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gt T &t
figt FEar W feg afes=r faun

“put all the images in language in a place of safety and make use of them, for
they are in the desert, and it’s in the desert that we must go and look
for them.”

- Jean Genet, Prisoner of Love
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Review articles on Jarhan

Jarhan: A Major Landmark

Gurinder Singh Mann
Columbia University

This book's pitch black jacket with its insert window that reproduces the painting "Urn
and the Shadows" provides a striking introduction to the poetic imagination as it unfolds in
eighty-four poems (a potent number in the Indian context). The visual representation
parallels Amarjit Chandan's attempt to create a verbal urn (kumbh) whose function is to hold
the experiential components out of which it is actually created (kumbhe badha jalu rahe jalu binn
kumbhu na hoi, Adi Granth, p. 469), against the background of an overpowering darkness that
the poet feels obliged to salute (namskar andbkar. . andbkar namskar, p. 28).

By printing the word Jarban in green ink on the jacket, Chandan is also making a statement
about the life and vitality of his own personal roots, and this issues deserves our attention. A
search for one's roots is usually born out of a crisis situation, and this is what happened in
Chandan's case. He was uprooted in the 1970s from the Punjab, where he had emerged as an
important poetic voice and a political activist with a Marxist orientation. In the following
decade, Chandan landed in London, a culturally alien environment that was also one of the
most vibrant centers of Western capitalism. These poems in many ways are milestones along
the way in Chandan's search for his roots, and can be interpreted in the context of his
personal history.

In the opening section, he introduces us to the darkness that pervades his mind and his
efforts to find sustenance. In the second section, beginning with "Man Bo/i" (The Mother-
tongue), he successfully locates his roots in the cultural and spiritual context of the Punjab
and celebrates the self-enlightenment that results. By way of conclusion, three poems
representing his political views on Punjabi issues are appended.

The book begins with two poems in which Chandan attempts to reconstruct his family
lineage (ve)). The time collapses and Chandan meets his originator face to face: in some ways
he feels that although continuing the tradition of creation, his urns of words are different
from those of mud and clay of his ancestors, and his purpose for writing these poems is to
situate himself and his literary predecessors within the paradigm of creation.

Chandan is aware of the problems that beset him in this enterprise. To express his
experience in the thirty-five/ fifty-two letters of his language is undoubtedly hard (&7 U=t &
geE Wiyt (9 AHIEY/®Y 97t &1 EHN AE) na paintee na bavan akhari vich samandi/ lakkh chavan
na dassi jandi, p. 21). But his hopelessly idealistic political vision (p. 24), and the metaphysical
despair of the drama of life (7 8T J&" ATE famm3/nB-mwH Ho™ fissl/feg wie &t us &7 g
IRE je 0h hunda sarab giaita/ al-alim maha khilarhi/ eh ghate di khed na kade rachaunda, p. 26) are
not helpful either.

Chandan's attempts to console himself in his present situation with thoughts that he is not
alone and his rich store of memories can sustain him, seems like wishful thinking (p. 25).
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The poems Thames Kandhe (At the banks of the Thames) and Covent Garden London portray
the poet's sense of deep isolation in a relatively hostile landscape. His efforts to
communicate with his female partner do not work. In addition to the basic linguistic barrier,
there is a complete absence of any shared sense of significance. The foundational question
for the poet in "the game of loss" is dismissed by his partner with "I do not know," (p. 32)"—
and perhaps do not care either.

Any attempts on the part of the poet to overcome these hurdles and establish an emotional
communication with his European partner--even at the basic human level--are thwarted by
the glaring blue lights of the signboards above and the hooting of the ships below, the two
potent symbols of London's commerce. The poets' attempt to see himself in the image of
God (iun sagal srishati sajanh vale hoie, p. 32) is lost in the noise of the magic show all

around him.

Next we have a set of poems beginning with the Nach (Dance), where Chandan tries to fully
capture the boredom and the inner erosion of his self, on daily, weekly, and annual cycles of
time: Saver (Morning), Dupaibar (Noon), Raat (Night), (pp. 50-52); Somwar Savere (Monday
Morning), Shukarvar ("Friday"), (pp. 48-49); and 73 November 1994. The essence of all this is a
complete dissolution of identity, and the anguish that becomes unbearable on his birthday
(benam vi jind nu pirh ke rakhia, p. 53).

At this point, Chandan the poet reaches a new and higher level of realization. His identity
has to be located in Punjabi culture. The culture he sucked from the breast of his mother,
imbibed from the guidance of his father, and breathed from the Punjabi landscape. His
mother-tongue is the only effective medium through which he can grasp experience. It is in
Punjabi that he hears the flow of blood in the veins of his pattnet (man boli vich/. . . uhde
narbin vagde labn di dbarhkanh sunhdi, p. 54), and, above all, it is Punjabi that connects him to
his cultural and spititual heritage (man boli vich/ mirze biran alakh jagavan/ man boli vich/ shabad
giran de parian gavanh/ sabh kujh sirje binse man boli bi, p. 54).

The poet and his mother-tongue thus come together to give shape to his experiences in an
alien land. Chandan beautifully expresses the dreams that he landed with in London (deson
chal ke London utre/ jebin san tin khab/ pahila khab si ghar da mittha/ duja ucchi jab/ tija kbab si put
dhian da fasia vich azab, p. 87), the bitter reality of racism, and the response it elicits
(chhokarvadha galan kadhada: paki kala kanjar/. . . paki to phir panki banh ke/ badle apanbe nem/
gurpal to gairi banhgei/ sarbjit to saim, p. 87).

Having come to this realization, Chandan seems to make peace with himself. Even in
London, he has successfully recreated a Punjabi landscape of the interior, and is willing to
live happily with it. When walking besides the Thames, his inner eye sees only the Punjab,
which he later expresses in Punjabi images and metaphors. Chandan celebrates the music of
the language (denh vadbaian/ sakhian aian/ pi ghar aia/ khushian chhain, p. 60); dotes on its
spititual hetitage by echoing the wotds of the Sikh Gurus (kavanhu su janam da kibrha nata/
bhed kade na pannba, p. 65, aan subbagi nindarbie matn sahu dekban soi, p. 103); and those of the
Sufi saints (ese na si lekh lakbaie/ hoia ki menu samajh na ase, p. 61); recreates the Punjabi humor
and rustic thyme characteristic of Jallanh (ko7 nachhatar gabh ke men us uto latha/ us apanha sir
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meri chhati par rakha, p. 102); reproduces Punjabi generic forms (" Pash da Marsia," p. 75); and
reminds us of special Punjabi symbols associated with waiting (" Aunsian," p. 69).

Chandan's language now expresses the core of his being as it bursts forth with all the energy
of the Punjabi landscape (nadi pabarho utre/ na murh ke jai/ ub tan chhalan mardi val sagar dhai, p.
85). The description is in direct contrast to the static images relating to the Thames, and
limited attempts at conversations we find there. Suddenly there is light, and the earlier
salutations to darkness change into a victory for life (jaz jivan jai jivan gann*a, p. 73). It is
important to see that Chandan, in his zest for life, is willing to modify the tradition of
sacrifice and militancy he has inherited from his Punjabi/Sikh culture.

In the recapturing of his cultural identity, one sees the heights to which Chandan's
imagination can sore. Pardesian da Geet (Song of the Aliens, p. 84) will remain a masterpiece
of its genre. I doubt if any Punjabi of my generation who lives overseas can listen to this
song without a tear coming to his or her eyes. The rhythms and visual images of the Punjab
reconstructed in this song are a deeply valued treasure of all for all of us who grew up there
in the 1960s. The parola (a whitish clay) covered cornices may not exist any more, but this
poetic recreation of the Punjabi landscape is a singular achievement on Chandan's part.

At the end of the book, Chandan appends three poems that, respectively, celebrate an early
freedom fighter (Baba Harnam Singh Tundilat . . ), challenge the murderers of the Punjabi
people (Punjab de Katlan nun), and remember Sikh activists of the 1980s (Uh Jo Hunde San).

From my point of view, it is bit presumptuous for those of us living overseas to advise the
inhabitants of South Asia as to what to do with their countries, and who to eulogize from
contemporary history. This is, however, a very minor difference I have with the views of
Chandan. The book reconstructs the struggle of an uprooted poet, and the eventual peace he
makes with himself which results in a set of beautiful poems that blend an intellectual
understanding of the agony of an immigrant (symbolised by the dark backdrop on the jacket
of the book), and a deeply felt and alive understanding of the Punjabi cultural heritage (the
green ink of the title).

The suffering that runs through these poems is powerfully expressed in the dance of a caged
Peacock (jungle vich pel pai sarian ne dekhi/ nale nachada riba, nale jhurda riba, p. 77). Chandan's
painful dance within the cage of an alien land rises above his personal predicament, however,
to capture the pain of a whole generation of Punjabis living overseas. They too are all part of
this dance and need Chandan's poetic mind to render their own pain into a beautiful and rich
cultural idiom. Is there any Punjabi far away from the land of his or her birth who will not
identify with the experience at the heart of these poems and be pierced with Chandan's
helpless cry about the predicament of the Punjabis living overseas (saveran de bhulle hunh kithe
Javange/ jibrbe janbde si ob vi anjanh ho gai, p. 94)?

In my view this book is a major landmark and will secure its author a definite place of honor
in Punjabi literature. I foresee much more to come; the peace Chandan has attained bodes
well. Chandan must continue his dance in a self-created cage — like all first generation
immigrants — and I personally look forward to the opportunity to read more of his cathartic

"grouses" (jhurna) in the years ahead. * [1996]
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To the Roots through Verse

— Nirupama Dutt —

Indian Express. February 21, 1996

(44 hen he was in his homeland, he tried to change the world and now away from his
homeland he is trying to understand the world.” So says Amin Mughal in an
introduction to Amarjit Chandan’s latest book of verse in Punjabi called Jarhan (Roots).

It is a tingling observation, for Chandan belongs to the special breed of revolutionary poets
who were an offshoot of the Naxalite movement of the late 1960s. And it is applicable not
just to Chandan, but a whole lot of them who wanted to change the world, but then realised
that it is the world world which somehow changes one and not always for the worse.

Writers who are the reward of a very intense movement have to be born again, for
movements must fade. The flaming red colour first pales to pink and then slowly loses
colour and become crystal so that it can mingle with the blues, greens and even the lilac
tones of life. The process is painful no doubt. It is something like the ghazal of the
disenchanted lovers penned by Sudarshan Fakir: Uss worh se shuru karein phir se yeh zindagi, Har
sheb jaban haseen thhi ham tum thhe ajnabi.

But there is rarely a point of return and even the ghazalgo knows it well. Other paths have to
be found for keeping faith even in one’s dreams. It is not just Chandan’s poetry that has
changed. Even Pash the most fiery of them had said that an evil greater than police torture
or capitalistic greed is the death of our dreams.

Dreams live still and appear more varied, deep and intense in the works of many of the poets
who had the courage to be born again while retaining the best of their first coming,.

So it is with Chandan in Jarhan which is dedicated to all those who inspired these poems.
Chandan is not one of those populist poets who have a stream of wabwahing fans and
perhaps he has chosen not to be so. For, the culture of this poet has been such that while
writing about the masses, he addresses the aesthete. Arrogant yes, but not insensitive.

He is one of the originals who has probably given to both Punjabi poetry and prose
something that had not been given before — an intellectual understanding and a wider vision
which has formed its own subtle and, as the critic says, an austere diction.

Talk or Chandan and one can not miss his aesthetics even when in a one-room tenement in
Chandigarh’s Sector 15. Just a straight low bed, a patch of phulkari on one wall, a cloth
appliqué on the other and a cutiously shaped ceramic tea pot on the mantelpiece.

And his books too with their very simple design but a simplicity born of much thought. So
Jarban’s has on its cover a picture of an earthen pot by a Spanish artist in monotone and the
rest is all black, but for Jarhan written in green. It is to the earthen pot that he traces his roots
not in the literal sense of caste and creed, but transcending them to talk of creation. And he
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remains close to the earth but knows that even earth must be born again, for the humanity
needs it after the ordeal by fire in the shape of a vessel.

Thus, Chandan moves in this book from one poem to another giving the reader something
to think of or just a slight shift of the perspective as he sees in Kaghaz (the paper) the nests
of hundreds of birds and the damp fluttering of leaves. Poets love their tools, but Chandan
can express it for he approaches paper as he would a disrobed woman. One interesting trait
in these poems is their expanse, they seem to start from the beginning — the very beginning
which they say is a very good place to start and they reach out to infinity. And this too is the
best that one can reach. In Saag (musical instrument), Chandan traces the conception and
then wishes freedom from all sound but that of weeping laughter and oblivion while
embracing that which is dearest to him.

For those who do not know Chandan, one must tell that he is one of the finest poets of
Punjabi living with his wife and two sons in London for the past many years. Yet his poems
have always been around us and here’s a welcome to Chandan’s new book in his own
manglacharan; zzerian lakh salaman un ko jo har dam hunde kade vi “hunde see’ nahi hunde.. ..

Mangat Rai Bhardwaj

Amarjit Chandan's Jarban and Beejak:

Quest for Meaningfulness

ith the publication of Phailsufian RAEMI (essays and sketches, 1991), Jarhan. AZF

(poems, 1995) and Beejak A (poems, 1996), Amarjit Chandan has, quite

deservedly, attracted critical attention. But he has also baffled most of his readers.
They feel that "there is something in him", but exactly what it is remains too elusive and
abstract to express in words (unless you belong to a particular group of Punjabi critics who

go on playing with words and technical and semi-technical phraseology but say nothing
at alll).

Most Punjabi readers and critics love to pigeonhole creative writers or stick labels such as

"romantic”, "progressive", "revolutionary" (in the Marxist sense), "experimentalist”,

"existentialist”, "post-modern", and so on, and judge them by the "principles of literaty
criticism" they learnt in their graduate and postgraduate years. But the present-day Chandan
won't fit into any of the existing pigeonholes, and no existing label will suit him. But still

"there is something in him! "

Chandan appeared on the literary scene as a "Naxalite" poet in the late 1960s. The Naxalite
movement, as is now well known, was an offshoot of the Indian Communist movement in
politics and the "progressive" movement in literature. Having unquestioned faith in the
‘science’ of dialectical and historical materialism expounded by Marx and Engels

and re-interpreted by Mao that the proletariat revolution was inevitable and could be
brought only through the barrel of the gun, the impatient fiery youths broke ranks with the
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older communists, some of whom were "progressive" writers as well. There was a spate of
revolutionary poetry most of which was nothing more than declamatory slogan-mongering,
condemnation of the "bourgeois" society and the "exploitation rampant in it", and painting a
glorious picture of the post-revolutionary society.

When literature is nothing more than an item in the political agenda ("Fight through
writing'") and there are a large number of ‘musts’ (e.g., "Poetry must help the working class
bring about the Revolution) and 'must nots’ (e.g., "A poet mu.st not be an introvert"), you
cannot expect any other type of literary output. As was inevitable, the movement lacking
popular support was ruthlessly crushed by the Indian state. Lives of many otherwise fine and
promising young men were cut short by the police bullets. Fervent optimism and fiery
enthusiasm soon gave way to the darkest despair and cynicism. Some of the leading poets of
the movement are physically dead now. Some others have ceased to be productive. Chandan
is the only one from that generation who is alive and well and also productive. But what
sustains and invigorates his creativity is not the false hope and dream that "the red sun will
rise again" (as many "progressive" writers with unshaken faith in the "science" of dialectical
materialism and matchless capacity for self-deception still devoutly hope and believe and
will, no doubt, take the hope with them into their coffins, even after what has happened in
Russia, China, Vietnam and Eastern Europe), but his dauntless courage not only to face life
as it is but also to "churn" it ( Jeevanmanthan FTEES, in the mythical Pauranic sense) and to
accept whatever comes out of it, the elixir as well as the venom. He never deceives himself
with any romantic illusions and honestly and fearlessly says what he believes in. The trouble
is that most of his readers have nothing but romantic illusions to live on, are hooked on to
these illusions and, after reading Chandan, suffer terrible withdrawal symptoms like tl ase
whose opium dose has been taken away from them. The inevitable price he has to pay for
being true to himself is being isolated and misunderstood (often deliberately). But he knows
this only too well. He quoted two lines from Kabir as an epigram to one of his books

IH T A HW, AS T IH HA
IH T gIfa mide
I'am in all, all are in me; (And) I am terribly lonely.

But if we look at his past work with the benefit of hindsight a question emerges — "Was
there ever a time when he was not isolated and misunderstood?"

Chandan did write a number of prose pieces of hilarious and biting satire. But most of his
essays and sketches are more serious in tone and content. Here, his ideas are never woolly
(unless he deliberately makes them so to tease his reader into thinking). He knows what he
wants to say and says is well, often with brutal directness, using short and mostly
monoclausal and crisp sentences and words of everyday colloquial speech with surprising
twists and turns to keep the reader's eyes glued to the page and, at the same time, to express
ideas which jolt and shock many readers into thinking. He never preaches, nor does he ever
try to persuade others to his own ways of thinking. He is not a philosopher or a religious
preacher or a political propagandist and thus never aims at converting others. As a literary
artist, he says what he has to say. He uses his own brain to lay down the tracks of his
thought. Most of his readers, however, simply borrow their thinking from others in the form
of social customs, religion, political ideology, folk wisdom, biases and prejudices, wishful and
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romantic thinking, and, worst of all, outmoded and lifeless ideas buried in linguistic
conventions and usage. Very often, he deliberately starts with the intention of shattering a
dearly-held illusion or exploding a cherished myth such as the glorification of martyrdom or
Sobha Singh's supposed greatness as a painter. But his greatest sin in the eyes of most older
"comrades-in-arms" and "progressive" writers is that he has become a renegade and traitor
to the cause of the "Revolution" which he passionately espoused in the past. What has
happened is that when the older myths about Lenin, Stalin, Mao and the "People's
Revolution" were shattered, and the truth came out, he accepted and faced the truth
courageously and never tried to deceive himself that the reports were "capitalist lies" or took
refuge behind the fond hope that "the red sun will rise again”. But he is still passionately
committed to social justice. And social justice is precisely what the communist regimes were,
and are, denying to millions of human beings.

Chandan never explicitly invites the reader to agree with him, but, like a skilled boxer, he
carefully selects in advance all the weak spots to hit and uses words and phrases like punches
and jabs with unerring aim and deadly effect. This results in innumerable badly bruised egos
and sensitivities. Unable to beat him at his own game, of which he is the undisputed heavy
weight champion, many of them resort to personal abuse, sometimes in print. Chandan does
not visibly react to this. Perhaps he secretly congratulates himself on his success. His prose
and prose style is a novel phenomenon in Punjabi literature. Whether or not it wins him a
permanent place in Punjabi literature is difficult to say at present, but we can be one hundred
percent certain that it will not win him many personal friends, no abhinandan granth
(felicitation volume) and none of the numerous awards currently being showered like
confetti even on some fourth-rate Punjabi writers.

While Chandan the prose writer is there for everyone to see and understand (or
misunderstand, often deliberately), Chandan the poet is more elusive. As far as his pre-1992
poetry is concerned, the reader can certainly feel that the poet and the prose writer are the
same person, and that the prose is definitely better than the poetry. But when you read some
post-1992 poems in Jarban 73T and the poems in Beejak bljk you cannot be so sure. It is
about these poems that most sensitive and unbiased readers feel that "something is there"
but cannot express in words what that "something" is. Even in his eatly poetry of the
"Naxalite" period, you find that he is always at pains to maintain his identity and not to
blindly follow the beaten track. But he seems to be doing what he can do more effectively
through prose (as he discovered later). Though his pre-1992 poetry, on the whole remains a
poor relation to his prose, he wrote some extremely powerful poems like his 87 # J€ A
(Those who were), showing his capacity to convey an intense but fully restrained and
controlled feeling and emotion, concentrated in brief phrases and evocative images. (This
poem was published in 1994, but in spirit and style it clearly belongs to the earlier period).
There is no doubt about the poetry of this period, as about his prose, what it "really means."
Chandan could be accused of a thousand intellectual sins, but being unintentionally vague is
not one of them.

But is it necessary for a piece of writing, particularly a poem, to always means something
concrete and paraphrasable? Most Punjabi readers will say "yes" and most eminent modern
poets will say "no". (The same applies, in different ways and to varying degrees, to other arts
like painting, sculpture, music, dance etc.). Great art does not "have a meaning"; it is

75



meaningful. The static verb is should not be applied to meaning in art. There is no such
thing as invariably permanent "meaning". Meaning is not there; it happens or takes place in a
certain spatio-temporal and socio-cultural context. This idea can be better expressed in
Punjabi »98 J &4t §¥ J. "Meaningfulness" is infinite potentiality, transcending all spatio-
temporal limitations, to convey "meaning". To understand the importance of this distinction,
we have to keep in mind Chandan's love for music and language, references to which appear
again and again in his post-1992 poetry.

A sound does not become a musical note simply because of its frequency or overtones and
harmonics (in terms of physics) but because of its relation to other notes in the octave. A
good musician conceives a musical composition not in terms of its component notes but as
an integrated whole having a certain effect. Of course, it is the notes which are the building
blocks of a composition, but the place, duration and to some extent the frequency of an
individual note (particularly in Indian music) is determined holistically by the composition.
The whole and the parts determine each other. As the British physicist David Bohm would
have said, it is the relation of wholeness and the implicate order inherent in it.

Any moderately competent musician can juggle with musical notes and assemble an
acceptable tune. But to a musical genius, the composition comes as a vision, and it is the
vision which possesses the musician and, as it were, uses him as a medium to select and
combine the notes. Any good art teacher who can handle paint and brush competently can
create a photo-realistic picture of anyone or anything. But photo-realism is not sufficient, or
even necessary, in art. It is the greatness and universality of the vision transcending any
individual's puny and ephemeral spatio-temporal existence, not the fidelity with which it
"represents the reality" that makes a piece of art great. The god Shiva in the famous Nataraja
bronze is not a realistic representation of life. But you can feel the eternal rhythmic dance of
the dancer which seems to have momentarily frozen. It is precisely a vision or
meaningfulness which Sobha Singh's art lacks, as Chandan also has rightly pointed out.
Sobha Singh's portrait of Guru Nanak, for example, may be a photo-realstic likeness of
Nanak's physical body (though we can never be sure). But we do not perceive in this portrait
any of the intense spiritual glow we associate with this supreme saint-poet who wrote the
indisputably the most sublime poetry in Punjabi. The same can be said of Nanak's verbal
portraiture in Mohan Singh's ‘made to order’ long poem Nankdyan.

I am unable to say how visual a painter's or scuptor's vision or inspiration is, or how
auditory a musician's vision or inspiration is. But a poet's or writer's vision or inspiration is
largely linguistic. But words are always more complex than musical notes or brush strokes.
They are meaningful in more complex ways. Everything a community has done with a word
over centuries (or everything the word has done with them) becomes the accumulated
meaning potential of the auditory and visual form of that particular word in the living
lexicon of the community. This meaning potential is inevitably hazy and blurred like the face
of the "woman" in the photograph. When words are used together, only a part of each
word's meaning potential comes to life in the particular linguistic context. The greatness of a
poet or writer or speaker as an artist depends on the greatness of the vision or meaning
potential or meaningfulness of the words as used in the literary composition. The words &,
Haf and are €38 extremely common everyday words in Punjabi, and there is nothing
particularly "poetic" about them in isolation. But an unknown poet at an unknown time used
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them in 3t B3& B Iy fitdt &7 @935 Hafa™ and the result is some of the most intensely
poignant lines in the language of a community with centuries-old tragic history. As long as
this language and this community live, these words will go on haunting every sensitive reader
or listener and conjuring up a vision (hazy and blurred like the face of the woman in the
photograph), with infinite variations, of parents wailing over their sons lost in battles and the
ineffectual other-worldly yogis trying to console the grief-stricken hearts. This is the vision
they conjure up in my mind. Others may find a different "meaning" in them. This is why it is
great poetry. It does not have a meaning; it is meaningful. This vision, though hazy, is unique
to this combination of words. No other words and no other combination of words in any
other form would be meaningful in this way. Not to speak of a translation into another
language, even paraphrase within the same language will lose the intensity of the vision or
meaningfulness. It is true to say that poetry consists of linguistic devices. But this assertion
generally fails to take into account how and why words become meaningful and enable poets
to use the linguistic devices.

Jarhan 73T (1995) contains poems written over ten years from 1985 to 1995. It is with the
post-1992 poems in that Chandan's unique quest for meaningfulness commences.

The title of the book itself is symbolic. In the quest for meaningfulness, the first step is
transcending ones spatio-temporal existence. This quest may assume different forms, but
Chandan's starts from what is the least uncertain (not the most certain) — his own physical
existence. To him, the existence comes before the essence but only in the epistemological
sense, as a mere starting point for the quest. The goal is the discovery of the essence which,
in the ontological sense, certainly precedes and survives any individual existence. Delving
into the past, he resurrects his own seventeenth century ancestor Dhareja as an archetypal
progenitor, the farmer offering his own seed as an oblation to Life and the potter shaping
earthen vessels.

oI iUt ars-&t T s g foor 7
MUE BHET I8 &I

nd gIw & mHis €339 J1

89 »iut mits 9 firs aeer J1

T9n 3 T He fiazr T

niiY Higae gac & glent @1

I g9 FIaI fgar J1

T BR Faz-Hf ¥ fes '3 Ju Jftr 7

nHA TISt & IB & 33T g I
feg wsr -
TN 761 & WidT I U-3U | (AF7 14)

But this Dhareja is slightly ego-centric. He knows that God is the ultimate Creator and he
himself is nothing more than a medium, an instrument the hand of Life or God. But this is
just a shallow thinking, perhaps what he has heard from others, not something that springs
out of the depths of his own soul. So he also goes on likening himself to Him, the Creator.
In A& (1996), however, we find him engaged in penance like an Indian Rishi or sage.
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IS THet I3 feg

I &4 HFT U T I I39I9
HEY Fowr &
J9 & 8ot AT &3t T

89 Huf Huwr J - J9 »ig3 W 92...
g9 & ufgst Aot 98t viers ufast @9 At
TE AN 59 © 3T & v

BH AT gt »uE i @ S&eT 3997 I
3 893 ufast T3 Bae J &
Aas AT BT mASt I3 8o Bomeee9g T

TE OIH & HET »iRIUEt 7 -
U3 U @ Ald S d
8r = far & I3 o &t IfdeT (Frw 5)

Self-realisation (M3H fami&) comes to him. Now every action of his, including

procreation, is an offering of love and devotion to Him! The birth of his son does not make

him mad with joy. He just offers two tears of gratitude to Him for doing him the supreme
honour of making him His instrument. Henceforth, his ecstasy is a divine ecstasy when he
gets in tune with the Infinite. His dance now becomes a part of the cosmic dance of the
creation

B-B BT HA'S
g d9eT
g d9e7

I3 JITT, Yt IITT, 3B JHT
godT &7

H & fSg3 U3 &9e (e 7)

Procreation is invarably related to sexuality, and here, too, Chandan moves from the
existence to the essence. Sexuality in his post-1992 poetry is not spiritual having the
undesirable but necessary physical side, which ultimately has to be transcended. It is very
carnal but without the slightest touch of sensuality. It is a part of life, and life is good and
meant to be lived intensely. And living life intensely means living it physically as well as
spiritually. This intensity of physical love may look superficially similar to Rajneesh's
Oshoism ("from sex to superconsciousness"), but the comparison would be unjust. In
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Chandan's poetry, physical love becomes intensely ecstatic not because it leads to the
Oshostyle "superconsciousness" but because of the realisation that some higher force is
using you for its own purpose — creation.

EfCctsiEra

&% N9 7 <93 It 7 fuz fas
fazar fazar iz go<t

HEE 34 § &9 It &

3Tt gy T s nisyr
7 Ufast MU Fud nifenr

Budz st gz 3gn faar T
83 J=z 3 ufost It 33< faar T (757 43)

Now the poet becomes a HHd. The word has many meanings in Punjabi, such as

'seed, 'semen’, 'sower ofthe seed', '(male) proceator' etc. (Some commercial meanings like
'indigenous Indian ledger', 'invoice' etc. do not seem to be relevant here. SHd is also the
name of the collection of Kabit's poetry from which the lines quoted above have been
taken). Dhareja, the HIAg, the eternal male procreator, is not purely corporeal. The
intellectual and the spiritual soils also eagerly await his seed.

e fies & 239t gfenr
famrs &t U2® 23 39 &1
ust et @39 it wieg
farg 7 Sind 9= &, AyE 39 &1 (Faa 60)

g fer s &t fiosr

IH A

aE T o THWE e et

He S TS AUS & 39 &

3 BT ned ¥ JI% (FFa 75)

Similarly, his female counterpart, the receiver of the seed, is primarily a mother. The coital
act is not an end in itself, but simply a means. In the eternal recurring cycle of creation,

not only the roles of consort and the mother but also of the father and the son are
inextricably mixed. It is through the playing of these roles assigned by the higher unseen
force that real or deliverance can be attained, when all the physical distinctions and relations
fade away, when the actors are neither male nor female, nor mother, nor father, nor
offspring; they simply are.

89 Ae Hisfentt miyE St -
3y feg & HE nrye Hatt -
W 3t Asst

H Afenr 3§ syt Tt
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Ht &t, @R 3t HS fHaT g fusT J7
J< AGH & HH3T 531 -

U™ 51

WY W 2T JEm|

feg He €8T BF Tl feu & aret
fiagsdadta
& fgmsT & afenil (737 33)

That state of H&ST or deliverance does not lie beyond this body in some other world,; it is
very much here and in this very life. It is the realisation permeating your inner being that an
unknown someone is "playing” you. All your joys and all your sorrows are just His play.

I & feg s mict

dT mET vy J f63 uge 837

H &dt faarer

G fsaer T

H adt gger

g g T

# I35 It I I

3t g9 B8Rt fa8 Jt?

wés i feg 3t w6t 63t 50 fawr I (757 26)

Thus the poet is able to fill his physical life with meaningfulness. But there is an intellectual
dimension to life as well, the more abstract domain of ideas and thought. But a clear
boundary line between the physical and the intellectual is difficult to draw. Here, Chandan is
on a less firm ground. His search for the roots of his own self and thought takes him to the
eternal sound nfd which manifests itself though music and language. Written symbols
representing the sounds and words of language also make their appearance. It is

true that "singing is thinking through notes"

It A9 feg A9 fagrarBer T
A9 feg ree oG 7
Ao feggg tar@= o
A9 feu gy 9t ar8 & T (FAa 20)
And one's native language,mlﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ?m@tmm (&lAar 52)

The sounds of the mother tongue are music and it is through the words of your mother
tongue that you see your cultural past which resides in you as a living present.

WUS F& wied 99 f&fanr & afenr s&U (FFa 51)

But nowhere do we find in Chandan any poem about language that comes even close
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to Neruda's poem Word. There are hints that Chandan feels uneasy with the "bondage of
words" and would like to throw it off.

HI ¥&H 7 58 AT6 & o7
W oge B 8%l 3 U9 7 At
At € 906 3 Ha3 J A<
J9e’ @ AT H A< 839
et T g3t '3 Hig B3t
8n Tt feg 7 Fa

fra 8rer e (777 21)

This seems to be at odds with his treatment of physical love. He never desires to run away
from his physical self, which is the body, to attain a state of "body-less love". Why he desires
to run away from his intellectual body, his mother tongue, to a "wordless state" is puzzling.
Perhaps further and more intense meditation on the Word may resolve the apparent
contradiction (as the philosopher Wittgenstein did).

I have knowingly used the word "meditation" in the paragraph above. Most of Chandan's
post-1992 poems are short meditations. The finest of these meditations is f3a Aftm in
Jarhan 73t . All the afore-mentioned elements of Chandan's poetry are synthesized into one
organic musical whole of profound depth and sublimity. I must admit here that no
description from my pen (even in Punjabi, let alone in English) can do justice to the poem,
and the only way to feel its music and its profundity is to read it aloud, slowly, and let its
words and evocative images permeate deep into your soul. Such inspired meditative
grandeur has been despairingly and disapprovingly described as "mysticism" or "spiritualism"
by some critics still committed to the old materialistic "progressivism", without
understanding Chandan or the meaning of these terms. But no existing labels would do
justice to the uniqueness of such poems. I wish such sustained meditative and creative
occasions came more often in Chandan's life.

Chandan holds a unique place in modern Punjabi poetry. He is now in the 51st year

of his life, but the mature phase of his poetic career has just started. So far, he has produced
only a handful of poems whose vision and music can make a sensitive and discerning reader
hold his or her breath in awe and admiration. But I am sure that we can expect more such
poems in the near future. u

* Begjak. Navyug, New Delhi. 1996. ISBN: 81-7599-005-8
[1997-2005] Unpublished

Mangat Rai Bharwaj did PhD in Linguistics dealing with Punjabi from Manchester University in
1987 and has authored books on Punjabi grammar and teaching
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Satya P Gautam

Reading Amarjit Chandan's Poetry as Philosophy

matjit Chandan's poetry can be read as an articulation — as a phenomenology of exile —

a continuous and constant concern with the experiential realm of reflections —

reflections on situating one's locations, and transitions from those locations — of

sojourns and movements — of journeys in the realm of imaginary consciousness —

journeys through which one moves from one perspective to another — attempting to see
things through.

The spatio-geographical movement or relocation which Chandan chose, offered him a new
environment, a new experiential realm. In this new environment, Chandan's relation with his
linguistic-cultural heritage no longer remained the same which he hadlived in his
intense feelings of being an outsider, an exile (a state of alienation) while living in his native
land — the land of his ancestors.

The dialect which we speak, the words which we hear in our waking moments, the words
which help us identify and differentiate the content of our sensory experiences, the words by
which we classify and categorise the world as given/presented to us in its primordiality, the
words with which we think and live — these words were living in Chandan's memory and
imagination but absent/missing in his everyday life in his new environment. The discomfort
— an unease — of this strange vanishing of one's language — a silence in which he had to live
— the suffering of not being able to hear or/and speak his language as he could, before
migrating to UK — made Chandan relate with his language in a novel way — living with his
language in memory and imagination — through memory and imagination. His dialect, his
speech, his mother tongue — which had vanished from the practical affairs of his daily
existence — was now always with him in his memory and imagination, all the time.

Chandan's poetry is an expression of his quest and struggle to articulate the silence which he
experienced in his second exile. Wordlessness — a wordless silence — is an experience — a
feeling — (which) can sensitise us towards two aspects of our embeddedness in language.

The first kind of wordlessness we feel in and through language, despite language — we feel
it because we are creatures and creators of language. The words are with us, around us,
surrounding  us, words connected/linked/related  with  one another in  their
significative/signifying relationships, connected so intricately/mysteriously, entangled with
one another in a seemingly convoluted manner — that we finds ourselves helpless —
incapable of articulating our experiences — we have to struggle to communicate the sense
that we make of the wotld, of our life — we find it difficult to share with others what we find
full of meaning or /and value for us. Despite the words, we find ourselves speechless,
wordless. Silence engulfs us. We suddenly find ourselves wordless. We have to find ways of
recovering our language, reinventing it, rediscovering it.

The intensity of the experience of the second kind of wordlessness is radically different from

the first kind of wordlessness. Though it is rooted in, and related to our experience and
acknowledgement of the limits of language which we experience through first kind of
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wordlessness mentioned above, it dawns on us onlyin our endeavour to go beyond
language, transcend the language in which we remain immersed while living our everyday life
routine activities and experiences. This engagement with the limits of language — looking
beyond the beginning and the end — searching the sources of the synch/connections
between words, meanings and the world — brings us to an encounter with the infinite, the
unbounded, the limitless, the mysterious — where the ultimate is present with us, before us,
but in its silence, and in our silence — here we are with silence, in silence, witnessing a silent
dialogue between sense and senselessness, between life and death, between value and
worthlessness, between hope and despair.

Having experienced this silence, we return to language, in language. Having seen the richness
and poverty of the constitutive relationship between language, our lived experiences of the
world - and the world — which is presented to us in and through language — always remains
beyond language. We keep on making efforts to capture this elusive, but not illusory, world.

Poetry helps us in our struggle to capture the wonders and mysteries of this elusive
world, and makes us hope that our struggle is not futile. In this struggle, our relation with
our first language is primordial and unique, constitutive and and foundational. Perhaps, we
need some aloofness and distance (perhaps sometimes by quirk of chance, but sometimes by
choice and cultivation) from the state of immersion in our language to appreciate the
richness of this relationship at a reflective level. This reflective stance has found an
articulation either through poetry or through philosophy. But the best moment is the
moment when poetry and philosophy become one. This unityis the achievement of
Chandan's poetry. ®

— March 2009
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