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'Santan ke ]earaj aap Ielz/oya,

Har Ieam ]earavan aaya Ram'

"The Lord himself has come to fulfill the tasks of his devotees.
He himself is doing every’ching or seeing that it is done in his presence’
(Sri Guru Granth Sahil), Panna 783)

(This is the /[irst sermon that openec] the discourse ][rom the
Ho/y Guru Granth Sahib upon its installation at the Golden Dmp/e).
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'Harmanga/ gao sakhi grelz mandir [)anya'

'Rejoice my friends and sing auspicious songs, the Divine Temple,
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CHAPTER 1

The Human Desire to Embellish

The earliest and most touching expressions of humankind’s emotive
response to the natural environment and the very essence of existence has
been the desire to embellish. From the very beginning of Man’s coming on
earth, it would seem, ornamentation has been an integral part of virtually all
cultures, gracing buildings, clothing, bodies, utensils, weapons, vehicles -
almost every appurtenance of daily life. In fact the journey from birth to the
final rites de passage have been marked by ornamentation and
embellishment in some form or the other since time immemorial. Evidences
are strewn across the continents of Man’s quest for beautification. From the
La Chappelle Enfants to the Caves of Bhimbetka, from the Afar triangle to the
Inca remains the artifacts have underlined emphatically the singular focus of
Man on embellishing his surroundings with the most exquisite mediums and

techniques at his command.

Ancient civilizations bear witness to man’s insatiable desire to
decorate, embellish and ornament. The Great River Civilizations of the world
that took roots on the banks of great rivers like the Nile and the Indus, give us
ample scope to wonder at the munificence of Man'’s creativity in reaching the
Sublime through his creations. This can be seen in the great works of
architecture like the gigantic Pyramids and Sphinx in Egypt as well as the
seals and other abundant traces of architectural magnificence found on the

floor of the Indus Valley.

Ornamentation has beautified the most utilitarian and the most
luxurious of objects which were decorated with colour, relief and tempering to
give them a form and design not originally their own. Perhaps the ornament
has sustained integrally as a consistent part of human history because it
satisfied an inherent need for beauty that all people shared. With rare

exceptions, whenever and wherever ornamentation could be used, it was,



and in most cases, in lavish proportion to wealth. It satiated a very basic and
instinctive reaching out of man for the sublime in beauty and the most
magnificent in the realm of an artist's imagination. If there has been one
constant feature in the history of the arts, it has been the lack of debate about
the use of ornamentation. This primeval yearning to give form and face to the
Divine through human endeavour found expression in some of the ancient
and modern Wonders of the World and a large number of places of worship
like the Sistine Chapel in Florence. The Indian examples of this form of art
date back to the Ajanta caves, the Kailash temple at Ellora, the group of
temples at Khajuraho, and the exquisite Sun temple in Orissa. In later
centuries the structures that came up bore a marked Islamic influence where
image worship was against the tenets of the religion. Nevertheless, the
embellishment of some of the distinctively Islamic edifices like the Qutub
mosque, the Jama Masjid, Fatehpur Sikri, and the Taj Mahal attained heights

earlier unknown.

This need to decorate and beautify is a distinctive feature of the entire
South East Asian world. The Pagodas, the ornamental gardens, the fine rock
cut images and even the sculptors’ skill in draping the images in gossamer
and silk is evidenced in many temples and places of worship. Thus, the
ornament has been an integral part of life for millennia. It may have been
celebrated and suppressed alternatively for varying degrees of time and
place. It always found a way as even the modernists found avenues to slake
the thirst for embellishment. Ornamentation has been and continues to be a

very meaningful part of the lives of most people all over the world.

The fact is that both “ornament” and “beauty” have ruled the centuries
bygone. But somehow the spirit to embellish has been gradually replaced by
the waves of mass production and commercialization as an offshoot of
globalization. From the middle of the nineteenth century, designers made it
increasingly difficult to talk about the beauty of a design, or the attractiveness
of its decoration, in purely aesthetic terms. Buildings were no longer beautiful,
cozy, gracious, or comfortable. Instead, through the so-called principles of

design, they appealed to our intellect and sense of morality.: we were to



appreciate their honest expression of structure, function, material, and so on.
|deology tended to replace taste as the basis of discussion about the nature of

beauty.

The “principles of design” appealed to designers because they put
them on an entirely different and intellectual plane. The designers were
concerned with morality and yet they gave wing to their creativity with a
flexibility and freedom unparalleled in time. The sincere desire to believe in
this kind of morality in art encouraged designers to ignore popular trends and
shoulder the massive but still necessary burden of enchanting the public with

their creations.

Without the lens of ideology distorting the common man’s vision, it
became easier to address critical design questions which were ignored for the
past half-century. The most important of these was ensuring a humane,
livable townscape with the addition of sensitively designed buildings that
respected their surroundings yet celebrated them by the free use of

ornamentation.
Perspective on Beauty down the Ages

Whenever there has been an attempt to understand the ways and
mores of a culture and its vision of the arts there has been a marked distortion
because one tends to see those cultures through the filter of ones own
expectations and standards. Often this can be glimpsed in the use of
language and words used to describe a work of art or a particularly
magnificent rendition. Centuries ago the word ‘awful’ had no negativity
attached to it. Rather it connoted ‘awe’ and wonder like in the form of address
“Your Aweful Majesty”. Yet it is used today to express abhorrence for
something or an event like “It was awful’. Words miss their meanings over
time. Our differentiation between “artist” and “artisan” did not exist in
antiquity, and as late as the beginning of the twentieth century the word
“designer” did not have its present meaning. The most striking evidence for
this gulf in understanding is that no ancient Greek of Roman equivalent exists

for the word “art”. The closest Greek approximation, tekne (or tekhné), has



the same meaning as a variety of modern terms, including art (as in
artfulness), skill, craft, trade, the regular method of making a thing, or a work
of art. Teknites (or tekhnites) can refer to an artificer, artist, craftsman,
workman, or anyone who works by the rules of an art (or trade). There are
similar ambiguities in the Greek word for architect: The word ‘architekton’ can
mean chief artificer, director of works, architect (of buildings), engineer, or
master smith, as in shipwright- all of which are, however, distinguished from
the very lowest of manual or menial workers or labourers." The appropriate
Latin words have similarly broad meanings. Opifex, for example, can mean

artisan, worker, mechanic, artist, producer, maker, or fabricator.?

Thus, just as the perceptions of beauty and its conceptualization at a
particular time for a particular people have changed manifold so have the
renditions and modifications thereon changed. What remains consistent,
however, is the element of deep devotional piety that provoked many a
manifestation of the arts, from the magnificent cathedrals of Europe, to the
minutely embellished temples of the Orient, South-East Asia and the Indian

sub-continent.

The relationship of physical to spiritual beauty was similar to thaf of the
manual to the liberal arts. Plato never doubted that knowledge gathered
through the senses was inferior to that gleaned by the mind. “Absolute”
beauty referred to the constant and invariable truths of wisdom - of philosophy
— which were impossible to apprehend “except by thinking; they are invisible
to sight. “If someone tells me that the reason why a given object is beautiful is
that it has a gorgeous colour or shape or any other such attribute,” said
Socrates,® in Plato’s Phaedo, ‘I disregard all these other explanations - | find
them all confusing - and | cling simply and straightforwardly and no doubt,
foolishly, to the explanation that the one thing that makes the object beautiful
is the presence in it or association with it of absolute beauty.” While sight was

the foremost sense, it was only first among the lesser faculties which; singly

'Etymological derivations from the Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, 1964.Allied Publishers
Pvt Ltd. 1972 edition.
“Ibid



Celebration of Gurpurab [Festival in honour of the Gurus| at the Golden Temple.

The strings of light add to the splenclour of the edifice
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The Golden glory of the Temple and its glittering reflection gil(ls the entire atmosPhere
during the Festival of Lights - Diwali at the Harmandir Sahib




or in combination, were unable to attain the entire Truth. With the passage of
time the one constant was that the role of art remained securely anchored in
the service of religion and the state. “The great test of Architectural beauty is
the fitness of the design to the purpose for which it is intended, and that the
style of a building should so correspond with its use that the spectator may at

once perceive the purpose for which it was erected.”

From earliest times there has been distinctive documentation of the
rules and principles that govern the form, content and rendition of art in any
medium. The Vishnudharmaottara Puran’ laid down the principles of fine art
expression in the visual, plastic and performing arts. Even before fine art
came into being all manual or mechanical arts were decorative; even painting
and sculpture were seen as an embellishment. Ornamentation was not an
entity easily isolated. Along with weapons, seals, shields, homesteads, stairs,
lids, windows, handles, walls, spouts, and so on, ornament or decoration, was

an inseparable divisible part of buildings and objects.
Embellishment as the Worship of the Divine

The religious connection was reinforced by an assumption that natural
forms were inherently utilitarian, a view sanctioned by the writings of Charles
Darwin and Herbert Spencer. Scholars have attempted to apply a hierarchy of
beauty to nature, stating categorically that decorative lines were beautiful only

if they were adaptations of the most common, natural lines.

In India Art® found its home in the temple which was not only the
physical core but the soul of the community. The temple was not seen as a
monastery of the ascetic nor the fortress of the priest claiming semi-divine
powers but the embodiment of Dharma - in effect its very home. The shapes

and forms of the sculptures and the generous yet poignant use of colour on

Brent C. Brolin, 1985. Architectural Orament — Banishment and Return. W.W Norton & Co. Ltd.
London.

* Ibid.

"The Vishnudharmottara Purana is a compilation that lays down the codes of conduct for the artisan
and the work of art that is being rendered. Thisis a text on sculpture and painting which speaks
of themes and images that were frankly drawn from imagination and through an indirect way of
articulation.



the temple walls only recorded the heartbeats and the spiritual aspiratio‘ns of a
vigourous life. According to Percy Brown’ the “outstanding quality of the
architecture of India is its spiritual content . It is evident that the fundamental
purpose of the building art was to represent in concrete form the prevailing
religious consciousness of the people. It is mind materialized in terms of rock,
brick or stone”. He continues that this characteristic is “emphasized by the
treatment of its wall surfaces. The scheme of sculpture often covers the whole
of the exterior of the building notable not only for the richness of its decorative
effect, but for the deep significance of its subject matter. Here is not only the
relation of architecture to life but transcendent life itself plastically
represented. Carved in high or low relief are depicted all the glorious Gods of
the age-old mythology of the country engaged in their well-known
ceremonials, an unending array of imagery steeped in symbolism thus

producing an ‘ocean of story’® of absorbing interest’.

This meaning and significance of the temple has persisted from age to
age though its materials have changed from bamboo to wood, from wood to
the living rock. From the living rock to the stone, brick and marble which were
lavished upon to be built into an imposing edifice. When the worshiper sees
the spire of the temple at a distance, his spirit is lifted, he heaves a sigh of
relief that the journey’s end has come. His heart is gladdened as he passes
under the canopy of ancient trees or contemplates the crystal clear waters of
the river flowing by. He may meditate on the meaning of life and truth at the
edge of the tranquil lake in front or besides the edifice. The beauty of nature
uplifts his soul and the sordid world is left behind, if not forgotten, as he
comes nearer he is overwhelmed by the massive imposing front of the temple
and then mesmerized furthermore by its lofty ‘shikhara’ or spire. The shapes
and figures of Gods, men, animals and foliage that adorn the temple walls are
a feast for his eyes. His senses are bombarded by the absolute that merges
into the vivid form and the varied richness of the creation that is spread

around him. Then as he observes one figure after another and follows with

® K.M Munshi, 1959. Indian Temple Sculpture. Rupa and Company Delhi.
" Percy Brown, 1956. Indian Architecture — Buddhist and Hindu. D.B Taraporewala Sons & Co. Pwt.
Ltd. Bombay.



interest the successive meaning of the episodes depicted on the walls, his
subconscious mind embraces both the history and aspirations of his race — its
depths of piety and heights of exultation. He recognises his favourite Gods,
turns to them in thankfulness or expectation, in effect he almost becomes one

with them.

As the devotee enters the temple he is overcome by the grandeur of
the inner dome. His pilgrimage culminates in the ‘garba griha’ or the inner
shrine which is the sancta sanctorum. Its cool, soothing interiors are so
different from the race and chase of the outer worldly experience that he, for
several moments, is compelled to express his excitable emotions and even to
some extent calm the vital movements of his body in a veritable trance. Out of
the surrounding darkness there rises before him the almost imperceptible
outline of the deity as the flickering lights throw shifting shadows on it. He is
overwhelmed by his own insignificance in the larger schema of things. He
sees himself in the presence of the magnificent deity as one who seeks
eternal fulfillment of the aspirations which have so far remained inarticulate.
He feels that he is in a higher World surcharged with Divine Power when he
bows before the representation manifested by the creativity and sublime art of
the artist. It is almost as if the abstract of the Ultimate Power has taken on
absolute dimensions in a surrealistic depiction. He feels himself in the
presence of God. Then he sits or stands in front of the image. He closes his
eyes repeating the incantations for invoking the deity. He sees in his heart the
image of the Omnipresent in its form which the artist's rendition and
imagination have shaped for him. He says his prayers, invokes the benign
blessings and then goes on. This is a process of devotion for every generation
and man, as far as he understands, passes them on to the next. This passage
is also a task accomplished by the artist. When he opens his eyes to the
image in his heart he is able to give body and form to the flaming colours and
shapes he has envisioned. This is the purpose of the sculptured image. It
stimulates the worshippers’ pursuit of the Divine, fires his imagination with an

unfathomable zeal, gives his aspirations a shape. By this single-minded

g Kathasagar’ in the Indian terminology.



devotion is the artist blessed with a divine touch so much so that the deity in a
living inspiring presence is brought virtually to life. According to the Mana-sara
Shilpashastra® the features of the image are determined by the relation
between the worshipper and the object of his worship, they are embellished
with the devotional zeal of the worshipper and given true life and form lovingly

by the devotees.

The institution of pilgrimage to holy places, ‘tirth yatra’ is an ancient
and continuing religious tradition. Religion assumes an important role in
generating a circulation mechanism in which all the social strata participate.
Religion provides the basis of pilgrimage by offering the reward of purification
of the soul and the attainment of objectives related to the problems of
mundane existence. Every religion has its sacred foci to which men of faith
periodically converge. From the most ancient civilizations to the present times
sacred centers have exerted a powerful pull on the believers. The Sumerians
of antiquity who reverently ascended the steps of the ziggurat to reach the
gate of heaven have their modern counterpart in the devout Jews and
Christians who visit the Holy Land and in the multitudes of Muslims from
diverse parts of the world who undertake the Haj to Mecca. Millions of pilgrims
since time immemorial have similarly been attracted to their numerous holy

cities in India.

Pilgrimage is thus a pan-human phenomena albeit its importance is
reduced in the industrial commercial nations of the western world. The
concept of pilgrimage exists in all major religions, although not unexpectedly
its meaning varies widely within the canonical structure of each religion as it
may have an absolute significance or merely a procedural value. This can be
seen more clearly in the fact that anybody who goes. to the shrine of ‘Mata
Sheran Wali’ [in Jammu] must also visit the temple of Bhairon [located above
the Bhavan or temple] but it is not necessary to go through the ‘Garabh Joon’
which falls half way to the Bhavan at the site called Adhkawari.

” Surinder Mohan Bhardawaj, 1973. Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in India. Thomson Press Ltd. Delhi.
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Shabad kirtan and patlt reverberates
inside and outside the precincts of the
Golden Temple Complex l)ringing alive

the meditative interiors and reflective

exteriors alive with the words of the

Gurus or the Gurbani

Pilg'rims reflect upon the l)eauty of the exquisite surface
decoration of the external walls of the Harmandir Sahib

as they wait their turn to enter and pay homage




The significance of the Hindu pilgrimage is encapsulated in the
expression ‘tirth yatra’ which literally means undertaking a Holy journey. The
Skanda Puran,’® a religious text, says that truth, forgiveness, control of
senses, kindness to all living beings and simplicity are ‘firth(s)’. Thus, the tirth
yatra not only means the physical act of undertaking a journey to the holy
places but implies the imposition of mental and moral discipline. In fact

without the latter, any pilgrimage would have little significance.

Right from ancient times the concept of pilgrimage has been to
undertake journeys [often perilous and involving much penance on the part of
the devotee] to sacred places for purification and redemption from sin. This
does not imply that the pilgrimage of today has the same ritualistic content as

that of the Vedic period but a conceptual similarity still remains.

The Sikh Gurus recognized this need for having a place of pilgrimage.
The choosing of the site, the devotion with which the ‘Doorway to God’ or the
Gurdwara was constructed, its gilding through the generous donations and
piety of steadfast Sikhs like Maharaja Ranjit Singh, its surface decorations
and several revivals all went into the making of the Golden Temple into the

holiest place of pilgrimage for the Sikhs all over the world.

The compilation of the Guru Granth and its installation within the
Harmandir altered the nature and function of the Sikh shrine. Since the time
of Nanak, communities of Sikhs had built themselves halls of congregation,
where they could meet to recite the bani, sing hymns, and listen to
discourses. The sangat or the congregation is a crucial aspect of Sikhism,
and there is a well-articulated belief that the congregation itself is as a Guru:
the Guru Panth. The congregational halls were likely to have been modest
buildings and were called dharamsala, “place of dharma or righteousness”, a
common word used to designate a place of shelter, usually associated with a

religious institution. Guru Arjan Dev called his special shrine, the Harmandir,

'“The Purans were ancient Hindu scriptures that have been considered the delineations ofthe principles
of living. There are 18 Purans of which the most quoted are the Skanda Puran, the Agni Puran, the
Bhavishya Puran, the Matsya Puran, the Garuda Puran, the Brahmand Puran, the Kurma Puran, and
the Brahmavaivari Puran. The Skanda Puran is the largest of the Purans, it has seven parts and
contains 88,000 stanzas. It derives its name from Karttikeya, the son of Lord Shiva.

9



‘the temple of Hari the Lord’. And it was his son, Guru Hargobind, who coined
the special term which this shrine and other Sikh sites of worship and
congregation came to be given- ‘Gurudwara’ -the doorway to the Guru. This
was one more step in the construction of a distinctive identity, demarcating

Sikhs from the populace around them.
Evolution of the Temple

The earliest known place of worship was a mound of earth around
which the ‘pradakshina’ or circumambulation was done. It is said that this
mound covered the ashes or the mortal remains of some bygone seer, saint
or wise one. This was the beginning of the temple from which evolved the
simplest form called the ‘stupa’ or funeral mound." The earliest versions of
these structures were made of unburnt bricks having the shape of a domical
mound or ‘annda’ [egg]. A small space enclosed the receptacle containing a
relic of the Buddha. Its summit was surmounted by a wooden or polished
stone parasol or ‘chchatra yashti’ as a mark of respect and devotion.

The 300 years rule of the Sungas and the Andhras saw considerable
change in the construction and shaping of the temple form. There were four
distinctive phases: [1] stone carving;[2] symbolism; [3] stone construction and

[4] the halls or the ‘Chaitya’ and the monastery or the ‘Vihara'.

During the earlier times the shrines connected with the Brahmanical
faith were the epitomes of simplicity and natural surroundings. According to

1]

Percy Brown, an ancient commentary, the Satapatha Brahmana,
incidentally describing one of these before the Christian era, states that it
comprised two sheds ‘formed of posts and beams covered with reeds and
mats’ thus seeming to imply that a very primitive shelter was all that custom
ordained in the ceremonial usage of this belief. That such was the practice is
shown by the bas-reliefs of Bharut and Sanchi, of the 2" and 1% century B.C.,
the fire altars and the ‘naga’ tabernacles of non-Buddhists being either entirely

uncovered or merely protected by temporary erections, from which it may be

" Stupa was originally a funeral mound or tumulus, erected by the Buddhists either to enshrine a relic
or to commemorate some sacred site. Later it came to be recognised as a symbol of Buddha.

10



inferred that the service and ritual were ordinarily performed in the open air.
What may be the oldest known actual remains of a Brahmanical stone
structure are the foundations of the Vishnu shrine at Besnagar [Bhopal,
Madhya Pradesh] ...”"

Percy explores this phenomenon and gives the explanation that, “The
reason for the almost complete absence of any stable religious edifice, is
due to the particular character of the belief up to this period. Consisting mainly
of propitiation by means of offerings on an altar of certain abstract powers
representing natural forces and phenomena whose presence was
everywhere, under such conditions any kind of earthly abode would have
been meaningless. In the course of time, however, there grew up a desire for
something more positive than spiritual essences, a need for some material
interpretation of the religious ideal. And so by degrees there developed a
demand for an embodiment of these impersonal powers, which, early in the
Christian era crystallized and before the fourth century A.D the object of

worship began to assume a visible form, usually a graven image.”

He thus encapsulates the evolution of the temple as it is today - “The
anthropomorphic conception of the deity naturally called for some habitation,
and so a structural shrine came into being. The various stages through which
the embryo Hindu temple passed are common to the growth of edifices, first a
leafy bower, then a reed hut, and afterwards a cella of wood and brick.
Eventually in the Gupta period it appears as a sanctum of stone, called the
Garba Griha literally ‘womb house’, a small chamber, square in plan, its
interior walls perfectly plain and without any other opening except the
doorway, the darkness inside providing the requisite atmosphere of solemn
mystery. Within was placed the effigy of the God. Contrasting with the bare
walls of the interior, the outer side of the doorway was often richly carved and

in front of this was usually a shallow porch”. *°

'> Percy Brown, 1956. Indian Architecture — Buddhist and Hindu. D.B Taraporewala Sons & Co. Pvt
Ltd. Bombay.
“Ibid.
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The concept of Pradakshina or Parkarma as it is known in the context
of the Golden Temple developed over the years where this temple complex
came to serve the purpose of worship, prayer, circumambulation, shelter,

congregational preaching and assemblage etc. all under one common roof.

According to the deliberations of Niharranjan Ray on the ‘Social Base
and Social Character’ of the human endeavour in the use of art for edification
of religion, “... a temple or a temple complex, functionally speaking, was the
main, indeed the most important centre of local social life. It served as the
main marketing centre as well as the public meeting place of the community
which on special occasions included men and women from far and near. |t
served as a bank and treasure vault for whatever valuables a community
happened to possess and when there were civil strifes, political upheavals
and military inroads, it was the securest fort where the community used to
seek its shelter. Secondly, it was the standing public exhibition ground of
actuality and imagination in terms of the visual languages of sculpture and
painting. It was also the main centre for all the contemporary performing arts
like those of music and dancing, drama and dialogue in verse. |t wés the
centre for giving readings and holding discussions and disputations. A temple
or temple complex was indeed the habitat of all the contemporary muses and
hence the audio-visual communication and education centre of the

community.” '

Evolution of the Surface Decorations

In the genesis of Indian art' it can be seen that the significance of the
siX limbs is paramount. [1] Roop Bheda or the differentiation in form ; [2]
Pramanani or the canons of measurement (balance, proportion, harmony,
cadence, rhythm etc.); [3] Bhava or the quality of life as articulated through
feelings; [4] Lavanya or grace; [5] Sadarashiyam or verisimilitude; [6] Varnika
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