a closer
view, this line of argument betrays a pedestrian view of life
and its problems. This view demands answers tested by reason
and proved by logic. Reason is cold and logic leaves no scope
for emotion. Who does not know that life is not all reason
and logic. Emotion is an assential ingredient of life. Further,
life is human. It is not wooden. Therefore, it cannot be denied

294



that solutions to most problems of life are :rooted. in the hu­
man heart because it is in this place that the seeds Mihose
problems are sown and these eventually plague the human
minds. The heart has its agitation, its thirst and its moments
of anxielty. Reason and logic are but poor and inadequate
remedies to these difficulties. The solution lies in giving. up the
search, in surrender and in placing oneself entirely and unques­
tionably at the benign mercy of God. The soul can find its
centre of centent in drinking deep of God's wine. This is the
message of Bhai Vir Singh.

Bhai Vir Singh does not run away from life and its
realities. He knows its sorrows and despairs, He sees its
suffocating superfluities. Heexperiences its chokitlg calamities.
He knows of the sadness ofthe humanheartanil the "bonds
that have shackled the human spirit.· He is aware that all joy
is short-lived and there is no end to the pain caused by dark
times. He does not merely stop at bemoaning the huml:ln fate
but also tries to show the way to freedom; joy and beau~y. In
'Towards the Heights' (Uchchi Mat) he makes his message
clear in Ilhe following words:

When sad thoughts seize the heart

It c:annot help but fall to earth.

All joys, all happy days fall by,

Sombre, suffocating, choking

No gleam of happiness in these dark times,

No reeling drunkenness to cancel pain,

Bull the fetters of sorrow drag it down.

Captive heart in their grip, leap high,

Clutch at the joys that beckon you above

And draw their beauty, ravishment into your clasp;

Loosen the bonds that hold you

And clear your path oOhe hobblingsbackles of grief.

He is the harbinger ofbope, He is an emancipator.
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Reverting to Mathew Arnold's definition of peotry being
the criticism of life, it can be said of Bhai Vir Singh that he
measures upto this definition to a remarkable degree. He is
'moved by the happenings around him. He is not happy by
what he sees around him. He is not indifferent to human
:suffering. He has a heart that feels. His sensitivity is touched.
His protest may not be vocal. It may be faintly pronounced.
But it does reflect his pain. In 'Compassion' (Dard Dekh Dukh
Aonda) he cries out:

My heart dips when I see

'The misery on earth,

Sinks in the grip of pain,
And my whole being flows away,

.Melting from my eyes in tears.
Yet should I sacrifice myself,

Or all hearts suffer for it,
Man's agony does not grow less.

Still, though it be futile,

Can the hrart be turned to stone

Or not feel pain at another's?

This is the tormented heart of the poet. The whole being
of the poet melting in tears and flowing away at seeing the
misery on earth, draws before our mind's eye the picture of.
the enlightened Buddha. This is Bhai Vir Singh's craftsman­
ship. He possesses a matchless gift of building up such images
by the sheer power of words. He leaves us gasping for breath.
Divinity seems to speak through him.. 0 God, he is so great
and we are so small.

One of the tests of great poetry is the level of conscious­
ness that it reaches. The higher the level of consciousness, the
greater is the impact of such poetry. It is interesting how, in
poem after poem, of Bhai Vir Singh, the high level of cons­
cious ness culminates into a perception of beauty, goodness,
grace and divine splendour. This perception has developed into
a technique by Bhai Vir Singh. Thus sensuous and imaginative
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beauty are blended in his vision of a maiden whose soul has
been pierced by love's dart and who is in constant pain. In the
romance of Pushpavati and Chandravat, he speaks through
Pushpavati :

'Love's dart has pierced my soul

And left me sunk in thought, disconsolate;
My heart is throbbing with constant pain,
My mind unwaveringly fixed on that beloved form.

I sit at strife within my mind
Where shade drops thickly on the valvet grass,

But all is unavailing! My self has vanished in a dream,

Another is the master of my heart and soul.
True love, I see, should have no thought of self,

Love lodged within is blessing and reward enough.

Love fills the soul and banishes all hunger else,

And as the chatrik's filled with the magic drop, .

The heart is wholly occupied with its one thought.'

The above lines are full of beauty, primal sympathy, the
soothing thoughts that spring out of human suffering, the faith
that looks through thetrue character of things and the philoso­
phic mind that understands the mysteries of love, heart and
soul. Bhai Vir Singh's 'Love' even though tormented is not
born for death. It is deathless. It is the voice of eternal beauty
reckoning mankind down the ceo-turies and charming the
magic casements of the human soul. For him, love is soul
filling and human heart is its abode. The beauty may captivate
the eye and the imagination but it also speaks to the human
spirit and conveys the immortal message that love is goodness,
grace and divine splendour. The final step in the evolution of
Bhai Vir Singh's thought is the realisation of 'The Momentary
Flash' (Achancheti Jhalka) :

'My vision trembled as my being melted with yours
Drowned in a flood of ecstasy,
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Lost, absorbed!
Though you became one with me
The vision blinds me yet

Stunning the senses'.

Bhai Vir Singh is a poet of growth, bliss and happiness.

He is a poet of the soul. His poetry is God's gift. It scatters

fragrance in all corners. It is the heritage of man. It is like a

sunbeam which is meant to illumine the whole world.

Lt. Col. I.S. GULERIA (Retd.)

VIOLET FLOWER
Bhai Vir Singh

Let my blossoms live in solitude,
Sheltered by the mounta:n's ledge;

Let no evil eye Jeasts its lust on me :
I lie on world's edge.

My hues are soft, low-toned,
I wave tenderly like a reed,

I seek to nourish Poverty
In the world of greed.

I feed myself on heavens' dews;
With Sun is filled my life's bowl:

At night the moonlight sweetens
The fragrance of my Soul.

Winds, in their chastened fury
Hung me, build my bones;

I lie low in their highways,
And raise no moans.

I seek to live in solitude
And wither and cease;

But the eyes of the scent-crusher seek me,
And break my peace.

(Translated by Dr. Gopal Singh)
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Glimpses of .Bhai Vir Singh

Bhai Vir Singh was born to a devout Sikh family in
Amritsar in December, 1872. His mother was gifted with
hnmility; tolerance, sweetness and disinterested service which
virtues she bequeathed to her son. Vir Singh's father,
Dr. Charan Singh, was a great physician, poet, writer, philan­
throphist, and truly religious. These qualities had a great
influence on Bhai Vir Singh's life. His grandfather Baba
Kahan Singh, was a saint who, too, nfused religious zeal
into him from infancy. But he imbibed spiritual grace most
from his maternal grandfather, Gyani Hazara Singh, a saint,
poet and creative thinker in whose association he remained
during most of his childhood. Furthermore, many people of
great moral and scholastic attainments visited his house,
where religion was much in the air.

It was gurbani or the reveale poetry of the Gurus that
influenl~ed him most from his boyhood and he resolved to
mould his life on its ideals. Next to gurbani he was influenced
by the poetic compositions of Bba i Gurdas, a great saint,
philosopher and poet of Hindi and Punjabi, whose works are
regarded by the Sikhs as a veritable key to the proper
understanding of the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh Bible. He
also studied the works of great Hindi, Sanskrit, Persian
and English writers which made him alI the more devout in
mystic and Vedantic study.

But the gurbani is his spiritual fount. In particular, the
lap Ji of Guru Nanak, the Sukhmani of Guru Arjan Dev, and
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the Akal Ustat of Guru Gobind Singh pervade all his
thoughts.

He is really a great man of creative action and practical
devotion. He is a great writer, poet, thinker, philosopher,
saint, reformer, linguist, humanist, spiritual teacher and ideal
Sikh. Above all, he isa great mystic. He not only writes
immortal poetry but he also romantically lives it because he
is verily a man of the spirit. His association and conversation
have enabling influence and no one who visits him leaves
without being inspired. He has rendered exemplary service to
the Sikh religion and culture through his inspi~ed writings.
He bas influenced many a "riter of Panjabi. He is rightly
regarded as the father of modern Panjabi literatl1re. Surely it
was he who reconverted Professor Puran Singh, the Tagore
'Of the Punjab, to Sikhism and made him write inspired
Panjabi and to live a true saintly life.

He is a versatile writer. He has written seven volumes of
poetry: Rana Surat Singh; Lehran De Har; Preet Veena;
Kambdi Kalai and Mere Saiyan Jio.

In prose, he has written four novels: Sundri, Satwant
Kaur, Bije Singh and Baba Naudh Singh; three historical
books: Guru Nanak Chamatkar; Asht Gur Chamatkar and
Kalgidhar Chamatkar; one thousand tracts on the Sikh
religion, history and philosophy; a dictionary of the Guru
Granth Sahib, and commentaries on the Panj Granthi; the
Gur Partap Suraj of Bhai Santokh Singh; savayyas and kabits
of Bhai Gurdas; Puratan Janam Sakhi; Bhagat Mal and Gian
Ratnavli. This is indeed a marvellous record of tremendous
literary, philosophical and spiritual importance.

Bhai Sahib is a great journalist too. He was only 18
when he started his weekly The Khalsa Samachar, and has,
ever since, been successfully editing it. He has undoubtedly
conducted his paper with intellectual honesty, mental clarity
and moral fairness and has set a noble example of unpre­
judicial journalistic conduct. He has ever been aiming at



cultural, educational, social, moral and religious uplift of the
Panjabis especially the Sikhs and, has been propagating the
cause of the Singh Sabha Movement and The Chief Khalsa
Diwan through his paper. He has surely produced a great
awakeniing among the Panjabi reading public through his
paper and firmly upheld the cause of justice, truth and
righteousness. And response to him has also be,en immensely
larger.

He had once been elected President of The Sikh Educa­
tional Conference in recognition of his contribution to the
educational advancement.

Bhai Sahib's poetry is charming, spiritually inspired and
exquisitely impressive and so .in his prose which is really
charged with his poetic spirit and style. Depth of thought,.
flight of imagination, sweetness of music, creative spiritualism,
beauty of diction, mystic charm, devotional fe:rvour, moral
evaluation, ethical impressiveness, zest for freshness, colour
of newness, and intuitive vision are the special <;haracteristics
of his literary composition.

But the special beauty of his literary works is his
spiritualizing emotion, which he regards as an aspect of
superconsciousness of the. soul and as a thing higher than
intellect and sentiment, which are but aspects of the mind.

Bhai Sahib is a Sikh in practice and a mystic in vision.
To him, Sikhism is what Guru Nanak defined it in Asa
di War:

Sikhism is a practiqal training iin the wisdom of
the divine Master;

It teaches a disciple the art of action which is
actuated by the graceof God;

It makes the disciple cross the ocean of life.

He has depicted his ideas of a true Sikh in nearly all his
works, but particularly in hi& epic, Rana Surat Singh, which
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is his mastesrpiece in, beautifully rhymed verse. There, through
the life of RanaSurat Singh and his wife, Raj Kaur, he
defines Sikhism as:

Sikhism is to keep one's consciousness divinely
strengthened and inspired:

And to live a practical life of positive and hopeful
.optimism.

Verily, to him a Sikh is a practical disciple of God who
lives in harmony with his Master through actual practice of
wisdom, righteousness, discipline, devotion, love, beauty,
heroism, optimism, self reliance, simran, disinterested service,
divine consciousness,and creative intuition. Certainly, in his
opinion, Sikhism is actually raj joga, or self-mastery, which is
obtained through the adoption of divine will in a s'pirit of
self-dedication and self-surrender. He wishes that every Sikh
should live a life of divine dicipline, creative chivalry and
practical humanism and try his utmost to usher in an era of
divine bliss on earth in all humility and sweetness.

As a mystic, Bhai Vir Singh is surely sublime. Internally,
he is linked with the supreme Spirit consciously, and puts
divine teachings into practice. He dives deep into the ocean
of the spirit and brings out celestial gems to decorate his
literary productions. He feels the presence of God everywhere.
He imparts a spiritual meaning even to his sensual observations
and mental conceptions, and feels the divine will working in
practice. He feels, the actual and direct inspiration of the great
Writer in the depth of is mind and spirit and suffuses his
literary works with divine ecstacy. He has surely established
conscious relationship with the universal .Spirit intuitively
and communes with it.

His conception of the external world is based on the
direct light of his super-consciousness which is actively and
permanently permeated with the divine contact. He is surely
gifted with a sure and superb sense of mysticism, which
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lends its sublime influence and celestial charm to everything
that he d()es.

As a mystic poet, Bhai Vir Singh has written all sorts
of verses on the universal life. He has composed both short
and lengthy poems in well-rhymed meters to expound his
philosophy of life. But his main themes are universal love,
divine union, divine ecstacy, human dignity, religion simran,
divine touch, beauty, love of nature, patriotism, freedom
and khera (ever-blossomness). He has taken care to base all
his themes on universally sound values, beauties of morality,

.rationalism, aestheticism and spiritualism, whkh are the
result of inspiration and a highly evolved intuition.

Hen~ are a few glimpses of the poetic viewsof Bhai Vir
Singh.

The poet ·advises seekers of truth not to try tQ solve
questions that are unsoluble and thus waste their precious life,
but to apply themselves to achieve divine knowledge through
universal love:

Why was the world created?

And how was it created?

Are the questions which have baffled and exhausted
the worldly wise people,

Who tried to solve them.

So 0 my soul why do you follow the path of

The people who are egoistically clever

And who are so large in number?
Give up "ain wandering;
And develop love of God.
o mind thou wilt enjoy pleasures of life,
Only when you get saturated with His love.

Surely divine ecstacy is better
than ego-consciousness.
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Because it keeps one fixed on God,
Who is the ultimate goal of life, ever and ever.

According to Bhai Sahib, man is committing the blackest
of sins and suffering from the acutest of miseries because he is
separated from God. The moment he renounces the ego and
is united with God, he is free from sin and begins to gain in
spiritual strength in the same way as black charcoal gains a
white glow when it is put in the fire:

I cleaned a piece of charcoal with soap
again and again,

Then I put it in milk and curd to whiten it,
Then I boiled it with soda-ash,
And then I subjected it to dyeing process;
But it did not change its colour at all.

Then on realizing that its dark face,

It got on separation from fire;

It would not be removed until it was reunited again,
I put it in fire;
And· it began to glow in brightness and shed

its blackness as a matter of course.

In Bhai Sahib's views, men of God are ever· busily
engaged in creative and constructive action to achieve perfec-:,
tion in life. And it is the stimulus of divine union alone that
keeps them ever marching towards their destined goal:

Those whose hearts are drawn by God,
Cannot lead an easy-going life at all.

Their eyes imbued with diviut? love as they are

Ever wet with tears of devotional fervour,

In a state of complete wakefulness.
It is indeed the one craze of God realization alone,
That is impelling their feet to march toward
Him continuously;
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They do not stop .until they obtain reunion.
with Him,

Itencethey are ever and ever afoot.

The poet, while speaking of human dignitY,stresses the
.fact well that without the attainment of self-vision man is but
a mere worm. But when he obtains self-knowledge through
God's grace, he finds himself full of spiritual blossom and
capable ()f enjoying heavenly delights of the soul in the same
manner as the weevil who was changed into a feathery
creature in the garden and was gifted with golden hues
through divine grace:

I was a mere weevil,

Humbler than the ant itself.

I was roIling on earth in dust,

When the light came into my'mind through God's
grace,

That I was in reality a paragon of light and beauty.
The joy of the vision rendered me unconscious;

But when I regained my senses,

I found that I was a denizen of the garden of
flowers;

And was endowed with feathers of golden hues.

Through the poem of The Fountain, Hllai Sahib has
clarified the idea that when man is devoid of God he is an
empty vessel and a mere beggar; but when he is filled with
God, he becomes capable of bestowing divine gifts on others:

In case of emptiness,

We look' towards heaven with extreme longing,

But none pours a drop of water in us;

He rains showers and showers of bliss into us
abundantly,
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Thus then we become givers of gifts,
And ra~iate peace and beauty all around:

So tell me 0 comrade,

Withwhat virtues, whence and how

He can come to occupy our hearts.

Taking the example of the rise of the ocean at the full
rhoon, Bhai Sahib illustrates the fact well that when a true
devotee of .God watks towards Him, he soon begins to find
that in reality the lover was God drawing him towards
Himself; because He Himself was desirous of seeing him to
make him His medium for the distribution of His gifts:

'f "

In the night of the full moon,
The ·unfathomed ocean leaps up to reach the

heaven;

Surely the more it rises ·to reach the beautiful
Beloved,

Who lives far off,
The more its heart is filled with joyous optimism.

Verily the more it receives the moonlight,.
The more it feels,

That it is in reality the heart of the Beloved,
Which is filling him with gifts of optimistic urge,
Out of His founts of love.

The poet says emphatically, again and again, that we
should make it a habit to think of God, because it alone can
give us the joy and worth of true living; but in case we cannot
develop it, we should understand that we are in reality dead

We must develop such an ardent love for God,
That He may live with uS ever and ever:
And should not go out of our sight at all.

But in case He may disappear from our eyes:
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)Vesh.9'!.1ld"keep His image fixed in mind;
And in case His image too vanishes· from· OUf mind!

His name should not le.ave our tongue.

11), caseHis name too apandons our tongue,

Then we should desire,
That our body may lose its existence.

Bhai Sahib is a great lover of beauty. He feeds his eyes
<;?n its physical and spiritual aspects and feels enraptured. He
IqYes Kashmir because it is so full of beauty. Verily he looks
lJponbeauty as the very fountain-head of joy and sings het
praises so sublimely:

When beauty manifests itself,
All lay claim to it;

Irrespectiye of .considerations of caste, birth, family
and race;

13ecause in reality it is their ownself,

Just as light comes from the sky,

And finds reflection in mirrors;

So the beauty comes from heaven,

And finds radiation through the handsome.

In Bhai Sahib's opinion, it is divine touch alone that
breathes true life into men physically, mentally, (;ulturally,
aesthetically, morally and spiritually. Thus, if we wish to live
fully, we must be ever in touch with Him :

When You touch us, 0 Beloved,

We outpour music like the lyre,

That is set in tune:

But when You discontinue Your contact of ours,

We become mute like dumb creatures,

Surely Your hand is possessed of life-giving charm,
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We live abundantly and joyfully through its urge,

When we touch it.

So ours is this prayer alone, 0 Lord

That you should never separate us from Your touch.

The poet says in full faith that even if we may be
subjected to miseries by God, we should not complain of Him
at aU; because to do so is sheer atheism. We should rather
feel thankful to Him because of His touch which is so Jife~

giving and inspiring and so great as inducer of nam simran.
He expresses this idea through the self-narration of a scented
flower:

o Beloved.. when You plucked me

I got separated from my stern;

You smelt me and threw me on the ground

Thus I parted from You as well.

The travellers then trampled me under their feet,
And thus broke me into so many pieces,

But still I am grateful to You,
Because of Your touch;

Which is so green in my memory yet.

The poet is a passionate lover of nature; regards her as
the very abode, manifestation, temple, life and play of God
and so sings of her praises with that adoring devotion which
so beautifully characterized Guru Nanak-his spiritual
preceptor and benefactor:

God has not been disgusted with the world

And flown away to some far away heaven;

Nor has He sought shelter in some isolated corner

In disregard of His creation.

He has but made nature His home,
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And taken up His abode in it.

Verily He ever shines through it like the fun ·moon
in beauty and glory.

Surely His veritable imprint is studded on all flowers
leaves and fruits of the universe like gems.

Undoubtedly He alone lives in the ever-living visible
world;

Who has brought all the creation into life.

Love of the motherland and adoring appreciatiou of
freedom, also, are a special feature of Bhai Sahib's mystic
poetry. According to him, a healthy sense of mysticism cannot
be evolved in life unless it is actuated by the spirit of universal
love and freedom. He gives vent to his genuine patriotic
feelings in his poems like, Attock, Ruins of Avantilpur and
Qutab Sahib Ki Lath..He eJl.presses his love for freedom in
many poems, especially in his lengthy poem of Ganga Ram,
where the following prayer finds expression through the old
but free parrot, who is so much touched by thesad condition
of Ganga Ram, his brother-bird in cage:· .

o God keep us ever free,

Let slavery remain away from us, ever and ever;

NI~ver yoke us to others' captivity at all,

Endow us with a consciousness of permanent
freedom.

You may make us live in jungles.

You may keep us bereft of palatial buildings

But never deprive us of freedom, 0 Lord.

o Father, never teach us the art of enslaving others.

You may keep us in animalstate,

But never make us me.n

Who destroy the freedom of others.
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If the poet's p4iIosophy of mysticism can be beautifully
summed up in a single word then that word is kheda by which
he means the blossoming of the spirit and the unfoldment of
personality through the practical adoption of divine values
and grace. Kheda is but another word for vigas, which has so
abundantly been used by Guru Nanak in his poetry. Surely,
~heda can be called the divine spring of personality and
denotes that state of life when it is permeated with beauty.
He explains his philosophy of kheda in many of his poems,
but especiallyin his lengthy poem-What is Life. There, he
tells a lady who is seeking truth that we should live like a
lotus flower. Life should be pure and joyous if we are to find
self-fulfilment and to beautify, enrich and elevate the world.
He takes life and kheda in the same sense when he says:

Life and kheda are but one thing:

One is the ideal they aim at;

And one is the conduct they exercise.

In the end it may be said that though
I wish that I may remain hidden,

And leave the world in obscurity,

But this desire is not going to be fulfilled,

Inspite of my efforts.

Yet he is not an escapist and pessimist at all. He is
undoubtedly an optimist, realist, spiritualist and karam yogi
of a very high order. In reality, he wishes to remain free
from external show, unnecessary possessions of atheistic
materialism, because, according to him, they are obstacles in
the way to God realization. But, at the.same time, he himself
clarifies the fact by saying that despite his best efforts, his
writings have brought him into the limelight. It is true that a·
man of real worth like Bhai Sahib cannot remain unappre­
ciated. That is why he has been sought out and heaped with
fame and honours. His undying poetry is being appreciated
increasingly every day. He has been conferred the honorary
degree of Doctor of Oriental Learning by Punjab University:
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presented· with a commemoration volume by his Sikh friends;
and, given membership of the Punjab Legislative Council by.
the Government; awardedPadam Vibhushan by the President
of the Union of India. And he richly deserves these honours.

May he live long to glorify Panjabi literature and enrich
his motherland more.

HARNAM DAS

.'

COMPASSION

(Dard dekh dukh aonda)

My heart drps when I See

The misery on earth,

Sinks in the grip of pain,

And my whole being flows away,

Melting from my eyes in tears,

Yet should I sacrifice myself,

Or all hearts suffer for it,

Man's agony does not grow less,

Still, though it be futile,

Can the heart be turned to stone·

Or not feel pain at another's 1.
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Bhai Vir Singh­
A Votary of Social Change

Major R. Leech, First Assistant to the Agent to the
'Governor General of India, carried out a thorough study of
the Sikh faith, Sikh history and institutions and social customs
and ceremonies of the Sikhs and submitted his elaborate
report to the Government in the closing months of 1845: This
report is available in manuscript form at the National
Archives of India, New Delhi. This is a revealing study
iriasmuch as it brings out in detail the degeneration that had
taken place in all aspects of Sikh life; He shows that the
Sikh faith which had infused a new life in the people of the
Punjab during the preceding centuries had been completely
overwhelmed by Brahmanism. No wonder, the Sikh state also
:started its downward march to eventual deterioration and
downfall in the wake of its archetype the Mughal empire. The
voluminous report of Major Leech shows that the downfall of
Sikh power was writ large on the Punjab horizon long before
the first shots were fired in the battles between the Sikh and
the British troops. It is the law of life among the peoples· all
over the world throughout the ages that deterioration· in the
standards of life precedes the ignominious defeat in the field
of battle.

It is only partly true to say that the Sikh spirit nursed
a sense of defeat from the British arms subsequent to the
annexation· of the Punjab in 1849. The study of Major Leech
shows t4at Sikh spirit had completely fallen a victim to
Brahmanism before the armed conflict between the Sikhs and
the British actually materialised. In fact, annexation of the
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Punjab encouraged a new trend in the life of the Punjab. The
Punjabis, (~speciaJly the Sikhs, started rethinking and began a
search for a new light in the darkness that had engulfed the
life of the Punjab all through the nineteenth century. A study
carried out by the British government around 1882 brought
out enormous discontent among the Sikh peasantry, especially
in the Doaba (districts of Hoshiarpur and Jalandhar). It was
also revealed th~t the people did not want the restoration of
the dynasty of Ranjit Singh. They wanted some sort of indige­
nous rule to put an end to their economic distress, social
discriminations and political subjection. It was apparent that
they yearned to follow the glorious traditions of Sikh Gurus
who had taught the down-trodden people to take up revolu­
tionary role to put an end to oppression of the rulers.

Incidentally, this was the time when the Singh Sabha of
Thakur Singh Sandhanwalia's conception was in the throes of
formation. These reverberations among the Sikhs set the
British government thinking to find solutions that would
work.

This, in brief, was the background in which Bhai Vir
Singh started his literary career in the Punjab. To say
that Bhai Vir Singh was impervious to the political fermen~

tation around him is to misjudge him completely. His great
contribution, through his powerful pen, for the uplift of the
Sikh community cannot be overlooked. Indeed, he would
have proved a non-starter if he did not have the fund of
sympathy for the people. He believed that the Sikh soul first
have to be redeemed before anything else could be attempted.
Politics do not, and cannot, speak to the Sikhs which had
been overcast by a century of Brahmanism. Centuries of effort,
coupled with supreme sacrifices of the Sikh Gurus had once
liberated the Sikh soul from the Brahmanical sociaJorder. It
was a tragedy of highest magnitude that the Sikh soul again
fell a victim to the same social evils in the hour of its military
triumphs and political supremacy.

Ground had, to an extent, been prepared by pioneers
,like Bhai Ditt Singh for the regeneration of the Sikhs but a
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genius was required to brace the moral fiber of the Sikhs and
to resurrect and resuscitate the Sikh spirit.

It will be incorrect to say that the great contribution of
Bhai Vir Singh was of a piece with the revivalist movements of
the other communities. This mis-interpretation of Ehai Vir
Singh is made, probably, to dub him a communalist and thus
condemn him. The revivalist movements among other com­
munities harked back to the glorious days when they ruled in
this country and enjoyed pelf and power. They wanted revival
of those days for them. Bhai Vir Singh envisaged entirely
,different for the Sikhs; he wanted their spiritual regeneration
so that by reform of their mind, they could rid themselves of
the evil practices of Brahmanism and live in comfort and be
of use to others. It is found in the archival records that in
the initial stages, Singh Sabha supported bayanand who
similarly was striving to rid the Hindu community in the
Punjab of the tyranny of Brahmanism. The Sikh rule in the
Punjab was very brief, but the period of Sikh struggle was
long and the achievements of this long drawn struggle were
momentous. Bbai Vir Singh stressed this aspect of Sikhism.

Communalism as we know it for its divisive overtones
was far removed froni Bhai Vir Singh's mind because he
wanted to imbue the people with the healing touch of true
Sikhism and preached composite culture which embraced
within its fold all the communities and indeed all the peoples.
Communalism is politics with a religious facade and eventually
boils down to the division of spoils. Bhai Vir Singh's design
had no room for a spoils system.

Gurbani was the weapon in his hands. For him, Gurbani
was the exquisite musical expression of the absolute truth ,and
Bhai Vir Singh's poetry was exquisite literary expression of
Gurbani. ' His prose was a lucid exposition of Sikh tenets
embellished by frequent quotations from Gurbani. The apt
quotations of Gurbani which he brought out in his prose and
small poems proved effect ive weapons in the hands of the
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,preachers of Singh Sabha' movement. His intelwretation 'of
..Gurbaniwas accepted by all, without hesitation.

The scope ofhis poetry might be limited to the educated
;elite, but his works in prose penetrated the villages. I cannot
,recall how many times I had read out "Sundri" to the people
of my village when I went to visit my parents on' week-ends
from my school in the city. It used to be an all-night session
because the villagers did not allow me to stop in the middle'-'­
so enraptured were they by the magic of his pen. Of course,
]3aba Naudh Singh was read out to them in easy instalments.
To top them all were the tracts which dealt with various
aspects of Sikh life piece-meal. The spell of Bhai Vir Singh's
writings was to be seen to be believed.

The aim of Bhai Vir Singh was that the Sikhs should
own up their Gurus in deeds and not merely in words. Th~

innermost recesses of Sikh mind should have room for
Gurbani and for nothing else. Then only, could they be com­
petent for glorious deeds ofwhich they had been capable in
the past.

True to the Sikh scriptures, Bhai Vir Singh emphasized
that fi,ght against the evil had to begin within one's self. The
mind must first be liberated from the evils of Kama, Krodh,
Lobh, Moh, Ahankar which constantly cloud the human
judgement to distinguish the right from the wrong. Fight
against the external enemies can be won only if these evils
within are completely subjugated and vanquished. The magic of
Gurbani was that it liberated the Sikh mind from the fear of
death; it was capable of the same magic againif Gurbani
became the mission of our life. Bhai Vir Singh's preaching of
Gurbani was for producing this effect. The effect of Bhai Vir
Singh's preachings was slow, but it was sure. A total change
in the concept of Sikh life was brought about by the spread of
Bhai Vir Singh's written word and by the patient efforts of the
Sikh missionaries who carried his word to the masses.

The ground had already been prepared by the trying
times through which the Sikhs had passed during the preceding
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half a century. The people were perl!uaded to give up
the Brahmanical modes and adopt the simple and straight for­
ward way of Gurmariyada (Sikh way of life). Gurbani took
the place of meaningless 'Karam-Kand'; and the Sikhs owned
up their Gurus and their Gurbani. The sacred fires on Sikh
marriages and for the purification ceremonies gave way to
Gurumariyada; the Sikh were liberated from. the thraldom of
the dead past. Owning up the GUru's places was the next
inevitable step.

"Ours are the Gurus and ours the Gurdwaras": So ran
the banner-lines of the Sikhs when they marched forward to
liberate their Gurdwaras. They voluntarily and cheerfully
faced bullets, lathis and tortures of the enslavers and regained
the prestige they had lost by the defeats at the hands of the
British. When the myth of Brahmanical superiority was
broken, the breaking up of the myth of British superiority was
the next logical step. The chapter of past mistakes was
turned and avenues were opened for progress.

This is not to say that relevance of Bhai Vir Singh is
over. We need him ever more; the Sikh life is again showing
clear signs of degradation. Bhai Vir Singh's works are with
us; we need their propagation among the Sikhs with the same
missionary spirit which was evident in the beginning of this
century.

DR. HARI SINGH
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Bhal Vir Slngh­
A Respectful Tribute

Twentyfive years have passed since Bhai Vir Singh shed
his mortal frame and merged into the eternal flame. In case
of an ordinary being, this is a long period~he is forgotten.
His memory fades out. He dies. He leaves the s,:ene unwept.
unhonoured and1.lnsung. He leaves no foot.prints. He
comes to the world, lives through it and ultimately leaves
it when his time is up. He is no more. He was. Even the fact
that he ever was is forgotten. This keeps on happening all
the time to all ordinary human beings. Most of 1I1S are ordinary
human beings!

Bbai Vir Singh was no ordinary human bellng. In every
sense, h;~ was most extra-ordinary. The like of him has never
passed this way again. Even after twenty five .years of his
passing away, he continues to be remembered with the same
reverence with which he was treated by his countrymen during
his life-time. He continues to live in the hearts of Punjabis.
There lies his monument as S. Teja Singh says in his tribute
to himin his poem "The sweet bard' ;

'No myriad-tongue applause about thee trips
Although to thee no public knees are bent.
Though can't afford,to spurn such fame. Not Jips,
Our hearts adore thee: There is thy monument.'

The relevance of Bhai Vir Singh has not diminished
with th(~ passage of time. In fact. he is becoming increasingly
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relevant in the present atmosphere of strife, distrust and
,doubt. He has gone but the message that he gave us is a
source of abiding inspiration. This thought is expressed in the
following words~by S. Khushwant Singh, :

"Bhai Vir Singh has gone but in his case it certainly is
the casting off of worn out clothes and donning new ones.
Even while he lived people knew him only through his
writings which will live for ever. Wherever the Punjabi
language is spoken, there will Vir Singh's name he spoken
too. And wherever the Sikh begin to doubt their faith,
there will be Vir Singh's spirit to inspire them and beck on
them to the fold." .

Bhai Vir Singh is anex.ample of how much a mal\
through his devotion can achieve in his life time. His achieve~

mentsare colossal and manifold. These are in as diverse fields
as authoritative commentaries on the Sikh scriptures and
reforms in the social field. A gifted poet and a lucid prose
writer, his writings were responsible for the revival of Sikhism
and a renaissance of Sikh traditions in the first quarter of the
century. His writings have left an indelible imprint on the
minds of those who studied them during the last eighty years.
His writings reveal his dynamic personality, his deep spiritua~

lity, has oneness with nature and his love for things noble and
beautiful, a vital feeling for human brotherhood, a sense of
total commitment and genuine humility which is the hall-mark
of greatness. Religion, social reforms, uplift of the depressed
and backward classes, care of the orphans and the sick were
his concern. He was instrumental in the setting up a number of
educational institutions, Hospitals and Orphanages. All these
are his children and a grateful nation remembers him through
these flourishing institutions.

He enriched thePunjabi language and literature by his
valuable contributions. He lent it vigour. He gave it new
phrase and idiom. He gave it literary status. He gave it a new
style, a new rhythm, a new flow a new thought content, a new
direction and a new purpose. He lifted it up from the
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pQsitionof ~l mere dialect' and earned for iithe same place i~(
fheIndian-languages as is occupied by' Urdu, Bengali and
English. It was one man's'effort. It was a labour of love. It
called for perseverance andcommitmenLBy dint of his
incessant labour, Bhai Vir Singh was to Punjabi what Tagore
was to Bengali, Iqbal to Urdu and Shakespear to English.
Language isoue of the distinguishing characteristics of people
and this characteristics to thePunjabis was giv.en by Bhai Vir
Singh. ThePunjabis are proud of-him.

Bhai Vir Singh was a man of loves. These were God,
nature, religion, man, mysticism and social reforms but not
strictly in that order. He had a multi-faceted personality and
each facet had numerous angles to it. It is difficult to capture
in words the true measure of such a gifted ·person. One can
have a little feel of it only after one has delved deep into his
writings. One is struck by his humility. It is his hall mark. The
way he shines in his works has examplified the teachings of
Guru Nanak:

"0 Nanak, remllin a small one, as small as grass,

Other plants will wither away; but grass will remain ever
gree:n."

His works can thus never be dated. These are valid for all
times because through them, Bhai Vir Singh has spoken of the
primordial Truth and lasting values. The freshness of his
thoughts can never become stale. He represents what is best
and of lasting value in thePunjabi literature and culture.

Bhai Vir Singh was no recluse but he shunned the glare of
publicity. By temperament, he was shy and sensitive. He scaled
new heights in his writings and reached out for fulfilment. He
was a man who did not believe in resting on his laurels. He
was ever planning for the future. When his end came, he was
looking forward to completing the many works that he had

.planned. There have been a number of literary giants in t.qe
Punjabi language. There was obviously something more in
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him. something that people saw and recognised in his writings.
He had luminous quality, a combination of rare beauty of
expression, radiance and perfection that set him above and
apart from others. He was a sensitive artist.

A tribute in its short span cannot cover all aspects. This
task is best left to research if full justice is to be done to the
subject. Shortly stated, it can be said of Bhai Vir Singh that
in his life he had gained entrance into the most secret haIl~ of
Truth and Beauty ~ May his immortal works continue to inspire
us till the end of time. He is a mighty river full of philosophic
thought, mysticism and inspiring poems of matchless beauty.

The whole Nation remembers him with gratitude.,

J. S. GULERIA
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Doctor of ~)oul­
Bhai Vir Singh

Born on December 5, 1872, Bhai Vir Singh, rightly
known as the 'Sixth River of Panjab', stood up as a bulwark
against the cultural onslaught by the British. His writings.
radiated faith and light and infused moral and spiritual
strength in the people. He wrote •for sixty long years and
produced more than sixty books covering more than 20,000
pages.

BabaKahan Singh a saint and vairagi was very fond
ofhis grandson Vir Singh. His family was involved in literary
and cultural pursuits. His father Dr. Charan Singh was a
poet, whose father ,Baba Kahan Singh was also a writer. Bhai
Sahib's maternal grand-fatber Giani Hazara Singh was also a ~

keen scholar of Sikh scriptures. Thus heredity and environ.
ment cut out Vir Singh literature. He was good in studies and
stood first in Matriculation examination in the District
Amritsar. Why did he not join college, is a question which has
been disturbing my mind. Either he had developed interest in
the inward journey as is evident from many of his photographs
of that time where he is deeply involved in meditation or he
had realised the meaninglessness of formal college education
or may be lack of college education facilities at Amritsar, was
responsible for it. He did not go to the college but remained
a student throughout his life. He was a seeker of knowledge.
gis correspondence with Bhai Kahan Singh, Sant Sangat

, Singh, ArnarKaur, Dr. Ganda Singh and many others touches
upon rare material about Gurus, Sikh Scriptures and Janam
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Sakhis. His collection of'Teekas' on 'Japuji' at Panch Vati,
Dehradun is a source of inspiration for many a scholar to
study, to write notes on the margins, compare different
versions to reach the truth is evident from this personiil rare
library of Bhai Vir Singh. Love for his mother tongue-Panjabi
created tension between the father and the son. Dr. Charan
Singh dissuaded him from writing in Panjabi but the son had
his way--thanks to his pursuasive skill and deep commitment
to Punjabi. Eventually, the father also started writing in his
mother tongue.

One of his classfellows in school, who was ill, was
advised milk by the doctor. He started taking milk from a
shop near the school. He was poor. He could not pay the
money. The shopkeeper started insulting the boy. Vir Singh
could not put up with it. He also had no money. He did not
have the guts to ask his parents for the money to be paid for
his friend. In his 'Ardas' he requested 'Waheguru' to help
him. During the evening walk, he came across money in the
garden. He did not touch it because it did not belong to him.
Till the next day, no body had touched the money. Inciden­
tally, it was the same amount which was to be paid for the
milk. Vir Singh picked up the money, paid to the, shopkeeper
and developed 'reliance' in 'Ardas' and 'Waheguru' which
with the passage of time made him Bhai Vir Singh and
.. Maha,raj Jee" who carried his message to the uninitiated
throughout his life. 'Naam' and 'Simran; was his path and he
is well known as a spiritual teacher to many of his devotees.
In 1911, Sant Kaur, young widow, who had lost interest in
life had the privilege of attending her lessons on 'Naam';
similar discourses were also given to Bibi Lila Jee and Bibi
Tej. Mr. Kathpalia, former Vice"Chancellor of Roorke Univer­
sity recalls his divine touch and his letter to S. Makhim Singh
about 'Dasam Dawar' and experiences of many more prove
beyond doubt that he was a realized soul.

For realization you need solitude, devotion and being
with your self. He not only read Gurubani early in the
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morning but was deeply involved in Simran and avoided
company and publicity. He tried to keep the ancient tradition
of anonymity in his writings. In 1944, when Shri Kartar Singh
Duggal invited him for recording at All India Radio, Lahore,
his reply confirms our contention about his reserve and
'Sadhana'. He replied, "I think you are fully aware of my
habits. Although I have worked for the public yet I have
never staged my things before the people. On the other hand, I
have studiously shunned it, always preferring a seduded corner
for quieter work... I wish I could oblige you by acceeding to
your request of appearing before a microphone in your studio
but I find it too difficult to get over what has been my choice
cultivatedas a life long habit." He was sixty two at the time.
One can imagine his,self control which is not onlly difficult
but rare to come across.. Ordinary mortals and writers hanker
after distinctions and awards, but Bhai Vir Singh was a
literary and a spirjtual Yogi. He did not attend dIe Punjab
University Convocation, where he was to be conferred the
degree of 'Doctor of Oriental Learning' in the year 1949. In
fact, he laughed at himself when the degree was c:onferred at
his residence, 60, LawrenceRoad, Amritsar by the University.
How could he be a 'Doctor', he exclaimed, his father was a
doctor,so was his grand-father, but he was not even a
'Hakim' or a Vaid. He was actually shy of the fact that he
could cure. Little did he realize he was a 'Doctor of Soul'
who still heals millions of his devotees and readers. He did not
go to Delhi to receive 'Padam Bhushan' in 1956. And when
people exhorted him to say a few words at the Sikh Educa­
tional Conference on December 5, 1954, where he was
presented the 'Abhinandan Gfllnth' for his great service to
Punjabi and Punjab, he did not deliver any speech. But people
were very keen to listen to him. People's wish and Bhai Sahib's
reluctance created a situation for the organisers. Oltimately
Bhai Sahib handed over two lines for Gurbani to the President
of the Confe:rence to read on his behalf:

"Ham Rulte Phirte koi baat na poochhto.

-Gur Satgur sang keere ham thape."
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Earlier Sardar Harbans Singh, who wrote the first book on
the life and works of Bhai Sahib Bhai Vir Singh incurred his
wrath and was not allowed to enter his house for six monl ib.

In his poetry also he craves for solitude:

"I seek to live in solitude

And wither and cease

But the eyes of the scent crusher seek me

And break my peace".

The main' concern of his life seems to be the fulfilment of
the soul. He was an introvert. He enjoyed loneliness. He hated

'.crowds and publicity. To understand his personality I switched
over to psychology to get the answer for his love of aloofness.

According to psychologists, "The typical introvert, on
'the other hand is quiet retiring sort of person, introspective,
i fond of books rather-than people; he is reserved and distant
•• except with intimate friends. He tends to plan ahead, look.s
before he leaps and distrusts the impulse of the moment. He

'does not like excitement, takes matters of everyday life with
proper seriousness and likes a well ordered mode of life. He

:'keepshisfeelings under close control, seldom behaves in an
aggressive manner and does not lose his temper easily. He is
reliable, .somewhat pessimistic and places great value on
ethical st andards."

When one applies this model on the personality of Bhai '
Vir Singh, one is surprised to find that he was quiet, calm, c

introspective, reserved and a man of high ethical standards.
·'He was quite serious about everyday life and one can still see
'for oneself the details of Wazir-Hind Press and four anna coin
in an envelope atPanchavatiDehradun and copies of letters
not only written to Bhai Sahib but written by him also. H; J.
Eysench in his book, 'Fact and Extroverts' describes four
types; melancholic, choleric, sanguine and phlegematic
dividing them further to unstable and stable. Out of these.
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Bhai Vir Singh is nearer Phlegmatic; passive, careful, thought­
ful, peaceful, controlled, reliable, even-tempered and calm.
Why is he like that, may be for the Astronomers or a Genetic
expert to explain. But he was like that. He liked these traits
and cultivated them in his personality with care and devotion.

Blood is thicker than water, they say, but Bhai Sahih
proved it otherwise. In his 'Will', if he desired rupees five
thousand to be given to each one of his daughters, he wanted
the same amount to be handed over to ,his employee., Bhai
Mohan, Singh. In his revised 'Will' on M~rch 12, 1955 he,
changed, one of the executors-Dr. SohanSingh was replac,e41
by S. Ujjal Singh and he increa~ed the amount of his co~t

G9nda from rupees five hundred to one thousand. Hispalatia~,

buUdings at Amritsar and Dehradun d() not belong to his,
legal ,heirs but are public institutions, Bhai Vir Singp Sjl.lJ.itY3,
Sadan and Dr. Balbir Singh Sahitya Kendra spreading the-,
message of Rishis, Gurus and Saints.

He disapproved the sayingthat 'no body can be a herQ.
to ,his valet: I had the privilege of meeting Shd Gonda, the"
cook of Bhai Sahib at the residence of our former Ambas~
sador, S. Hardit Singh- Malik. He was visibly moveq by t~

mention of the name of his master-Bhai Vir Singh. He
narrated many stories of the concern, care and affection which
servants received at his hands. "Whenever I used to go to my
village," told Gonda, "I had to journey by rail, travel by bQ~,

and walk on foot to reach the. village." Maharaj Jee. (Bhai
Sahib) used to give me three post cards, written in his own
hand and addressed to Vir Singh Lawrence Road Amritsar
with instructions to post one after getting down from train,
the other from the bus, and the third after reaching the
village." Who bothers for his servants like this, Gonda could
not control his tears.

Bhai Sahib, the saint-scholar used to read the final
proofs of his paper 'Khalsa Samachar'. Once he did not
r,eceive the proofs in time. Anger and restlessness of the poet
was visible to his employee and he was preparing himself for
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the situation. Why are you late, was the question of the
master and the simple answer "I did not know the time" got
him a watch from the master the next morning.

What an irony of fate? Bhai Vir Singh is a suspect and
a 'Politico-Criminal' on the records of British Government
lying in India Office Library, London and his paper 'Khalsa
Samachar' was always under scrutiny, but his· critics have
tried their utmost to project him a 'loyalist'.

I had the privilege of scrutinising government records in
India Office Library, London and British Museum about
Punjabi poets, prose writers and journalists and can say with
responsibility that among Punjabi writers during British
regime, Bhai Sahib was one of the tallest and greatest who was
a suspect and his activities and writings were watched carefully.
Mr. De. Petrel, Assistant Director, Criminal Intelligence,
Government of India, in his secret C.I.D. memorandum on
recent ,developments in Sikh Politics (1911) mentions about
Bhai Vir Singh, " Vir Singh is mentioned from
many sources a leading figure in the Sikh revival and as
disloyal to the core. The same opinion is entertained of him
by local officers. He may safely be regarded as a Zealous Neo~

Sikhand thoroughly anti-British."

Again, in January, 1914, a secret book 'Politico­
Criminal' 'Who is Who' was compiled in the office of the
Director, Criminal Intelligence. Vir Singh finds a place for
himself, for the reasons, it should not be difficult to under-
stand. On page 209 it is said" Vir Singh son of Dr.
Charan Singh Arora, residence Amritsar, Punjab, fair, thin
build, age 37 (1913) height 5'-2". A cousin and close associate
of Harnam Singh. Educated entrance examination. Founded
the Wazir-Hind Printing Press, but dissociated his name from
the management. A staunch advocate of the Singh Sabha, is
the publisher of the Khalsa Advocate and constant vistor of
Sardar Sunder Singh Majithia."

'Punjab Native Newspapers' reports can also help in
knowing the views of Bhai Vir Singh about socio-political
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problems. About Khalsa Samachar of 14th, Feb., 1924 the
report mentions; "The Khalsa Samachar says that any attempt
to arrest or interfere with the Shahidi Jatha will cause further
unrest in the public." Again Khalsa Samachar of 28th Feb.,
1924 Protested: The Khalsa Samachar asks why the authorities
resorted to firing when, with the resources at their command,.
they could easily have arrested the Akalis".

In 1939 the editor of the Khalsa Samachar was warned
by the Government of publishing inflammable material.

Government considered him 'disloyal to the core' for
about thirty years i.e. from 1911 to 1939. This view is further
confirmed by the fact that whereas literary giants like Gurudev
Rabindra Nath Tagore and Dr. Mohammed Iqbal were
honoured by the British Government with titles, Bhai Sahib
was never even recognised by the British Government, who,
according to their own reports, "had acquired for himself
the position' of a Guru". All honours to the prolific writer
came after the independence of the country. Punjalb Univer­
sity conferred on him the degree of Doctor of Oriental
Learning in 1949. In 1952, he was nominated to the Punjab
Vidhan Parishad. Sahit Akademi Delhi honoured him in 1954
and the Government of India awarded him the Padma
Bhushan in 1956. He died in 1957.

There is a controversy regarding Bhai Sahib's: views on
other religions. One school considers him to be a sectarian who
was pro-Sikh and anti-Muslim and anti-Hindu. They confirm
this view from his prose works 'Sundri', 'Bijay Singh,'
'Satwant Kaur' and 'Baba Naudh Singh' in which the Sikh
characters are shown to be noble, pious, courageous and
exe'mplary" The Muslims are depicted as cruel and the
Hindus as cowards. I have been surprised for a long time how
a mystic who preached Universalismin his poetry, could be
sectarian in his prose-writings. May it be a contradiction in
him or it may be explained that since his poetry is inspired
and prose is motivated, hence two types of writings. One may
also hazard a guess that it is a journey from sectarianism to

327

'----,--,_.-



Universalism as in his later prose writing, Bhai- Sahib paid
glowing tributes to Rama, Krishana, Buddha, Mohammad
and Christ. In his book 'Sabh to Vada Guru Nanak' when he
mentions about Rama, he says:

"Rama is the ideal king, son and brother. He is the
model of Karma. Rama is Maryada Parshotam."

About Mohammad Sahib he writes:

"Mohammad Sahib had faith in God and he knew the
reality."

He had respect for Christ too:

"Christ preached 'love thy neighbour' and 'do good 'lo
. those Who do harm to you."

Budha's statue was tastefully decorated with reverence
at his residence which is still intact at his place at
Amritsar.

These references clearly prove that Bhai Sahib respected
all religious-leaders, though he had immense faith in Guru
Nanak and Adi-Granth. He was inspired by Sikh Gurus and
Sikh Scriptures and used his talent honestly to spread his
faith. He' wrote against the tyranny of Muslims, the cowardice
,of the Hindus and the degeneration of Sikhs. He wanted to
improve them and his path was spiritual. For him, different
faiths only open different doors to the Ultimate reality which
is the same everywhere.

Thus Bhai Vir Singh was neither an activist, nor a
loyalist nor a sectarian but a humanist and a spiritualist. He
was not anti-people; if he were so, he would not start an
orphanage in 1904, and ashram for the widows in 1912; a
hospital in 1914, a movement for the uplift of the Harijans
i~ 1920, a place for the blind in 1934, a home for the aged in
1956 and leave a handsome amount for his cook and personal
attendant in his' WILL'. All this evidence only shows his con­
cern for the suffering humanity and a tribute to his deeply
ingrained humaneness. Bhai Vir Singh is deeply rooted in his
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times and emerges from the contemporary perspective
through his mystical transcendence which makes him arche­
typal and universal. He was not an ordinary Doctor of
'Orienal Learning' but a real 'DOCTOR OF S0UL' who with
his long 'Sadhana' and 'Simran' could radiate faith, .courage
and conviction to those who had lost interest in life. His
'touch' and 'Naam Simran' enkindled everyone who met him
and directed the travelIer towards the journey of the Ultimate;
the Creator. This is my impression after meeting and sharing
thoughts about Bhai Sahib Bhai Vir Singh with hundreds of
people, both men and women, who had the privilege of
meeting him intimately and closely. Bhai Vir Singh felt the
'light' and tried to live the life of a mystic. He explicitly and
implicitly recognised the essential relation of his nature 1'0'
God and strove to adjust his life accordingly. He had"
developed that attitude of mind in which all other relations
Were swallowed up in the relation" ·of the Soul to God. He
was one oHhe greatest mystics of our age; a man of divine
love, of all ages and for all ages.

Dr. V;N.TIWART
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Bhai Vir Singh­
The Greatest Punjabi Poet

Fifth of December 1872 will go down in the history of
Punjab as a red letter day for on that day one of the greatest
Punjabi poets Bhai Vir Singh was born at Amritsar. In a
tribute to this great poet, Harindranath Chattopadhya has
said, "In the land of the five Rivers, Bhai Vir Singh may well
be said to be the sixth; for he has always been known to his
people as a river of culture and learning, one who has flowed
for several years like a nourshing influence into their lives and
sustaining them."

Bhai Vir Singh raised the Punjabi language from a pedes­
train dialect to the position of honour by adopting it as a
means of literary expression. He not only adorned and
embellished it with rare phraseology, idiom and imagery but
used it for flights of poetic imagination..

Unfortunately, .thousands in our country \\Jill never be
able to get to know Bhai Vir Singh's work in the original.
Translations seldom grasp the true import of the original nor
its nuances. In spite of this handicap, one cannot help sen­
sing in the translations that Bhai Vir Singh is not only a true
poet, but a great poet. His poem on the kikar tree-to quote
only one instance, is a magnificent performance embodying a
deep truth of life. It reaches out heavenwards, quietly and
non-interferingly, wanting only a little space to root itself in
and stand on in order to turn towards the heavens. For all
its out-branching and out-leafing and its silent adoration of
God, the world returns%to it an inconceivably cruel offer; the
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axe. The poem is wonderful and strong; the cutting down of
the tree by the axe, without the tree uttering a word or a
moan, in itself goes to give it a greater place in our hearts
than it might otherwise have had. Bhai Vir Singh when he
sang "f it, unconciously sang of himself, for in a sense, every
pioneer and innovator is like Kikar tree. He tells the Nightin­
gale to look into its own heart if it wants to find th(, Rose that
never fades, never perishes. It is at the deep heart-centre that
all is eternal. This is the age-old message Bhai Vir Singh gave
us in a world that is bruised, bled and broken.

I grow upward, my march is heavenward,

I look at the God of the skies,

I live on air, I desire naught,
I am all alone in myself;
The ascetic of centuries passes,
And the ascetic of centuries yet to come!

And yet for me, 0 world, thou hast but an axe!

In 1905 he gave us his magnificent epic poem, Rana
Surat Singh, wherein his mastery of blank verse, his rich
imagination, and the delicacy of his diction have been dis­
played in superb manner. His fundamentally religious nature
and his profound grasp of the spirit of Sikhism are evident in
it and, at moments, he soars to great spiritual heights. Rana
Surat Singh, is a great mystical poem, of over fourteen thousand
Jines, the theme being the adventures of a Soul in search of
the Self. The description of the Rani's heavenward flights may
be considered symbolic of the poet's own spiritual yearnings.

His love for nature was not the nature-worship of the
ancients but with him nature was the outward personality of
the divine presence, and, the reason he described nature at
such length was because he felt the unseen power working
behind it.

My friendship with stars is of old;

At midnight down they come to me
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Sliding down the strings of rays,

And they enter into my soul
with all the wealth of heaven;

Every night they fiU my life with God.

Bbai Vir Singh's attitude towards life is moral but not
ascetic. To gain triumph over Maya or worldly illusion and
earthly passions, we have not to repress them but have to
sublimate them into.a form which should give us strength in
fulfiling the purpose of this life. And for its attainment:

He dwells within my soul,
And his Nam is on the tongues of

my hundred waves of feeling;

I will flow in His Nam for ever.

Bhai Vir Singh has as a matter of fact, never attempted
to take root of this earth. His life was rich with poetic
experience which had shaped its course. If his poetry is
religious, godly, sootbing and sincere, so was be. Themain
concern of bis life was the fulfilment of the. souL The poet'
often apostrophised in his writings as a Dew Drop on a Lotus;
Leaf or as a Violet Flower blossoming in solitude :

How I wish to conceal my fragrance,
To end the journey all alone!

Alas! my wish remains unfulfilled.

Bhai Vir Singh was as a great writer of prose as of
poetry. He possessed a lucid, natural and vigorous style in
prose. In Baba Naudh Singh, a classic of Punjabi prose, he
depicted a life which attempts great value for its moral and
social treatment. It is a description of a noble rural life in
tune with nature. In Sundri, Satwant Kaur and Bijai Singh,
the same line of thought was pursued an~ perfected.

Bhai Vir Singh's contributions to biographical literature,
Kalghidhar Chamatkar and Guru Nanak Chamatkar are
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· considered to be the most authentic volumes on the lives of the
Sikh Gurus. His grasp and mastery of the language and deep
'Understanding of the script of the Sikh scriptures is evident

~ from the revised edition Of Guru Granth Kosh, thedittionary
.of Guru Granth Sahib. An annotated edition of Gur Partap
'Suraj Granth. is another of his 1nounmentalworkson the
"'historyof the Sikh Gurus.

To call him a poet is not,a complete epithet .for him. He
'·belongs to that order of Rishis· and mystics which, from time·
ijmmemorial, bas been the great heritage and the main-stay· of
our cultu.re. .To that great order of our poet-saints like Tulsi,
Ramanuj and Kabir, Bhai Vir Singh belongs. His ardour for
religion and his passionate zeal for bettering tb.e .condition
of men and women inspire our deep reverence. The Khalsa
Tract Society which he founded in 1894, for the propagation
of religious and social reforms is a living contribution to the
growth and development of Sikh religion. The Society has
so far distributed over millions of tracts and other publications
on varied aspects of reform in Sikh religion. In 1899, he
started the Khalsa Samachar, a weekly paper, which has
influenced and shaped the trend of thought, to a considerable
extent, among the Sikhs. In 1900, he greatly assisted in the
formation of the Chief Khalsa Diwan, a representative body
of Sikhs, which has taken a leading part in organising the
social, religious and political activities of the community. The
Khalsa College at Amritsar, a premier educationa institution
in the Punjab, owes a great deal to bis inspiring personality.
The Sikh Education Committee, whicb·has donea.g.f~atservice
in spreading primary and secondary education among the
masses, was founded by him in 1908, in collaboration with bis
colleagues. He also worked'unceasingly for the' amelioration
of the conditions of the orphan the blind and the sick by
opening the Central Sikh Orphanage, the Blind Asylum and
the Homoeopathic Hospital at Amritsar. The movements
for the uplift Of· the soccaUeduntouchables and the Sikh
Gurdwara Reform, initiated in 1920, were· greatly inspired by
his writings.



Bhai Vir Singh was not only an eminent poet and
scholar but was a great humanitarian. His wr~tings and com­
positions have played an important part in influencing and
shaping the life in the Punjab for the last half a century or
more. But he did all this in such great humility and without
any desire for publicity that only a few people know him·
outside his own environments. His published works, as a rule,
do not bear the name of the author. Though shy by nature

. and of retiring disposition, his life had a magnetic charm
which won the heart of any and everyone who came in close
contact with him. He possessed a personal magnetism, and
his presence inspired godly love and peace. Truly, therefore,
people of Punjab recoginise him as a poet, a spiritual leader
and a master.

LINX

ATTRACTION
(Khhich)

This is the law You have set in motion:

That the greater must attract to it the less.

So the sun pulls at the earth, earth at the moon;

The moon stirs in the ocean aspiring waves.

Supreme over all !

Draw up to You this humble being's insignificance:

But for the stay of Your pull, Master,

It would be lost in the wilderness of Your universe.
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A Multi-faceted Genius
--Bhai Vir Singh

Bhai Vir Singh was born at Katra Garbha Singh,
Amritsar on December 5, 1872. He was born in a notable
Sikh family of Jhang whose ancestor, Diwan K.aura Mal,
played an important part in promoting the Sikh rnovementin
the first half of the eighteenth century. Kaura .Mal was made
the Governor of Multan with the title of Maharaja by Mir
Moinul Mulk for the victory in the battle of Multan.Bhai Vir
Singh's grand~father, Baba Kahan Singh was a man of piety
and devotion and his father, Dr. Charan Singh reodered
Shakuntala into Puujabi. Bhai Vir Singh thus had the proper
environment and opportunities for the blossoming of his genius
right from bis birth. He belonged to an illustrious family of
great writers and mighty intellectuals.

He passed the Matriculation Examination in 1891. For
his brilliant performance, he was awarded the District Board's
Gold Medal. 10 1892 when he was just 20 years old, he
participated in the Singh Sabha (Sikh Reform) Movement. He
published Children's books like Introductory Primer, Physical
Geography and Urdu Lughilt. He undertook translation of
Sheikh Saadi's' 'Gu1stan' and 'Bostan'. 1892 was remarkable
for two other important events in the life of Bhai Vir Singh.
He founded Khalsa College, Amritsar which in due course
became the premier educational institution in North India. He
also established Wazir-e-Hind Press, the first printiing press in
Amritsar. These events assumed added significaoc~: because of
the organising ability which Bhai Vir Singh displayed at the
comparatively young age of twenty years. He emerged as a
man of an unusual ability and exceptional understanding. He
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had emerged. He started commanding the attention and
respect of people around him.

Bhai Vir Singh was genuinely proud of his cultural and
religious heritage. Therefore: he founded the Khalsa Tract
Society in 1894 for propagating Sikh culture and religion.
This society awakened the people to the need for social reforms
in the Sikh community. This society distributed many million
tracts and publications on various aspects of the reform.

In 1899 Bhai Vir Singh started the Khalsa Samachar, a
weekly paper of the Sikhs. This paper soon became an
authentic spokesman of the Sikh thoughts and aspirations.
It influenced for over half of a century the thinking processes
of the Sikhs and it carried a powerful appeal among the
masses. In 1900, he assisted in the formation of the Chief
Khalsa Diwan, a representative body of the Sikhs, which

. has phyed a leading part in organising social, religious and
political activities of the community.

The Khalsa College in Amritsar owes a great deal to the
inspiring personality of Bhai Vir Singh. In 1908, he founded
the Sikh Educational Committee and established the Central
Khalsa Vidyalaya, Tarn Taran. The Sikh Educational Commit­
tee has done a great service in spreading primary and secon­
dary education among the masses.

Bhai Vir Singh was a social reformer and a philanthro­
phist. He did excellent pioneering work in amolierating the
conditions of widows, orphans, the blind and the sick. He
established Vidhva Ashram, Amritsar, an institution for
widows (1,912) The Khalsa Hospital at Tarn Taran in 1915
was established by his efforts. He started the Blind Asylum
at Amritsar in 1935 and in 1943, he founded the Fr.ee HOlIloeo­
pathic Hospital in that city. The movements for the. uplift of
the untouchables and the Sikh Gurdwara reform, initiated in
1920, were greatly inspired. by his writings.



There is no aspect of Punjabi culture which Bhai Vir
Singh had not illumined and enlarged. By his dedicated and
inspiring works, he put the Punjabi language on the same
pedestal as other modern Indian languages. He is truly the
doyen of the Punjabi Commonwealth of letters. He can
rightly be called the father of modern Punjabi literature for he

. began writing in this language when nobody was interested in
it and when peoples' thought were influenced more by Urdu
and Persian. All educated Punjabis who know something of
the Punjabi language have acclaimed that Bhai Vir Singh
occupies in Punjabi the same place as Iqbal in Urdu, Rabindra
Nath Tagore in Bengali and Wordsworth in English. His
name is a household word in Punjab. He gave the language
a new style, a new rhythm, a new flow and a new thought­
content. To appreciate his contribution to the Punjabi
language and to get a correct perspective of his services to
Punjab, a brief look at the last two decades of the 19th and
the beginning of the 20th centuries is essential.

Punjab was pulsating with new life. There was a general
awakening in almost all spheres. Social and political move­
ments had just been initiated. Contemporary literature reflected
the impact of these forces. Significant was the influence of
Persian thought and culture and the use of Brij Bhasha as
a medium of expression. Punjabi as used and spoken at the
time, was considered merely a dialect. It was Bhai Vir Singh
who gave it a literary status by writing in this language. He
took an initiative which no one else would have taken. It was
a formidable task.· It was breaking a new ground. Bhai Vir
Singh accepted it and with a rare gift -of phrase and idiom,
he soared to heights of poetic imagination. He showed literary
progress and perfection of style which remains unmatched so
far. He rightly earned the title of the father of the Punjabi
Literature:.

Bhai Vir Singh wrote some of his poems when still
young. His early compositions were mostly lyrics, which were
full of devotion and love for the Gurus. His fundamental
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religious nature and his profound grasp of the spirit of Sikhism
are evident in all his literary works. At moments, he soars to'
great spiritual heights. While essentially an interpreter of
nature, Bhai Vir Singh was no less a poet of man. He trans­
la.ted his intimate knowledge of human beings and personal
eKperience into his poems. Life shaped and moulded by
religious ideals was his poetry. His short poems have great
beauty. He VI as a great writer of prose too. His contributions
to biographical literature are considered as the most authentic
'Volumes on the lives of the,. Sikh Gurus. He wrote with a
purpose. His purpose was to snow man in his proper dignity
and to emphasise his place in the universe. He wrote with zeal
and aPdour. The chronology of his great writings is as under.

1898 Wrote Sundri, the first novel in the Punjabi
language depicting the life of the Sikhs during
the eighteenth century.

1905 Rana Surat Singh.

1907-21 Lehran De Har and Baba Naudh Singh.
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1910

1916

1922-27

1925

1926-33

1927

1928

. 1929

1933

1944

1951

Raja Lakhdata Singh.

Bharthari Hari Jiwan Te Niti Shatak.

Matak Hullare, Bijlian De Har.

Kalgidhar Chamatkar, a biography of Guru
Gobind Singh.

Annotation of Gur Partap Suraj Granth.

Guru Granth Kosh, a dictionary of Guru
Granth Sahib, Satwant KaUL

Guru Nanak Chamatkar, a biography of Guru
Nanak Dev.

Preet Veena

Kambdi Kalai

Bhai Gurdas, His Life and Kabits.

Asht Gur Chamatkar Part I.



1955 Mere Saiyan Jeo. Started writing Santhia;
Pothis, a commentary on Guru Granth Sahib,
(seven volumes), published after his death.

Besidl~s prose writings, religious commentaries and
poetic composition, Bhai Vir Singh wrote numerous tracts and'
authoritative papers touching upon various aspects-social,
political and religious- of the life of Sikhs and their institu­
tions. He wrote with a missionary zeal. His sole aim was to'
improve the quality of life. His literary career· spread oyer
more than half"century. He was a gifted poet and lucid prose
writer. His writings Were responsible for the revivai " of
Sikhism and a renaissance of Sikh tradition in the fint quarter'
of the century. His writings have left an indelible imprint on
the minds of those who had studied them during the past
lieventy years. His writings reveal his dynamic personality,.
his deep spirituality, his oneness with nature and his love for
things noble and beautiful, a vital feeling for human brother­
hood, a humility which only the great possess. Though a
mystic of the order of poet-saints like Tulsi Das, Kabir and
Ramanuja, h e was pragmatic. By personal example, 4e
inspired others to do good and love humanity. While essen­
tially an interpreter of nature, Bhai Vir Singh was no less a'
poet of mall.

As a poet, Bhai Vir Singh is undoubtedly the most famous
.of the Punjabi poets. His poetic compositions are known for
their ethical content and a refined romantic spirit. ,The influence
of classical and romantic poetry of India is discernible inlhis
poetic work~. Another important aspect is distilled emotional
stance which stems from Sufism with emphasis on feel ings. ,
Bhai Vir Singh was a known scholar of Persian. It was, there­
fore, natural at he was influenced by the Muslim Sufi
poets of Punjab who had borrowed this particular influence
from the Pe:rsian poetry. The glimpses of this experience are
found particularly in the quatrains and the short lyrics com­
posed by him. 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 all his
poetic compositions, the element of love finds expression in a
distilled and poetic idiom known for its delicacy 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 remedy of wedded love in Rana
Surat Singh is based on this classical pattern. The note is
typically Indian. It is extremely beautiful and aesthetically
satisfying.

Bhai Vir Singh undoubtedly broke new ground in
Punjabi poetry. He gave it a new and sincere style, capable of
giving satisfying expression to various poetic moods. He gave
it new forms 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 Kahit, Baint and Deodh.
He experimented successfuHy and created new metres. He
attempted fresh poetic themes and found new modes of
expression. His poetry has a natural mystic ardour, vivid
popular 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
religion. He consideres the Divine Master as the source of all
his noetic inspiration. God is the eternal symbol of his quest
and he sings of his love for Him.

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

The love of my love is always close to me.

Never out of my sight,

Never far from my view
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Nor from my mind's eye;

Or should he stray from there

I find him on my lips,

They are sweetened with the sweetes

Name:

Never away, for always,

As long as breath shall last-

It is my life-that name, that light.

Again in "Wichhuri Rooh", the angl1ish 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 life is like the merging of
the surging wave with the tempest l lOus ocean. For him, love
is the soul of all creation. In "Wadh PiyarVich Pmetam", he
gives expression to this eternal and beautiful idea in the
following words:

The young calf struggled free,

Ran to suck its dam,
And as the milch- cow receives it,
Fondling it gently, rubbing it, licking it 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 :
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The vast tempestuous ocean

Surging to meet them

As the genHe cow her calf..

Trel Tupke or Dew Drops is an anthology of the remeni­
scences of the author, felt and enjoyed in the years following
1909. Today, most of the modern and new verse forms that
we find in Punja~i poetry are entirely due to him, and he
may rightly be called the initiator of the modern forms of the
Punjabi verse. He gave us a new metre'-Turai-akin to the
Persian form of Rubai, to fit in with his delicate thoughts.
His poetic compositions are soothing and sincere. The main
concern of his poetry is the fulfilment of. the soul. He often
apostrophised in his writings as a dew drop on a lotus leaf, or
as a voilet flower blossoming in solitude:

How I wish to conceal my fragrance,

To end the journey all alone;

Alas! my wish remains unfulfilled.

It was said of Malbranche that he saw everything~in

God. With equal truth it may be said of Bhai Vir SinghSas it
has been said of Tagore, that he sees the reflection ofthe

. Supreme Being in every earthly object. He says in the manner
of Plato and Plotinus :

As light comes from the sun

And is reflected in the mirror

So beauty comes from heaven

And falls on the beautiful.

The union of the lover and the beloved, of the human
and the Divine is rapturously captured by the poet:

I saw thee in a dream beloved!
I flew into thy arms,
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But the figure W8.S of lightning made,
Beyond my poor embrace

Only my arm bereft, trembling with unfulfilled faith.

According to Bhai Vir Singh, the destiny of all mortals
is in His hands:

The hand that dropped me from the high

In itself holds all the strings of guiding light.

It is the hand of my king:

I play on the lotus~leafto-day;

To-morrow I shall be with Him:

He drops me, and He draws, me up

A dew drop on the lotus-leaf.

There is power in the imagery. There is strength in the
thought. There is beauty in the lyrics. There is a lesson for
the yearning soul. His poetry brings out that we are a part of

,Him and He is a part of us and our separation ftom Him is
temporary. The ultimate aim is union. We have to merge with
the Creator one day. It may be now, tomorrow or years here­
after.. The union has to come one day. This is his inspiring
message of love. Through mystical compositions, he shows

. us the path of growth, bliss, happiness and final emancipa­
tion of soul. He moves, inspire and overwhelms. He
gives us a philosophy for full and proper living. He is truly
great.

As a writer of fiction, Bhai Vir Singh need not be judged
critically from the point of view of style and treatment of
subjects in his novels. He wrote all his fiction works with
a purpose. The purpose was to awaken in the Sikhs the
sense of chivalry and to instil in them a sense of pride in their
cultural rich heritage. Bhai Vir Singh emerged on the literary
scene at a time when Sikhs had started harbouring misgivings
about the achievements of their ancestors. This is described
piquantly by Khushwant Singh in his book "The Sikhs"



(lp. 166). He says, "English historians harped on the crude and
corrupt rule which they had replaced by an enlightened one.
Sanskrit scholars 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 chalIenge and
proceeded to blow away the dust almost single-handedly.
"Through his novels, he emphasised the eithical excellence of
Sikh religion and reminded the Sikhs of heroism and chivarly
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. They are historical novels written with
a religious background. It may be argued that these novels do
succeed 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, Bhai Vir Singh was able to
put across his message and was thus able in warding off
the challenge posed to the Sikh religion by the English
'historians and Sanskrit scholars to which a reference has been
made above.

Bhai Vir Singh was not only an eminent poet, a great
master of prose writing and an erudite scholar, but also a
great humanitarian. His writings and compositions played an
important part in setting the literary trends for the past 80
years and odd. He never sought publicity. He hated display­
ing his scholarship. He was truly modest and genuinely shy
by nature. He never spoke from a public platform. His life
had a charm which won the hearts of alI who came in contact
with him. His conversation and discourses were highly ele­
vating and truly illuminating. His presence inspired godly
love and peace. Many are the stories of the people who
approached him with personal problems and returned with
smiling faces. He rose above all barriers, and had a
sympathetic heart. He saw nothing but good in those who
came in his contact. In recognition of his "great personality
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and service to Punjabi literature," the University of East
Punjab conferred on him the Degree of Doctor of Oriental
Learning, Honoris Causa, in 1949, in absentia. In 1952, he
was nominated to the Punjab Legislative Council, under the
new Constitution and the Academy of Letters in 1957. Mere
Saiyan Jeo die last collection of his poems appear1ed in 1953.

. It won him the Sahitya Akademi award. This created new
awareness and fresh recognition of this literary giant and his
numerous services to the Punjabi literature. This was a
remarkable feat considering th~ fact that Bhai Vir Singh had
already celebrated his eightieth birthday when Mere Saiyan
Jeo appeared. It was a significant achievement of which all
lovers of Punjabi are proud. In 1956, he was honoured with
the award .of Padam Bhushan by the Government of India.
Full of years and bonours, Bhai Vir Singh merged into the
eternal flame on June 10, 1957 at 60 Lawrence Road, Amritsar.
K. S. Duggal said of him, "With the passing away of Bhai Vir
Singh on the 10th June, 1957, the modern Punjabi literature
lost its brigbtest jewel. Bhai Vir Singh's personality as a man

.of letters lent tremendous prestige to Punjabi writing. A many
sided genius, he perfected every genre that he lay his hands
on. A poet of immortal repute and a peerless prose stylist,
Bhai Vir singh raised Punjabi writing from the lowly status
of the language of an unlettered people to the one of writings
whicb are now translated in the most advance:d countries
with respect and pride."

Harindernath Cbattopadhya said of him, "His is a
clean. white style resembling a diamond, austere and bard, and
yet full of colour, which can only be seen held to the light of
soul, which is also c1eanand white. ndeed, when one tries
to conjure up the personality of this poet before the mind's
eye,it strikes one that is made up of white rays, wbich has
been proved beyond doubt by his entire life which he lived in
unyielding purity on the heights of truth."

Dr. Mulk Raj Anand was so inspired by Bhai Vir Singh's
works that he mastered the Punjabi language with a great
effort to know the philosophic content of Bhai Vir Singh's
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verse and prose. He says, "Throughout the early years of my
· wr~ting life, fraught with the most hazardous battles for bread

and liberty, I had never forgotten some of the lessons taught
to us by this colossus of modern Punjabi litterateur, who is
Bhai Vir Singh... apart from his teachings some of which have
become part or my inheritence, I shall always cherish the
privileged moments during which I had known this poet as a
human being of a rare dignity and sensibility."

Dr. Radhakrishnan, in a foreword to 'Bhai Vir Singh
Abhinandan Grarith,' said, "Bhai Vir Singh is one of
those representative Indians deriving inspiration from the

· classical wisdoms of our Jand and living it before our eyes.
· In this world of easy going contentment with small things,
Bhai Vir Singh invites our attention to the goal 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 tlie
fire that burns within him!

For he is the lord of creation only if he be lord of
himself.

"We need to-day men who ask us to tift our eyes from the
narrow fanaticism of the day to the heights of universal
religion. It makes one sick, not only mentally, but also
physically to think that we, so called civilized being, should

_after centuries of enlightenment, be spending our time think­
ing how we can protect ourselves from the effects of atomic
bombardment, how we can prevent poisonous gas from going
down the throats of people. The world over, men are obsessed
by the most fearful terror of the prostitution of man's
knowledge of destructive ends. The life and work of authentic
men like Bhai Vir Singh show that if the world is to be saved,
knowledge should be redeemed by wisdom."

Speaking on the occasion of laying of the foundaHon
stone of the Memorial Building of 'Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya
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Sadan' at New Delhi on March 2, 1972, the Presidlentof India
Shri V. V. Giri said of Bhai Vir Singh, "Inspite of his .11lallY
sided achievements he remained humble. The way he lived ~e

exemplified the teachings of Guru Nanak :

0, Nanak remain a small one, as small as grass, other
plants will wither away but grass will remain ever
green.

"Following the footsteps of his great master Guru
Nanak, Bhai Vir Singh emphasised that the best way of self­

,realisation and the transformation of one's soul was through
. love and tolerance. He stressed that . the c~xternal and
man-made distinctions and artificial barriers in the name of
caste and religion should go. His life and work will ever
remain an inspiration for our youth."

Bhai Vir Singh did not seek power recognition. He won
hearts of men by leading a life of active and genuine love of
fellow beings and their selfless service. No single individual
has enriched Punjabi literature to the extent Bhai Vir Singh
has done. Rightly has he been called the Sixth river in the
Land of five rivers.

Bhai Vir Singh's novel 'SUNDRI' is his first novel­
rendered into English based on the folk song which narrates
the tale of a young, beautiful and married Hindu girl. She is
carried away forcibly by a Mughal official who h::tppens to see
her. AU the male ~embers of the family go to the officer and
entreat him to release' the girl. They offer a big: ransom. All
these appeals fall on deaf ears. The Mughal does not agree
to release the girl. To save her honour, the girl decides to
burn herself alive. As soon as the Mughal goes out of his
camp, she collects the wood, lights the fire and jumps on it.
Providentially, her Sikh brother appears then and saves her
life. Then the brother and sister join the roving band of Sikhs.
The Sikhs in the days of Zakaria Khan (1726-1745 AD),
the last· Mughal Governor of Punjab, were mostly hiding in
the thick forest and mountains. recesses. They were not
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allowed to move freely in the plains. SUNDRI, the rescued
girl, was respected by the Sikhs. The respect in which women
were held by the Sikhs is testified by Qazi Nur Mohammed,
the author of Jang Namah. He says, "Whether a woman
is young or old, they call her budhiya, an old lady, and
ask her to get away. There is no adultery amongst these
dogs."

The death of Zakaria Khan on 1st July 1743 led to a
war of succession between his sons Yaya Khan and Shah
NawazKhan. This gave some respite to the Sikhs who had
been hiding in the mountains. On one side, the Raja of Jammu
rose in revolt and oOn the other Sikhs began to cause tumult
and trouble. In 1758, Jaspat Rai, brother of Lakhpat Rai,
Dewan of Yaya Khan was killed in a battle by the Sikhs. The
Sikhs were attacked from all sides near Gurdaspur and a
large number of them brutally massacred. The event has gone
down in history as Ghalughara or Holocaust. SUNDRI gives,.
details of this event. The first invasion of Ahemed Shah
Durrani in 1748 and subsequent appointment of Mir Mannu
as the Governor of Punjab are significant events in the history
of the Sikhs. During the rule of Mir Mannu, the Sikhs were
persecuted ruthlessly. Kaura Mal, the Dewan of Mir Mannu,
was an ancestor of Bhai Vir Singh. The latter, therefore, has
taken great pains to collect anecdotes relating to his admini­
strative wisdom. SUNDRI ends with the events of 1752 AD.
The same year Kaura Mal, passed away. The purpose of Bhai
Vir Singh in writing SUNDRI was to present some of the
ideal Sikh characters and in this, he succeeded fully. The
characters portrayed in SUNDRI became household words in
Punjab in later years.

Bhai Vir Singh's two other novels, 'BIJAY SINGH' and
'SATWANT KAUR,' interpret the Sikh's regard for their
symbols religion and their cult or sword. SUNDRI is the
heroine of the novel. She is protrayed as an embodiment of
faith and purity. The novel carries an instant lesson for the
Sikhs who read it with enthusiasm. It is a historical novel
written with a didactic purpos~. The purpose is to inspire the
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Sikhs by reminding them of their duty as preached by their
Gurus. By this novel, Bhai Vir Singh is able to put across
his message. The five points of Sikhism and Sikh character
are vividly brought out. To mention a few of these, Sikh
makes use of his sword for defensive purposes only or to
remove the tyrannical injustice of those in power. A Sikh
cannot helplessly submit to the evil designs of his oppressors.
He activetly struggles for his 'self-respect, liberty and faith.
Even in such efforts, a Sikh shows high sense of charity to
the relatives of his oppressors or even to oppres.sors them­
selves, This is his spirit. This is his character. He has an
abiding faith in the teachings of his Gurus. He lives with his
very being saturated by these teachings.

It is not always possible for one to have a proper
estimate of the genius ofBhai Vir Singh by reading English
renderings of his works. Every language has its peculiarities
which cannot be rendered faithfully into anothe~r language.
Punjabi is no exception to this universal rule. A translation,
howsoever, painstakingly done, cannot capture fully and
successfully the totality of the spirit of original work. There
is, however a requirement to attempt translation of great
works .in other languages so that the messages of these works
are communicated to the general public not conversant with
Punjabi language. By rendering "SUNDRI" into English, Dr.
G. S. Mansukhani has done service to the Punjabi language.
The English version is a reai'lonably successful effort. It
succeeds in conveying to the English knowing public the full
meanings and the essence of the original work. This effort
evokes our appreciation. By his senstivity and understanding,
Dr. Mansukhani has succeeded in placing in our hands a
reasonably good version in English of this novel of the' great
Master. The English version does succeed in capturing the
original atmosphere and times in which the novel was initially
conceived and executed in Punjabi by Bhai Vir Singh. It must
be conceded that the translation done by Dr. Mansukhani is
not merely an effort for substituting words of English in place
of Punjabi words. It keeps the spirit of the original work
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constantly in view and faithfully transmits this spirit in English.
The English version captures the ethos and excitement of the
original. It is readable and enjoyable. It is an excellent·
endeavour for which Dr. Mansukhani deserves our apprecia­
tion and thanks.

Lt. Col. J.S. GULERIA

THE FORBIDDEN FLOWER-GARDEN
(-AN ALLEGORY-)

Warjit wari
Bhai Vir Singh

This is the garden in full bloom of loveliness,
Bedded with flowers of fairest hue and fragrant breath,
Tempting the eye,stirring unnamed desire within the heart,
Impelling greedy hands to advance and pluck.
The eager hands, advancing to despoil,
Have felt a sudden, strange and stinging shock:
Each flower when touched is left a shrivelled heap,
The touch a withering flame, making it dust.
Fruit also, luscious, tempting,
Turns to dust at the touch which falls like a curse.
The words of an ancient peepul tree
Resolved the visitor's bewilderment:
"Brother, brings only your eyes to this garden,
To look, to obsorb it loveliness,
The Warlock Gardener has laid it under this spell­
Feasting the eyes it will not lose its charm;
Long feasting makes the heart crave more,
But a touch falls on its beauty like a blight,
Leaving crumpled petals, withering,
Turned to ~shes-dust to dust."

-Translated by Prof. G.S. Talib
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Bhai Vir Singh's
Portrayal ofHistory

Befon: finding out the principles and methods in the
historical writings of Bhai Vir Singh, it is very important to

. understand the background. The most dominant influence
over Bhai Vir Singh was that of the Singh Sabha Movement.
The first Singh Sabha was established in 1873 just a year after
his birth. And the objectives of this Singh Sabha to which he
devoted his whole life were:

1. To restore Sikhism to its pristine purity.

2. To edit and publish historical and religious books.

3. To propagate current knowledge using Punjabi a~

medium, and to start magazines and newspapers in
Punjabi.

4. To reform and bring into Sikh fold those who have
diverged from the right path.

With the loss of their empire after the Second Sikh War.
in 1849, a degeneration had set in among the Sikhs. Many
Sikhs began to relax in their external identification and sink·
back to the observances of rites, roots of which had ramifica­
tions in the superstitious ritual of the ages. The Singh Sabha
began to work for the religious purity, social uplift and
educational advancement of the Sikhs. The first Singh Sabha
nrarked the beginning of the revivalist movement which turned
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their attention towards their past history. The reform move­
ment launched by the Singh Sabha found history necessary to
establish the ideals of simplicity and purity of the religion and
consequently this movement as a whole greatly influenced the
writing of history.

Another important influence was the contemporary his­
torical writings. Bhai Vir Singh appears to have been
influenced by Giani Gian Singh as he has quoted his works
in all of his historical writings. Gian Singh was the first
historian of th~ Sikhs who collected the current traditions
and wrote a history of the Sikhs from Guru Nanak, the
founder of Sikhism. to the annexation of the Punjab in 1849.
He mostly depended on traditions. Traditions need verifica­
tion and analysis to find out a kernel of truth therein. Their
reliability has to be tested. But Giani Gian Singh did not
analyse the oral traditions critically and nor did he test their
reliability by recorded or any other evidence.

Bhai Vir Singh, however, improved the methodology of
Giani Gian Singh. While writing about the Sikhs, he gave
importance to the traditions but did not ignore other sources
like recorded history, folk songs etc. He collected folk songs
connected with history. For instance, he has quoted a folk
song depicting the effect of Nadir Shah's invasion on the
masses in the Punjab. This song also indicates times of his
arrival and departure. Following are the significant liiles of
this folk songs:

"0 Lasses when Nadir came causing confusion, cotton
seeds started flowerring. Womenfolk were sent to the hills
and men began to cook their meals. When Nadir returned
causing confusion and rape oil seed began to flower. Delhi
was widowed and fire in our hearths was extinguished."

Bhai Vir Singh explains his method of writing history in
the following works: "Many accounts incorporated in this
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book (Bijay Singh) have come from those elders who are no
more hen~. Both the Panth Prakash and Khalsa Twarikh and
the pooks of Prinsep, Cunningham, Mohmmad Latif, Malcolm.
Mogregor and some other books have been consulted
for which the author is thankful to them. Some accounts have
been takt:n from .the folk songs. Missing links of the chain of
events have been fiHedup with imagination by the author.
There was no time left to conduct research in the historical
sources ofthe time. P(utth stands in dire and urgent need.
Thereforc~, this book has been prepared by mingling of history
and traditions with imagination".

The objective of Bhai Vir Singh was not to construct the
past history like a scientific historian. His objective in his
own words was that "old accounts should inspire the people
so that they may lead elevated and inspired life. The purpose
of writing this (Bijay Singh) is an effort to improve the
conditions of the Panth.

FOl·the sake of study, the historical writings of Bhai Vir
Singh can be divided into following categories:

lj\J

1. Sundri, Bijay Singh and Satwant Kaur.

2. Chamatkars-Guru Nanak Chamatkar, Kalgidhar
Chamatkar, ASC1tgur chamatkar

3. Tracts published by the Khalsa Tract Society
Amritsar.

4. Edited works-like Suraj Parkash, Puratan Janam­
sakhi,PanthPrakash by Rattan Singh, Sakhi Pothi..
etc.

We: shall-be studying these writings one by one.

1. Sundri, Bijay Singh and Satwant Kaur

Hi!~tory has been divided into three categories by the
students of literature; (i) Romantic (ii) Scientific and
(iii) Philosophic. The Romantic writer of history dramatises
the facts, the Scientific writer classifies the fa(;ts and the
Philosophic writer generalises the facts. Romantic history is.
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further divided into two-romantic historians and historical
romancers. There is a lot of difference between them.
Historical romancer uses historical material as backgropnd
for a picture that is in its main composition purely imaginary.
The romantic historian merely uses the art of story-teller to
actual facts and actual scenes with colour and movement. In
both the cases, life is treated dramatically. "The object that
the romantic historian has always in view is to make history
alive and actual thing, to bridge the passage of years and
'Convince the reader by making the past as familar and vital as
present. His main merit is to awaken the general reader to
whom the past has been largely a dim and alien thing. He is
to clothe skeleton of facts with flesh and blood and give them
corporal life" . Bhai Vir Singh method was to make history
alive and clothe the skeleton of facts with flesh and blood.
This method he followed in Sundri, Bijay Singh and Satwant
Kaur. By his creative imagination, he has woven together the
dry historical facts in order to make them interesting.

Imagination plays a significant part even in writing
scientific history. A.J. Pollard writes, "History can never
be true to life without imagination. Facts and figures are dry
bones; it requires imagination to clothe them with life and
meaning; no accumulation of material, no ransacking of
archives, will make a man historian without the capacity to
interpret and construct" But there is .a lot of difference
between the use of imagination by scientific historian and
romantic historian or historical romancer. The former
constructs the past with the help of the authentic source
material. Where material is not available, he would leave the
gap. The latter would complete the narration by means of
creative imagination and present the picture without any gap.
Bhai Vir Singh belongs to the latter category.

Bhai Vir ·Singh collected his material of history like a
scientific historian. He has tapped every source, standard
books, he has quoted in his footnotes, folk songs depicting
the times, anecdotes regarding eminent persons like Kaura
Mal, and anecdotes of the bravery of the Sikhs in the face of
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ruthless persecution. But he does not handle this material
like a scientific historian. He dramatises the facts and fills the
skeleton of dry facts with flesh and blood .

.2. Chamatkars-Guru Nanak Chamatkar, Kalgidhar Chamatkar
and Ashtgur Chamatkar

As the very names indicate, these contain the biographi­
cal accounts of the Sikh Gurus. It has been significantly
remarke:d that 'biograppy though allied to history, is more in
the nature of a distant relation. It owes much to the ex1;ra­
ordinary development of novels." Biography in its modern form
is a literary work wherein it portrays events and influences
that shaped the life of an individual from the time of birth to
the last days of his life and endeavours to assess his works or
deeds. But in the Chamatkars, incidents of life Sl~rved as pegs
to bring the sermons on social and religious aspects. Here the
aim of the author is not to give an accurate information with­
in the historical perspective but to inspire and elevate the
readers. In the preface of Kalgidhar Chamatkar he writes, "In
order to elevate the lives of the people, it is essential that the
ideal lives are presented. In case these lives are wanting they
cannote inspire. They are only useful if their pictures are
brought before the eyes in complete and living form. The year,
date and list of events may give some idea but these cannot
inspire." These Chamatkars can haf(~ly be called historical
biographies because their main plank is not history as the
author himself explains in the preface of Guru Nanak
Chamatkar. "This book is not mere history but it contains the
lessons of Guru Granth in the terms of history..•. However,
Guru Nanak's biographical accounts have been arranged in
eharonological order." The account relating to travels of Guru
.~anak is mostly· based on Janamsakhis. It is not in the
·.geographical order. It cannot be called a scientific treatment
of the travels. Since Guru Nanak Chamatkar, and Kalgidhar
Chamatkar are based on the collection of tracts written on

, - . . . -. ..

different occasion, there has been left certain looseness. aQd
gaps for which the. author has written notes here and there.
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Dr. Balbir Singh writes about Bhai Vir Singh's style in
Kalgidhar Chamatkar: "Bhai Vir Singh's treatment was
different. It was not fashioned on the pattern of chronology.
The thread of chronological order was later used by him to
string together different articles which were complete and
independent in themselves and which at times dealt with one
particular set of events. This was a special style. It was not
merely penmanship. It was not mechanical all. It was an
organic method peculiar to Bhai Vir Singh more in keeping
with the manner of nature itself."

Bhai Vir Singh has effectively used lccal history to
enhance effect of his narration. It may be Bugdad Phery or
some other account, the author starts with narration of local
history then he introduces a long dialogue. The author is
master of lengthy dialogues and these dialogues indicate his
mastery of the socio-religious history of the contemporary
period.

3. Tracts published by Khalsa Tract Society Amritsar.

The Khalsa Tract Society Amritsar was founded in 1894.
Most of the tracts written by Bhai Vir Singh were included in
his bigger works. The following of his tracts are historically
important and have not been included in any of his books:

1. Tara Singh ji Shaheed.

2. Mehtab Singh.

3. Wada Ghallughara.

4. Saragharhi da Saka.

In some of these tracts, Bhai Vir Singh had a scientifi(
approach. For instance, in Tara Singh Shaheed or Wada
Ghallughara, he has given geographical background and
detailed account of local traditions about the event. In Tara
Singh Shaheed, he gives the tribal settlement of the areas
where Tara Singh lived. How rich are the local details:':""
"There were two villages named 'Dol and Wan' in the Majha
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territory. Both villages were inhabited by Buttar Jats. Wan
was first dominated by Telis (oilseed crushers) and subse­
quently Khatris began to rule over there. On Khatris' decline
Buttars of Ichogil village captured it and eversince they have
been rulling there. lchogil, situated near the bank of the Ravi
and adjacent to village Rania was famous for its adventuring
inhabitants like that of Sarhali. After capturing Wan, the
Buttars of Ichogil also captured its adjacent village· Dal.
Since Dal·and Wan were quite near toone another they began
to becaIIed by the combined name "Dalwan".The village
'Wan' had three divisions I 'Patis'. In one of the divisions
there lived a Zamindarnamed ·Chug'. He. had three sons--

. Mahi, Jaita and Gurdas. The youngest Gurdastook Pahul in ¥

the time of Guru Gobind Singh. He took part in politiclil
upheavds in the time of Banda Singh BahadUlr. He had five
sons: Tara Singh, Bhara Singh, Sangat Singh, Nathu Singh
and Kathu Singh."

Editorial Notes and Footnotes

Bhai Vir Singh edited a number of historical sources
like Puratan Janamsakhi, Panth Parkash Rattan Singh, Sakhi
Pothi and Gurpartap Suraj Granth etc. In the editorial essays
and notes he clarified several points explaining the historical
background. For instance in editorial preface of Sakhi Pothi
he has compared the route of the travels.of Guru Gobind
Singh in the Cis-Sutlej territory with the route given by Bhai
Santokh Singh. Thus he concluded that both give almost
identical routes. In preface of the puratan Janamsakhi he has
discussed in detail about the year of its compiilatilon. He also
compared its text with other similar Janamsakhis like Hafiza­
badwali Janamsakhi and Bhai Bala Janamsakhi. After this com­
parison he established for the first time that Puratan Janamsakhi
is one of the oldest versions of Guru Nanak's tradition.

. The most monumental edited work of Bhai Vir Singh is
Suraj Parkash. This he edited into fourteen volumes. In the
introduction volume,·hewrote the biography of Bhai Santokh
Singh, the author of Suraj Parkash. He had to collect informa­
tion from various sources to construct this biography. In
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this biography his approach is scientific and historical. For
the first time he was able to discover several facts of his life
and write them in chronological order. This indicates that
Bnai Vir Singh had also insight for writing historical
biography.

The footnotes of Suraj Parkash indicate Bhai Vir Singh's
insight into the historical research. These footnotes are small
and long. Some of the footnotes run into several pages. (One
goes up to sixty pages). In these footnotes he has discussed
t4e original sources, analysed them and compared them with
current traditions. For instance, he has discussed in detail the

• circumstances leading to Guru Arjan's martyrdom. The version
of Tuzik-i-Jehangir has been analysed and compared with the
versions contained in semi-contemporary. and late sources.
Here he has shown super historical sense and acumen into
historical research.

DR. KIRPAL SINGH
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Bhai Vir ~;ingh­

A Respectjuillomage

Vir Singh was Bhai. Bhailiterally me(J.ns brother.
Undoubtedly, thorughout his life, he acted andconduct~d

himself as a brother to all those who came in contact with
him. He wassingularly free from arrogance. He assumed no
airs. He had no pretensions about him. He was alwaYs his
natural self-soft, smooth, sincere and spontaneous. He acted
as a fellow-member. Like a brother, he was kind and
affectionate. He saw persons in their plain defects and
accepted themin the brotherhood of man. He had the charm
to reunite people in a common cause. His presence removed
divisions.. All men became brothers under his wing. He was
rooted in the experience of universal brotherliness. A man of
reason and love, he perceived the world in terms of a true
and human home. His concept of human brotherhood is the
sa,.me as visualised by Freya Stark who says, "There is no
essential difference between the various groups:, creatures:
whose bones and brains and members are th~:. same: and.
every damage we do them is a form of mutibition, as if the
fingers of the left hand were to be cut off by tlberight; there
is no pleasure in it, nor any deep sense of achievement
or of pe13lce." His sense of cOIl1passipn for man was deep,
strong and touching:

"My heart drips when I see

The misery on earth,

Sinks in.the grip ofpain,
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And my whole being flows away,
Melting from my eyes in tears.
Yet, should I sacrifice myself,
Or all hearts suffer for it,

Man's agony does not grow less.
StilI, though it be futile,
Can the heart be turned to stone

Or not feel pain at another's ?"

Bhai Vir Singh did not work out for his individual
salvation by detaching himself from others. He was God's
good man who worked for establishing and developing the
brotherhood of man. He was a source of warmth in this cold,
indifferent and pitiless world.

The word Bhai when prefixed to a Sikh name has a
religious connotation. It refers to a person skilled in the
exposition of Sikh scriptures. Bhai Vir Singh was an acknow­
ledged authority on the propagation and understanding of
:the Sikh Faith. He had acquired a massive scholarship in
Sikh sacred lore and the history of religious movements related
to Sikhism. He worte detailed 'Lives' of the Gurus of the Sikh
Faith, based on his rich and meticulous learning. His magnum
-opus was the editing, of the great classic of Sikh religious
ihistorY,Gur Partap Suraj Granth in fourteen volumes. The
same massive scholarship is discernible in his seven­
volume exposition and commentary on the Adi Granth.
He compiled a definitive edition of the Janam Sikhi, Life of
Guru Nanak. All these religious works are the product of
deep study, research and analysis and ceaseless labour. These
are authentic and authoritative. Bhai Vir Singh completed
them with single minded-devotion and with a dedicated sense
of idealism. These are read with respect and reverence. These
works are now a part of literary inheritance of the Sikhs.

Bhai Vir Singh is ackowledged as the tallest among the
men of letters in Punjab. He is recognised universally as the

360



father of modern Punjabi prose and poetry. His prose is simple,
meaningful and illuminatning. His poetic compositions are
known for. their originality, depth and the impact felt by the
human mind. His poetry is full of music and spiritual yearn­
ing. It is inspiring, uplifting and soul satisfying. His poems
reveal his dynamic presonality, his oneness with nature and
his love for things noble and beautiful. He was not for mere
learning and world wisdom. This is evident in his poem 'nm,
Amal, (False learning),

With the beggar's bowl of my skull
I hankered after those with garnered learning,
Begging crumbs of their knowledge,

Stuffing them into this bowl

Conceited, puffed with scraps,

Learning's mantle, I fancied, had fallen upon me,
Strutting like one far gone.

One day I placed my surfeited bowl before the
Master:

"Learnings, corrupted crumbs?" he cried,
Emptying it out on the highway;
Then he rubbed it clean of this pollution:
See how it shines now, its lotus-freshness."

He was a mystic poet of the order of pod-saints like
Tulsi Das:, Kabir and Ramanuja. He like his poetry was
religious,godly, soothing and sincere. The main concern of
his life was the fulfilm ent of the soul, the union of the lover
with the beloved, of the merging of human and the Divine.
His description of the mingling Of souls into a spiritual
union is:

Their souls met like two musical notes
They merge in one resonance

Or as two heart-beats striking
One tune-interval merge in one rhythm.
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All his writings are aimed at dissolving the ego barrier·
that comes in the way of the soul mingling in love. Physical
beauty, love, bounties of nature, according to Bhai Sahib,
derive brilliance and effect from a spiritual spring in every
soul. If this spring dries up, no useful phenomenon is possible..
Says he:

"The body withers when the soul dies,

As the tree is felled.

When it cease to fruition and dies."

He exhorts us to keep ourselves always attuned to the
all-soul alone. He warns that if we tear off our souls from the
main spring, misery will overtake us:

A piece of charcoal,

I washed with milk and curd and soap in the hope

That its black might turn white. But no:

Till it burned in fire, it did not glow.

The beauty of his poems has never been equalled in the
Punjabi language. His poetry is the language of the soul. It
is a tele-link between man and his Creator. It portrays
experience of life and man. It is the most natural and fruitful
impulse of his sensitive mind. It is an enterprise of life. Many
of his poems contain, what Josiah Rayee says, "A sort of
philosophic scheme for the entire Creation." His poems give
strength to our belief and reaffirmation to our faith. He does
not propagate. He does 110t preach. His poetic thoughts sink
in our heart. He states the truth, simply, sincerely. and
innocently. These thoughts prevail. We find oureselves
changed beings by the impact of his poems. He is a poet who
leaves us tongue-tied, mute before our soul's bright and
shining lamp. Of such poets, Shelley says:

He spoke of poetry, and how

Divine it was-a light, a love-



A spirit which like wind doth blow

As it listeth, to and fro

A dew rained down from God above,

A power which comes and goes like dream,

And which none can ever trace-

Heaven's light on earth-Truth's lightest beam.

Bhai Vir Singh unfolds the vision of divinity before us.
in his own inimitable way:

"The stars tell me-He is:

Wave and wave of Worid'er breaks:

Silence still more silellt, grows,

Light and ambrosia patter on roof,

I feel some one unseen gathering me in His arms."

He is a poet of divine splendour. He is a poet of subtle­
feeling, over-powering emotion and deep reflection. Through
introspection and intense longing, he pursues his quest of
divinity:

"My search shall never cease,

My longing for Him WIll never end.

Even forme, this vocation of pain,

I revel in this killing thirst

The misery of his hunger is my life
and joy for ever."

Besides being a brother, scholar and poet, Bbai Vir
Singh was a. great educationist and a social reformer. He
worked for the uplift of the depressed and backward classes,
care of the orphans and the sick. He was the prime spirit for
the establishment of a number of educatiohal institutions,.
hospitals and orphanages. These institutions provide an



eloquent testimony of his selfless social service. He placed all
his talents unreservedly at the service of his people.

Even though a recognised public figure, Bhai Vir Singh
was by choice a very private person. He wanted to live in
obscurity. He shunned the glare of publicity. He was modest
.:and unassuming. .This extra-ordinary man never liked to
capture the centre of the stage. One of his poems in English
means:

"I am like a voilet

Who remins concealed in his own foliage

I wish to live unnoticed and die unlamented

Alas! it is my fragrance which betrays my existence'

When Padam Bhushan was awarded to him, he expressed
his feelings of humility in the following couplet:

I always felt shy of letting my name be known
Now they have clamped an adjective to the noun.

Modesty was not an assumed posture. It ran through
his blood. It was something fundamental. It was his creed
,that:

"Desire for name and fame generates self-conceit
Conceit hardens the ego

Hard core of the ego is a hindrance to the Spiritual
progress. "

Bhai Vir Singh is remembered with reverence by his
..countrymen even though he liked to be forgotten like the
violet flo\ver:

"How I wish to conceal my fragrance
To end the journey all alone:

Alas, my wish remains unfulfilled."
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He was the best friend of humani ty. He shared with us­
all our passions, all our struggles, all our despairs and all our­
defeats. Buthe gave us hope, courage and confidence. He was'
a man of significant humility. There is something inexpressibly'
profound in him. This simple yet solemn man is God's gift
to humanity. He is a part of our heritage. We remember him
with respect and reverence.

J. S. GULERIA.

HEART'S FLOOD
(Ape da uchhal)

Where, friend, is the source of the sweet delirious pl(~asure.

That seeps through every fibre of the joyful heart?

It is borne on the tides that surge within,
It is within ourselves we find such joy
And not elsewhere as the deluded think.
This inner rapture is a fountain welling without end ;.
It only springs in those whose craving is restraind,

Bhai Vir Singh

Translated by G.S. TALIB:
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Rhoi Vir Singh's Epic:
Rana Sural Singh

Immediate success of the poet :

Bhai Vir Singh began writing his voluminous work in
poetry, Rana Surat Singh, an epic in blank verse in 1902 and
<:ompleted it in 1904. It was pUblished in 1905 when Bhai
Vir Singh was 33. This was his immediate success. This epic
actually revolutionized Punjabi poetry and its name was on
every body's lips in Punjab. Raminder Singh writes in The
Sikh Review, October, 1972 'In this poem we behold Bhai
Vir Singh, rising head and shoulder over all other poets who
have dealt with realms beyond the physical bodyand their
environment. We get an earlier feeling while reading Divine
Comedy. Homlet, Macbeth and ?aust, but not when we read
Rana Surat Singh. On the other hand, feelings of spiritual
wonder, vismad, overwhelm us. We feel spiritually uplifted
while reading obout the spiritual flights of Rani Raj Kaur."

Epic poetry is the highest kind of poetry and Bhai Vir
Singh began with this form on which no body had so far tried
his hand at. This epic or maha-kav changed the age-old
traditions of Punjabi poetry and the whole traditional outlook
of our women towards conjugal relationship. In the words
of Teja Singh, "What had been shyly approached as a feeling
a few stolen moments of life became a very desirable domestic
sentiment. Conjugal love was shown to be a stepping-stone
to the highest union with God. The book, therefore, came to
be studied as a 'religious book', for the practical side of
Sikhism is well represented in it."

366



Significanc.~ in moral spiritual evolution :

In the words of Prof. G.S. Talib :

"This work has immense significance in the movement of
the moral-spiritual evolution of the Sikh people which began
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century; when the Sikhs

'were rallying from the effects of the blow. of defeat at the
hands of the British East India Company. Any dream of
political freedom was a far cry yet, and the active struggle for
it had to wait for nearly fifty years, to be initiated around
1920." He further saysthat the Indian National Congress,
appearing around that time on the indian scene was in its
infancy and the upper crust with the faintest degree of poli­
tical consciousness was struggling to articulate, so to say, the
alphabet of the Rights of Indian Humanity. Inthis back­
ground a small group like the Sikhs subjected to multiple
pressures-political, cultural and creedal-was struggling to
save' its identity and its soul. For this tbe main I~bannel at
this time was what has been called in the larger Indian context
also, the cultural renaissance; Though not on a scale com­
parable to what was being attempted by the two great commu­
nities, Hindlus and Muslims. The Sikhs were emerging to <find'
themselves after about three decades of threatened disintegra­
tion. Again quoting Prof. Talib : .. There was a complexity of
factors which constituted the threat. These, besides the disa­
abilities consequent upon political subjection, were religious,
social and cultural. Their operation was deeply galling to
the self-esteem of the Sikh people, who sensed a kind of cons­
piracy to und~rmine their very existence. To a small group such
as the Sikh, such a feeling was not mere sentimental fancy,
but was something real and objective. The anxiety, anguish
and spiritual tribulation of the Sikh people around this period
come out clearly in the writings of the Sikhs at the time, most
of which have to be dug out of the ephemeral writings inspired
by the controversies then raging, and by the plans of cons­
tructive resuscitation of the lost strength of the Sikhs that
were then undertaken and continued in the decades following.
The significance of Rana Surat Singh lies in its being one of
the most important representative efforts of the Sikh spirit in
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that age to :(ind its moral moorings, and to articulate its living
ideals, which were getting buried under the heap of misrepre­
sentations directed as much by half-literature ignorance as by
deliberate conspiracy to subvert them. So, while studying this
work, its social and cultural significance as a great milestone
must no less be kept in view than its literary features."

Philosophy of love in the epic :

Rana Surat Singh is a long epic poem, narrating the
pathetic separation of Rani Raj Kaur from her husband Rana
Surat Singh on his death. She undergoes spiritual comfort and
peace through 'love' f<tI" the Divine and through the company
of the saints. Discarding all despondency and depression, and
performing all the worldly duties she lives in the bliss and
dies in beautitude. Rana Sural Singh embodies the principles
of Gurbani for spiritual achievement; and the allegorical
process of 'flight' of the soul to the 'Eternal Being' has been
based upon the philosophy of Sikhism. Gurbani lays down
that through devotion alone can an individual attain the per­
fect unity with the Supreme, and the first pre-requisite of
d'evotionis love, (Guru Amar Das in Sri Rag).

Bhai Vir Singh elucidates his philosophy of love in the:
preface of Rana Sura! Singh: "In this visible universe, love is:
an attraction that points towards the glimpses of the Invisible
. . . .. It is such an energising electric power that it creates
form out of the formless and turns that into formless again."

Aboutthe love depicted by Bhai Vir Singh in this epic,.
Puran Singh says: "The soul-pure figure of this pang-spiritual
wbich makes beauty a new glory every day, is Rani Raj Kaur,
the art-creation of a true disciple-'character by Bhai Vir Singh,.
tbe great Sikh poet, in his 'The Prince Beautiful' (Rana Sural \
Singh) written in Punjabi. She is the Sikh heroine. Her love is
deep and silent and vital and painful. It flourishes in the shade.
In the glare it dies; much too heavenly, much too musical to be:
announced so profanely. This relation of pangfullove is bet­
ween the Guru and the Sikh. All love has its' sacred privacy
and this too. In this love, art ceases and the artist glows to be
tbe whole art."
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TheTitle:

The name of the book, like his novels, is after the hero-:""
Rana Surat Singh. He, from outward appearances, is re'spon'sible .
for all the developments of character in Rani RaLKaur,his
wife. But the real heroine is Rani Raj Kaur, in whom is centred
all the interest of the story. As a matter of fact the 'hero's
character ilS static. He does not develop and remains almost·
the same throughout.

Influence of the Western Literature:

It goes without saying that the influence of Gurbani runs
througb almost all his verse, but a close scrutiny of th,is long.
pqem reveals that the design and the treatment of the theme
have been derived from the Western literature also', says:,
Mohinder Pal Kohli. ..

Bhai Vir Singh seems to have been influenced by Christian ..
literature which he must have read during his formative stage'
as a student in the Mission School. The reading of the Bible
was compulsory and he was given a copy of the same by.
Principal Mackenzie, at tbe time of his leavin~ the School.. .

Punjabi translation of John Bunyan's (1628~1688)The-'
Pilgrim's Progress bad appeared in 1859. The Pilgrim's'
Progress written in 1678, is an allegory taking the form of Ii.
dream, narrating the journey of Christian, 'from .this world '
to that which is to come:. Rana Surat Singh too is :ap imagina­
tive description of the journey of Rani Raj Kaur in qream.

Rana Surat Sfngh, an epic in blank verse, in the words of '
Dr. Mohinder Pal Kohli, "Is The Odyssey of the pilgrim soul
inquest of realisation or Nb·vana. Its allegorical character and
involved allusions remained one of Spencer's Faerie Queene".

Even in his first long poem, Rana Surat Singh, the lyrical'
genius of Bhai Vir. Singh is revealed in the description of 'sleep" ,
and the 'storm' in the chapter of Pari Mahal CharM. By
reading these one is reminded of the lyrics of Wordsworth
and Shelley. His poetry possesses the sublimity of Milton, the
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spontaneity of Wordsworth, the music of Tagore and the
mysticism of Keats. All these qualities of his poetry can be
seen in his spiritual epic, Rana Surat Singh.

Language and treatment : .

This epic has been divided into 35 chapters and each
chapter bears the heading denoting its subject. It contains
altogether more than 14,000 lines.

It is in blank verse, each line contains 20 syllables, with
a ceasura at the 11th syllable.

The language ~sed is forceful. It has dramatic touches
at many places. In the beginning of each chapter, and
occasionally at other places, the author very successfully
depicts charming scenes of nature, which not only beautify
the story but also fit in with the changing moods of persons
and the different phases of the story. As such they are integral
part of the whole theme.

The beginning of the epic is imaginative and grippingly
poetic. As the story advances the intellectual element starts
dominating the aesthetic element. In the end there are
religious and theological discussions. The mental flights at
many places and more so in the end have been described very
successfully.

Strange Story :

This remarkable epic has a strange story which begins
with the death of the hero. The heroine's character under­
goes a great change. She changes inwardly. Her love in the
beginning is just physical. But gradually it changes as she
expericnees the stress of her husband's influence-which is
exerted without physical contact. Rana Surat Singh is dead
but with her memory and her belief in his invisible presence
the "love' of Rani Raj Kaur becomes 'divine'. So much so
that she is saved by her 'divine love' and others who are
inspired by her example are also saved .

. In the beginning Raj Kaur feels too much anguish of
bodily separation from her husband but gradually leaves the
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anguish aside as the feeling of his invisible pn~sel1ce and his
influence over her bring her to peace. Widow qu~:en of the
Rana ultimately puts her shoulder to the duties towards the
kingdom which she is supposed to perform after the death of
her husband.

The story is imaginary, but it conforms to the epic, for
it is connel:::ted with the historic times of the 18th century,
wh"en the incurious of Baba Banda Singh Bahadur spread
terror in the hill area of the north~ During that time a dying

. Raja of the small state nominated Surat Singh, his son-in­
law, as his successor. Surat Singh was not a Rajput, but
a Sikh. The prestige of the Sikhs in the region was so
great that the neighbouring rajas could not have the dare
to create any trouble. After his father-in-law Rana Surat
Singh won the hearts of his people oy good administration
and his patriotic outlook. Throughout the epic, he is the
ideal-man. The heroine, too, gradually becomes perfect in
love and attains an important position, no less than the hero
himself.

The first three or four chapters are full of pathos, the
main interest of this opic is peacefulness and uplift of. the
.character by the lofty teachings of the Gurus. The total effect
is, as it should be with a successful epic, the promotion of
righteousness: "One of the features of an epic is that the
hero should dominate the whole story and should never be
out of the mind of the reader," says Teja Singh and in the
-case of this epic though Rana Surat Singh dies in the begin­
ning of the story but is ever dominant throughout the epic as
a result of his invisible presence which is felt by his widow,
Rani Raj Kaur. His spirit has ever lasting influence over the
heroine, and motivates all her actions.

Lessons in Sikhism :

The l:::hapter on Raj Jog is the ideal of Sikhism. In it
Bhai Vir Singh very forcefully tells that we are to live in this
world like worldly men, but at the same time we are to remain
detached, pure and above worldliness, as is the lotus in water.
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Wlli1~ performing all the worldlY duties a Sikh is to remain
pure and virtuous. That he can achieve by following thei
path which R.ani Raj Kaur, the heroine of this .tpic, follows.
To sum up that path in a few words we can say that it is the
path of Nam or Simran i.e. meditation or c(,)ntemplation on
God's Name.

There are many lessons on various religious subjects
in this epic. For example: In Sangat i.e. holy assembly
or the. congregation of the saintly people the mind is purified
and it gets positive virtues; Kirtan i.e.. singingof holy hymns,
arid path i.e~ .. recitation of tbe bani or the scriptures of the
Gurus, grant strength of character for a virtuous life.

The fundamental basis of Sikhism-Nam Japna, Kirt
Kama, Wand Chhakna i.e. "Meditating on the Holy Name,
Earnillgone's breaaby· honest labour, and sharing one's
earningswithfhe needy" and the elaboration of the first dr
three there, under the formula of Nam, dan, isnan" i.e. con­
templation, charity and purity on which the Sikh way of life
is based have been interpreted by Bhai Vir Singh in his epic
Rana Surat Singh as have been done by him in his novel
Baba Naudh Singh. .. . ..

The symbolic flight of ·Rani Raj Kaur, directed by a
celestial fairy through various stages of the development of
soul resting in Sach Khand, the final abode of the Rana, is
an interpretation of the philosophy of the Japji as enumerated
in. thePauris 33 to 37 where the Five Khands i.e. Dharam
Khand, Gian Khdnd, Saram Khand, Karam and Sach Khand have
been described.

To quote Mohinder Pal Kohli: "No doubt dream poetry,
or the motif of the flight of the soul are available in Indian
mythology. The Garur Purana is an account of the journey of
the soul after the physical death. It passes through different
regions finally settling either in the Supreme or taking a new
birth. But Bhai Vir Singh does not show either the Rana
or Raj KauT taking a new birth, he intends to make them stay
in Sach Khand, the 'Region of the True' of Sikh religion. He
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does .not seem to have been entirely influenced by the Pura1ia,
for there is ,in it little of gloom and pessimism of the
Purana:'

Rana Surat Singh and Divine Comedy:

A comparison between Rana Surat Singh and DiVine
,Comedy has been made by Mohinder Pal Kohli in the follow­
"ing words:

"One is tempted to draw a comparison between Rona
Surat Singh and the Italian poet Dante's (1265-1321) epic
poem Divine Comedy written between 1307'"21",

There is little evidence so far to show that Bhai Vir
Singh had read this book of the Italian 3;uthor.

Dante's condemnation of the other means of spiritual
attainment than his own finds a similar expre,ssion ~n this
spiritual epic of Bhai Vir Singh, In the dialogues between Raj
Kaur and the saint on the mountain, he rejects the Vaishnav,
the Jain, the Buddhist and the Nath' ascetic methods of
spiritual progress. The .. whole of c.anto twelve (Parimahal
Parvesh) has been devoted to this extrapeous purpose, The

'central figure in both the epics is a woman, Raj Kaur
residing in Sach Khand and Dantes Beatrice in 'Heaven',

In th'e ninth and final circle, onhe Divine Comedy there
is the"vision of true Paradise,"coniprehen sion and fruition,
where man's will. is set to restin union with universal good,
and his intellect in thepossessibn of universal Truth ...... Here
God has beautified alI,the saints arid angels in the vision of
His Essence".

Similar is the vision of Sacha Kh(lnd in Rana Surat Singh,
where Rani Raj Kaur undergoes nine processes of devotion to
reach the ideal of the final bliss.

"Divine Comedy is set in the'social 'setting of the middle
ages that portrays the corruptioDofthe Christian Church and
Dante's hatred of Florence. Dante had a bitter experience



of being exiled from Florence in 130"1, and he does not spare
those, who were responsible for all his troubles.

Rana Surat Singh, however, does not contain any sucb
reference history or to religious or social problems of the
time.

Yet the similarity exists in as much as theme of both" the
poems are preparation for the life after death. Whole design
of Rana Surat Singh gives a suggestion of the Divine Comedy.
Under the overpowering influence of the Sikh ideals, he (Bhai
Vir Singh) has not described the horrors of hell which Dante
paints with terrific details".

Prof. PRAKASH SINGH
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Bhai Vir Singh-An Assessment

Bhai Vir Singh was born in Amritsar in De(;ember 1872.
.on June 10, 1957, he shed his mortal frame in that city at the
age of 85. He lived a life full of achievement in many diverse
fields. This brought him recognition and glory during his life
time but he died as he always had lived-a true and humble
man ofGQd.

He hailed from an illustrious family of eminent writers
and mighty intellectuals. His father, Dr. Charan Singh,
translated Kalidas's Shakuntala into Punjabi. His maternal
Grandfather, Gyani Hazara Singh, was renowllled for his
scholarly attainments in Sanskrit and Persian, a rare and
unique phenomenon in those days. He had compiled 11

dictionary of the Gurn Granth Sahib and writtelll a scholarly
commentary on the devotional works of Bhai Gurdas. Litera­
ture was: thus in Bhai Vir Singh's blood. From a very early
age, he succeeded in carving for himself a permanent place in
the field of Punjabi literature. He did this by the might of
his pen. He was a prolific writer. His literary workS are of
great merit. Out of some mysterious depths, he poured out his
literature glorious writings which imparted new meaning and.
fresh life to the entire field of Punjabi. It is perhaps to explain
this phenomenon that in one of his poems, he says: ~

"Look at the cloud that floats in the sky
It is dark, deaf and ignorant
It cannot see its way

At times out ofits mysterious depths



Suddenly burst forth the lightning flash,

With one glorious wink the entire surroundings
ITit up.

One cannot remain untouched by the humility portrayed
in the first three lines just as one cannot remain unmoved by
ithe awe inspiring description of the genius in: the last three
Hnes. Such was the force of his mighty pen. Never before
has so much been said in so few words. This is the genius of
.Bhai Vir Singh.

He had the poet's eye. He had a heart which felt and
:a mind endowed with limitless faculty for rational thinking.

.He cast his glance from 'heaven to earth, from earth to
'heaven' and by his rich imagination, he gave shape and fortn
to things unknown. That was the majesty and force ,of the
poet's pen.

'Literary Works and Compositions

He started hi~. writing· career at a very young' age. He
.wrote Sundri in 1898.. It was the first novel in the Punjabi
.language. It dealt with the life of the Sikhs ofthe Purjab
in the eighteenth century. In the same year (1898) he started
his Wazir-i-Hind Press. It was the first printing Press in
Amritsar. In 1899, he brought out The KhalsaSamachar a
-weekly for the Sikhs. Towards the close of the nineteenth

.century; hecomp1eted Bijai Singh and Satwant Kaur., In 1905,
',he wrote~ana Surat Singh, Lehran De Hal' (1910) and Baba
,Naudh Singh (1907-21), Raja Lakhdata Singh (1910) Bharatri
"HariJiwan Te Niti Shatak (1916). Matak Hulare and Bijlian
p~Hllr 0922-27) are some of his literary works. To crown
them aH,;he wrote the biography of Guru Gobind Singh
.' qp:der;the.tiile Kalghidhar Chamatkar (1925). He annotated
GurPi"atap-suraj Granth (1926-33); He compiled a diction­
ary oLthe duru Granth Sahib and named it Guru Granth
~0~~(J927).In 1928, he wrote Guru Nank Chamatkar, a

"6'iograph,t Of Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikh religion, Preet
Veerla appeal'eoc],ii 1929ati'd Kambdi. Kalai in 1933.., He wrote



Varan JBhai Ourdas in 1940 and brought ont AshtOur
-chamatkar in 1951; the year in. which he started hisIDbJl.U­
mental work of writing a commentary on the Guru Oranth
'Sahib: His literary· output was truly prodigious. It is original,

':-marvellous, amazing and enormous. His literary achievements
:are enough to make him immortal. But he chose not to
-restrict bis creative energy to the literary field alone. Hcchose
to move into other directions to give fulfilment to the creative
,energy that was pulsating within him.

In 1902, he helped to organise the Chief Khalsa Diwan.
It was a representative body of the Sikhs. Its avowed object
was to work for religious, social and political reforms. He

joined the movement'for the reorga.nisation of the manage­
ment of· Khalsa, College, the permier educational institution

!or the Sikhs at Amritsar. In 1904, he started the Central Sikh
'Orphanage. He took part in the deliberations of the Sikh
Educational Conference in 1908. He initiated a movement
for the uplift of the untouchables in 1920. He helped to

"establish the Central Sikh Orphanage, the Blind Asylum and
',;the HOll1oeopathic Hospital. at Amritsar.

His services to the people of the Punjab, to their religion
"and to their. literature remain unsurpassed to ·date. The like
of him will perhaps never pass this way again. He was a giant

.'Of a· man and such a man. is God's .. gift to humanity; a gift
~bestowed once in a thousand of centuries. In the words of
:i{qbal:

Hazaron Sal Nargjs ApniBe-Nuri Pe Roti Hai

Bari Mushkall se Hota Hai Chaman main Deedavar
Paida.

Hiis achievements were recognised in his life time. In
'1949, the Punjab University conferred on hitn the 'Doctorate
(jf Oriental learning'. In 1952, he was nominated to the Upper
'Houseo[the Pun.jab Legislature to fiU up a seat meant for
writers or 'artists or such like creative people. In 1954, he
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was taken as a member of the Sahitya Akadenii. In 1956,
he was awarded Padam Bhushan by the Government of
India for his services to the Punjabi language. His was truly
a life full of purposeful activity, achievement and recognition
which came to him in the ordinary course of events. He took
it in its stride and did not let it generate any pride in him.
It was his creed as he said that:

'Desire for name and fame generates self conceit

Conceit hardens the ego
Hard Core of the ego is a hinderance to the spiritual

process".

There is no doubt about his greatness as a writer, a social
thinker and reformer and a .religious teacher. His innate
modesty is also unquestioned. His achievements reach out
to the sky. These are not ephemeral but are of lasting value.
These will continue to reminedus of Bhai Vir Singh for as
long as Punjab, its people and language survive on this
planet. Not only that. These will be remembered with an
undying sense of gratitude. The people of Punjab will forever
remain beholden to him.

What type of a person was Bhai Vir Singh? What was
the motivating force that worked within him? What was the
rationale of his thinking? What was the philosophy of his
life? Was he a dreamer? Was he a rebel? Was he pragmatic
in his thought and action? Was he a traditionalist? What
were his ideals and what were his goals. What was his faith,
his belief and his creed? What was his attitude to self, man,
community, country and the world? Last but not the least,
did he allow these fundamental questions to agitate his mind
and influence his approach to work? It is difficult, well nigh
impossible, within the compass of a short-essay, to find
satisfactory answers to these basic and fundamental questions
so as to understand all aspects of Bbai Vir Singh's multiface­
ted genius. This work is best left to research scholars for
whose primary benefit Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan has been
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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
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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
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<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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