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 SIKHISM THROUGH ART
A sequence of miniatures, murals, contemporary paintings and photographs; with background information and 
explanatory notes, quotations from sacred texts, a map and suggested classroom activities.
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INTRODUCTION

The KHANDA, the insignia of Sikhism, takes its name 
from the central sword.  This stands for belief in one 
God, and its two blades remind Sikhs to balance a 
readiness for action with faith.  The circular Chakka, 
an ancient throwing weapon, symbolises the unity of 
humanity.  The two curved swords, Kirpans, represent 
spiritual power and temporal authority.

Sikhism is by far the youngest of the 
world’s great religions:  it is, for example, 
only a quarter of the age of Christianity. 
Born in one of the most tumultuous 
periods in Indian history, it literally 
had to fight long and desperately for 
survival.  This is reflected today in the 
stress placed by Sikhs on the way in 
which their faith inspires resolute and 
direct behaviour in daily life.

With its belief in one God, and in the 
divine guidance of sacred scriptures, 
Sikhism has much in common with 
the main Western religions.  Yet the 
concept of transmigration, or the the 
evolution of the soul, derives from its 
Oriental background.  Uniquely among 
the great religions, it has no priests or 
hierarchy.

Sikhs have no inhibitions about 
pictures showing its divine founders, 
the ten Gurus.  On the contrary, there 
is a thriving popular art depicting their 
deeds, as well as more sophisticated 
modern work by Punjabi artists.  Many 
Sikh paintings were undoubtedly lost 
in the wars against the Mughals (and 
others as recently as l984 during the 
storming of the Golden Temple) but 
murals and miniature paintings have 
survived since the 17th and 18th 
centuries.  Some are reproduced in the 
following guide, illuminating Sikhism 
through its art.  

For simplicity’s sake, diacritical signs have been omitted from 
Punjabi words, which appear in italics in the first instance and 
thereafter in roman.

“A highly recommended resource”

This is a refreshingly adaptable series for 
schools...the selection provides a comprehensive 
and flexible series of pictures which, used in their 
entirety, provide a balanced introduction to each 
faith...the notes are clearly produced and provide 
a good overview of the faith.

Teachers from all key stages will find them 
a valuable resource although they will be of 
particular relevance at key stages 3 and 4. They 
could work very well in group activities.
RE Today (reviewing the printed version)
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BUILDING THE PANTH:
EIGHT GURUS 
IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF NANAK

IN HIS LAST YEARS, Nanak had chosen a 
successor to guide the fledgling Panth at 
Kartarpur.  One of his sons, Siri Chand, had 
harboured hopes of inheriting this role, but he 
was a yogi, an ascetic dedicated to mysticism, 
rather than a potential leader.  So Nanak turned 
to Lahina, a former Hindu priest (pujari), 
born in 1504.  On an annual pilgrimage to a  
shrine to Durga, a fierce aspect of the Mother 
Goddess, he passed through Kartarpur and  
met Nanak.  One account describes him as 
being so overwhelmed that he ‘tore the ritual 
bells from his hands and feet, and having 
renounced his former practices he began to 
chant the Guru’s name’. 

Nanak had put his convert through a series 
of tests to confirm his selflessness, then gave 
him a new name: Angad.  This derives from 
the word ang, or limb, for Nanak saw his 
successor as a spiritual arm of himself.  As the 
second Guru, for 13 years until his death in 
1552, Angad lived at Khadur, a short journey 
south of Kartarpur.  He does not appear to have 

We do not become saints or sinners
By merely saying that we are:
It is the actions that are recorded.
According to the seed we sow, is the 
fruit we eat.

GURU NANAK

been a prolific writer of hymns, although some 
of his work is in the Guru Granth Sahib.  But his 
great achievement was to perfect the Punjabi 
script known as Gurmukhi (the language of 
the Guru);  this he adapted from the writing 
used by north Indian moneylenders.  Angad 
used Gurmukhi to record many of Nanak’s 
religious songs. 

Elevated the status of women
The third Guru, Amar Das, was much older 
than Angad, whom he succeeded when 
already in his seventies.  He had become 
a disciple after hearing Angad’s daughter 
singing one of Nanak’s hymns.  Despite his 
years, Amar Das gave the new religion a 
strong leadership:  he organised the Panth, 
which had spread throughout much of the 
Punjab, into 22 groups, each with its own 
superintendent (sangatia).  He also elevated 
the status of women, in accord with the 
teachings of Guru Nanak, so that they could 
lead public worship.  Fearless in his opinions, 
he did not permit purdah and condemned the 
Hindu tradition of sati  — the self-immolation 
by widows on their husbands’ funeral pyres; 
on the contrary, he believed it proper for 
widows to re-marry if they wished.  He also 
spoke out against the veiling and seclusion of 
women in Islam.

Guru Nanak with Bala and Mardana
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ADVICE FOR TEACHERS

Studying religions through their 
works of art can support teaching 
and learning in Religious Education 
in both learning from and learning 
about religion.

Learning about religion
 r This resource contains concise 

information about the teachings, 
beliefs, practices and forms of worship 
within Sikhism.

 r An extensive collection of images 
which can be used as a stimulus for 
investigation and dialogue, helping to 
develop skills of analysis, interpretation, 
and explanation.

 r Content that helps to build a 
thorough vocabulary of specialist terms. 

Learning from religion 
 r The combination of images and 

text can encourage students to be 
observant, creative, curious, informed 
and reflective.

 r It can enable them to make 
connections between religious belief 
and real people and events.

 r It can encourage questions 
about identity and belonging, 
meaning, purpose, truth, values and 
commitments.

 r It can help to stimulate 
conversation around individual 
responses to artistic expressions within 
a religion. 

Also supports Art teaching
 r By helping to build awareness 

of the cultural, historical and social 
context in which art is used; developing 
understanding of how art expresses 
meaning, and how it is often directed 
for a specific audience and purpose.

 r By providing many opportunities 
to encounter, explore, compare and 
contrast works of art from different 
periods, places and perspectives.

 r By allowing students to investigate 
different styles of artistic expression, 
develop personal responses to art 
styles and use these to draw on for 
their own art.

Other aims
 r Themes and concepts have been 

suggested that relate to specific images.

 r Possible activities are suggested 
which can be adapted to meet specific 
learning objectives at different key 
stages.

 r These can be used as starting 
points to stimulate questions and 
discussion about aspects of religious 
study or to develop extension activities. 

Working with the pictures 
 r Click* looking at the images to 

see the 30 selected works. Click on the 
required image to go to the captioned 
picture, which can then be printed out 
and/or displayed on a whiteboard. 

*Please note that the links are not active in this preview


