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The similarities between Sikh and Persian Architecture 
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Due t o its r ich soil and cultural he ritage I ndia ha s al ways be en a s ource of foreign 
invasions, cultural a mbassadors, po ets, h istorians, p ainters a nd o ther curious t ravellers. 
These foreign interactions ha ve al ways l eft a m ark on our c ultural fabric. One s uch 
undeniable association has been the Mughal Empire and its long period of rule in India. 
During their various political wars and other social obligations Mughal rulers sometimes 
took s helter i n the v ast a nd be autiful c ountry of  I ran a nd w hile returning back, t hey 
brought w ith them various ar chitects, painters and other cu ltural ambassadors who left 
behind an undeniable mark on the fabric of Indian heritage.  

During t he M ughal r eign, a nother r eligion t hat w as f lourishing out side a ny political 
influence was Sikhism. All ten Gurus lived during Mughal rule, in an era where Persian 
was the single most important cosmopolitan language. Anyone that hoped to be involved 
in the politics and poetics of the time needed to use Persian to communicate their aims. 
We know for sure that Guru Nanak Sahib and Guru Gobind Singh Sahib were fluent in 
Persian from their recorded wisdom in Persian, and we a lso see proof that Guru Arjan 
Sahib was a  prolific Persian writer, who wrote numerous Persian shabads or hymns of 
wisdom in Guru Granth Sahib. There are further Persian shabads in Guru Granth Sahib 
that can be accredited to Bhagat Nam Dev, Bhagat Kabir, and Bhagat Farid.  Since the 
time zone of these both was almost parallel, there can be seen some similarities between 
their architecture. To understand this similarity what better examples than the beautiful 
architecture o f the sacred S ri H armandir S ahib (Golden t emple) in Amritsar and  t he 
revered Imamzadeh Saleh shrine in Tehran. 

The Sri Harmandir Sahib stands in the midst of a beautiful waterbody called Amritsar or 
amrit sarovar, from where t he c ity de rives i ts na me. T he shrine d isplays i nfluences o f 
different architectural styles, including Indo-Islamic Mughal architecture. The Harmandir 
Sahib i s an open house of  worship for a ll men and women, from a ll walks of  l ife and 
faith. It has a square plan with four entrances with a c ircumambulation path around the 
pool. The complex is a collection of buildings around the sanctum and the pool. One of 
these i s The Akal T akht, t he c hief center of  religious a uthority of  S ikhism. Additional 
buildings i nclude v arious Bungas or F ortifications, different m emorials marking 
historical events, a clock tower, a library the offices of Gurdwara Committee, a Museum 
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and a langar – a free Sikh community run kitchen that serves a simple vegetarian meal to 
all v isitors w ithout di scrimination. Over 100,0 00 pe ople v isit t he hol y s hrine daily f or 
worship. The Gurdwara complex has been nominated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
and its application is pending on the tentative list of UNESCO. 

The Imamzadeh Saleh Shrine is one of the many Imamzadeh mosques in Iran and is one 
of t he m ost popul ar S hia M uslim s hrines i n nor thern Tehran. The m ain m ausoleum 
building includes a  large rectangular building with thick walls and solid inner space of 
almost 5. 6 s quare meters. In the year 700 AH Imam Zadeh Saleh there is an inscription 
that appe ars in the r epair and alteration of en tries has g one acco rding t o which the 
Kingdom of  Ghazan Khan was at  the same t ime. Imam Zadeh Saleh large wooden box 
inside the tomb pr obably be longed t o t he e ra of  the l ate Safavid or Afsharid dynasties. 
Silver enshrine the eastern and north-eastern and western sides have netted enclosure is 
decorated with silver and wood lattice south side of the endowment of the late Mr. Mirza 
Saeed Khan, foreign minister late Qajar. The shrine is located on the north side entrance 
porch and the porch of the sanctuary, the tablet is rectangular adobe tile on its history in 
1210 AH and the name of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar has been engraved on it. 

In order to enter the outer parikarma or veranda of Sri Harmandir Sahib every individual 
has to cover their heads and wash their hands and feet. Once they are done with this, they 
come t o the s teps a nd t hey w alk dow n a  f ew s teps t o e nter through a  deorhi o r an 
entrance gateway, through which one has to pass before reaching the shrine. The deorhi 
is an arch-like s tructure. The visitors get the first glimpse of t he sanctum sanctorum or  
Darbar from the deorhi. This arch can also be seen when we enter the Imamzadeh Saleh 
shrine. These arches are visible at different points of importance within the shrines. 

Similarities in the building do not end just at the entrance. Inside the Inner sanctorum of 
both buildings we can find an ambience of tranquillity and a soothing peace as we look 
and reflect towards God. The architecture aids that as we find carpets and chandeliers that 
add to the beauty and ambience of the place. 

The roof of both, the mosque and the Darbar or Court of the Guru, has exquisite work.  

A mixture of Jaratkari, a f orm of  intricate in-lay w ork; gach, plaster-of-Paris 
work; tukri work; fresco-painting; and pinjra, lattice work are used for the decoration in 
and around Sri Harmandir Sahib. Jaratkari is a technique of studding semi-precious and 
coloured stones into marbles slabs. These slabs often have florid or geometrical borders 
which enclose delicate in-lay work using floral shapes and patterns. Beautiful designs are 
made on the w alls w ith gach which i s s ubsequently gilded. E xcellent e xamples of t his 
work c an be  s een in t he G olden Temple a t A mritsar. S ometimes, t he gach-work i s 
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rendered hi ghly or namental by  m eans of  c oloured and m irrorred cut-glass as w ell as 
semi-precious stones. This is called tukri (small piece) work. 

Sikh architecture represents the last flicker of religious architecture in India. The Golden 
Temple at Amritsar is its most celebrated example as this is the only monument in which 
all the characteristics of the style are fully represented. 

Although S ikh a rchitecture undoubtedly or iginated w ith the i dea of  de votion, it 
underwent a certain transformation. Sikhs were given the mandate of being Saint Soldiers 
by G uru G obind S ingh S ahib, due t o w hich the a rchitecture a ssumed t he c haracter of 
military f ortification, in its later st ages, which was reflected in a num ber of b uildings 
throughout Punjab. 

As a style of building-design, Sikh architecture might strike the lay onlooker as eclectic, a 
mixture of the best features picked up f rom here and there. But, it has more depth than 
meets the casual eye. While it shares Islam’s stringent and uncompromising monotheism 
through austerity, it a lso c elebrates its y outhfulness and vitality w ith the pl ayful 
polytheism of  H induism. E clecticism m ight ha ve be en i ts s tarting-point, but  Sikh 
architecture ha s flourished t o a state of artistic autonomy so as to work out i ts own 
stylistic idiosyncrasies. I nspired by  G uru N anak S ahib’s c reative outlook, S ikh 
architecture is a silent blend of humanism and spirituality. 

Sikh architecture r eflects a lively bl end of  Mughal a nd R ajput s tyles. O nion-shaped 
domes, multi-foil arches, paired pilasters, in-lay work f rescoes, etc. undoubtedly follow 
from Mughal influence, more specifically of E mperor-Architect Shah Jehan’s period, 
while oriel windows, bracket-supported eaves at the string-course, chhattris, richly-
ornamented friezes, etc. are reminiscent of elements of Rajput architecture such as is seen 
in Jaipur, Jodhpur, Bikaner, and other places in Rajasthan. 

Use of water as an element of design has been frequently exploited in Mughal and Hindu 
architecture, but nowhere in so lively a manner as in Sikh architecture. Water becomes a 
sine qu a non of  S ikh bui lding-design, a s i n t he G olden T emple a t a nd no t m erely a n 
appendage to the main shrine. The gurdwara is placed lower down than the structures in 
the vicinity, unlike the masjid which are usually placed on raised platforms. 

Thus, we can say t hat Iranian architecture displays great variety, both structural and 
aesthetic, from a v ariety of t raditions and experience. Without sudden innovations, and 
despite t he r epeated t rauma of i nvasions an d cultural sho cks, it ha s ac hieved "an 
individuality distinct from that of other Muslim countries”. Its paramount virtues are: "a 
marked f eeling f or form a nd s cale; s tructural i nventiveness, especially 
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in vault and dome construction; a genius for decoration with a  f reedom and success not 
rivalled in any ot her a rchitecture". O n t he ot her hand S ikh A rchitecture is a  st yle 
of architecture that i s cha racterized with values of  progressiveness, exquisite i ntricacy, 
austere be auty a nd l ogical f lowing l ines. D ue to its progressive style, it is co nstantly 
evolving into many newly developing branches with new contemporary styles. Although 
Sikh architecture was initially developed within Sikhism its style has been used in many 
non-religious bu ildings d ue t o its b eauty. 300 ye ars ago, S ikh a rchitecture w as 
distinguished for its many curves and s traight lines; Shri K eshgarh Sahib and the 
Sri Harmandir Sahib (Golden Temple) are prime examples. 
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