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Gulammohammed Sheikh’s Layered Visual References

Image no: 1

Caption: Jyoti Bhatt, Portrait of Gulammohammed Sheikh, 1963, Digital Image, DC.00221, Museum
of Art & Photography, Bengaluru.

Link:
https://map.cumulus.co.in/client/map/collection#/search/7870?src=srh &g=Sheikh &og=12 & qtp=

flt&department=&view=grid &searchField=Department &perPage=20&pageNumber=1 &sortBy=Us
rNumber rtOrder=A

Image no: 2

Caption: Bracknell, MSU Baroda, 21 June 2007, Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0.

Image no: 3

Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Returning Home after a Long Absence, 1969-1973, Oil on
canvas, 122 x 122 cm, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 4

Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, True colours: We Two, 1970, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra
Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 5
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Caption: Sultan Muhammad, Detail, The ascent of Muhammad to heaven (mi'raj), 1539—-1543,
gouache and ink on paper, 28.7 x 18.6 cm, Or. 2265, fol. 195a, British Library, London.

Image no: 6

Caption: Guido of Siena, Detail, Adoration of the Magi, 1270s, Tempera and gold on poplar wood,
33.9x 45.9 cm, 6, Lindenau-Museum, Altenburg.

Link: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Guido da Siena - Anbetung der Heiligen 1.ipg

Image no: 7

Caption: Guido of Siena, Detail, Annunciation, 1262-1279, Tempera on wood panel, 3.5 x 4.8 cm,
y144, Princeton University Art Museum, New Jersey.

Image no: 8

Caption: Amir Khusrau Dihlavi, Detail, The Story of the Princess of the Blue Pavillion: The Youth of
Rum Is Entertained in a Garden by a Fairy and her Maidens", Folio from a Khamsa (Quintet) of Amir
Khusrau Dihlavi, 1597-98, Ink, opaque watercolour, and gold on paper, 24.8 x 15.9 cm, 13.228.33,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Alexander Smith Cochran, 1913.

Link: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/4465674

Image no: 9
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Caption: North Italian Painter, Two Angels, 14th century, Fresco, 59.4 x 80 cm, 1971.115.1ab, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Bequest of Edward Fowles, 1971.

Link: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436745

Image no: 10

Caption: Chaitanya Sambrani, Page from At Home in the World - The Art and Life of
Gulammohammed Sheikh, 2019, Tulika Books, New Delhi.

Link:
https://www.exoticindiaart.com/book/details/at-home-in-world-art-and-life-of-gulammohammed-

sheikh-big-book-nau981

Image no: 11

Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Book of Journeys, 2009, Watercolour on paper, 26 x 620 x 30
c¢m, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 12

Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Whose Kashmir? (Edition: 2/5), 2005, Digital collage accordion
format book, inkjet on Arches 300 GSM watercolour paper, 670 x 29.5 cm, Courtesy of the artist and
Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 13

Caption: Bhavesh Patel, GMS working at Gorwa studio, Baroda, 2011, Digital Image, Courtesy of the
artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.
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Link: N/A

Image no: 14
Caption: Pierre Doyen, Detail, Rajasthan - Ramgarh Shekhawati (1126), Flickr. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Link:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/42506328 @N06/49724656533/in/album-72157713646156586/

Image no: 15
Caption: Pierre Doyen, Detail, Rajasthan - Fatehpur - Kedia Haveli (1025), Flickr. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Link:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/42506328 @N06/49724750188/in/album-72157713646156586/

Image no: 16

Caption: Daniel Villafruela, Detail, Mandawa Haveli, 2013, Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0

Image no: 17

Caption: Daniel Villafruela, Detail, Mandawa Sneh Ram Ladias Haveli, 2013, Wikimedia Commons.
Y-SA

Image no: 18
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Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Kaavad: Musings and Miscellanies, 2005, Wood painted with
gouache casein, laminated with melamine and varnish, inkjet print, 36 x 136 x 32 cm, Courtesy of
the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 19
Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Kaavad: Travelling Shrine: Home, 2004, Wood painted with
gouache casein, laminated with melamine and varnish, inkjet print, 48 x 106 x 40 cm, Courtesy of

the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 20
Caption: Nina Sabnani, Storyteller Pappuram with his sons, 2007-2009, Courtesy of Nina Sabnani.

Link: N/A

Image no: 21

Caption: Nina Sabnani, Storyteller Pappuram with his patron Madan Sinh, 2007-09, Digital
Photograph, Courtesy of Nina Sabnani.

Link: N/A

Image no: 22
Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Detail, Kaavad: Travelling Shrine: Home, 2008, Room with
folding doors and walls (made of boards mounted on steel structure) painted in acrylic, oil, 244 x

782 cm, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

5 | LEARNING: MODERN & CONTEMPORARY INDIAN ART



imp-art.org

IMP>
2]

IMAGE CREDITS

Image no: 23
Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Detail, Kaavad: Travelling Shrine: Home, 2008, Room with

folding doors and walls (made of boards mounted on steel structure) painted in acrylic, oil, 244 x
782 cm, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A

Image no: 24
Caption: Gulammohammed Sheikh, Detail, Kaavad: Travelling Shrine: Home, 2008, Room with
folding doors and walls (made of boards mounted on steel structure) painted in acrylic, oil, 244 x

782 c¢m, Courtesy of the artist and Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi.

Link: N/A
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“The world as it came to me... came almost invariably manifold, plural or at least dual
in form...”
—Gulammohammed Sheikh

This quote by painter, critic and professor Gulammohammed Sheikh captures the
essence of his practice, which explores several key dichotomies in art and culture,
such as the relationship between history and memory, as well as the confluence of
varied sensibilities in Indian art. Sheikh was born in 1937 and has primarily lived
and worked in Baroda since he enrolled at the Faculty of Fine Art at MS University
in 1955. In the 1960s, Sheikh studied at the Royal College of Art in London.

Let’s study a seminal painting he made upon his return to India and explore some
of the unexpected juxtapositions and narrative-building strategies that exist
across his practice.

Visual Journeys Across Space and Time

Returning Home after a Long Absence (1969-73) reckons with his homecoming
and tries to find a point of convergence between childhood memories and his
profession as a painter.

Looking at the background of the painting, we first notice the courtyard wall — a
recurring theme in Sheikh’s work that separates his past and present. He also
adopts art historical references from European and Persianate traditions without
hesitation, showing us that both visual cultures are a part of his world.

For instance, the centre of the work features an image of the Mi'raj, or the Prophet
Muhammad’s ascent to heaven, iconography often associated with Islamic art. We
also see angular rows of houses that bear visual similarities to 14th-century
paintings from the Italian Renaissance centre of Siena. Sheikh’s own imagination
comes to play in his depiction of angelic figures wherein we see references from
different cultures.

Let’s now turn to the foreground, which shows a central figure of a woman who is
based on a photograph of Sheikh's mother. His decision to feature her in the

7 | LEARNING: MODERN & CONTEMPORARY INDIAN ART



—Z]

IMP)>

imp-art.org

TRANSCRIPT

painting is important because it connects the work to his own life and memory, a
signal of his return home.

Many artists quote and borrow imagery from art history, but what does it mean
when such complex references are personal, and when history is memory?

In references to his work, Sheikh has explained that his paintings are not a result
of a single moment, but instead an aggregation of phases that unfold as he works.
In this way, he introduces two different aspects of time — the presence of
historical and other references in his works, and the time it takes to work through
a painting itself, which is its own period.

It’s not that you don’t refer to things . . . The process is neither totally conscious nor
totally subconscious. There are phases in which you work — a painting is not done in a
single moment. It is done over a period of time; and in that, it’s not one kind of
painting that you do, because times change, you change, the world changes, and then
you decide’.

—Gulammohammed Sheikh

None of the elements we’ve looked at in Returning Home stand alone, instead they
build a story. Sheikh’s works often present ‘itineraries’ of images that can be read
in different ways. This aspect of his practice has been inspired by looking at the
murals at Shekhawati in Rajasthan, wherein the physical movement of the viewer
is essential in grasping the scale and structure of these paintings. He thought
about these in relation to the way he built stories across his canvases.

In one of his series of works exploring themes of migration and displacement,
Sheikh appropriates a ‘Kaavad’, a portable shrine that contains multiple folding
doors, each painted with scenes of Hindu mythology. In Rajasthan, Kavadia or
Bhatt priests commissioned artisans from the Kumawat caste to create these
objects. Sheikh also presents the structure of the Kavad on a much larger scale,
depicting saints, folk characters, the Sufi mystic and weaver, Kabir, together. By
showing elements and figures that represent different times and spaces in the
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same frame, the works defy temporal, spatial and cultural limitations. One of the
panels we see here, in fact, also has a version of Returning Home.

Having looked at how Sheikh builds complex narratives with historical and
personal references in his paintings, we can now take some of the tools we’ve
developed to understand broader relationships of 20th-century Indian art to
recent and distant pasts.

Postscript

In addition to being a prolific painter, Gulammohammed Sheikh (b. 1937) is also
an eminent poet and writer and has won acclaim for his collections of Gujarati
poems and prose. He was awarded the Padma Shri in 1983 and the Padmabhushan
in 2014 for his contributions to the field of art.

Along with artists like Bhupen Khakhar (1934-2003), Vivan Sundaram
(1943-2023) and Nalini Malani (b. 1946), he spearheaded the movement of
narrative figuration in Indian art, which rejected abstract and
non-representational forms in favour of social scenes that addressed
contemporary concerns of people.
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