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THE ART OF THE GOLDEN TEMPLE: LINK WITH THE
PAST AND THE PRESENT
Dr. Simrita Singh1
Abstract
From the very beginning of Man’s coming on earth, it would seem,
art has been an integral part of virtually all cultures, gracing
buildings, clothing, bodies, utensils, weapons, vehicles - almost
every appurtenance of daily life including the Divine. In India, Art
found its home in the temple. Sikhism arose as a reformatory
movement in the 16th century in the wake of the Bhakti Cult. The
founding of Sri Harmandir also known as The Golden Temple at
Amritsar was a landmark in this respect. The Golden Temple, in
due course has become an unparalleled place of pilgrimage for the
Sikhs. The shining splendour of the Golden Temple is witness to
the high skill of the traditional craftsmen. To fulfill his dream of
devotional love Maharaja Ranjit Singh chalked out a plan to
decorate the Golden Temple with layers of gold, Pietra Deura and
the interiors extremely attractive. For this purpose he invited the
most reputed carving experts to bring and exhibit their work
specimens in Amritsar. For this purpose he appointed Bhai Sant
Singh Giani [1803] as Supervisor and the decoration work was
handed over to the able artisan Mohammad Yaar Khan. And
Sardar Kehar Singh .He was conversant with all the intricacies
and variations of ‘Naqquashi’. Being a ‘puran’ Gur Sikh he
rejected the Hindu style of painting because of its excessive
portrayal of ‘Incarnation’ and did not approve of Mughal
‘Mohrakashi’ for its gaudy style and showy exteriors. He thought
that both these styles were not suitable for the simple tenets of
Sikhism and a sober and pure place of worship like the Golden
Temple. This article attempts to look into the evolution and the link
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of the historical and theological roots of the works of art rendered
on the surfaces of the Golden Temple from the past to the ongoing
restorations and the renovations till today, and to gradually piece
together the reality of creation of the Golden Temple from the very
beginning, the art and architecture and those who worked on it
and the sublime manifestation of their creativity and devotion.
Keywords: Art, Decorations, Ornamentations, Embellishments, Divine, Worship,
Temple
The Art Traditions of Punjab
The artistic traditions of Punjab can be said to be an amalgamation of a number of
influences that have embedded their stamp historically and geographically in
South Asia. Beginning from the times of Alexander the Great upto the times of
the great Maharaja Ranjit Singh and even much after his times the Punjab cultural
scene has seen major and subtle incorporations, adaptations and adoptions of
peculiar South Asian cultural and artistic traits.
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The surface decorations of the Golden Temple bear testimony to the fact that the
influences ranging from the distant hilly terrain of Jammu and Kashmir to the arid
sand dunes of Rajasthan have been cast and recast in
several manifestations.
Sikh art can be reconstructed from the accounts of the
Europeans who visited the court of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh. Their descriptions are vivid and talk of the
fabulous gifts showered upon the visitors as per the
largess of the Maharaja. He seemed to take a personal
interest and paid great attention to detail when it came to
the creation of a master piece. The harmonious
coexistence of artisans of various South Asian
communities, cultures and religions made it impossible to
Darshani Deori
define a recognizably „Sikh‟ art form. This was largely
because there were no rigid restrictions were patronage was concerned. According
to Susan Stronge, “Ranjit Singh‟s Golden throne, for example, was made by a
Muslim and court artists of all religious denominations worked for patrons
equally without regard for their religion. Even commissions of a specifically Sikh
nature such as architectural decoration of the Golden
Temple at Amritsar might be given to Muslim or
Hindu practitioners as well as to Sikhs.
The Sikh tenets forbade the worship of idols and
therefore all forms of embellishment were confined
to the surface decorations as can be seen in the
Gudwaras and most specifically in the Golden
Temple. In the Golden Temple Complex we mostly
are treated to renditions of floral patterns. The
exterior comes alive with innumerable „vegetation
motifs‟ and designs consisting of flowers and
foliage which have been worked into the delicately
networked fibrile ceepers and leaves. There are also
animal figures like fishes, birds, wild jungle beasts
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amidst these creepers, leaves and fruits and are interspersed with a very few
human figures.
This form of embellishment truly states that there is no life without vegetation and
there is no vegetation without life. Life is paramount in the Golden Temple and
these surface decorations add to making it a living place. The overall effect of the
work is further enhanced by the peity and devotion of the worshippers who sit in
rapt amazement before the beauty of these embellishments and focus all their
attention upon the Creator of this ethereal beauty. There is a concomitant
conveyance of the multifaceted personality of the Supreme Being whose purity
and light shines forth from the sprays of many tiny mirrors of the kach work done
on the inner ceiling of the dome of the Golden Temple. The constant chanting of
the verses of the Holy Granth Sahib adds to the pulchritude and seems to make
the grandeur of the environment even more splendorous.
“Harmandir”: The Golden Temple of South Asia
„The Harmandir‟, or the abode of God, was
established between the years 1581 and 1606
A.D. The four doorways of „The Harmandir‟,
facing four different directions, symbolize
the secular thinking of Guru Arjun Dev.
They are suggestive of the religious tolerance
of the Guru and reflective of the equal
treatment of all castes and creeds at par.
This secular tradition is reflected in the
various influences and inspirations from all
over South Asia , drawn from different sects
and cultures and embodied in the surface
embellishments of the Golden Temple. Even
the artisans were drawn from different sects,
The gold plated window
strata, cultures and walks of life. It was by
him only that the original and the basic
concept of a sanctum surrounded by a pool was visualized and finally executed.
The breathtaking interiors of the Harmandir enchanted the devotees, visitors and
the art and architecture lovers alike. The patterns and motifs depicting flora and
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fauna around the walls, ceiling, gold plates in various artistic techniques such as
metal embossing, inlay work on stone and murals and frescos make this holy
abode enchanting. The Harmandir that we see today, in the “Golden glory”, was
conceptualized by Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1801-39). Undoubtedly he was one of
the greatest rulers from the South Asia. Even after he passed away the
beautification of the Harmandir continued. In 1629 A.D after the first battle of
Amritsar, no Sikh Guru other than Guru Hargobind visited this centre of Sikhism
with his presence. Even Guru Tegh Bahadur who visited the Harmandir 1664
could not enter the inner chambers of the main sanctum. The Harmandir
underwent reconstruction after the massive wars, executions and Ahmad Shah
Abdali‟s attack. This was supervised and completed in 1776 by Bhai Des Raj of
Sursingh village. However, the upkeep and the maintenance of the Sikh shrines
were attended to by certain sects such as Nirmalas and Udasis. This was during
the above mentioned period of upheaval and wars especially against the baptised
Sikhs who were not allowed to serve in the Sikh shrines. Later on Bhai Gurmukh
Singh and after his death his son Giani Sant Singh took over as respective
managers of the Harmandir but they largely looked after the decorative planning
of the Harmandir only. The government during The British rule saw the same
practice, however the pujaris and mahants largely took care of the religious
places. This gave rise to mismanagement and was not controlled effectively by
the Singh Sabha movement too. Finally the Harmandir was brought under the
panthic management under the Gurdwara Reform Movement in 1920. Presently
under the Section 85 of the Sikh Gurdwara Act, 1925, Shiromani Gurdwara
Parbandhak Committee or the SGPC manage and maintain the Harmandir along
with Sri Akal Takht Sahib and other holy shrines in Amritsar.
The „Harmandir’ was given its present appearance by Maharaja Ranjit Singh.
Ranjit Singh‟s „Harmandir’ came to be known as the “Golden Temple” because
of its lofty golden domes. As the Maharaja had a keen eye for art and artifacts ,
his court had a lot of inflow of artist , kaarigars , architects, decorators, , very
much in keeping with the typical South Asian, Mughal style. His court and its art
was also influenced by the existing British / French presence and the adjacent
Kashmiri influx of ideas, trends, motifs and techniques along with the prevalent
artistic trends of South Asian religious architecture.
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The Golden Temple, as it stands today, with its luminous exterior plated with gold
is chiefly the work of Ranjit Singh. He ordered the architectural shape of the
Golden Temple to be redesigned. He
took deep interest in getting the
temple artistically decorated. For this
purpose the Maharaja, made a grant
of Rs 500,000 in 1803 A.D. and
invited skilled south Asian Muslim
architects, masons and wood carvers
from Chaniot, now in Pakistan. Yar
Mohammed Khan Mistri was the
technical expert for the gold plating
carried out in 1830. Thus, a group of
Muslim architects, masons, carvers
and other craftsmen were brought to
Amritsar and lodged in a huge
building
known
as
Haveli
Chaniotian, situated inside the
Lahori Gate. (The Haveli Chaniotian
was situated in Kucha Tarkhana,
Gali Qabarwali. During the riots of
1947, this Haveli, along with its
adjoining mosque, was demolished.
The ruins of the mosque can still be
seen there, but there are absolutely
no remnants of the Haveli.) The
Naqqashi (floral decoration) and
The ornamented balconies: Kach/Gach/Naqqashi
Jaratkari (stone inlay) work was
done by these artists under the supervision of Badaru-Mohiudin, the chief
architect. After the death of Ranjit Singh in 1839, the task of completing the work
fell on three Sikhs-Bhagwan Singh, Mangal Singh Ramagarhia and Rai Bahadur
Kalyan Singh. Later, when the Muslim craftsmen emigrated through lack of
patronage, the rest of the work was completed by local Sikh and Hindu artisans.
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The Temple was transformed into the Golden Temple when seven layers of gold
covered the copper plates. The entire process took 27 years and the project was
completed in 1887. As much as 162 seer of pure gold was used for the purpose. A
commemorative plate fixed at the entrance door of the Sri Harmandir Sahib is an
invocation of humble thanksgiving to the Almighty for making it possible for
Maharaja Ranjit Singh to do this service as a devoted Sikh. Maharaja Ranjit Singh
was fond of giving away and gifting paintings, gold ornaments and fine textiles as
in the course of his diplomatic dealings. Thus he had invited and patronised a
number of artisans and accomplished painters from the Pahari regions of
Himachal Pradesh, Delhi and Jodhpur. At his request, the Pahari painters (of
whom only Parkhu‟s name is recorded) as some from Delhi, such as Jeevan Ram
and Hasan-al-Din, came to settle in the plains of Punjab, both in Lahore and
Amritsar.
The gilding of the embossed plate, above the marble skirt of the Harmandir, the
renewal of the pietra dura, the embellishment of the interior, with lovely ceilings,
adorned with floral relief and little mirrors – all these and more were all
renovated, finished and perfected under the patronage of the great monarch. It was
a provocation for men and women to brood upon the inner splendor, after gazing
at the beauty and wonder of the outer house and body of the Temple of God.
The Sikh empire of Ranjit Singh had artists and craftsmen from all religions and
cultures. The artisans from the nearby hill kingdoms too came under his
patronage. This left a major impact and influence on the work being done in the
Sikh empire at that time. Ranjit Singh was undoubtedly of highly secular nature
and it was clearly evident from the fact that artists of all religions worked hand in
hand under his royal patronage. His exquisite Golden Throne was crafted by a
Muslim craftsman and above all the Craftsmen from all religions worked together
on creating the “Golden Temple” too. Itinerant painters and illuminators from
Kashmir traveled throughout the Sikh kingdom, producing manuscripts for
whoever would employ them.
Special Surface Ornamentation Effects
The rendition of the embellishments in itself is a form of devotion rarely exhibited
in any of the expositions of craftsmanship in the Old and New Worlds. The choice
of medium for the work as well as the various techniques used varies from site to

The Art Of The Golden Temple

19

site within the premises of the Golden Temple complex. The main surface
ornamentation effects found in The Golden Temple are:
Gold Plating or Mohra Kashi / Chittrai : This is the art of plating a surface with
gold leaf and embellishing it further with embossed patterns in relief that stood
out with a beauty all their own. There have been different techniques of gold
plating used in the Golden Temple.
Marble Inlay Work Or Jaratkari: Also known as peitra dura. It has been used
on the exterior of the lower half of the sanctum. It has been directly influenced by
the existing Mughal buildings of Agra in Uttar Pradesh. In this technique the inlay
work was done by using various precious and semi-precious stones for inlay in
marble.
Flooring [Marble]: The entire flooring within the Golden Temple Complex is of
marble of various hues and many interesting geometric patterns. It is most evident
around the parkarma or circumambulatory path around the Harmandir and the
sarovar.
Kach or Mirror Work: The technique of embedding circular, small mirrors in
plaster of Paris [PoP] / gypsum in a myriad of delicate patterns is rooted in
traditional Mughal, Pahari and Rajasthani themes. The size of the kach or mirror
varies. This work can be seen on the walls and ceiling of the upper storey.
Gach Work or Embossing in Pop/Gypsum: It is the technique of embossing
patterns on PoP or
gypsum base with the
help of moulds. These
embossed patterns or
mouldings are decorated
and embellished further
by being painted in
beautiful, rich colours
most commonly red,
gold, green and royal
blue. This work is found
extensively in the upper
The „Gold‟ exterior of The Golden Temple
areas of the inner
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sanctum.
Wood Work: There are references to the woodwork in the Golden Temple but at
present most of the surfaces have been plated or have been replaced.
Frescoes / Murals: Fresco is a technique of wall painting. In the Golden Temple
we find these frescoes on the walls of the first floor of the inner sanctum. These
are beautiful panels of painted floral patterns in vivid hues done on a light base.
Murals depicting episodes in the lives of the Gurus are used in the Baba Atal
shrine. These frescoes take root from the Mughal, Pahari and Rajasthani
techniques.
Brick Work: Glazed bricks have been laid in interesting geometric patterns that
tantalize one with their uniqueness and exquisite attention to detail. This work is
found on the roof of the top floor of the Harmandir.
Marble Carving: This is the technique of delicately carving relief patterns onto
the marble panels around the peitra dura work. Another interesting aspect of this
carving is the lattice work or the carving out of lacy patterns in marble and cutting
out artistic spaces in the marble to allow the air to circulate through. This
technique of jalli work was very popular in the Mughal era.
Calligraphy: Around the ceiling worked into the gach is very fine calligraphy in
gold painted letters of Gurmukhi in a running hand that decorate the arches of the
first floor. The calligraphy is of incantations or patth which are elaborately picked
out in magnificent designs with intricate borders all around in a vivid
kaleidoscope of colours.
The above mentioned techniques have been used singly and in combination all
over the precincts of the Golden Temple Complex. The extent of each technique,
it‟s merging with other techniques to bring out a well-balanced façade. The
surface decorations within the Harmandir, embellishments have become the role
model for subsequent Sikh shrines not only in South Asia but around the world.
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Pietra Dura or Marble Inlay

Pietra Dura or Marble Inlay
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Renovation & Restoration inside The Golden Temple Complex

Marble Flooring
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