Chapter 111

Archival Threads: The Formation of the Janamsakhi Tradition

The earliest janamsakhi manuscripts appear in the mid-seventeenth century.! During this
century major textual initiatives like Guri Arjan’s creation of the Adi Granth and creating
secondary literature such as Bhai Gurdas’ Varan — which many scholars suggest contain the
antecedents of janamsakhi anecdotes.” Sectarian rivals like Meharban, the son of Guril Arjan’s
elder brother Pritht Cand, were also using janamsakhis to assert the understanding of Nanak’s
teachings.’ By the seventeenth century, writing janamsakhis entailed making claims about
Nanak’s teachings. This chapter reconsiders the janamsakhit archive by thinking about the
proliferation of writing as a networked grid of interrelated claims and counter-claims about
interpreting Nanak’s writing by creating sakhis.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the proliferation of these manuscripts

led to increasing amounts of variation both in the number of anecdotes and the details of each

! There is some disagreement about the precise date. For instance, when discussing the early janamsakhi tradition,
Surjit Hans states that janamsakhis appear before the martyrdom of Gurti Arjan, the fifth guru, in 1606. Surjit Hans,
A Reconstruction of Sikh History from Sikh Literature (Jalandhar: ABS Publications, 1988). p. 178. W.H. McLeod
gives a mid-seventeenth century date for the earliest extant manuscript but speculates that an oral tradition began
either during Nanak’s late life or shortly thereafter. See W.H. McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1968); W. H. McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980).

2 Bhai Gurdas, ed., Varan Gian Ratanavali (Amritsar: Shromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee, 1998).

3 Kirpal Singh, ed. Janamsakhi Shiri Guru Nanak Dev Ji, vol. I (Amritsar: Khalsa College, 1962).
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anecdote. This expansion also led to conflicting chronologies, the inclusion of an ever-increasing
variety of stories, and the expression of diverse interests through these texts’ numerous modes of
narrating individual sakhis.* Historians of Sikhism have delineated between four to eight
manuscripts traditions of janamsakhi and have predominantly described these texts as either
biography or hagiography. However, this chapter questions the ascription of “traditions” to the
manuscript archive because of two difficulties its use raises. Firstly, a paucity of extant
manuscripts to populate any one of these traditions and, secondly, the difficulty in finding any
single janamsakhi manuscript that abides by twentieth-century normative notions of Sikhism.’
Accepting that many of these manuscripts pose a challenge to normalized modern sensibilities
about Sikhism, can we create new renderings of the archive by pulling at various archival threads
while avoiding notions of orthodoxy? To what extent are we positioned to create alternate
archival perceptions by aligning these threads differently?

In this chapter, examines how the janamsakhi archive is consolidated to consider how
increasing varieties of manuscripts get associated with the term janamsakhi. It problematizes the
inclusion of manuscripts that neither announce themselves as janamsakhis within their contents
nor treat Nanak as a central protagonist within the janamsakhi archive. Disaggregating these
associations is useful to reconsider an approach to the archive to better represent its complexities.

I suggest that we re-think the Puratan and Bala recensions—not as slightly variant iterations of

4*W. H. McLeod, ed. Textual Sources for the Study of Sikhism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984). p.
9.

> Although the Bala tradition is represented in the greatest numbers, scholars have turned to Mss Panjabi B6 and
Mss Panjabi B41 as sources from which a further edited version could be created that most closely resembled the
modern religion. These two branches of the janamsakht archive remain relevant today and continue to evolve
through appropriations in different venues: the Puratan tradition, used today largely by secular scholars of religion;
and the Bala tradition, whose contents are still performed by exponents and are popular amongst practicing Sikhs.
These traditions came to be understood as such in three distinct phases: first through the research of colonial
scholars and Orientalists in the nineteenth century; then again in the early twentieth century when religious
reformers collected and archived Sikh texts; and finally, with the research of secular scholars both in and outside of
Panjab.
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otherwise uniform “original” tradition —but as vital hubs in a network of texts, individual actors,
and relationships that represent unique engagements with Nanak’s thinking and the expressions
of bani found in the SGGS. Disaggregating the notion of tradition opens possibilities for thinking
about each janamsakhi manuscript through its variation and differences as representative of
artifacts of an individual exponent’s engagement or experimentation with non-oppositional
language.

How are networks of interpretation established when exponents author or compile
sakhis? How do networks alter when they enter the archive and get categorized as janamsakhis?
How might we begin to access the individual interpretations of bani put forth by the author-
exponents who created these works? To re-interpret sakhis as I suggest, looking for non-
oppositional networks of interpretation and being, I propose that we read these networks by
examining successive differences in any particulars sakhi’s content. Each manuscript becomes an

incomplete relic of the endeavors of exponents who inherit and remold Nanak’s thought.

3.1 The B6 and B41 Manuscripts of Malcolm, Colebrooke, and Leyden
John Malcolm (1769-1833) had an illustrious career as a soldier and diplomat, which,
later in his career, involved his writing of histories and tracts regarding the peoples with whom
he had interacted.® One of his earlier histories, Sketch of the Sikhs; a singular nation, who inhabit

the provinces of the Penjab, situated between the rivers Jumna and Indus (1812) marks a point

& Robert Eric Frykenberg, "Malcolm, Sir John (1769-1833)," in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed.
H.C.G. Matthew, Brian Harrison, and David Cannadine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); John William
Kaye, The Life and Correspondence of Major-General Sir John Malcolm, G. C. B., Late Envoy to Persia, and
Governor of Bombay (London: Smith, Elder, and co.; [etc., etc.], 1856); John Malcolm, Malcolm: Soldier, Diplomat,
Ideologue of British India: The Life of Sir John Malcolm (1769-1983) (Edinburgh: John Donald, 2014).
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of increased access to Sikh textual sources.” In Section I of this work, Malcolm translates some
janamsakhi narratives to describe the life of Gurii Nanak; in Section III, he does the same to
articulate the religious principles advocated by Gurii Nanak.® Malcolm does not explicitly
mention how or when he accessed these texts; at the same time, however, we can glean a
remarkable amount of information based on the specific anecdotes that Malcolm includes in the
Sketch, as well as the paratextual comments that he makes about his research process.

While portraying the life of Nanak in Section I of the Sketch, for instance, Malcolm refers
to a common trope used in the childhood sequence of janamsakhi recensions describing Nanak as
uniquely inclined to religious questions and indifferent to worldly concerns, writing that Nanak
“engaged in esoteric discourses.” Puratan manuscripts like the B6 use similar phrasing, saying
that Nanak was interested in agam-nigam kian, or deep and confounding thoughts, instead of
playing with other children.!® In other places, Malcolm also gives both Bala Sandhii and
Mardana as Nanak’s companions in childhood as well as during the travel sequences.!! Bala

Sandhil is mentioned only in the texts that comprise janamsakhi tradition named for him.!?

7 Sketch of the Sikhs; a Singular Nation, Who Inhabit the Provinces of the Penjab, Situated between the Rivers
Jumna and Indus (London: [J.] Murray, 1812); "Sketch of the Sikhs," Asiatic Reseaches,or transactions of the
society instituted in Bengal for inquiring into the History and Antiquities, the Arts, Sciences, and Literature of Asia
11 (1812); Ernest Trumpp, The Adi Granth: Or, the Holy Scripture of the Sikhs, trans. Ernest Trumpp (London:
Stephen Austin and Sons, 1877).

8 Malcolm, "Sketch of the Sikhs." pp. 200-208 and 266-281

% Ibid. p. 201

10 "Mss Panjabi B6, Janamsakhi," (British Library, London). f. 2a

! Malcolm recognizes that travel sakhis narrated by Bala account for most of the miracles and wonders from his
journeys. "Sketch of the Sikhs." p. 201 and 205. The Bala manuscript recensions were the most popular rendition of
janamsakhi compendiums during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, likely forming the dominant truths which
informed both intellectual and lay understanding of Nanak’s life and teachings. During the period of colonial
reform, this tradition became scrutinized heavily for its “miraculous” components. Amongst colonialists and their
ecumenical Sikh counterparts, it became largely discredited in favor of the more staid Puratan manuscripts—
amongst which Colebrooke’s Mss Panj. B6 is the oldest extant example. Surindar Singh Kohli, ed. Janamsakhi Bhai
Bala (Chandigar: Punjab University Publication Bureau, 1975); Bhai Vir Singh, Puratan Janamsakhi Sri Guru
Nanak Dev Ji (New Delhi: Bhai Vir Singh Sahit Sadan, 2004).

12 There are other examples of anecdotes included that suggest Malcolm’s access to a Bala manuscript. For instance,
one of the earliest sakhis encountered in SOS is the one known popularly today as Sacha Sauda, wherein Nanak is
given funds to purchase salt from one village so that he might sell it for profit at another village. Bala accompanies
Nanak on this journey. When they come across a group of hungry mendicants—alternately described as fagirs or
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Reading Malcolm’s description of Nanak’s life and teachings along with his moving
network of relationships in the colonies and the metropole, we can surmise that he had access to
the both the B6 and B41 manuscripts.!* We can especially glean this information by comparing
Malcolm’s references to different sakhi accounts with the manuscripts possessed by Henry
Colebrooke—famed Orientalist scholar of Sanskrit, and then-president of the Asiatic Society of
Calcutta—and John Leyden, a Scottish Orientalist highly active during the period in question,
particularly known for his extensive knowledge of North Indian languages.'*

The B6 represents one of the most important janamsakhi manuscripts; it is currently
housed in the British Library under the shelf mark Mss. Panjabi B6, and was gifted to the library
by Colebrooke himself—hence the common reference to this recension as the Colebrookevali
manuscript. The Puratan recensions were “discovered” because of the B6, and it remains one of
the best examples of this small group of manuscripts.

A less noticed manuscript in the British Library collection is Mss. Panjabi B41, a Bala
janamsakhi recension. As I show in the section below, the B41 came from John Leyden’s library.
These two manuscripts are important for tracing the non-oppositional network of interpretation

and its archival inheritance—first in the janamsakhi, and then in texts written about the

sadhiis in janamsakhT manuscripts—Nanak decides to use the money to provide them with food and clothing.'?
Malcolm also includes an amalgamated account from two sakhis, Khet Haria and Sarp ki Chan, wherein Nanak was
sent to tend his family’s cattle and fell asleep under a tree. As the sun came to shine directly upon the youth’s face, a
black cobra opened its hood to give him shade. The village chief, Rae Bullar, witnessed this event and recognized
Nanak’s extraordinary nature. These three accounts are all unique to Bala manuscript recensions. Malcolm, "Sketch
of the Sikhs." p. 201 and 205.

13 As I will further explore in Chapter 4, Malcolm’s historical and theological focus on Gurii Nanak reveals that the
janamsakhi also served as a backdrop for his explanatory dialogue with a traditional exponent, Atma Ram. This
dialogue assisted in Malcolm’s ability to give translations and details regarding Nanak that had heretofore been
impossible.

14 T.W. Bayne and rev. Richard Maxwell, "Leyden, John (1775-1811)," in Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, ed. H.C.G. Matthew, Brian Harrison, and David ed. Cannadine (Oxford University Press, 2004); Richard
F. Gombrich, "Colebrooke, Henry Thomas (1765-1837),"ibid., ed. H.C.G. Matthew, Brian Harrison, and David
Cannadine (Oxford).
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janamsakhi. I suggest the early role of the B41 in bringing scholars’ awareness to the diversity

amongst the janamsakhi manuscripts.

Malcolm’s Diplomatic Mission to the Khalsa Confederacy

The historical impetus for writing SOS was not directly related to the Khalsa
confederation, but rather to the battle for the Mughal Sultanate raging between the East India
Company (EIC) and two Maratha rulers, Daulat Rao Sindhia and Jaswant Holkar. The Treaty of
SurjT Anjangaon between the Maratha ruler Daulat Rao Sindhia and the EIC at the end of 1803
signaled the Mughals’ loss of control over Delhi and Agra since this treaty established a border
for the EIC’s territory at the Jamuna River. The frontier of British territories in India was directly
flanked to the West by the Dal Khalsa territories, acquiring information about the Sikhs
imperative.

Persisting friction with Sindhia, however, required updating the treaty on November 21,
1805. Malcolm handled both the 1803 and 1805 diplomatic endeavors along with his Munshi,
Kanwal Nain. While Malcolm was at Delhi with General Lake and Kanwal Nain on November
8, 1805, they learned of Holkar’s attempt to cross the Sutlej to enter the Dal Khalsa confederated
territories. General Lake decided to pursue Holkar while Malcolm concluded treaty negotiations
with Sindhia; Malcolm rejoined the EIC army immediately after. Holkar crossed the Sutlej and
arrived at Amritsar by the end of November; the British were approaching the Sutlej at the same
time. Holkar sent communications in advance to the Sikh chiefs imploring them to come together
and fight against the British. However, it appears that the Sikh Chiefs were skeptical of his
overtures, as they, in turn, sent emissaries to the British camp expressing concern about Holkar’s

presence in their territory.
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The British were intercepted at the border of the Dal Khalsa territories and escorted to the
banks of the Beas River, where negotiations with Holkar were conducted beginning around
December 10. On December 25, Holkar accepted the terms of the Treaty of Rajghat, which
returned territories to him South of the Taptee and Godavari, while limiting his advancement
northward. The ratification of treaties with Sindhia and Holkar occurs on January 7, 1806. These
treaties establish the EIC’s influence over much of central and northeastern India. They grant the
EIC symbolic control over the Mughal Sultan, marking the rise of the British as a dominant
political broker on the subcontinent. '

Malcolm’s impressions about the Sikhs, the Khalsa Army, and Ranjit Singh, formed over
approximately three-weeks spent under armed escort camped on the Beas River. His role as
diplomat ensured that he had the opportunity to meet and converse with tribal chiefs and
aristocrats. Beginning the Sketch of the Sikhs with this experience, Malcolm introduces the Sikh
nation in three sections: (1) religious institutions, usages, manners, and character; (2) Sikh
countries and government; (3) religion of the Sikhs. Most studies of Malcolm’s work recognize
the significance of his “sympathetic approach” to writing about other people, cultures, and

nations, in which he demonstrates apparent regard for the peoples who formed the objects of his

studies, often bringing forth native voices within his work.'®

15 Malcolm, Malcolm: Soldier, Diplomat, Ideologue of British India: The Life of Sir John Malcolm (1769-1983).
p.224-227. 1.S. Grewal, Guru Nanak in Western Scholarship (Shimla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 1992); G.
Khurana, British Historiography on the Sikh Power in the Punjab (London ; New York: Mansell, 1985); Darshan
Singh, Western Image of the Sikh Religion: A Source Book (New Delhi: National Book Organisation, 1999); Fauja
Singh, Historians and Historiography of the Sikhs (New Delhi: Oriental Publishers & Distributors, 1978); Ganda
Singh, Early European Accounts of the Sikhs (Calcuttal962).

16 This sympathetic approach has antecedents in the Scottish Enlightenment. With this approach, however, John
Malcolm’s significance in Sikh historiography is universally acknowledged. Even the harshest critics of so-called
Western scholarship on Sikhism treat Malcolm generously not for his historical accuracy, but for his methodology.
This method is often referred to as a “sympathetic approach,” and involved gathering Sikh source material, and
dialogic engagement with many Sikhs, including intelligentsia, lay soldiers, and aristocrats. Most importantly,
however, Malcolm gives rhetorical preference to the Sikh textual perspective in contentious issues within the
tradition. A 1981 reprint of SOS states that the book describes the customs and religion of Sikhs “in the most simple,
objective, and interesting way thus making an everlasting effect on the minds of readers irrespective of the racial and
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My point of departure begins with recognizing Malcolm’s focus on Nanak in his
description of the Sikh religion. He provides a detailed treatment of Gurti Nanak, depicting him
as an individual of extraordinary genius who sought to reconcile the friction between Hindus and
Muslims.!” This theme pervades most of the Puratan and Bala manuscripts. Malcolm’s Sketch
stands out from earlier work because his experience extended beyond dialogue with influential or
everyday Sikhs about their nation of religion. He sought out works that were central to the Sikh

tradition and interacted with exponents of the tradition to read these texts.

ethnological differences.” Malcolm expresses his approach succinctly by stating, “It is of the most essential
importance to hear what a nation has to say of itself; and the knowledge attained from such sources, has a value
independent of its historical utility. It aids the promotion of social intercourse, and leads to the establishment of
friendship between nations.” This approach was not a deterrent to maintaining a strictly factual narrative, but rather
facilitated the best adjudication of facts.

Scholars see this sympathetic approach as enabling a more comprehensive narrative than previous attempts;
they take Malcolm’s account to unproblematically and transparently represent Sikhs on their own terms. In contrast,
however, I suggest that this method’s appeal consists of its stadial historicist construal of the Gurii Period as an
origin of identity and exemplarity.

Jack Harrington to describe Malcolm as someone who conceived of the consolidation of British India,
shaping the “British consciousness of Asia.” Harrington argues that Malcolm’s writing and diplomatic career reflect
the British Empire’s development vis-a-vis the ways in which contemporary Britons molded and reflected on the
process of colonization. Harrington argues that, The Sketch of the Sikhs (1812), was perhaps his first attempt to
assert himself as a both a regional expert and a military strategist—which, perhaps despite his intentions, helped
contour the shape of the Sikh religion over the course of the next century and a half.

In his letters, Malcolm also mentions working on an account of Persian and a longer work covering the political
administration of India for the last twenty years, for which he had original documents which few others could
access. Kaye. 368, 372, and 373. Apart from the Sketch of the Sikhs, Malcolm worked on three other major works in
the period directly following the successful mission against Holkar in 1806. John Malcolm, Sketch of the Political
History of India, from the Introduction of Mr. Pitt's Bill, A.D. 1784, to the Present Date (London: Printed for W.
Miller, 1811); Observations on the Disturbances in the Madras Army in 1809 (London: Printed for William Miller
and John Murray, 1812); The History of Persia from the Most Early Period to the Present Time: Containing an
Account of the Religion, Government, Usages and Character of the Inhabitants of That Kingdom (London: Printed
for John Murray, 1815); Kaye. p.350.

For works discussing Malcolm’s importance, see the following: Sarjit Singh Bal, Guru Nanak in the Eyes
of Non-Sikhs (Chandigarh: Publication Bureau Panjab University, 1969); Grewal; Khurana; Darshan Singh, Western
Perspective on the Sikh Religion (New Delhi: Sehgal Publishers Service, 1991); Western Image of the Sikh Religion:
A Source Book; Singh; Singh. Harrington, Sir John Malcolm and the Creation of British India.

For recent studies on the Scottish Enlightenment see Thomas Ahnert, The Moral Culture of the Scottish
Enlightenment, 1690-1805, The Lewis Walpole Series in Eighteenth-Century Culture and History (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2014); Alexander Broadie, The Scottish Enlightenment: The Historical Age of the Historical
Nation (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2001); The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment, Cambridge
Companions to Philosophy (Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Arthur Herman, 7he
Scottish Enlightenment: The Scots' Invention of the Modern World (London: Fourth Estate, 2003); David B. Wilson,
Seeking Nature's Logic: Natural Philosophy in the Scottish Enlightenment, Natural Philosophy in the Scottish
Enlightenment (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009).

17 For more on this, see Chapter 4.
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Henry Colebrooke, Calcutta, and Writing The Sketch of the Sikhs

After this diplomatic mission, Malcolm almost immediately began writing SOS. Despite
Malcolm’s apologies for the “hastiness” of SOS, he pursued it in spates from 1806 until its
publication. After the Treaty negotiations, Malcolm traveled back from Panjab to Delhi, slowly
making his way east. He arrived in Calcutta by the summer of 1806 and was greeted by Henry
Colebrooke (1767-1837).'® Malcolm’s personal experience and knowledge of the Khalsa
Confederacy made writing a tract about the people and region expedient.

Colebrooke assisted Malcolm’s endeavor by giving him access to his small collection of
manuscripts relating to the Sikh tradition. In a footnote in the Sketch, Malcolm notes that
Colebrooke was in possession of the two most central manuscripts in the Sikh religion, the Adi
Granth, and Dasam Padsha ka Granth.'® Malcolm does not indicate, however, whether he took a
manuscript of the Adi Granth with him from Panjab to Calcutta in 1806; a recent biography
states that his initial attempts to coerce a local Sikh chief to view a copy of the Adi Granth did
not result in Malcolm acquiring that text. However, at Calcutta in 1806, Malcolm did gain access

to a copy of the Adi Granth after some difficulty.

18 Malcolm spent seven months in Calcutta between July 1806 and January 1807 at the behest of George Barlow.
Malcolm needed to be ready for diplomatic assignment, as Holkar was attempting to establish alliances with
disaffected state leaders with whom the British had reneged upon Wellesley’s policy of expansion using treaty
alliances. Upon becoming Governor-General, George Barlow reversed this and created a non-interference policy to
ensure the Company Armies did not get embroiled in costly domestic matters. Wellesley and Colebrooke
encouraged Malcom to write SOS given the political situation and Malcolm’s diplomatic experience in the region.
19 The title, Dasam Padsha ka Granth, marks a group of recensions of the Dasam Granth. Malcolm, "Sketch of the
Sikhs." pp.197-198 For studies on the Dasam Granth see Rattan Singh Jaggi, Dasama Grantha Da Pauranika
Adhiaina (1965); Surindar Singh Kohli, The Dasam Granth = Shri Dasama Grantha Sahiba: The Second Scripture
of the Sikhs Written by Sri Guru Gobind Singh, Shr1 Dasama Grantha Sahiba (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers, 2005); Robin Rinehart, Debating the Dasam Granth, Aar Religion in Translation (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011).
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Furthermore, Henry Colebrooke used his networks in Calcutta to get Malcolm access to a
Nirmala “priest” named Atma Ram. With Atma Ram’s assistance, Malcolm accessed the Sikh
texts in his possession.”” Malcolm continued his meetings with Atma Ram continued during brief
stays in Calcutta until the Sketch was complete. It is likely that the manuscripts they discussed
would have included those in both Atma Ram’s and Colebrooke’s possession. Given the
centrality of the janamsakhis as an interpretive form of kathd, it is likely that Malcolm’s
conversations with the Nirmala priest included the recounting of sakhis as per the Atma Ram’s

t.2! This process lent itself to an incorporation of the B6

training as a traditional exponen
janamsakht into the discussion, which was in Colebrooke’s possession before Malcolm’s arrival
in Calcutta.

Malcolm returned to Calcutta in July of 1808 for a short period before a mission to Persia
in 1809. In September and October of 1809, Colebrooke assisted and encouraged Malcolm to
take up his draft again preparing it for publication. Malcolm finally produced a draft while in
transit back to London. Malcolm sent drafts of the nearly complete work to John Leyden and
William Erskine. Another draft of SOS was sent to Colebrooke as Malcolm was departing for his

second furlough. This draft included a letter thanking Colebrooke for consistent support of the

project and Malcolm.*?

20 Malcolm, Malcolm: Soldier, Diplomat, Ideologue of British India: The Life of Sir John Malcolm (1769-1983).
pp-259-260

21 See Chapter 2 of this dissertation for a more detailed discussion of the important of katha in the training of
exponents. Janamsakhis were written to be performed as expansive readings of the Gurd Granth. In Chapter 4, I use
the manuscript of commentaries and texts Trumpp brought back from Panjab in 1872 to reveal how writing
commentaries meant different things to Trumpp and the exponents who assisted him. Requesting commentaries
initially resulted in production of sakhis with occasional reference to a verse from the Gurd Granth. In later
commentaries the process reversed, the compositions from the Granth had quick references to sakhi embedded in
them to “define” the meaning of the verse. I suggest a similar dialogic process may have occurred when Malcolm
brought Sikh texts to Atma Ram to discuss.

22 A letter written to Colebrooke by Malcolm on July 12, 1809 that included the complete draft of A Sketch of the
Sikhs reveals some of Malcolm’s process of writing. Malcolm states that he will direct Colebrooke to his friend
Leyden. He then asks that Colebrooke “peruse it with great attention and to make any alterations or ammendents you
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Colebrooke’s Search for Sikh Manuscripts

In SOS, Malcolm describes how difficult it was to be given access even to view the
Granth; in 1806, the Sikh Chief who finally allowed him access to the text only did so after
assurances that Malcolm would exhibit care and regard toward the text. Charles Wilkins’ visit to
the Sikh college at Patna in 1781 shows a similar reluctance; his interlocutors informed Wilkins
they would grant him access to the text after a ceremonial initiation. After this, he could also
select a “gurli” who could teach the texts to Wilkins.?*> The ceremonial treatment and
understanding of such texts as living would have limited circulation.>* Given this state of affairs,
how and when did Colebrooke acquire central texts like the Dasam Granth, Adi Granth, and
Janamsakhi?

By the nineteenth-century, Henry Colebrooke had established a reputation for inquiring

after religious and legal texts.? It is likely that Colebrooke came across the B6 janamsakhi

like. I have left division of the subject to be filled up by you. I think you will insert the contents of each chapter as it
is usual to have chapters in papers published by your society.” This suggest that Leyden’s translations may have
been directed to Colebrooke to peruse with the draft. Malcolm gave final control to add or alter sections as
Colebrooke deemed worthy. The Sketch of the Sikhs may be a text which amalgamates the voices of Leyden,
Colebrooke, Malcolm, and Atma Ram in order to comment on BL Mss. Panj. B6 and BL Mss. Panj. B41. See
Appendix F for letter. John Malcolm and Henry Thomas Colebrooke, "Letters, John Malcolm; H.T. Colebrooke," in
Ames, Charles Lesley. Ames Library Manuscript Collection, ed. Univesity of Minnesota (Ames Library of South
Asia, 1809-1827).

23 Charles Wilkins, "The Sicks and Their College at Patna, Dated Benares, 1 March 1781," Transactions of the
Asiatick Society 1 (1788).

24 Some Sikh institutions continue an early practice of place the Adi Granth on a central throne flanked by the
Dasam Granth and Janamsakhi on lower pedestals. I had the opportunity to see such an arrangement of the texts
during research visits to Nihang centers in 2006 and 2013. The Nihangs are a branch of Khalsa soldiers who practice
martial arts.

25 Colebrooke had a particularly long career in India arriving in Madras in 1782 and departing from Calcutta in
1815. He spent a significant amount of his early career in the Bihar area, close to Benares and Patna and
subsequently in Calcutta where he became President of the Court of Appeal in 1805. Miiller writes that Colebrooke
was in Nagpur on a diplomatic mission between 1798-1801, thereafter he returned to Mirzapur (close to Benares)
but subsequently gets appointed to the membership of the newly coined Court of Appeal in Bengal where he
simultaneously accepts an honorary post as Professor of Sanskrit at Fort William College.

Although Colebrooke’s research is generally thought to pertain mostly to juridical issues, he broached the
topic of comparative mythology in a 1793 essay where he states that it may be curious if not useful to publish
Sanskrit “legends as seem to resemble others known to European mythology.” It was also during the early years of
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manuscript before 1806, as John Malcolm mentions that Colebrooke had two important
manuscripts from the Sikh religion in his possession at the time Malcolm arrived in Calcutta
following his brief sojourn into Panjab. However, it difficult to know precisely when or where
Colebrooke acquired the B6 manuscript.

We know he did not obtain it in Panjab, but the more likely places where it may have
been acquired include Patna, Calcutta, or Benares. Patna, in particular, is known to have had an
institution where the teachings of the Sikh Guriis were perpetuated, wherein Sikh texts were
housed and produced.?® Patna’s Sikh College is described in an essay by Charles Wilkins—who
was one of the founding members of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, best known for his
translation of the Bhagavad Gita. This essay shows a thriving center with numerous manuscripts

and a center containing a manuscript library as well as means for their reproduction by 1781.%7 If

the nineteenth century upon coming to Bengal that Colebrooke was working on the religious systems of India
including his scholarship on the Rg Veda as well as a burgeoning interest in the “religion of the Buddha.”
Colebrooke expresses interest in the “religions, manners, natural history, traditions, and arts” of the region in letters
to his father as early as 1790. However, he states that the pursuance of such a research endeavour would require
substantial leisure. F. Max Miiller, Chips from a German Workshop, Collected Works of the Right Hon. F. Max
Miiller (London New York: Longmans, Green, & Co., 1898). pp.238, 255, 256, and 259. Rosane Rocher and Ludo
Rocher, The Making of Western Indology: Henry Thomas Colebrooke and the East India Company, Royal Asiatic
Society Books (London ; New York: Routledge, 2012); Founders of Western Indology: August Wilhelm Von
Schlegel and Henry Thomas Colebrooke in Correspondence 1820-1837, Abhandlungen Fiir Die Kunde Des
Morgenlandes ;Bd. 84 (Weisbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2013).
26 He may have had occasion to acquire manuscripts on the Sikh religion during his appointments at Tirhut, Purneah,
and Nattore beginning in 1786. Colebrooke wrote to his father about the Hindu religion in a letter sent from Patna,
where a major Sikh teaching institute operated, in 1786 and makes explicit reference to Sikhs after moving from
Tirhut to Purneah in 1789. Miiller. p.236, and 240

Tradition traces the existence of a Sikh community in Patna back to Nanak’s journey to Bidar, Karnataka.
Patna has retained a sangat since that time, when a congregational center was established in the house of a Patna
jeweller named Salis Rae Johr1. Gurdwaras Nanaksar and Nanakpur Sahib are 10-15km from Hazur Sahib. The
sangat established by JohrT This centered was still operating when Gurii Tegh Bahdur, ninth Sikh Gurti and father of
Gurli Gobind Singh, came and spent time with the congregation. Gurii Gobind Singh was born and spent the first six
years of his life in Patna. The site of Takht Sri Hazur Sahib is built upon the same site. Nanaksar and Nanakpurt
Sahib mark places visited by Nanak on route to Bidar, Karnataka. Another historical site is marked by Gurdwara
Nanak Jhira. This is where Nanak held discourses with Bidar’s Sufis. A sakhi pertaining the encounter with Salis
Rae JohrT can be found in the 1877 lithographed Bala janamsakhi. See Malik Diwan Butta Singh, ed. Pothi
Janamsakhi (Lahore: Matbai Aftab Panjab, 1871); Shamashera Singha Ashoka, Prasiddha Guraduare, Sade Tiratha
Asathana Siriza (Patiala: Bhasha Wibhaga, Paiijaba, 1991).
27 Wilkins.
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Colebrooke acquired the B6 at Patna, is it possible he mistook a janamsakhi for a copy of the Adi
Granth?

The B6 manuscript is undated but thought to have been compiled in the early seventeenth
century, sometime between 1635 and 1651. The initial folios are blank but have several stamps
bearing “East India Company” on the imprint, as well as a handwritten note stating that it was
“presented by H.T. Colebrooke.” Another note in the Devanagart script is written on the opening
folios, which states “nanak ka granth janamsakhi ka.” This note reveals a method of labeling
similar to that seen in the Dasam Granth, often referred to as “The Tenth King’s Book” (“Dasam
Padishah ka Granth”); as Malcolm notes, this method may also have applied to what today are
universally called janamsakhis. Colebrooke and Malcolm may have taken this label as a title,
such that they believed the work to be “nanak ka granth janamsakhi ka.”

There are several different ways to translate this phrase. First, by omitting the word
“janamsakht” as unfamiliar, the title could be translated as, “The Book of Nanak.” Two other
possible translations include “The janamsakhi, Book of Nanak,” or “The Book of Nanak, [the]
janamsakh1.” The first of these possibilities appears to reflect contemporary understandings of
the word “janamsakh1” as the title for a book about Nanak. The second possibility reflects a
biographical focus on Nanak, but it also may reflect the use of the term “janamsakh1” as a
moniker ascribed to Nanak.”®

As my archival research revealed, there are no manuscripts of the Gurii Granth known to

have come from Colebrooke’s collection. Assuming Colebrooke and Malcolm read the title

28 Placing titles after the name in the janamsakhis is not uncommon. For instance, the title “Khan” follows the name
Daulat. Its is particularly common with Nanak’s name, apart from Baba and Guri, other monikers given to Nanak
are placed after his name: Nanak Nirankari, Nanak Tappa, Nanak Shah, and Nanak Faqir are common examples.
This last rendering does not have any clear paths to meaning but may open an alternate way of reading the Puratan
vis-a-vis the Bala recensions.
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literally as The Book of Nanak, they easily could have thought that the two books Colebrooke
possessed were the two most important Sikh works: the book of the first Gurii and the book of
the last Gurt. Common ascriptions in colonial works that Nanak founded a religious community
and Guru Gobind Singh transformed it into a political entity facilitated this prejudgment. Such
distinctions made both Nanak’s and Gobind Singh’s lives central to colonial ideas about
Sikhism. Either Malcolm or Colebrooke could have extrapolated to imagine that the manuscripts
were the Adi Granth and the Dasam Granth.*

The high esteem for the Sketch and Malcolm’s sympathetic approach has led scholars to
take Malcolm’s comments at face value: Colebrooke gave him access to the Adi Granth and
Dasam Granth. Based on numerous references in the Sketch that Malcolm had access to
janamsakhis, including a Bala, Puratan, and Gian Ratanavali. However, citations from the Adi
Granth and Dasam Granth could easily have been given during discussions with Atma Ram.

It is likely that Colebrooke unwittingly granted Malcolm access to the B6 janamsakhi,
thinking that it was the Adi Granth. The B6 manuscript was likely acquired by Colebrook in the
vicinity of Patna in the late 18" century. It's use in the dialogic encounter between Atma Ram
and John Malcolm in Calcutta in the opening decade of the 19" century backdates its importance
to English language historiography on the Sikh tradition. Malcolm was able to have detailed
discussions with Atma Ram about Gurii Nanak using the B6 alongside janamsakhi manuscripts
in John Leyden’s possession. These discussions account for the unique depth of insight Malcolm

was able to provide about Gurti Nanak and his teachings. Colebrooke gifted the B6 manuscript to

2 “] understand, however, that the indefatigable research of Mr. COLEBROOKE /sic/ has procured not only the
A’di-Grant’h [sic], but also the Dasima Padshah ka Grant’h [sic]’ and the consequently he is in possession of the
two most sacred books of the Sikhs.” The italics are in the original. See note in Malcolm, "Sketch of the Sikhs." pp.
197-198
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the East India House Library upon returning to London in 1815.3° The B6 surfaced Library to

Earnest Trumpp.

John Leyden and Translation of Sikh Manuscripts

Malcolm’s parsing and interpretation of Sikh texts were facilitated by the polyglot
philologist Dr. John Leyden (1775-1811). Leyden and Malcolm were both Scots from the
Borderlands region. They met while Leyden was in Serigapatam, Madras, shortly after he had
arrived in 1803 to work as a physician. Leyden had spent seven years in Edinburgh studying
philosophy and was reputed to have mastered Arabic, Hebrew, and Persian. Leyden traveled
extensively and exhibited a propensity for the acquisition of language. He became a reputed
linguist, developing lexicons for numerous languages. By 1807, he taught South Asian languages
at Calcutta. Malcolm states that Leyden provided him with “several tracts written by Sikh

authors in “the Penjabi” *!

and Duggar dialects, treating of their history and religion” and that he
had tried to incorporate them when writing SOS.3?

Leyden provided Malcolm with numerous translations and references to secondary Sikh
texts.>* The British Library has two manuscripts, the Euro Mack General 40 and Add 26558, of

workbooks containing translations Leyden worked on between 1805-1811—a period overlapping

Malcolm’s drafting of SOS. The first of these, Euro Mack General 40, contains translations of

30 Colebrooke donated his collection of largely Sanskrit manuscripts to the East India Company in 1818, this was
likely the entirety of his remaining manuscript collection. Miiller.p.263

31 Jack Harrington, Sir John Malcolm and the Creation of British India, Palgrave Studies in Cultural and Intellectual
History (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Malcolm, Malcolm: Soldier, Diplomat, Ideologue of British
India: The Life of Sir John Malcolm (1769-1983).

32 Malcolm states that Leyden’s translations verify “the different religious institutions of the Sikh nation,” no
mention of the translated titles exists. However, Malcolm discusses Sikh institutions in the second section of SOS
with references to specific customs or individuals who acts as examples of Sikh belief in their instructions. These
examples and references may have been part of the translations that Malcolm received from Leydon. "Sketch of the
Sikhs." pp. 252-266

33 Ibid.
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Bacitara Natak, an autobiographical text by Gurii Gobind Singh. This manuscript also contains
the Bhagat Ratnavali, sakhis about prominent Sikhs; Gian Ratnavali, a janamsakhi by Bhai Mani
Singh; and lesser known works about Gurii Gobind Singh, some in the DogarT dialect. The other
manuscript of Leyden’s translations, Add 26558, contains two versions of the Prem Sumarg
Granth, which is a text typically thought of as a rahitnama, but which contains sakhi narratives
about Gurii Gobind Singh as well. Apart from these texts, an important manuscript in the British
Library collection under the shelfmark BL Mss. Panj B41 bears a handwritten label on an
unpaginated folio, which reads “Bibliotheca Leydeniana” (see Figure 3.1 below).** Malcolm’s
connection to Leyden, his access to the translations that Leyden created, and the personal stamp
with Leyden’s library name make the B41 a likely source for the references to Nanak that draw

upon Bala recension sakhis.

34 Leyden had an extensive collection of manuscripts which he gifted to the India Office Library. Part of this
collection is housed at the British Library currently and includes the work, 4 Vocabulary of Persian and
Hindoostanee. See, Wilhelm Geiger and H. C. P. Bell, Maldivian Linguistic Studies (New Delhi: Asian Educational
Services, 1996). p.145; James Sinton, Leydeniana: Or Gleanings from Some Unpublished Documents Regarding Dr.
Leyden (J. Edgar Hawick, 1912).
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Figure 3.1 Folio of Mss. Panj. B41 Showing the phrase “Bibliotheca Leydeniana 495” with the title “Life of
Nanak.”

The texts accessed through Colebrooke and Leyden, coupled with Malcolm’s dialogic
engagement with Atma Ram, account for the material about Nanak and his teachings in SOS.
Malcolm made two innovations to earlier accounts of the Sikhs. First, he suggested that Sikh
sources were uniquely positioned to reflect the authentic tradition, casting doubt on all non-Sikh
sources as bigoted by religious hatred that both Hindus and Muslims harbored toward Sikhs.
Second, he was the first to dedicate a large portion of writing in English to a portrayal of Nanak
and his teachings.

As we have seen, Henry Colebrooke and John Leyden provided Malcolm copies of the

B6 Puratan janamsakht and the B41 Bala recension, respectively. In an unlikely manner, Sketch
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of the Sikh has the distinction of being the first European account to incorporate sakhis based on
manuscripts rather than strictly via dialogue with lay Sikhs. Based on the presence of both Bala
and Puratan janamsakhis in SOS, we can glean that sakhi popularity and transmission were not
exclusively oral, but also included manuscripts that were familiar to traditional exponents. In its
incorporation of Leyden’s translations of janamsakhis taken from manuscripts in the seventeenth
century, a period when they are thought to have declined, Malcolm’s Sketch shows a continuing
janamsakhi manuscript tradition. It also helps establish the primacy of the B6 and the B41 as the

two most important manuscript texts in the Sikh archive.

3.2 Trumpp, Macauliffe, and the Creation of Janamsakht Traditions

In this section, I provide examples of how the archiving of various manuscript texts
occurred during the colonial period, such that the distinct branches of Bala and Puratan solidified
under the aegis of the notion of “janamsakh1” as a central form of Sikh textuality. The
janamsakht archive formed serendipitously in the last quarter of the nineteenth-century in
London. The head librarian at the India Office placed the manuscript Colebrooke had given in a
box of manuscripts destined for Ernest Trumpp.®®> After his return from Panjab in the early
1870s, Trumpp had requested these manuscripts to assist in his task of translating the granth.

In a similar way to Colebrooke and Malcolm’s assumptions that this manuscript was a
copy of the Adi Granth. Trumpp received what is now the janamsakhi manuscript BL Mss

Panjabi B6 because of the note in Devanagti letters saying, nanak ka granth janamsakhi ka, or

35 Trumpp was a German philologist and missionary, known for his work in publishing grammars of Sindhi and
Pashto; his success in codifying and translation these vernaculars earned the notice of administrators in the East
India Company, who appointed him to translate the Adi Granth in 1869 after several British encounters with Sikh
forces in Panjab made a translation of this text seem diplomatically necessary.For more on Ernst Trumpp see
Harbans Singh, The Encyclopaedia of Sikhism (Patiala: Punjabi University, 1992); Trilochan Singh, Ernest Trumpp
and W.H. Mcleod as Scholars of Sikh History Religion and Culture (Chandigarh: International Centre of Sikh
Studies, 1994).
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The Book of Nanak the Janamsakht;, because of this note, the head librarian mistook the contents
(see Figure 3.1 and the section above). Trumpp had viewed janamsakhi manuscript while in
Panjab. However, from his perspective, the manuscripts that he saw in Panjab were relatively
recent reflections of a tradition that had lost its original learning becoming instead steeped in
myth, legend, and miracle. Recognizing the B6 as a janamsakhi, Trumpp noticed that this
manuscript had fewer of the problematic elements of the versions popular in Panjab. Its lack of
the “rubbish of miraculous and absurd stories” and the presence of idiomatic expressions that
mirrored the Adi Granth led Trumpp to consider the B6 as a discovery of an early antecedent for
the manuscripts he called, “a life of Nanak.” *¢

Trumpp referred to these two different versions as Janam-sakhi of Baba Nanak (A) and
Janam-sakht of Baba Nanak (B). He decided to included English translations of them in The Adi
Granth or The Holy Scriptures of the Sikhs Translated from the Original Gurmukhi believing
they provided a necessary context to help render an unwieldy translation. The chapter that
contains these translations is a translation of what Trumpp takes to the title of the manuscripts:
“The Life of Nanak.”*” Trumpp’s translation and recognition of the unique nature of the B6
manuscript would gradually lead to increased interest in narratives about Nanak. This interest
leads to an endeavor to collect manuscripts the resembled these two versions. The Janam-sakht
of Baba Nanak (A) and Janam-sakhi of Baba Nanak (B) become known as the Puratan

Janamsakht and Bala Janamsakhi, as a result of this interest.

36 Ernst Trumpp, The Adi Granth, or, the Holy Scriptures of the Sikhs (London: W. H. Allen & co. [etc.], 1877). p. i
37 There are no janamsakhi amongst the manuscripts he brought back with him from Panjab, where he was resident
from 1871 until 1872, it may be that the manuscript BL Panjabi B41 was also placed in the box of materials sent to
Trumpp from the India Office Library. This is a Pairha Mokhd version and therefore recounts the details given to
Gurt Angad by Bhai Bala Sandhi.
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When creating a title for these works, Trumpp elided two separate terms to create a gloss
of the phrase “The Life of Nanak.” He misconstrues the term janamsdakhi, found written by
another hand on the second unpaginated folio (Figure 3.2), as being synonymous with the term
janampatri—found on the first paginated folio of BL Mss. Panjabi B41, as well as the 1871
lithograph by Malik Divan Biita Singh (Figures 3.3 and 3.4).>® The first paginated folio of the B6

only uses the term sakhi: “sakhi sri babe nanak ji ki” (Figure 3.5).

Figure 3.2 Second Folio of Mss Panjabi B6

38 The creation of this lithograph coincides with Trumpp’s residence in Lahore in 1871 and he was scrutinized a
copy alongside manuscript accounts: “During my stay at Lahore (1870-1872) a Janam-sakht was lithographed with
not unfair and in some cases very bold woodcuts. By comparing this copy with the current manuscripts, [ found that
everything, which appeared to throw a dubious or unfavorable light on Nanak, had been left out, whereas other
things, which spoke of his deification, had been interpolated.” See Trumpp. p. i
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Figure 3.3 Folio 1a Ms. Panj B41 showing, “Janampatri Babe Nanak ji ki’
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Figure 3.4 Pairha Mokha Lithograph 1871 Showing, “Janampatri Babe ki”
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Figure 3.5 Folio 1b of Ms. Panj. B6 showing, “sakhi srT babe nanak j1 ki’
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In a footnote, Trumpp translates janamsakhi to mean “evidence of story of the birth (or
life) of a person” by replacing patri with sakhi in the term janampatri and then hyphenating the
term: janam-sakhi.>® In this translation, Trumpp neglects to note that the B6 manuscript does not
use either term, instead announcing itself as a s@khi of Baba Nanak, or sakhi sri babe nanak ji ki
(again, see Figure 3.5 above). Unlike Trumpp’s claim that janamsakhi and janampatri are
interchangeable terms, the B6 avoids the use of the term janampatri and does not narrate the
episode that relates Nanak’s naming to an astrological forecast or prophecy.

Trumpp’s commentary regarding the differences between Janam-sakhi of Baba Nanak
(A) and Janam-sakhi of Baba Nanak (B) establishes the contours of a debate regarding the
historical biography of Nanak. By comparing the B6 manuscript with what he had seen in
Panjab, Trumpp claimed that “all external and internal marks” revealed that it belonged to the
time of Gurl Arjan or Gurii Hargobind. Its sobriety, the presence of lexical elements in use
during Gurt Arjan’s lifetime, and a reduction of miraculous or fantastic stories allow Trumpp to
conclude:

We are enabled now, by the discovery of this old Janam-sakhi, which is now-a-days, as it

appears, quite unknown to the Sikhs themselves, to distinguish the older tradition regarding

Nanak from the later one, and to fix, with some degree of verisimility, the real facts of his life.
Here, Trumpp repeatedly underscores the age of the B6 by referring to it as “this old Janam-

sakhi,” and later as “the oldest source as to the life of Nanak.”*° In doing so, he underscores the

uniqueness of this unknown source by presenting it as the best approximation of a historically

=59

accurate biography of Nanak. The phrase “this old Janam-sakhi” gets back-translated into

39 In the footnote 1 in the “Introductory Essays” Trumpp writes “A&HU3d, literally a leaf of paper, on which the

birth of a child, the year, the lunar date, and the configuration of the planets at the moment of birth, are set down.
Usually a horoscope, founded on those circumstances, is added. The Janam-patrT is drawn up by the family
Brahman, and serves in India as a birth-certificate. #*GHATHT signifies evidence of the birth (or life) of a person. The
words are frequently interchanged, though Janam-sakht usually implies episode or story of the life of a person.” See
ibid.

40 Such phraseology are used throughout Trumpp’s introductory remarks. Ibid. pp. v-vii

158



Panjabi as Puratan Janam-sakhi and comes to signify an earlier lost tradition that included an
accurate biography of Nanak. In short, the relative historical accuracy and age of the manuscript
become psychologized to suggest that its author represented a more authentic Sikh tradition
through it.*!

Trumpp also uses the authenticity and accuracy of the old janamsakhi to portray more
contemporary manuscripts as doubtful or corrupt; he describes later texts as full of
embellishment and invention, especially regarding Nanak’s period of travels. Trumpp
particularly attributes the difference in travel accounts to the inclusion of Bhai Bala Sandhi as
the narrator:

This proves sufficiently, either that very little was known about them [Nanak’s travels] or that
very little could be said about them, as the old Janam-sakh testifies. The later tradition, which
pretends to have a knowledge of all the details of the life of Nanak, was therefore compelled to
put forth a voucher for its sundry tales and stories. Bhat Bala, who is said to have been the
constant companion of Nanak and a sort of mentor to him, as he appears now in the current
Janam-sakhi, it would be quite incomprehensible, why never a single allusion should have been
made to him in the old tradition.*?

The authenticity of the “old janamsakhi,” for which there is no concrete date, derives authority
through Trumpp’s aspersion of doubt upon the authenticity of the more common Bala
janamsakhi. He assumes that the additional narratives are spurious and the details provided false,
suggesting even that Bala may not have been a companion of Nanak, given that the old
Janamsakht makes no mention of him. Trumpp, therefore, delegitimizes the more common and
readily available accounts of Nanak.

The interest Trumpp’s translation garnered from Sikh reformers led to translating the

phrase “life of Nanak” from English back to Panjabi as they began searching for more

41 For a description of the tendency to examine religious movements through psychohistorical assumptions and
archetypal notions religious identity see, Harjot Singh Oberoi, "The 'New' Old Trope: The Application of
Pyschohistory in the Study of Socio-Religious Movements in Colonial India," Studies in History 2, no. 2 (1986). pp.
255-273

4 Trumpp. p. v
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manuscripts. A petition for shipping the BL Mss. Panjabi B6 manuscript back to Panjab was
granted by the Lieutenant Governor of Panjab in 1883. The reformers who examined this
manuscript quickly adopted the notion the janamsakhi were historical biographies of Nanak’s
life.** The manuscript arrived in autumn, Singh Sabha reformists examined it at Lahore and
Amritsar; eventually, permission was granted to create a zincograph, which was completed by
1885 under the title Janam Sakhi or the Biography of Guriit Nanak, Founder of the Sikh
Religion.** Professor Gurmukh Singh of Oriental College Lahore spearheaded a search for other
“old” manuscripts matching the B6 in style and content. This search led to the discovery of
several manuscripts including one for sale in the bazaar at Hafizabad, which was copied using
funding from M.A. Macauliffe -the second person to translate the Adi Granth into English. None
of the manuscripts of the Puratan that Gurmukh Singh mentioned viewing has surfaced.

M.A. Macauliffe with assistance from Gurmukh Singh prepared a lithographed edition of
the Hafizabad janamsakhi manuscript was in late 1885. These edits consisted largely of

“modernizing” the script by separating the words and including English punctuation marks like

 For instance in the 1920s, Bhai Vir Singh defines the janamsakhi in the preface to his Puratan edition as, “Ht a9
ook o< i € Hies feawr § ‘Fod Al »ie g% ae ufgwt AsH At fedt aret, fer & niF 3] 317 U™ &dt

®arT1” This says that accounts of the life of s#7 gurii nanak dev jt are called janamsakhi. He goes on in the next

sentence to reflect the encroachment of historical thinking by stating that the date of the earliest accounts has not yet
been determined. Approximately four decades early, in 1885 -eight years after Trumpp’s translation — Gurmukh
Singh’s introductory essay for the lithographed copy of the Hafizabad manuscript portrays Nanak as a rationalist and
religious reformer, stating that it is necessary in Gurmukh Singh time period to know the significance of such
reformist Guriis. Such knowledge (vidya) is enlightening and reduces the darkness of ignorance (avidya). He then
defines the janamsakhi as a portraint of the life of s77 gurii ji, “R Ht g9 7 € fies 893z & &8 AeHAt 3.7

Gurmukh Singh recognizes the variety in janamsakhi accounts while claiming that there can only be one historical
biography for Nanak. See M. Macauliffe, ed. The Most Ancient Biography of Baba Nanak, the Founder of the Sikh
Religion, Janam Sakhi Babe Nanak Ji Ki (Rawalpindi: Gulshan Panjab Press, 1885); Bhai Vir Singh, Hun Tak
Milian Vichon Sabh Ton Puratan Janam-Sakhi Sri Guru Nanak Dev Ji (Amritsar: Khalsa Samachar, 1926).

4 Survey of India, "Janam Sakhi or the Biography of Guru Nanak, Founder of the Sikh Tradition," in South Asia
printed books and periodical, ed. British Library (Dera Dun1885). This is housed at the British Library under shelf-
mark, M. Darrol Bryant and Christopher Lamb, eds., Religious Conversion (London: Cassell, 1999). While the
request for this edition was being approved the Singh Sabha of Lahore had transcribed a copy. The zincograph is
housed at the British Library under shelf-mark Devin Deweese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden
Horde: Baba Tukles and Conversion to Islam in Historical and Epic Tradition, ed. Kees W. Bolle, Hermeneutics:
Studies in the History of Religions (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994).
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commas, question marks, and quotation marks. The lithograph was entitled Janam Sakhi Babe
Nanak ki: the Most Ancient Biography of Baba Nanak, the founder of the Sikh Religion.* In the
opening essay to this edition, Gurmukh Singh gives an early definition of the janamsakhi as a
portrait of Nanak’s life (jivan carittra). He states that the janamsakhis were thought to comprise
a single tradition—a reference to the popular Bala print recensions—but that in fact there are
many different versions. Gurmukh Singh then goes on to provide the first list of extant
manuscripts of janamsakhis—a significant example of an attempt to name and categorize the
Sikh archive. He enumerates ten distinct recensions, expanding the list of different recensions

beyond the two distinct manuscripts Trumpp used.*

4 Macauliffe.

46 The list is important in including a “Lahorevali” recension dated to 1790; Anandghan Udas1’s personal
janamsakhi; Sakhi Bhai Mani Singh; a Hindal1 janamsakhT; and Nanak Candrodya by Ganga Ram Pandit. None of
these find a direct equivalent in the present-day archive, but reflect an array of individuals creating janamsakht texts.
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Figure 3.6 Gurmukh Singh’s list of extant janamsakhl manuscripts, from Janam Sakht Babe Nanak ki: the
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The lithographed edition is known as the Hdafizabadvalr; grouped with the B6 manuscript,
it served to strengthen claims for an authentic biography of Nanak. In 1926, Bhai Vir Singh
created an edited volume using both lithographs and the zincograph, entitling it Hun tak milian
vichon sab ton Puratan Janamsakhi Sri Gurii Nanak Dev Ji (“The Oldest Janamsakht of Sri
Gurii Nanak Dev Ji Yet Compiled”).*’ Beginning with a note on the B6, and ending with Bhat
Vir Singh virtually translating Macauliffe’s title into Panjabi, the group of manuscripts
associated with the B6 and the Hafizabad manuscripts came to be definitively known as the
Puratan Janamsakhis.*®

Sikh reformers sought to contest Trumpp’s disparaging claims about Sikhism’s return to
the Hindu-fold. One way to differentiate Sikhism from Hinduism was by trying to recovering an

t. They assumed that the original

authentic and unique tradition using the B6 manuscrip
janamsakhi would recount the historical significance and uniqueness of Nanak by portraying him
as the founder of a new religion. The shadow of Trumpp’s remarks about the Bala tradition

ensured that it entered academic discourse as an inauthentic version of Nanak’s biography,

creating a polarizing node in attempts to reclaim the Sikh tradition between exponents of

47 Singh, Hun Tak Milian Vichon Sabh Ton Puratan Janam-Sakhi Sri Guru Nanak Dev Ji.

48 The Puratan, ‘older/ancient/original’, tradition takes its name as a rival more authentic recension of the
janamsakhi that came to be seen as a challenger to the popularity of the Bala janamsakhi in the twentieth century.
However, McLeod notes that term Puratan lends itself to the misnomer that this Puratan janamsakht is the singular
original text. McLeod claims that this misnomer is partly due to the published text, Puratan Janamsakht, by Bhat
Vir Singh which facilitates the idea of a single original (ur-fext) because it uses janamsakhi in the singular as
opposed to the plural, janamsakhian. There are three extant manuscripts from this tradition, none of which are dated;
these are, The Colebrooke Janamsakht, The Hafizabad Janamsakhi, and the lesser known Prachin Janamsakhi. A
private collector named, Seva Singh Sevak, of Tarn Taran near Amritsar owns the Prachin Janamsakhi. McLeod
relates that this manuscript is likely of a later date as it is significantly expanded in comparison to the other two
known manuscripts. It contains a variant version of the Mecca sakhi, as well as adding additional material after the
conclusion of the Puratan sequence of sakhis by drawing largely from the Miharban tradition and also to a lesser
degree from the Bala tradition. There are also a small number of sakhis that are unique to the Prachin Janamsakhi.
McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis. pp.23-27

4 Harjot Singh Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries: Culture, Identity and Diversity in the Sikh
Tradition (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1994).
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Nanak’s teachings and modern “ecumene-reformers.”® The name “Bala” gets applied to the
Paira Mokha compilation of sakhis because the very existence of an individual named Bhai Bala
Sandhil is questioned by Karam Singh a decade before Bhai Vir Singh’s edited janamsakhi.>!
The Puratan and Bala traditions signify important poles in the manuscript traditions, making
them good candidates for detailed archival and textual engagement. However, to incorporate a
greater amount of the variations within each of these versions, it is useful to avoid the notion of a
singular tradition that predates the incursion of illegitimate differences.>?

Mohan Singh, a junior professor at Lahore College, continued Gurmukh Singh’s work of
cataloging and collecting manuscripts. Mohan Singh had found another manuscript he thought
was distinct. This manuscript he called Adi Sakhi, or “The first sakhi”; its date of completion was
said to be 1701AD (S. 1758). He was working on making a copy of it before 1947 but was
unable to complete it before being forced to flee Lahore during Partition. In 1969, he returned to

Lahore to recover the manuscripts, but the manuscripts could not be located.>* The inability to

30 Janamsakht with Bhai Bala are the most numerous and internally diverse making the difficult to reconcile as a
single entity despite continued attempts. There are without question the greatest number of manuscripts and print
editions available of the Bala Janamsakhis. McLeod distinguishes Recension B from Recension A manuscripts of
the Bala tradition by Recension B in which the narrative about the death of Nanak includes a question about
funerary rights. This tradition is further subdivided based on how individual recensions narrate the events
surrounding the death of Nanak. Where, Recension B labels texts which include the contest over Nanak’s body
between Muslims and Hindus in regard to funerary rites. Recension A accounts omit this debate. In one of the most
comprehensive manuscript catalogues in East Panjab, Shamsher Singh Ashok identifies twenty-two recensions of
the Bala tradition and McLeod numerates an additional seven manuscripts that are located outside of Panjab.
Shamsher Singh Ashok, Panjabi Hatthalikhatam Di Suci (Patiala: Bhasha Wibhaga Punjab, 1963); McLeod, Early
Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis.

5! Karam Singh Historian, Kattak Ki Visakh (Ludhiana: Lahore Bookshop, 1979; repr., 1932, 1913).

32 For scholarly attempts to remove these impurities see McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis;
Harbans Singh, Guru Nanak and Origins of the Sikh Faith (Bombay; New York: Asia Pub. House, 1969); Kirpal
Singh, Janamsakhi Parampara (Patiala: Punjabi University, 1969); Trilochan Singh, Guru Nanak: Founder of
Sikhism; a Biography (Delhi: Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, 1969).

33 Dr. Mohan Singh Diwana, who succeeded Gurmukh Singh at Lahore College had discovered a manuscript
containing only thirty sakhis. He believed this to be a different recension from both the Puratan and the Bala. He
named this manuscript the Adi Sakhi. He did not have time to make a complete copy of the manuscript before
partition in 1947. Mohan Singh had located both a “life of Nanak”, dated 1701 A.D. and an exegetical text of
Nanak’s japji sahib that was dated to 1711 A.D. Attempts to locate the manuscript in early 1969 were made after Dr.
Mohan Singh suggested that these two texts should be brought from Lahore in conjunction with the quincentenary
celebrations, but it appears that the manuscript was lost. Professor Piar Singh of Panjabi University discovered four
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locate a manuscript that reflected twentieth-century construals of Nanak as the founder of
Sikhism, Panjab-based scholars drew from available manuscripts to reconstruct an authentic

biography.>*

3.3 Consolidating Traditions in the Post-Partition Janamsakhi Archive

Partition’s violence disrupted archival work, not only with the forced relocation of the
academics themselves but also because of the widespread disappearance of manuscripts within
the context of looting and chaos. However, exempting a brief disruption due to Partition in the
1940s and early 1950s, manuscripts continued to be acquired by the Universities in Panjab or
found in private collections through the 1960s and 1970s. Scholars like Shamsher Singh Ashok,
Kirpal Singh, Piar Singh, and W.H McLeod expanded the archive by searching ardently across
the new Indian state for janamsakhis. These attempts have led to a widening of the definition of
the janamsakhi; whereas initially, scholars understood this genre to include texts that pertain to

the life of Nanak, after Partition, “janamsakhi” began to denote virtually any text that contained

sakhis.

manuscripts that resemble Mohan Singh’s description of the Adi Sakhi -limiting the search to manuscripts that
contained the same number of sakhis as the manuscript Mohan Singh saw in Lahore. Panjab1 University, Patiala had
the main manuscript used to prepare the critical edition, PUL 4141. Two other manuscripts were also found in
Patiala, at the Mott Bagh Palace and the Central Public Library (CPL mss. no. 495). The last manuscript used was in
Shamsher Singh Ashok’s personal collection. None of these manuscripts contain the same 30 sakhis as the recension
Mohan Singh found. Shamsher Singh’s manuscript and CPL mss. no. 495 are collections [Fa[fg]; Shamsher Singh

has most of the sakhis but they have internal variations compared to PUL 4141 and CPL mss. no. 495 has twenty out
of the thirty listed by Mohan Singh. Piar Singh published a critical edition in 1969 using these manuscripts.
Although this edited version is referred to as Adi Sakhi, Piar Singh retains mention of a Brahman who has signed the
PUL 4141 manuscript, “Shibhu Nath Brahman” [ﬁ?Fg’ &™H JIHE], which Piar Singh transliterates as “Shambhu Nath
Brahman” [Hﬁfg’ & gJIHE]. PUL 4141 is also dated six month later than the manuscript Mohan Singh discovered.
See McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis. p.31 and Piar Singh, ed. Shambhu Natha Wali
Janamapatri Babe Nanaka Ji Ki; Prasidh Nam, Adi Sakhian (Ludhiana: Lahore Book Shop, 1969). pp. VIX - LII

34 See Introductory chapter of dissertation for examples.
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Scholars based in Panjab and writing in Panjabi continued to think of the janamsakhi
archive to represent a single tradition (janamsakhi parampara) composed of diverse
manuscripts; though these scholars recognized the Bala and the Puratan as two branches, they
nevertheless approached the tradition holistically.’> However, the developing hagiographic
approach to the janamsakhi divided the archive into eight distinct traditions; scholars created
manuscript subcategories to categorize the growing number of janamsakhi manuscripts in the
archive. These subcategories gave the appearance that janamsakht archive well represented and
contains a significant degree of difference. One of the most prominent scholars in the
development of this approach, W.H. McLeod, claimed that most extant manuscripts “fall into

one of a small number of recognizable traditions,”>®

and used these traditions to tautologically
create a structure for the texts according to their aspects.
For instance, McLeod introduces a technical distinction between sakhi and anecdote—

terms which were used synonymously. In McLeod’s work, “sakhi” becomes a capacious

demarcation connoting a narrative that has one or more anecdotes, or incidents. Ultimately,

35 Although it is never explicitly stated, scholars writing in Panjabi use the singular parampara to refer to all extant
janamsakhi manuscripts. Some go further and try to represent the archive more closely by using the self-references
contained within individual manuscripts. For instance, Kohli attempts to disaggregate misperceptions of the
janamsakht archive by citing the Meharban janamsakhi as separate books [pothis] by separate authors: (1) sacc kand
pothi patronized by Manohar das Meharban Sodhi, son of Guru Arjan’s elder brother Pritht Cand, and written by
Kesho Das Pandit; (2) hari ji pothi patronized by the son of Meharban, HarijT Sodhi, and written by Keshav Das.
This pothi focuses on discussions (gostis) held at Kartarpur or on the banks of the river Ravt; (3) caturbhujj potht
partronized by Caturbhujj Sodhi, another of Meharban’s sons, and written by Keshav Das Pandit. He also uses refers
to janamsakhi paira mokhda instead of the Bala tradition. Lastly, he includes the “apocryphal” pran sangli texts as a
janamsakht describing Nanak’s trip to “singhladip” alongside Guru Angad. This text is thought to be a yogic text,
but Kohli refers to it as representing the school of breath, or soul [pran da silsilah]. Piar Singh, Kirpal Singh, Sabara
all represent the various janamsakhi recensions using the singular parampara and not paramparavan, which the
phrase janamsakhi traditions used in Early Sikh Tradition suggests. See Introduction in Kohli, Janamsakhi Bhai
Bala.

6 McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis. p.15
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however, the individual anecdotes within the sakhi function as the organizing principles that
allow readers to understand the Sikh community via the sa@khi as a whole.>’

Within this system, however, McLeod destabilizes the sakhi as an organizing principle in
favor of further distinctions between “constituents” and “forms.” Constituents are the elements
within sakhis that draw upon extant paradigms—the pre-existing cultural wealth that authors
drew upon to contribute to growing and evolving the janamsakhi to meet community needs.

The four constituents are given in order of prominence here:

Table 3.1 The Four Constituents of a Janamsakhi from Early Sikh Tradition

Received Tradition Contributing the “Wandersagen” elements. Includes
borrowing from Puranic epics, the Ramayana;
Mahabharta; Yoga-vasista; Nath Legends; Sufi tazkiras
and malfuzat; Buddhist Jataka Tales

Compositions by Nanak Consisting of sabds from the SGGS by Nana and his
SUCCESSOTS.
Received Ascetic Ideals Continuance of “ancient and tenacious” belief in the

supreme merit of renunciation and asceticism that
Nanak opposed in his compositions.

Memory of Authentic Incidents from Nanak’s Life Oral anecdotes about Nanak that began to circulate
amongst people who had contact with him during his

travels as well as disciples who lived with him at
Kartarpur.

An author’s choice of constituent elements was predetermined by his primary purpose for
writing because these elements ultimately lent sakhis “their chief importance.”

For McLeod, janamsakht provided a permanent guru-presence, substituting the historical

person “Nanak” with a representative persona for regular darsan. Darsan, or envisioning,

57 “As one would expect, the fact that the janam-sakhis evolved within a rising religious society has left a dominant
impress upon the material which they offer...predictably we are treated to lengthy discourses on the way of
salvation. W.H. McLeod, "The Janam-Sakhis," in The Evolution of the Sikh Community: Five Essays (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1976). p.30

38 The definition of each constituent is drawn from the sixth chapter of EST, “Constituents of the Janam-sakhfs.
McLeod, Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janamsakhis. pp. 63-81

> Tbid. p.63
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sustains and directs the community’s belief in Nanak as savior. A janamsakhi’s function then
measures the reception of its purpose, assessed by the role janamsakhis play after Nanak’s death,
and quantifiable via the number of manuscripts that represent any specific tradition. Lastly, a
janamsakhi’s role represents a severing of soteriology from salvation via the salvific Nanak myth
(see Chapter 4), not the practice or teachings of Nanak as a historical person.

The purpose, function, and role of the janamsakhi percolate through McLeod’s
definition of forms as well. The janamsakhi forms are “coherent statements of their [the
author’s] interpretations agreeable to their intended audiences.”®® McLeod outlines five

janamsakhi forms:

Table 3.2 The Five Janamsakhi Forms Given in Early Sikh Tradition

Narrative Anecdotes Short encounters providing scope for decisive actions, pointed
epigrams, and evidence of divine approval.
There are four kinds of narrative anecdotes:
(a) moralistic anecdotes
(b) chimeric fairytales
(c) devotional legends
(d) aetiological legends

Narrative Discourses Imaginative narratives directly based upon Nanak’s compositions
inserted within a contrived conversation or discourse

Didactic Discourses A narrative discourse with the inclusion of lengthy exegetical
supplements
Heterodox Discourses A narrative discourse with a marked divergence from the intent of

Nanak’s teachings

Codes of Discipline A narrative discourse with rudimentary examples of disciplinary
codes which eventually are embellished in Rahitnamahs

Through the janamsakh1 forms, the reader’s shared belief in Nanak as savior limits the author’s

mimetic activity; within this system, the sole concern of janamsakht literature consists in its

%0 Ibid. p.82. The form bears some similarity to Bhadour’s account of the individuality of the author and/or
interpreter of the janamsakhi, but here McLeod introduces the constraint of audience reception to the texts while
denying that readers gained or deployed any learning or knowledge, instead focusing on the structure of mimesis as
the sole method of readerly engagement with the janamsakhi.
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reflection of the salvific Nanak myth for its readers. Janamsakhi forms work alongside the
constituent elements to form the representational structure within which the salvific myth
conducts its functional utility. These forms inextricably link the janamsakhi to a salvific myth
theorized as pervading all sakhis. McLeod suggests that unearthing this topography helps us
understand how the Sikh community develops through the referential structure of the
janamsakhi—where the eternal referent is communal and individual identity. This approach
also delimits comparisons of ideas, motifs, and miraculous element within the confines of this
myth.

During the decade separating GNSR and EST, McLeod worked extensively on
developing the above structure for understanding the janamsakhi.®! During this period scholars
in Panjab were also publishing critical editions of janamsakhis.®* In GNSR, McLeod first

introduces the idea of separate janamsakhi manuscript traditions alongside his assertions of

6! He also translated a unknown janamsakhi, BL Mss. Panjabi B40, into English. This manuscript is unique in that
its illustrations are largely intact. There is a clear date and author provided in that colophon. See The B40 Janam-
Sakhi (Amritsar: Guru Nanak Dev University, 1980).

62 The creation of edited volumes of janamsakhi manuscripts continues to be pursued by scholars in Panjab.
However, interest in these editions and the janamsakhi archive abated after McLeod’s early monograph with only a
few papers being published that follow the trajectory of McLeod’s arguments. Kohli, Janamsakhi Bhai Bala; Bhai
Bala, Surindar Singh Kohli, and Singha Jagajita, Janamasakht Bhai Bala (Candigarha: Pabalikeshana Biuro,
Panjaba Yiiniwarasiti, 1990); Singh, Guru Nanak and Origins of the Sikh Faith; Singh, Janamsakhi Parampara,
Singh; Parkash Singh, ed. Janamsakhi Sri Guru Nanak Dev Ji, vol. 11 (Amritsar: Khalsa College, 1969); Piar Singh,
"Janamsakhian Ate Avdan Parampara," in Guru Nanaka Sanbandhi Tinna Khoja Pattara, ed. Annonymous (Patiala:
Punjab University, 1970); Janamsakhi Sri Guru Nanak Dev Ji [Mul Path India Office (London) Di Hath-Likhat
Panj. B40 Ton India Office Library Ate Records De Director Di Agiya Nal Chapiya Gaiya] (Amritsar: Guru Nanak
University, 1974); Singh, Guru Nanak: Founder of Sikhism,; a Biography. Studies and critically edited manuscripts
published after EST include Jaswindar Kaur, Janamasakhi Sahita: Caritara Niramana Jugat (Patiala: Amarajita
Sahita Prakashana, 2006); Jagajita Singha Khanpuri, Sakhiam Da Sacca Te Wikasa (Delhi: Wellwish Publications,
1994); Jagajit Singh Khanpuri, Pran Sangli (Patiala: Publication Bureau Punjabi University, 1999); Jasabir Singh
Sabara, Giana Ratanawali: Janamasakht Srt Gurii Nanaka Dewa Ji: Sampadan