
COLLÈGE DE FRANCECOLLÈGE DE FRANCECOLLÈGE DE FRANCECOLLÈGE DE FRANCE    
PUBLICATIONS DE L’INSTITUT DE CIVILISATION INDIENNE 

Diffusion de Boccard PARIS FASCICULE 77 
 

2009 
________________________________________________________________ 

LLLLITTÉRATURE, HISTOIRE ET RELIGION AU PANJAB, 1890ITTÉRATURE, HISTOIRE ET RELIGION AU PANJAB, 1890ITTÉRATURE, HISTOIRE ET RELIGION AU PANJAB, 1890ITTÉRATURE, HISTOIRE ET RELIGION AU PANJAB, 1890----1950195019501950    
    

****    
PANJABI LITERATURPANJABI LITERATURPANJABI LITERATURPANJABI LITERATURE, HISTORY AND RELIGION, 1890E, HISTORY AND RELIGION, 1890E, HISTORY AND RELIGION, 1890E, HISTORY AND RELIGION, 1890----1950195019501950    

    

par Denis MATRINGEpar Denis MATRINGEpar Denis MATRINGEpar Denis MATRINGE    
    
    
    
    



TABLE DES MATIÈRES / TABLE DES MATIÈRES / TABLE DES MATIÈRES / TABLE DES MATIÈRES / TABLE OF CONTENTSTABLE OF CONTENTSTABLE OF CONTENTSTABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Transcription et translittération / Transcription and transliteration 
Introduction / Foreword 
I. Une épopée spirituelle apologétique : Rāṇā Sūrat Siṅgh de Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh / An apologetical spiritual 

epic : Rāṇā Sūrat Siṅgh by Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh 
II. Réformisme sikh, retour aux sources et identité exemplaire : Bābā Naudh Siṅgh de Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh / 

Sikh reformism, return to basics and exemplary identity : Bābā Naudh Siṅgh by Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh 
III. Lyrisme et réformisme dans la poésie de Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh jusqu’au début des années 1930 / Lyricism 

and reformism in Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh’s poetry until the early 1930s 
IV. Le Panjab et sa culture populaire dans la poésie panjabie des années 1920 et du début des 

années 1930 / The Panjab and its popular culture in the panjabi poetry of the 1920s and early 
1930s 

V. Les débuts de la nouvelle et du roman en panjabi / The beginning of the short story and the novel in 
Panjabi 

VI . Critique sociale dans la nouvelle panjabie des années 1930 : le cas de Ṭhāṇedārī / Social criticism 
in the Panjabi short story of the 1930s : the case of Ṭhāṇedārī 

VII. Mohan Siṅgh : une poétique de l’ambivalence / Mohan Siṅgh : poetics of ambivalence 
VIII. Une voix de la partition : un poème et un roman d’Amritā Prītam / A Partition voice : a poem and a 

novel by Amritā Prrītam 
IX. Hīr Vāriṡ Šāh revisitée / Hīr Vāriṡ Šāh revisited 
Annexe : légendes panjabies / Appendix : Panjabi legends 
English summary 
Panjabi summary 
Index 
Bibliographie 

    
    
SUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARY 
 
The chapters of this book are the result of literary readings aimed at arriving at a more complete 
understanding of certain key moments in the history of the Sikhs from the 1890s to 1950. The poems 

and novels of Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh (1872-1957) present vivid images both of the ideological works of the Tat 
Khālsā trend of the Siṅgh Sabhā (“Society of the Lions”, an association for the reform of Sikhism) and 
the initial response of Punjabi writers to the introduction by English literature of new literary practices 
as well as concepts and categories alien to India. We can see how the imitation of colonial culture and 
the reinvention of Punjabi writing traditions are negotiated in the works of this writer with a view to 



bringing about social and religious reforms. We can also discern traces of some expropriation of the 

Punjabi space by a colonial presence which is not frontally challenged, but kept at a distance. 
 The first chapter deals with Rāṇā Sūrat Siṅgh, a 14,385-line spiritual narrative poem published 
by Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh in 1905, which is deemed to be the first great work of modern Punjabi literature. It 
describes a Sikh queen’s quest for salvation after her husband’s death in battle, and its successful 
conclusion as a result of her consorting regularly with a congregation of pious men. The literary 
novelty of the work and its relation to European literature have been examined as well as the 
contribution of Rāṇā Sūrat Siṅgh to the definition of a new Sikh identity by paying special attention to 
the problem of conversions which had caused considerable agitation in Punjab at the time. 
 The second chapter deals with Bābā Naudh Siṅgh, a work of prose fiction in Punjabi published 
by Bhāī Vīṛ Siṅgh in the form of a book in 1921, after its appearance in serial form from 1907 onwards 
in a journal edited by the author. The first part presents the surface content of the work dealing mainly 
with the doings and discourses of Bābā Naudh Siṅgh, a saintly man who is the head of an ideal 
village. It studies the hero’s charisma, which manifests itself mostly through his victories in 
controversies opposing him to representatives of Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, his success in 
bringing about a change of heart in a rationalist and atheist lawyer and converting him to Sikhism, and 
his management of the village. The second part draws a parallel between this narrative and the 
traditional hagiographies (Janam-sākhī “stories of birth”) of the first Sikh Gurū, Nānak (1469-1539), 
composed in the 17th and 18th centuries. It shows that Bābā Naudh Siṅgh’s charisma is in a way a 
revival of Nānak’s charisma as it compares the “purpose” and the “function” of the Janam-sākhīs and 
of Bābā Naudh Siṅgh, their overall structure, the typical situations, the invention of contexts for Gurū 
Nānak’s hymns and the similarities between their respective historical situations. The third part shows 
that Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh’s text highlights Bābā Naudh Siṅgh’s charisma by functioning as an “exemplary 
narrative”. And finally, it draws attention to the contribution of Bābā Naudh Siṅgh to the development 
of modern standard Punjabi. 
 We continue our study of Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh in the third chapter. In the collections of his poetry 
published between 1922 and 1933, the writer uses the lyricism discovered in European poetry to 
express religious feelings inspired by the contemplation of nature, particularly in Kashmir. Bhāī Vīr 
Siṅgh also knows how to take advantage of his knowledge of Persian classics and Punjabi Sufi poetry. 
But in every case, the message is clearly Sikh since it derives its components from the author’s 
religion as he is a passionate proponent of the ideals of the Siṅgh Sabhā. While many of the Siṅgh 
Sabhā’s writings tried to define Sikhism by emphasizing what it was not - in an attempt to differentiate 
it radically from Hinduism - Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh’s poems played a large part in elaborating a new, distinct 
and positive image of Sikhism. 
 The literary practices of direct protest against the colonial presence have been studied in 
detail by other authors and have no place in this book. The studies presented here deal with literary 
works which have achieved the status of classics. An entire set of such works, written mostly by the 
emulators of Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh, expresses the feeling of being dispossessed of their region experienced 
by educated Punjabis until the early 1930s. They also reveal their inability to look at their culture from 

outside the colonial framework. 



 Others, on the contrary, endorsed, even in the 1930s, the idea of a reconquest in line with 

Gandhi’s action and the national movement, while still others subscribed to the communist ideology 
which had taken root in the Punjab as early as the 1920s. Such works generate, to borrow Sheldon 
Pollock’s words, a new representation of the Punjabi space and its culture. 
 The fourth chapter is thus devoted to the transition phase in the history of modern Punjabi 
poetry linking the first collections of Bhāī Vīr Siṅgh, where the influence of European culture begins to 
be felt, with the poems written in the 1920s and the early 1930s characterized by his conquest of a 
much greater freedom of expression and a relation of immediacy between writing, living and history. 
With the authors studied in this chapter – Dhanī Rām Cātrik (1876-1964), Pūran Siṅgh (1881-1931), 
Caran Siṅgh Šahīd (1891-1935) and Devindar Satiārthī (1908-2003) – Punjabi poetry spread across 
the Punjab, appropriating its landscapes, its daily life and its popular culture. But though this endeavor 
may smack of the conquest of freedom, it is not devoid of ambiguities linked with the historical 
situation. Indeed, these Punjabi poets, in their works of the 1920s and early 1930s, could not avoid 
seeing their region through the distorting colonial lens. This vision, however, created in its turn a sort 
of critical distance that allowed them to interpret afresh the popular myths and legends and the 
classics that had dealt with them in the preceding centuries. 
 As regards the fifth chapter, it shows how new socio-cultural conditions linked with the British 
presence led to the writing of Punjabi short stories and novels inspired by European models, but 
anchored in the social reality of the Punjab and its immediate history. The sixth chapter undertakes a 
comparative study of a short story by Caran Siṅgh Šahīd adapted from Tchekov’s Chameleon. 
Ironically, this short story entitled Ṭhāṇedārī (Being the Head of a Police Station, 1933) criticizes 
Gandhian ideology and denounces the crisis of language and values at the time of the Round Table 
Conferences (1930-1932). 
 A whole chapter (chapter 7) is devoted to the poetry of Mohan Siṅgh (1905-1978) written 
between the late 1930s and early 1940s, because it traverses the entire path covered by the prose 
writers and poets of the period dealt with in the earlier chapters, and it does so by inventing an original 
poetics of ambivalence. 
 The last two chapters are devoted to Partition and Independence. Collections of accounts and 
literary works have followed one another since the 1980s, allowing their authors to express memories 
long left unsaid of the atrocities suffered by the population of Punjab during Partition and the trauma of 
the Sikhs at the time of the division of “their” dear Punjab. Similarly, the Nehruvian ideal has been 
questioned on various occasions going far beyond the sphere of Hindu nationalism. But the singularity 
of the two works studied in chapters VIII and IX is that they were both written in medias res and go 
against the tide. 
 Chapter VIII examines how, in the  novel Piñjar (The Skeleton, 1950) written by Amritā Prītam 
(1916-2005) at the time of Partition, History and Partition and the history of a woman resisting social 
norms and History, a woman whose life has been partitioned by abduction, become the material of a 
new kind of poetics for the novel. After a brief presentation of the surface content of the narrative, it 
analyses the construction of the main character, Pūro, by studying her inscription in space and time, 



her interaction with the other characters and her confrontation with History as well as her own intimate 

partition. 
 The love legend of Hīr and Rāṃjhā, which inspired Vāriṡ Šāh to write his masterpiece of 
classical Punjabi literature in the 18th century, has been to this day the subject of numerous symbolic 
interpretations by various writers as well as by social and religious groups. The last chapter of the 
book studies one such interpretation in … te Prem māriā giā (…and Prem [lit. “Love”] Was Killed, ca. 
1950), a Punjabi short story by Jasvant Siṅgh Kamval (born in 1923). In this story, a communist, 
whose comrade Prem dies after a hunger strike in the Ludhiana prison, takes shelter in a village. He 
tells the agricultural laborers in the village about his friend’s struggle and also gives a Marxist 
interpretation of Vāriṡ Šāh’s Hīr, thus winning them over to the communist cause. After analyzing the 
story’s surface content, its discursive strategy is studied. The final section is devoted to the way in 
which historical events having an intense emotional hold over the people are used by the narrator for 
the purpose of political mobilization. 
 The conclusion stresses, on the one hand, the role played by the works of Sikh authors written 
between 1890 and 1950 in prompting Punjabi literature, rooted in multiculturalism, to join the flow of 
world humanitas and, on the other hand, their contribution to the development of modern standard 
Punjabi. 


