Abstract
Published in 1898, Sundari is the first novel ofthe Punjabi language. The
story, however, was conceived when its author Bhai Vir Singh (1872-1957)
was still in high school and a part of it was written then as well. It is a
heroic portrait of a woman named Surasti who, born in a Hindu family, later
embraces the Sikh faith under the influence of her brother, Balvant Singh,
and receives the new name Sunder Kaur (Sundari for short). She then leads
a daring life in the jungles with a band of Sikh warriors. My paper focuses
on how a) the elements that forged Sikh moral ethos - langar, seva, kirat
kami, vand chhakna, te nam japna- permeate Sundari; b) the vision of the
Ultimate Reality is realized in the heroine's person - in her socio-political
activity; c) Bhai Vir Singh (and the Sikh community) acknowledge Sundari
as the paradigm of Sikh insight into the Transcendent One.
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SUNDMU:

'!HE PARADIGM OF SII<H ElHICS

tun jiha amrit safal kita hai tiha harek istri purukh ){are

-suroari
As you have

Sl.1cceecled in living up to your V'C1w'ed wom,
so may sncceecl each ani rwery wanan ani man!

SUnd"ri is estimated to be the widest read novel in Punjabi; it is
camnonl.y acknc:Mledged to be the first written in the language. '!he author,
Bhai vir Si.n:Jh (1872-1957), who later became faIl'OUS as a poet ani savant,
conceived the story while he was still in high school ani wrote a lXlrtion of
it then as well, that is, in the late eighties of the nineteenth century. '!he
British had occupied the Punjab nearly four decades earlier. With them had
care ED;Jlish language, Western science, ani the Cllristian missions. A new
fenrent of ideas brewed in the Punjab. sikhs fran wham the British had seized
the territory were OITertaken by a mood of self-i.ntrospection.
'!hey were
especially concerned about the recession of their ethical starrlards during
their days of lXllitical !X"I'I= ani splen:ior, ani about the laxity of their
religious practice. During Maharaja Ranjit si.n:Jh's rule in the Punjab ani the
splurge of stately pcMer, formal ritual ani cereIlPIlY were introduced into the
sikh faith. Brahmanical rituals discarded by the Gurus entered the Sikh way
of life. '!he loss of lXllitical pcMer following the annexation of the sikh
kingdom to British In:iia encouraged conversion to the faith of the new rulers
ani, oftentimes as a response to that phenomenon, reversion to ceremonial
Hin:luism.
Conversions by Cllristian missionaries added significantly to the
gravity of the identity crisis. It was with a view to refonni.rY,r the situation
tllat a harxlful of sikh intellectuals fOlll'rled the Sin:Jh sabha, a renaissance
lIDVE!Il'eIlt in sikhism corresponding to the Arya samaj in Hi.niuism ani the
Aligarh awakenin:J in Islam. '!he sin:Jh sabha was based on the deliberations of
sikhs led by three men~ Sin;Jh samharMa1ia, Baba sir !<hem Si.n:Jh Bedi,
ani Kanwar Bikram sin:Jh of Kap.lrthala-who met in 1Imritsar in 1873. Less than
a year old at the time, Bhai vir Si.n:Jh eventually became the lIDVE!Il'eIlt's ll'OSt
ardent ani eloquent thinker.
His voluminous writing manifests his objective
of bringing about a fresh consciousness of ani a new ccmnitment to sikh
values.
We fin::l that a re-establishment of Sikh identity was in::le.ed the
leitmotif of §unclari, one of Bhai vir Si.n:Jh's earliest literary creations.
As a yOlll'q boy, Bhai Vir Si.n:Jh was raised on stories of sikh heroism ani
sacrifice fran the eighteenth century. '!he encounter with Mughal govenlOrs
like Mir Mannu (1748-53) ani Afghan ell'perOrs like Ahmad Shah Durrani,
invigorated the sikh spirit, leading to the creation of a SOITereign sikh
kingdom. Now urrler British rule, there was again a testing of faith. It was
with a view to resurrecting sikh moral values that Bhai vir Si.n:Jh decided to
recreate that stirring period.
He chose a woman to be his principal
character, personifying the sikh virtues of faith, courage, ani sacrifice. As
he himself anounces, "In writing this book our PJrpose is that by reading
these aCCO\nlts of bygone days the Sikhs should recover their faith.
'!hey
should be prepared actiVely to pursue their worldly duty as well as their
spiritual ideaL...
'!hey should learn to own their high pr~iples... ani
adhere to the Gunl's teaching: 'Recognize all hl.llllCll'lkirx as one'."
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lilai vir Si.n;lh p.lblished Sw'xlari in 1898.

It "gained immediate pop.1larity

arrl caught the :ilIIagination of the sikhs as no other book has.
Pertlaps no
other Punjabi book has been read nora•... For vast I1UIlIbers of people SUrrlari
has been a real person, an embodiment of faith, chastity, arrl courage. 'Ihey
have loved arrl admired her. 'Ihey have shed tears over her trials arrl they
have heaved sighs of relief at her providential escapes. Her name has beccxne
a byword in Punjabi hanes.
have been inspired by her deeds of chivalry
to initiation into the ~sa.
'!he legem of Sw'xlari has since lived on in
the PunjabijSikh consciousness as exerrplar of the IlDral ideals bequeathed by
the Gunls.

Mw¥

'!he book opens with the jubilant anticipation of surasti's marriage.
Shama' s ~ is defined as belCln]in;J to one ''whose daughter was to get
married."
Even in IlDdern Iniia, this for many may SOlIl'Xl life an ananaly, for

the daughter traditionally bele>nJS to the father's house.
lilai vir Si.n;lh
thus reverses the order:
it is the daughter who in this instance gives
identity to Shama (the father's) house. Her name "surasti" can be traced to
the vedic goddess saravati who has been 1NOXShipped by millions of male arrl
female Hin:lus through the centuries as the bestower of knowledge arrl
learnin;J. we first enoounter surasti in the courtyard of her house where she
is sin;Jin;J, clancin;J, arrl laughin;J anx:>ng her frierrls.
In beauty surasti
outshines all the other maidens. She is like the ''noon amidst the stars."
Soon thereafter, she is abducted fran the jocund crowd by the }fughal chief who
was out htmtirg with his entourage; laughter in the house .i.nunediately turns
into IlDI.lrllin:J arrl tears.
surasti 's father, her brother, the would-be-bridegl:OCIll, arrl two members of
her village Pancayat go to the chief to plead for her return.
'!he father
joins his hands arrl respectfully begs the }fughal to return his daughter. '!he
son follows him, requestin;J that the Nawab return his sister as an act of
"charity." '!he fiance falls at the chief's feet, offerin;J all his wealth in
exchan:Je for surastL '!he Pancayat members also humb~y make the request:
"But why would the Nawab give back a dazzlin;J jewel?"
surasti's brother
falls unconscious. Her father begins to cry. Her fiance, in fear lest the
chief ask him to surren:ier his property, runs away. . Over against this
fragility arrl weakness, surasti boldly unveils her face arrl authoritatively
asks the members of her family arrl members of the village Pancayat to
return. 'Ib her still-unconscious brother she ~ ~ y says, "'!he}fughal' s
water I will not drink. Die I will in the fire."
surasti then decides to
iImolate herself. '!he act is contemplated not in despair but as a means of
deIronstratin;J fortitude. '!here is no remorse arrl, ~ d of frenzy, there is
trust in the eventual goodness that shall prevaiL
For that reason, surasti
is heard recitin;J passages fran Guro Nanak's Japu when her brother regains
consciousness.
'!he holy text does not =ntain any specific injunctions
regarding the IlDral obligation of a maiden faced with sum a situation.
HcMever, she receives new resolve fran recitin;J it, specifically the ~
lines which are but a sterlin;J affinnation of the reality of the Transoerxient
One.
Another brother of surasti, Balvant Si.n;lh, who had beccB:lIe a SiJdl. receivin;J
the rites of Khalsa initiation, liVed in the jun:Jle with his CCll'l'panions arrl
carried on a desperate, though unequal, battle with their persecutors. On the
evenin;J of surasti' s wedding, he chanced to visit his hOlle. Hearin;J of the
tragedy that had befallen his sister, he .i.nunediate1y turned his horse in
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of her. As he drew near the Nawab's canp, he saw a pile of logs, a
corner of it alight. Into his ears came a familiar voice recitinJ the ~.
He rushed to the spot ani PJlled SUrasti away fran Sle tq:> of the pyre, sayinJ
"piad bhain. a1:Jnan da ghat kama. vadda pap hai" -dear sister, to cammit
suicide is a grave sin.
(We hear the very same words repeated by the sister
later in the novel.) Once resclIed, SUrasti faces the choice of returning to
her heme or aocanpanyinJ her brother to the sikh canp ani livinJ a hazardous
life in the jun;rles. Life in the jun;rle is what naturally attracts her. ''Why
should I nat serve those brave people Who fight for righteoosness?" she asks
of herself, then continues the dialogue with herself:
Why don't women ever join action to \.IIi1Old righteoosness? If they
haven't so far, why shoul~ I not be the first one to fight

courageously like rrry brother?
'!he resolution is made.
Very confident, SUrasti, IOOl.Ults a horse.
She
requests her brother to ham her a sword.
Brother ani sister ride out
together, survivinJ many a hazard, reachin;J the hideout at nightfall. SUrasti

is the first wanan to join the canp.
Early in the

~

all join to pray together to the Transcerdent One.
SUrasti receives the initiatory arnrita,
ani enters into the I<halsahood launched by Guru Gabirrl Singh, Nanak X. She
becanes one with the brothers ani is given the name 8un::lar Kaur, shortened
8un::lari, for affection.
8un::lari is now part of the mainstream of people
driven into their jun;rle asylums umer pressure of state persecution. She
takes a leacli.n:J part in the bitter struggle they have launched to reclaim
freedcm ani justice for themselves.
[~\lU1tlessly she gallops out with her
warrior-camrades on their desperate sallies. As the stol)' 1.U1folds, we see her
involved in many hair-raisin::J adventures. we see her t:errlin:J the sick ani the
wouroed, cooki.n1 food in the canp kitchen, ani leadin::J worship ani prayer. we
hear her expound high-minded principles of the faith which had been espoused
by the Founder, Guru Nanak, three centuries earlier, ani we see her live up to
these principles umer the JOOSt tlYinJ conditions. Bhai vir Singh's portrayal
of the sikh ethical ideal in a fictional settinJ is a JOOSt c::anprebensive
statelrent on this theme at the beginnin::J of the m:Jdern pericxl of Sikh histol)'.

ABa ki Var by Guru Nanak is recited.

'!he Sikh moral i.rr{:lerative is best SUll1llVi!d up in the maxim:

!drat karnL

varxl. chhakna. te nam japna, that is, to labor for one's keep, to partake of
one's food after having others share it, ani to practice the repetition of the
Divine Name. At the head of the triple fonnula is the phrase kirat karnL
Kirat, fran sanskrit krit, in Punjabi means "the labor of one's two hands."
It means manual work-honest, upright work in ~ t of one's livinJ. '!he
tenn has extended inplications in the sikh world view. It stresses the values
of honesty ani activity. It umerscores the dignity of labor ani deprecates
parasitism.
M:>re sin::Jificantly, it prescribes a positive attitude toward
life.
withdrawal is rejected; hare ani family are made the rule.
Janam
sakhis, life stories of Guru Nanak, as well as Bahai GUrdas (1551-1636),
faJOClUS in sikh piety, allude to Guru's visit to the mountains where he met
Siddha ascetics sittin::J in a conclave. '!he siddhas ask Guru Nanak hOW' it went
with the mortals belOW'. "'lb the mountains," spoke the. Guru, "have the Siddhas
escaped."
''Who,'' he asked, ''will save the world?"lO ~ Guru Nanak says,
"Livin::J amid wife ani children would one attain release."
Guru Arjan, Nanak
V:
"One can achieve liberation even as participatin::J in life laughinJ,
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playi.n:J, weari.n:J finery am eati.n:J delicacies. ,,12 A truly religious person
did not retire from the world but ''battled in open field with hisjher
perfectly in oont=l am with hisjher heart poised in love, all the ti1re."

W

'lhis is exactly what Sun:lari does. She does m:JllleI1tarily oonterrplate selfiJnmolation but soon proclaims the importance of livi.n:J, am she does live
positively am authentically.
She becares part of the canpaign resisti.n:J
invasions fran across the border of the comrt:ry am against religious
fanaticism am intolerance. She is a warrior among her warrior brethren am
is not shy of wieldi.n:J the sword. Elbai Vir s:in;Jh presents her fighti.n:J in the
historical battle of KahrnIvan (A.D. 1746) against the troops of the governor
of lahore. A=ordi.n:J to the novelist, in a fierce action she WOlll'X:is a ~
general by the name of Nawab Faizullah Rhan, well known in history. we also
read about Sun:lari' s heroic acts in battles against Ahmad Shah 0Jrrani., who
led many successive incursions into India.
~ fact that the novelist assigns this heroic role to a wanan is
significant. 'lhis role drarratically reiterates the sikh precept of equality
between men am waren.
In the CXllIUTR.lI1ity nurtured by the Gurus, waren were
given a position of dignity with men. Guru Nanak had said that waren were not
to be considered inferior in any manner; they were to be treated with the
honor to which they were entitled. His verses in the Guru Granth in En3"lish
translation:

Of wanan are we born, of woman conceiVed,
to woman en:JClged, to woman married
Wcanan we befriend, by woman is the civilization continued.
When woman dies, woman is sought for.
It is by woman that order is maintained.
'!hen why call her inferior fran wham are great men born?14
'lhis is Sun:lar1's last exhortation to the members of the Jatha, the ban:! of
warriors, toward the end of the novel as she lay dy:irg: "Dear brothers, do
please keep ever in m:irrl my submission. You Im.lst always lJlXro1d the dignity of
woman am ~in the II'Oral refinement you have displayed in your trea1:lrent
towards me."

Kim also iJnplies seva which is an important ClOI'lCapt in the sikh
system.
seva means "deed of love am selfless service. "
It means
contributi.n:J the labor of one's hands to servi.n:J fellow hl.Ul1an beings am the
CXllIUTR.lI1ity. Seva is presented as the highest ideal in sikh ethics; by seva one
cultivates humility; by seva one overcomes one's ego am purifies one's body
am .m:irrl. ~ is an essential condition of spiritual discipline. As the
canon :runs, by seva, that is, by practici.n:J deeds of humble am devoted
service alone does one ~ a seat in the next world (vichi dunia sev kamaiai
ta daroah baisanu oaiai) .
To quote Guru Arjan, Nanak V:

came

friends, came to the saint,
let us devote ourselves to deeds of service..•
canquer:irg the self, suffer:irg ends am the ego vanishes,
We rece-i~ refuge, obtain honor am whatever we do brings

comfort.
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Guru Arjan is here referring to the OCIlIfort that is achieved via seva.
Dedicated to service, one conquers one's "self." With the cuming of selfcenteredness, all suffering ems.
Absol:ption in action~tever it bebrings ca1lnness am. happiness. Guru AInar Daas, Nanak III, said that a person
who is engaged in seva I:lec:on'es pure, ninnal (nir = without + mal = dirt or
inpJrity). seva is the way of a truly religious person. En:Jaged in seva, one
I:lec:on'es IXU'ified am. soothed personally, am. simultaneously beoan'es an active
agent in praroting the welfare of society.
sumari's spirit of seva, which takes many fonns, is the dominant key of
her character. Early in the story as she joins the Jatha, she ilnplores the
members:
"It is my wish that I fulfill my life serving the CCIIUI1U11ity.
I
should, i f you would allow, live here amid my brothers. In peacetime, I shall
service in the langar. When you launch out into a:unbat, I should be in the
ranks too. ,,18- In the novel we see her cooking in the CCIIUI1U11ity kitchen. Her
love of service manifests itself in yet another way as she gently am.
devotedly nurses the wounded am. the sick. Her seva is not limited to the
sikhs alone; she nurses the \>'OUl'rled irrespective of their religion or race.
She draws no distinction between factions. With great =ncern am. terrleJ:ness
she ban:iages the injured-sikhs am. Hin:ius, Pathans am. IbJhals. Many times
she fonns ban:lages from fragn-ents shredded from her own gannents.
'Ihis
remin::ls one of an incident from Guru Gobind Singh's life.
One of his
followers, Bhai Kanahiya, used to tern the wounded on the battlefield without
making distinctions between frierrl am. foe. When CCIlplaints were made to Guru
Gobind Singh, Bhai Kanahiya explained that when rerrlering service to ~ who
needeO it, he saw no fderrl or foe but only the Guru's face all aroun:i.
En:Jaged in her tasks of seva, sumari is often heard reciting the bani,
passages from the Guru Granth. Her words are gentle am. sweet arrl they bring
a breath of peace arrl OCIlIfort to the Jatha during its arduous m::lll'eI1ts.
Hearing sumari ~, the injured person says, "Your sweet words are like a
balm on my wound. ,,2
sumari thus rero.ers seva through both deed am. word.
Varrl chhakna (ygng = distribution, sharing + chhakna = to eat) is the
sharing of lOClni.es am. goods that accrue to the individual before she/he
partakes of them. It is another important aspect of sikh ethics arrl is based
on the principle of ImItuality. It does not ilnply charity, but sharing am::>rq
equals. JUst as a member of the family shares hisjher earnings arrl goods with
the other members of the family, so should each sikh, aooording to the Guru's
injunction, corx:luct herself/h:iInself in the larger family of the = i t y .
'Ihis principle of sharing uro.erlies the institutions of sanqat am. langar,
which are priInary factors in shaping the sikh moral ethos. sangat (Sanskrit
sanqati ~ union, association, or cx::anpar1Y,) is in the sikh tradition, the
fellowship of the seekers.
SUch groups am. = i t i e s came into being in
places visited by Guru Nanak during his extensive journeys.
'Ihese were
fraternal groups which COI¥Jregated together to recite the Guru's word. All
members were equal in it, equal partners in religious arrl social activity.
'!he same ideal of equality am. togetherness was symbolized by the institution
of largar (in Persian, an almshouse or public kitchen kept by a saint or
dignitary for his followers am. dependents).
Guru Nanak established the
largar or = i t y refectory where all sat together to share a meal
inespective of caste, creed, or gerrler.
'!he largar as an instJ:ument of
social transformation contirn.led to gain in ilnportance during the time of
successive Gurus. In Guru Argad's day, his wife, Mata Khivi, "like a thickly-

-6-

leafed tree" prov~ shade, that is, oanfort to everyore, used to sezve rich
food in the lamar.
~iIg the time of Guru AInar Das the writ prevailed:
pahile pan;rat pacche
samat-first pan;rat (the rxM in which all sit together to partake of the
lamar meal) am then ITeetin;J with the Guru. Eatin;J am sezvin;J in the lanqar
have always been considered meritorious.

'!his again is tellin;Jly illustrated in SUrdari I s character.
When she
joins the Jatha, she takes charge of the lamar am loviIgly prepares meals to
feed the JreIIlbers =rnin;r am eveni.n;J. Assisted by several men, she goes about
her task cheerfully.
'!he lamar in the canp is not limited to the "imoor
kitchen." For when the Sl.lI=Plies nm low, which often happens, SUrdari goes
into the jUD:Jle to gather fruit am sweet roots. She thus keeps an eye on the
a.rtdoors as to what is growin;J am when sanething is ready to ripen. One day
she goes up a hill am surveys the entire area. She then discovers a little
bazaar located amid the green fields.
She begins to go there to buy
vegetables, grain, am spices. With great devotion am with great humility
SUrdari carries out the many duties involved in lUIlIling the c:omnu.mi.ty
kitchen. When she fllds out that the kitchen Sl.lI=Plies have nm out am that
there is hardly any mmey to buy anythin;J, she decides (without tellin;J
anyone) to go into the village to sell her engagement rin;J. 'Ihe meal for the
IllE!IOOers overrides her personal sentiment am any sense of possession. As she
has taken charge of the lamar, she undertakes responsibility for the samat
as well.
She is the llOViIg figure behi.rrl the IID~ am eveni.n;J
congregations am takes a leadin;J part in the religious sezvice.

Nam Japna (DSlID = literally "name, the Divine Name" + ~ = "to repeat,
to meditate upon"), ahsozption in the remembrance of God by constantly
repeatin;J Its Name, is the prime spiritual value in the Sikh tradition. It
is, at the same time, the spontaneous source of ethical =rxiuct. According to
Guru AInar Das, "01astity, tnrth, continence are ::Y-t contained in nslID; without
corrtellplation on nslID, one does not becane pure."
Another line in the sikh
scripture describes nslID as action par excellence-"Superior to all ~<fs of
piety, charity, am austerity, is m!!! (pun dan tap jete sabh upar nam).
Bhai vir Sin;Jh presents SUrdari as a livin;J exanple of this sikh religious
'!he action of the novel begins with her rescue fran the pyre by her
brother-as she is recitin;J Guru Nanak's Japu. '!he stol:Y ends with her death
as she is mediatin;J on the Divine Word, her head bent in reverence. In Guru
Nanak I s words:

nprnecep~>nt-t..

antari nanu kamalU

P"T'9"§i'

tin Jsau nahi jam ki ~4
['!hey within whom the lotus of Il5!!!! blossC!!!C1
'lbtally free fran the fear of death they bEbecaI'!COlllneej
'Ihese words are recalled as the novelist describes her last norents' death
starin;J her in the face. severely WOUl'Ded am lUIlIling a high telrperature, she
lies in bed, her stren;rth visibly ebbin;J.
She realizes that her end is

near.

art,
•.. even in such great sufferin;J she was happy.
She always
appeared to be like a blossared lotus .... She knew... that life
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am

death are two con::litions, not two objects. I f there is a
love for the Divine
one's heart, one need not fear anythi.ng
in either condition.

1JJ

'Ibis was because of her deeply realized consciousness of the Divine Reality.
'lbroughout the novel we never see her take recourse to any superstitious
practice or ritual; IOClming am evening she recites only the Word am remains
absorl:led in it.
In all the critical episodes in her life, that is her sole
stanfuy.

'Ihrough her recognition of the one Divine Being, sundari transcends
contemporary socio-political reality. Her society was divided into different
religious am racial factions which were continuously at war with one
another.
Abductions, robberies, am killing abounded.
It was a period of
strife am conflict. But rather than blame the opponent, surnari accepts a
mutual blindness. Her statement at one point is:

All this suffering is owing to the deviation from the path of
the one (Ikk).
Devoted to the one all actions become
fruitful.
Following the one, all human beings become beaded
together....
'lhrough love we become one (ikk) fo~ ....
Remaining divided is the cause of our national weakness.
'!hus the political am social ills of eighteenth-century Punjab are traced
by SUndari to the non-recognition of the one.
'!he Oneness of the Reality
inpUes the Oneness of human beings-be they Hindu, Muslim, or Sikh.
Conterrporary problems are, according to her perceptions, the consequence of
the re~ of men am WOlOOI1 to perceive the One Transcerdent-the oneness in
all Its creation. '!he Reality is missed in the plurality of realities. 'lhere
are in consequence atterrpts to convert or coerce the other into seeing herjhis
own reality. But by realizing the one, all human beings, according to her,
become beaded together in love.
'!he chief of the sikh Jatha, Sham Singh, seems to echo sundari when he
explains that they considered the entire creation as one, as equal: "sari
sristi sanun ikk saman haL" '!hey opposed injustice am inequality, not the
religious conviction of anyone. At that point in time, they must fight the
rulers who perpetrate atrocities upon their subjects, upon those whom they
should protect.
Defeating such rulers, irrespective of their religious
persuasion, was chastising tyranny am injustice. ''We hav~ ~ty towards no
caste or faith-kise zat ian mat nal sanu koi Yair nahin, 2 declares Sardar
Sham Singh.
Under 5ardar Sham singh's leadership Sundari fights in the ranks of the
Jatha against the MJghaI forces. once on her way back from the day's action,
she hears the faint voice of one WOUl'¥ied sol2\ter crying "ab ab barae khuda ab-water, water, for the sake of God, water."
From his language, SUndari can
make out that the soldier belongs to the opposite faction.
However, she
:i.nunediately dismounts her horse. Not only does she pour water into his IlKlUth
from her own flask, but also does she tear strips from his turtlan to make a
bandage for the wounds on his thigh am chest. Guru Nanak's message, "'!here
is no Hi.n1u; there is no Musalman," is a living IOClral for SundarL
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It is clear that sumari is a highly idealized character but this is in
keepin:J with the declared objective of the novelist: he wished to create a
character markin:] the acme of sikh virtue to serve as a lI'Odel for others.
'!hat was a period of decline for the sikhs.
'!hey had lost hold a<ler the
teac:hin:Js of the Gurus, or ~-mentors, an:l. after havin:J lost their
political power to the British, their m::>rale was at a low ebb. Intilnations
were audible of a precess of renewal caning into effect-a dual precess in
which need to recapture the purity of earlier custom an:l. precept was as
. urgently advanced as the need to look to the future an:l. ~e with the
times. Bhai Vir Sin:Jh, as a literary genius of unccmron sensitivity, felt in
his heart the power of these nascent sti=in:Js an:l. articulated these through
book an:l. tract. '!he first book he wrote was SUndar! itself, followed by two
others in the same style-Bijay Sirnh an:l. satvant Kaur.
A fourth one, in
between, was Rana surat sirnh, an epic poem known for its great elegance an:l.
power. Another book, again a novel, was Bam Naudb Sirnh. '!he inspiration
I:Je1:lirD all these works, in which women are the protagonists was the same: the
same intent of projectin:J sikh character at its very best.
'!his was the
author's way of beckoni.rg his CClI'ltenp:>raries to the ideal of sikh faith an:l.
tradition.
SUndari was then Bhai vir sin:Jh's first such creation. Technically, the
novel is rather tentative. From a literary point of view, SUndari tems to be
too didactic.
Instead of tantalizin:J the reader's imagination, the author
enforces his m::>ral principles. '!he artistic play is thus stifled by Bhai Vir
sin:Jh's ethical ideals.
'!he plot of the novel itself is weakened by the
aburrlant presence of coincidences.
For exanple, sumari is captured by her
enemy four times, an:l. each time she is rescued in sane unrealistic an:l.
miraculous way.
'!he mechanisms of sPyin:J an:l. cam::>uflaging-be it in the
jungle or palace-is for the m::>st part naive.
F'Urthenrore, the novel too
often combines historical an:l. imaginary characters an:l. events, reciucin:J the
authenticity of its character as a work of either fiction or history. I f the
co-existence of the two dimensions had been worked out on a larger framework,
the two strands might have been developed m::>re rigorously an:l. artistically.
As it stan:l.s, the fictitious character of SUndari is juxtaposed to figures
from history such as Kaura Mall an:l. Ahmad Shah L\lrrani, an:l. the story of
SUndari, to actual events such as the Little Massacre of 1746. '!he result is
that the reader at times is unable to decipher fact fran fiction.
Even
Hart:lans sin;Jh, Bhai vir sin;Jh's m::>st devoted admirer, =iticizes him for his
historical substantiation of an imaginative piece:
"'!he footnotes added to
later editions of the book to d=ument ~ of the statements an:l. events
further weaken the illusion of the story." 9
In spite of these deficiencies, the novelist has bestowed lmlch care an:l.
affection on his principal character. SUndari is cast as the lI'Odel of sikh
m::>rality.
In his undisguised homilectic manner, the novelist durin:J the
course of his na=ative invites cont:errporary women folk "to reflect upon the
sufferin:J an:l. faith of ~ i who umer all circumstances :remains finn in her
la<le of the One Absolute."
Sham Sin:Jh, the leader of the Jatha in exile,
says to SUndari's face, "'!he core of our people are righteous women like
you. ,,31 '!he inpellin:J instinct in sumari' s nature is her total submission to
the Reality of God--the fumamental principle of sikh belief.
She is
presented by the novelist as a typical exanple
of faith in the One
Transcen:ient.
She is at several points in the na=ative an:l. in several
different situations seen rapt in IlaID, Le., devotional remembrance of the
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One.
Her only ritual, her only worship is that of bani, the Word fran
Beyotxl.
Fran her awareness of the Divine Reality sprin;J many natural

qualities of love, humility, am tolerance, as well as her spirit of seva
which leads to action-oriented, selfless, am courageous livin;J.
When the
situation requires, she is ready to resist tyranny am fight for justice. In
this sense she is in the line or archetypal women heroes of sikh histo:ry, such
as Mai Bhago Who, in the time of the Guru. Gobind Si.n:Jh, fought valiantly in
the battle of M..1ktsar (A.D. 1705).
Bhai vir si.n:Jh thus invests Surrlari with
the noblest of sikh merits derived fran sikh teachin;J am histo:ry. She is the
incarnation of all that is best in sikh life am tradition, yet she does not
remain a remote paragon of excellence or a distant C-ocldess.
She is, in Bhai
vir si.n:Jh's novel, a livin;J person, livin;J in actual life truths am oorals
enjoined by sikh faith. Likewise, she has lived in the lIIE!IlD:ry of generations
of Plmjabi readers who have felt touciIed by her qualities of dedication,
darin;J, am charity.
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