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PUNJAB! ANTIGONES, THE MARTYRS OF LOVE 

Are yo u ti red of philistines w ho are 
always ta lking about co lonialism and 
glolxtlizat ion? T hen i t is time to tak e 
ic<l \ 'C o f the madrassa and enter the 
;naikhaana, the tavern of the heart , 
drink the wine of love and fo llo w the 
t rials and tribulations of the bold and 
th e beau tiful in the Qissas o r the 
legend s o f the Punjab . The philistines 
a rgu e t ha t l o ve sh o uld b e in 

mo dera ti o n. D iv ide yo ur d ay into 
w ork . stud y and o ther affairs o f the 
\\'oriel and k eep some rime aside for 
lo ve . Similarly . spend your resources 
wi ~cl y. G ive g ifts occasio na ll y o n 
specia l days like birthdays. I n other 
\\'Ords. lo ve with reason! For th e 
heroes and t he hero ines of these 
legends, th e re c an b e no su c h 
caku l:i t io ns in the affairs o f the heart. 
In the rea lm o f the heart , aqa l o r 
re:1 son is bypassed in the q uest fo r 
isbtj o r l ove . T he lo ve r a nd t h e 
hcl o \'l.:'d . p ossessed with love and 
lo ngings. bl l.:'ss<.xl b y the p irs and 
fuq i rs. b re <l k a ll anthro po lo g ica l 
h:l iTiers and str i,·e to cross the river 
of se par:nio n . T hus pu r ified in the 
s: tcrcd fi re of lo,·e. they unite like the 
m01h unites with the fbme. The unio n 
<>h en cu lminates in death b u t th is 
dvath is :1 cause fo r cosm ic celebratio n 
\\ ll ~..· rc th e B1..' ing p <l Sses inro th e 
di v ine O th er. T he Sufi co ncept of 
funuu is not annihi la tio n but ascent 
1 < > :1 11 i g It 1..' r p I a n e o f sp i r i t u a l 
d~..·n: lopm~..· n t \\·here the ·1· and the 
< >t ll<.:r merge so that ul timately there 
i-; IK'ithcr ·me· nor ' thee·. No wonder 
e ve r y legend ht?gi ns wit h an 
IIW()Cll ion to God ·\, ho mack love, 

Heer Ranjha an d other Legends of the Punjab 
by Harjeet ~ ingh Gill and Eric V ikramjeer Singh Gill 

Harman Publishing House, New DeU1i, 2003, pp. 157, Rs. 600 

the fund am enta l principl e of t h is 
universe' . 

There are numerous versions of the 
Qissas. Every autho r , k n own o r 
ano nymo us. adds o r d e letes some 
clements fro m the in frastru ctu re o f the 
legend o r myth , depend ing upon his/ 
her conceptual world and the speci fic 
existentia l situation at the m oment of 

the creative com posi tio n . Accord ing 
to Lev i -Strauss, every new version 
~dds a n ew ' slate ' to the alr ead y 
ex ist in g se t o f s lates an d in t h is 
m a n n er t h e d e n s i ty of t h e 
co m pos itio n incre ases w it h t h e 
p assage o f t ime . Each sla t e is 
somew hat d i ffe ren t f rom the other 
which means that the vario us versions 
do no t b lend and become o ne b ut 
each maintains its independent entity 

altho ugh t he underly ing str uct u re 
remains the same. ~he bo o k under 
review has two authors: H SG o f the 
wr itten te xts an d EV G of t h e 
il lust ratio ns. Let us see how th ese 
autho rs generate new versio ns of the 
evergreen lays o f love and death. First 
the vvrirten versio ns: there are five 
Pu njab i legends. two in p rose and 
t h ree i n f r ee ve rse . T h e gaze, 
however , l ingers on the heroines of 
the narrat ives . They are the Pun jabi 
Antigones, the martyrs of love. The 
a u t ho r a p pea rs to ha,·e 
co ncep tual ized these grand figu res 
with a great deal o f af fection . They 
are co nceived ~1 s exceptio nal \vomen 
\.v ho comb in e beau tv. charm <Ind 
g race w ith cou rage. ~l ctermination 
and fearlessness. T hey :1re f iercely 
independ ent wom en \Yh o dare to 

fol low th e d icta tes o f their hearts, 
crossing the threshold of custo ms and 
con ventions to live l ife o n their terms. 
They live a life o f dreams and dangers 
and d o no t hesi tate in courting d eath . 
T here is one fe~nure, in p articular that 
sets apart this a·Jthor 's heroines from 
all p revious portrayals. Lacan, in his 
unusual interpretation o f Antigone, 

focuses o n her classic beau ty rather 
than her fam o us d isputatio ns with 
Creon and her anthropolog ica l role 
in th e ancien t G reek civ il soc iety. Our 
autho r does a role reversal i n the case 
of t h ese Pu njabi Antigo n es. 
Exercisina t ransformations, h e adds 

0 

the elem ent o f 'in tellect to the 
qualities of be:w ty and courage. His 
h eroines ar e ar t ists . Sassi is a 
'conno isseur' of arts and letters . 
Sah iban is similarly known across the 
coun tty for her · intellect and 'incision. 

Sohni ·exce l al l and sundry i n 
aesthetics· and ·her body and intellect 
are in perfect harmony'. She is ' the 
most sensitive artist of her t imes' . 
These resplendent women give the 
world l essons in love just as it is a 
wom an . D io t ima, who teaches the 
myster ies o f love to Socrates (Plato 's 
Symposium). The author's 

descr ipt ion of Sohni. Sa:->si and 
Sahiban should please the feminist 
critics \vho bemoan the gender bias 
in folklore and o t h e r lirerary 
narrati,·e.s. But his project docs not 
end here. In his analysis of W :tris 
Shah's I !cl..'r and Qadiryar's Pur:In 
Bhagat his focus is on the l..'xploratinn 
of the semiotics o f these intric:1re 
~..·u ltur~ll discours~_'s than on passing 
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mo ral judgements. He lays emphasis 
o n the ex is te nti a l a nd cu ltural 
p redica ments of all the characters in 
the general conrext of anthropological 
and cosmological d ialectics . 

The poetic texts are complemented 
by illustratio ns . Each painting freezes 
a single moment in the narrative and 
c re a tes a whole unive rse of 
significance through forms, colo urs, 
express io ns and emot ions. Each 
tableau re presenrs a moment that is 

hut has also gone thro ugh a process 
of its becoming to ar ri ve a t this 
mo me nt that is. The tab leaus a re fa r 
removed fro m the traditional canvases 
like those o f Sobha Singh and Arpana 
Ca ur. They are an admixtu re o f the 
rea l and the surreal , the orienta l and 
the occidental. the med ieval and the 
mode rn. J-Ieer o n the cover is Omar 
Khaya m 's Ruba iyat. Imag ine the 
p lay fu l sed ucti ve Hee r poised 
elegantly o n the b ranch o f a tree! l fe r 
scarf, that comes in the way o r such 
an emerprise. is casua ll y cast aside. 
In the inside painting , sh e is th e 
n:lestial beauty emerg ing fro m a tree . 
In the third supe rimposed image, she 
is demu re ly carry ing ch u ri for he r 
Rctn jha . Panicularl y eye catching is the 
imagery of the roots o f the trees in 
the jungle that fill practica lly the entire 
canvas. The dense roots appea r to 
'i ignify th-: e terna l, growing, s lowly 
hut stead ily , like the legends 
themseh·es. Ra njha, in flu o rescent 
b lue rams, burnt o range kurta and 
juttis with a fl ute in his la p appears to 
hL' day-dreaming whereas the jungle 
I'> ali\·e with an e no rm o us 
gra'>.'>hopper, a fly ing l iza rd a nd 
eagles. Ranjha looks more o f a Pe rsian 
than a Punjabi. As I stated earl ier, the 
p;1intings are not fixed in time and 
-,p;tt .. _. \\hie h go<..:s we ll wi t h the 
v..,..,t ·nt t • r >f the time less legends as also 
'' ull tilL' dcd tc tli()n in the beginning 
()f tlw hor>k ·for all the Punjahis, of 
;ill rd1g1(>Jl'>. nf all nations'. 
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The most beautiful, from the point 
of view of the reviewer is, Sohni with 
the earthen pot at the threshold of 
death. Corresponding to the spirit of 
the verbal text, the focus is on the 
heroine, with the hero s imply missing 
from the frame. Sohni's painting can 
be conceptualized without Mahiwal 
but it wou ld remain incomplete 
withou t the fatal embrace of the 
earthen pot, a cultura lly loaded 
signifie r in the Punjabi tradition. The 
painting captures Sohni in a green 
metallic dress plunging into the wild 
waters of the river jhanaa, knowing 
vety well that the baked gbara has 
been re p laced by a freshl y-baked 
kacba gbara. There is an expression 
of firm resolve on he r face as she 
makes an existential choice ' to be or 
not to be '. The eyes are intoxicated 
and the girl seems to be in a tra nce. 
He r tresses are being swe pt in the 
s to rm and the y are fl y ing in a ll 
directions like the fi brous roots of a 
tree. Her tall and taut body with the 
young breasts is drenched in ecstasy. 
The scarf is nowhere , lost in the frenzy 
of hekhudi. He r cl ark s k in and 
phys ica l s t rength , s ig n ifi e d 
particularly b y the long and lean 
fingers stretched o ut towards the pot 
remind o ne of a supple and stro ng 
gypsy or a tribal girl. The dark and 
c lo ud y ni ght cas ting its omino us 
shadows on the wate rs and the fll!y 
o f nature are rendered in beautiful 
geometrical forms. 

The painting of Mirza Sahiban a lso 
te lls its own story. Mirza 's b lissfull y 
happy sleep after elo ping successfully 
w ith his love is juxtaposed o ve r 
Sahiban 's restlessness as she sits e rect, 
meditating over her destiny, s taring 
a t Mirza's a rrows . Mir~a 's s mil e 
contrasts sharply with Sahiban 's grim 
ex p ress io n . The mo me nt is 
s urc ha rged w ith te ns io n. Th e 
fe roc io us leopa rd in th e jungle 
accentuates the terro r of the scene . 

Sahiban 's burning eyes and te nse 
body project her psych ic state of 
tu rmoil. She is to rn between he r 
loyalty to he r brothers and to he r love. 
The broth ers a re approachin g the 
lovers, the ir swords are drawn. It is 
in this moment of absolute confusion 
that she hangs Mirza 's arrows high up 
on a tree , o ut of his easy rea€h. Her 
indecis io n p resents a sha rp contrast 
to the unyield ing reso lve o f her 
spiritual sister, Sohni. Sohni crossing 
the ferocio us waters and Sassi 
traversing the burn ing desert are more 
ak in. Indeed , Sahiban is the most 
human o f a ll the heroines . 

Simonides of Ceos said in his 
famous dictum that painting is mute 
poet ry a nd poet ry is a speak ing 
picture. There is 'like ness ' between 
the verbal narrative and the visual 
experience. Ar the sa me ti me, the 
rictoria l is not an exact replica of the 
words. Each text with the specificities 
of its medium is capable o f sta•1ding 
independently o f the othe r. 

The re a re ma ny versions of these 
legends in Punjabi b u t practica lly 
nothing in English . The book Heer 
Ranjha and otber Legends of the 
Punjab fill s this ga p. The Punjabi 
metaphors a re tra nscribed w ith g race . 
T he congregat ion of love rs is 
rendt:rcd in mode rn free ve rse. The 
riaorous semio tic analysis of Heer a nd 
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Puran Bhag a t is a model for a ll 
stude n ts of lite ra ry c rit ic ism . The 
legends mirror the eterna l truth where 
'the highest principles of faith and 
fri ends hip are undersco red w ith 
divine sa nction '. Yet each legend has 
its own p roject . Soh ni 's 
d e renn inat io n , Sah iban 's d ithe ring 
and Heer's lame ntatio ns give each 
narrative a navour o f its own. 
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