
Gulam Sheikh 
incorporates Kabir's 

philosophy in his work 

IT SEEMS 
appropriate to 
recall the say
ings of the 
medieval saint 
Kabir, not just 
because his 
600th birth 
anniversary 
was observed 
in the begin-

ning of June but also because his 
' ueliefs seem more relevant than 
ever today. Why do we distin
guish between each other? Is it 
not the same blood which cours
es through the body? Even more 
than claiming a brotherhood for 
Hindus and Muslims, he was 
vehemently against any kind of 
hypocrisy and equally derisive of 
the corrupt practices of mullahs 
and pandits. His couplets jolt us 
out of complacency, wading 
through veneers to reach the pri
mary truth which was a deep
seated humanism. Thus: 

It's all one skin and bone, 
One piss and shit, 
One blood, one meat. 
From one drop, a universe. . 
Who 's Brahmin? Who 's a 

Shudra? 
·The son of a Muslim weaver, 
Kabir was born, it is believed, in 
1398 in Benaras. He continued 
to live and work there often com
posing his verses while weaving. 
The family it is said, was origi
nally of low caste Hindu origin. 
In any case, Kabir himself 
believed in the salient features of 
both religions while emphatically 
denying allegiance to either. 
Legend has it that on his death 
both Hindus and Muslims who 
had attacked him while he was 
alive, tried to claim the right to 
perform the last rites. They near
ly came to blows over it but 

I before this could happen some
one removed the shroud to find 
flowers in place of the body! The 
two religious groups divided the 
flowers while each buried or cre
mated according to its beliefs. It 
was no wonder that Kabir stated 
ironically: 

Saints, I see the world is mad. 
If I tell the truth they msh to beat 

me, 
If I lie they tlust me. 
The sayings of Kabir, embla

zoned by the ages, come back to 
us vividly in a series of gouaches 
made by the artist Gulam 
Mohammed Sheikh. The paint-

Gulam Mohammed Sheikh's Kahat Kabir-5; gouache on paper, 1998 

ings, which were shown earlier in 
the year at Vadehra Art Gallery, 
reveal these ground truths as 
they filter down to us through 
the prism of the present. In the · 
first of his sayings Kabir address
es with an upraised hand, a 
mushroom cloud which carries 

The image of Kabir as 
it recurs in these 

works is that of an 
ordinary man whose 
face is the face of the 

teeming millions 

within it all the symbols of civili
sation like aeroplanes, rockets, 
men and women, the moon. 

In another painting, Love In 
Time of the Bomb, enclosed 
space where the lovers take 
refuge in each other is surround
ed by growing savagery and vio-

lence. In a more meditative 
frame in Word and Image: Kabir 
Speaks to Meera, the poet allies 
himself with the passionate, lyri
cal world of another poet of the 
Bhakti period who was equally 
critical of hypocrisy. 

The image of Kabir as it recurs 
in these works is that of an ordi
nary man whose face is the face 
of the teeming millions. 
Compassion makes him assume 
iconic proportions while remain
ing firmly rooted on the earth. 
Even as he acquires human 
dimensions his figure resonates 
the archaic Purush, the reposito
ry of the universe whose body 
represents the race of man. ;rhe 
ordinary and the universal are 
then intertwined, while moun
tains, rivers and valleys flow in 
and out of his form. 

Kabir is also the global man, 
the width and perspective of his 
vision no longer limited by his 
boundaries, encapsulating the 
world. In doing so he actively 
mediates with it intervening in its 

processes and urging others to 
do so. His counsel is not of mere 
saintliness but of an agile partic
ipation in public affairs. In many 
ways these images of Kabir are a 
visual equivalent to his verses 
which assault, shake, hurt you 
out of your cushioned world. He 
says: 

If circumcision makes you a 
Muslim, 

what do you call your women? 
If putting on the thread makes 

you Brahmin, 
what does the wife put on? 
That Shurdra's touching your 

food, pandit! 
How can you eat it? 
Hindu, Muslim - where did 

they come from? 
Who started this road? 
Look in your heart, send out 

scouts: 
where is heaven? 
In the large mural, mounted at 

the new Vidhan Bhavan in 
Bhopal designed by the archi
tects Charles Correa, Sheikh cre
ated the Tree of Life last year 
replete with many trajectories. 
One such was the wii1ding road 
on which trod Kabir, always in 
interaction with others, intimate
ly relating to their lives. It is this 
segment which the artist has cho
sen to focus on in some detail. 
The gigantic structure of the tree 
which unfolds around the 
entrance of the Vidhan Bhavan 
is both spectator and the bearer 
of a conglomerate of realities 
which is the India of the present. 
The tree traverses several 
spheres which co-exist as well as 
interface each other. 

The bottom zone in deep blues 
and greens has the multitude of 
faiths along with the peoples' 
representatives as well as envi
ronmental issues like the Bhopal 
gas tragedy and the Sardar 
Sarovar dam. The central por
tion opens out into the interiors · 
of a city radiating into a maze of ; 
streets, offering several choices i 
of encounter to the eye, from 
people wending their way 
between narrow lanes to histori
cal figures like Roopmati and · 
Baz Bahadur or the rich matrix 
of the Bhakti movement with · 
seeJS like Kabir and Mulla 
Daud. 

The upper regions in resplen- ; 
dent cblours give flight to the 
imagination with Kalidas's cloud 
messengers unravelling the plen
itude of life. 

The tree replete with life has 
always in India been a source of 
wisdom and rejuvenation. By _. 
unfolding tales of the past and 
the future and the maze of life in'·l 
the present, SheiJgl,ha .Rot.~ 
empowered it ·-i.v~ -a:ne>ther
mythological dimension but also 
symbolised the multivalence of 


