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Abstract 

 

The following study is an aesthetic review of Sheikhupura fort 

which is seldom scientifically studied. The fort provides not only 

the glimpse of the glory and grandeur of its creators but also 

provide a view of its own expansion and life. The Fort is a 

Mughal monument that discloses different phases of its own life 

from its chronological development, aesthetic transformation 

and its current condition. The study explores its chronological 

transference from its completion to its current deteriorated 

situation and it particularly highlights the aesthetic 

representations through its fresco paintings that are badly 

mishandled by the residents or the visitors. This study is based 

on qualitative research design that is a conducted using primary 

and secondary sources. The research is done by direct 

observation of the monument. The research concludes and 

suggests that the building needs an abrupt attention for the 

preservation of its aesthetic elements and restoration of 

architectural structure.  
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Introduction 

 

This study particularly elucidates the aesthetics representations 

found in 17th century Mughal fort which are seldom studied 

before in their aesthetics context. Before we proceed further it 

will be imperative to introduce the fort in its historical context.   

The district Sheikhupura formerly known as Jahangirpura was 

allocated the status as district in 1919 and later on, the adjoining 

areas of Faisalabad, Sialkot, and Lahore were added. Tuzk-e-

Jahangiri; the autobiography of prince Salim Noor-ud-Din 

Muhammad Jahangir discloses its historical name as 

Jahangirpura. This name is kept on the nickname of Prince 

Jahangir, given by his father Emperor Akbar on the name of a 

Sufi saint Sheikh Salim Chishti (1478-1552) whereas, according 

to Imperial Gazetteer of British, its name was kept on the name 

Jahangir’s grandson Dara Shikoh, who governed Lahore for 

some time. It is located 40 km northwest of Lahore and in the 

middle of two cities Gujranwala and Faisalabad. The city has two 

famous historical monuments naming Hiran Minar and 

Sheikhupura Fort. In 1607, Emperor Jahangir kept the 

foundation stone for the fort and the city was given the status of 

‘Royal Hunting Ground’.1 According to district census report of 

Sheikhupura which was published in 1991 that around 1619 

A.D, the fort was completed. The vicinity of fort served as 

hunting place as it was abounded with wildlife and the fort as 

resting place for emperor. It was constructed by Sikander 

Mueen.2 

After the decline of Mughals, the fort was captured by Sikh 

dacoits that were controlled by emperor Sher Zaman, but after 

his departure to Lahore, the Sikh dacoits again started robbing 

and destroying the surroundings.3 The fort building structure 

represents a combination of the local building tradition of 

Mughals and subsequent phases of Sikh traditions and 

afterwards British Raj had improvised it according to their need; 

they used it as a prison to encamp the last Sikh queen Mai Jindan. 
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In the Sikh period, it was named as Singhpuria. In 1918, when 

Sheikhupura was given status of district, it was passed on to 

house the police headquarter of novice district. After 

independence from British, it was used to provide shelter to the 

migrants and Government of Pakistan preserved it as a historical 

monument.4 It was handed over to the Department of 

Archeology of Pakistan as protracted monument according to 

Notification no. F. 5-1/63-A&M dated 11th April 1967 in 

category I for its proper preservation and maintenance.5 

Location and Structure of Sheikhupura Fort 

 

On Lahore Sargodha road, on the right side of old toll, Raja 

Dhiyan Singh has built a big gate in British period. The fort has 

length of 414 feet and width of 410 feet excluding rampart that 

is 22 feet long. Total area of the fort comprises 64 canals 13 

Marla. There are located 4 eight sided towers on the eastern and 

western walls of the fort, but on the northern and southern these 

towers are 3 on each side. According to a narration, under the 

south northern tower, an underway connects the Hiran Minar 

with the Fort.6 The rectangular gigantic edifice is made of a 

combination of small bricks and mortar. Build on a high plinth, 

a flight of stairs is used to approach the front entrance gate. Main 

building and courtyard are built up behind the veranda after the 

entrance. For reaching courtyard, another flight from courtyard 

is used. Seven servant quarters are adjacent to the gate along with 

parapet. On the right-hand side, a few paces farther, the 

significant building Summerhouse is positioned. It is a three-

storied building. The doors of Summerhouse are made up of 

Teek wood and the traditional method of door adornment is 

applied that is called chobkari. 
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The Summerhouse, a small mansion was adorned with unique 

and magnificent paintings. The interior and exterior walls of the 

fort were displaying geometrical patterns, ‘flora and fauna’; a 

combination of beautiful thematic fresco painting that were 

representative of Mughal aesthetics and different compositions 

with themes that 

reminds the human 

lifestyles and activities 

in these eras. The 

beautiful adornment of 

painting last long that 

still its marks are 

visible besides the 

deterioration of the 

building (Fig.1). 

Currently the 

conditions of the fort 

are worst. The whole 

building has decayed 

and the materials of 

building have loosened 

its strength. The red 

brick tiles that were 

significant character of 

Mughal architecture 

are destroyed because 

of many reasons. It 

may be because of the 

process of 

deterioration in which 

the cause may be of the 

environmental factor; 

it may be because of the local factors related to meteorology, 

biological factors, or chemical factors resulting from pollutant 

and natural constituent of environment. All the structure from 

ground and upper story of architectural elements have 

demolished to the enough extent. The fresco adornment of 

ground story has vanished and one cannot imagine that there 

would be some ornamentation on these walls behind the gate. 

The other factors are the most probably ruthless treatment and 

 

Figure 1: Interior view of 

Summerhouse in fort. Sheikhupura 

(2019). 

Photograph: Dr. Muhammad Asghar 
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use of Sikh residents, dacoits, and Punjab police. After 

independence, police have been shifted in the building and the 

fort has been used as police headquarter. They used it carelessly. 

One more vivid reason is the illiterate visitors, who practiced to 

scratch the paints and wrote some slogans or their name as the 

mark of their presence there. 

 

Methodology 

 

For data collection we have conducted an ethnographic field 

survey on the site through direct observation. The photographs 

were taken and selected for further analysis and interpretation 

under qualitative research method technique. Many social and 

cultural anthropologist and ethnographers used this method to 

get required results. For example, Sarah Pink (2007) describes 

that a researcher has an overall perspective of visuals art 

displayed at the site and when researchers apprehend this vision, 

this may produce ethnographic knowledge”.7  Pink further 

stressed that; “the materialization of the visuals their meaning in 

the context where they are displayed can be studied at the site of 

production, the image itself and in the social context of its 

reception”.8  

 

Analysis and Interpretation of Art Works 

 

Although there are several beautiful compositions of art works 

found in various parts of the fort and we cannot interpret them 

all however following are the few important compositions 

discussed so that the reader may have an overall idea of them.  

The building of Summer palace is constructed in symmetry; 

there are four chambers connected with a central space that 

opens to stairs. Same stairs are used for going up and downstairs. 

The adjoining compartments are on four sides in symmetry and 

covered with beautiful frescos with different themes and 

influences. These frescos are planned and placed in mirror 

compositions on the opposite walls and around the door sides. 

Similar symmetrical division of the walls is notable with 

different thematic elements (Fig. 2). 
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The composition is placed inside a small niche presenting a 

dwarf tree with elegant lily flowers and buds in crimson and 

saffron yellow colours with two petal and three petal green 

leaves and birds. Three grey cuckoo birds are presented on the 

branches of the tree. The closer one bird is relatively bigger than 

other two of its kind for showing size difference of the figures of 

birds and distance of branches. These elements of ‘flora and 

fauna are presented in naturalistic style. The composition is 

centralized covered the whole space of the recession. Outer 

upper part of recession is outlined with leaf pattern and the other 

area is covered with crimson colour for balancing with flowers. 

Use of floral object in crimson and yellow exposes Indian 

influences. 

Mughal emperor Jahangir was fond of observing nature specially 

‘flora and fauna’ and places of sub-continent. In his famous book 

“Tuzuk-e-Jahangiri”, he recorded his memoirs and observations 

about the beauty the floral manifestations. He says:  

 

From the Excellences of its sweet-scented 

flowers, one may prefer the fragrances of India 

to those of the flowers of the whole world. It has 

many such that nothing in the whole world can 

be compared to them.” One can get a list of 

several flowering plants from this work. The 

 
Figure 2: Interior view of Summerhouse in fort. 

Sheikhupura (2019). 

Photograph: Dr. Muhammad Asghar 
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first one was the champa (Michelia champaca), 

which was a flower of exceedingly sweet 

fragrance; shape of saffron flower and colour of 

yellow inclining to white. The tree was very 

symmetrical, large and shady with full of 

branches and leaves. When in flower one tree 

will perfume a garden. Keora flower (Pandanus 

odoratissimus), whose shape and appearance 

were singular, and its scent was strong and 

penetrating that it did not yield to the odour of 

musk. He also described Raebel, whose scent 

resembled white Jessamine. A very graceful, 

symmetrical and shady tree called mulsari 

(Mimusops elengi), whose pleasant fragrance 

was always praised by Jahangir. Ketaki 

(Pandanus inermis) of yellow colour and 

chambeli (Jasminum grandiflorum), which was 

the white Jesamine of wilayat (Persia or 

Afghanistan); extract sweet scented oils. He 

says that there were other numerous flowers to 

mention and this statement shows the presence 

of various flowering plants in his kingdom. 

Then he refers to the trees like the cypress 

(sarw), the pine (sanubar), the chanar (Platanus 

orientalis), the white poplar (safidar, Populus 

alba) and the willow (bid mulla) which were 

plentiful. Sandal tree (Santalum album) also was 

grown in the garden. The finest inflorescence 

according to the emperor was that of the almond 

and the peach. He also writes about the beauty 

of blue Jessamine. We came to know that he 

used to visit the saffron fields frequently. He 

really enjoyed the beauty of autumn and many 

times; he expressed his gratitude to God for 

giving beauty to the spring. His love for plants 

and animals is validated in his beautiful 

descriptions of the physique of Akbar. He 

described his father like this: he was the hue of 

wheat…he was lion-bodied.9 
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In many imageries, the trees of peach have been presented on the 

wall surface of a niche. The tree forms are simplified and 

stylized, whereas the peach fruits are presented in naturalistic 

manner to the extent that these are recognizable. Ripen and 

unripen peaches are painted realistically. The imageries are in 

stylistic manners depict the Persian influences. In Persian art of 

miniatures, same stylistic method has been adopted for depiction 

of nature. 

 

A side part of door wall is divided into different panels of 

paintings, in which central panels are presenting two themes 

from Mughal royal life and a common labourer life is depicted. 

Lower panel that is rectangular, presenting a porter/labourer that 

is carrying two 

men in a cloth 

carriage tied with 

a rod with flags 

on the top. The 

labourer is 

wearing a gown 

in saffron colour 

and the cloth that 

used for carrying 

men is in 

crimson colour. 

In the 

background, 

there is an arched 

niche and behind 

this structure, 

there is a row of 

trees on both 

sides behind 

Jallis. In 

foreground, there 

are floral plants 

hedges. The 

entire 

composition is 

 
Figure 3: Figure composition. 

Sheikhupura (2019). 

Photograph: Dr. Muhammad Asghar 
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constructed in an outer form of arch in saffron colour and 

crimson outlines.  

On the right side of this panel, a slightly thin panel in rectangular 

shape has depicted a man standing in an arch holding a rod with 

a background of tree and small plants. Under this rectangular 

panel, there is a small square with crimson outlines and a stylized 

triple petal leaf in outlined form on green background. In this 

leaf, a blue bird is shown. On the upper part of this wall, a square 

panel of painting is shown that is presenting a royal couple 

standing in a romantic manner in an arch. They probably are 

prince Jahangir and Noor Jahan. Male is wearing a crimson clock 

with a royal traditional cape and lady is wearing saffron coloured 

frock with green doppatta (shawl). On the side of this upper 

panel as well there is thin rectangular composition consist of 

flowers with birds sitting on them is painted. In all these panels, 

the use of crimson and saffron yellow colour is dominant in 

repetitively that reveal Indian influences (Fig. 3).   

The following figure 4 composition illustrates “a royal lady 

resting with two attendants”. In this composition, a woman in 

saffron yellow dress with crimson shawl is laying on a couch for 

rest. One attendant in green dress having crimson coloured shawl 

is massaging her feet, whereas the other attendant is fanning 

upon her. A canopy in crimson colour having a green flayer on 

its edges is placed for shadowing the women. Behind this central 

composition, a wall of Jallis is  

visible with 

trees on 

background. 

On the 

foreground 

of the scene 

there are 

small 

cypress trees 

on both 

sides. The 

entire 

composition 

has been 

 

Figure 4: A Procession I. Sheikhupura (2019). 

Photograph: Dr. Muhammad Asghar 
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planned in an arch with a floral boarder. 

This figure 4 displays a ‘procession I’, in which a royal person 

is riding on a horse seems a sage from Sikh community. His dress 

colour is ochre golden that is symbol of royalty. He is holding an 

eagle in his hand. A halo is painted behind the face of that 

symbol of enlightenment. Four males seem attendants; one is 

holding a fan behind horse rider and the other two are walking 

besides him, whereas, a man is leading holding a flag in his hand 

leading a horse rider. All three are dressed up like ordinary 

persons in off white long togas with trousers and turbans. There 

is a landscape in background and on the foreground; two dogs 

are running with this horse rider. The scene is surrounded with 

an adorned arch, on a golden yellow base colour off-white 

flowers with olive green leaves are painted in mirror 

composition. Over all a combination of golden yellow, off-white 

and olive green are harmonised. Among all three colours, golden 

yellow is dominant. Outside the arch, a border with flowers 

surrounded the entire composition. Close to this composition, 

there is 

another 

composition 

of ‘a 

procession 

II’, in which 

a Sikh leader 

is riding a 

horse and 

three Sikh 

men are 

holding a fan 

and swords 

following 

the horse 

rider, 

whereas one among them is leading holding a flag. All men are 

dressed in golden yellow clocks and grey Pajama. They have 

covered their head with traditional under tied turbans. On the 

background, a landscape is visible. A dog is running besides the 

horse rider. The entire composition is enclosed with a horizontal 

 

Figure 4:    Krishna among Gopies . 

Sheikhupur (2019). 

Photograph: Dr. Muhammad Asghar 
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arch in crimson colour and a pattern of golden yellow is on the 

edge of the arch. 

 

Among another notable themes there is which depicts an Indian 

tradition of the story of ‘Krishna among Gopies’. The character 

of Krishna is central figure that is representing Indian myth and 

religious story. In many frescos, Krishna is wearing a unique 

dress such as ‘Kali kurta’ with a cream yellow sash around his, 

a lined Pajama and a crown of same colour on head. A female 

in Indian red Ghagra and green Orhani standing in front of 

Krishna is ready having a floral necklace in her hand for making 

him wear that necklace. A woman standing behind Krishna is 

having an umbrella on him. The other two women one behind 

Krishna and the other on extreme left in pink dress are displayed 

with dancing posture. On the left side, a tree is painted with a 

background landscape. The entire scene is displayed in an arch 

with border around it. 

 

Discussion 

 

The presence of Mughal in sub-continent left its mark in form of 

their aesthetics in all forms. The dominant of all forms in which 

these emperors indulged were art of architecture and art of 

painting. From 16th to 18th century after the arrival of Mughal 

emperors from Persia to India, many famous monuments were 

erected and adorned under the patronage of these emperors. 

These sacred and secular monuments are representative of 

multicultural traditions in which including Persian, Indian, Skih, 

Mughal, and Muslim. Mughals are famous for the construction 

of forts in sub-continent. After Lahore fort, the fort of 

Sheikhupura is a dominant architectural remain that is 

memorandum of the cultures preserved in it through its 

architectural features and its adornment through fresco paintings. 

These frescos reflect mainly nature, cultural element, traditions, 

religious myths, and real life that reflected through the pictorial 

depictions. A variety of flowers and birds are shown in the 

modified geometrical shapes with leafs. Along with these 

elements of nature, they amalgamated the geometrical elements. 

This harmony of geometry and nature reveal two influence; 

geometrical patterns of Muslim influence, stylized floral patterns 
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of Persian inspiration and depiction of nature in naturalistic 

manner of Mughal influence. In the depiction of nature, the use 

of cypress tree and lily are notable Persian element as a symbol 

of death, funerals, and underworld. The arabesques used with 

floral motifs from nature denote a unique combination of 

Turkish art of illumination and flowers from nature. Turkish 

arabesques were considered the symbol of beauty and heavenly 

element or symbol of divinity and flowers from real life present 

earthly life; therefore, these may be exposing the permutation of 

objective into subjective.     

The birds like cuckoo, eagle, green parrots, seagull, and dragon 

fly; francolin exposes the Mughal enthusiasm, observation, and 

memoirs about nature and surroundings. Among all these birds 

two significant are notable as symbolic significance such as 

cuckoo is considered a sign of infidelity and selfishness, 

contrarily eagles are symbol of supremacy, authority, triumph, 

high status and a symbol of kings. Seagulls are considered the 

symbol of freedom and independence. These birds are pointing 

the political status of the personalities, which held these in their 

hand and ordered to paint these in miniature paintings. Often 

emperor Akbar ordered to be represented holding eagle in his 

hand while standing on a globe of world that was a sign of his 

wish to rule over the entire world and having all might. 

The thematic representation of Mughal life, the mythological 

stories of popular characters Krishna and Radha and the 

processions of Sikh community reflect the presence and 

flourishment of multicultural ethnicity in sub-continent. In the 

fresco of fort Sheikhupura, the thematic display reveals the 

topics of Mughal romance, common people are presented, 

resting and leisure moments are disclosed, the miraculous myths 

of krishna are depicted and processions of Sikh community are 

shown. These scenes help to differentiate the cultural 

transformation, traditional changes and to understand the real 

life and mythical stories. In these scenes, the type of dresses, 

accessories of adornment and other element depict the traditional 

elements of use and their significant in these societies. The 

character of Krishna was also dressed and adorned for presenting 

his significance, whereas the there is no difference between 

Radha and Gopies. The character of Naikas dancing girls are 

interestingly offering a culture of dance and amusement that had 
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affinity with Mughal royal tradition. Similarly, the dancing 

postures of Gopies around Krishna depict importance of dance 

in Hindu religion.  

The processions of Sikhs are sign of political upheaval and 

transfer of power from Mughals to Sikh rulers. These characters 

of Sikh are more real to life because of their facial features, 

dresses, and personalities. Their characters are depicted in 

movement and a symbol of falcon, sword and halo are vividly 

denoting shift of power, revival of Sikhism and overcoming of 

spiritual might of Sikh royalty.   

Other than objective symbols that are noted in these fresco 

paintings, the use of specific combinations is notable. Mostly use 

of saffron, crimson, and green colour is seen. The artists who 

painted these paintings most probably instructed or they had 

adopted these colours of dresses from Hindu culture. They used 

limited colour pallet, but they skillfully harmonised these as 

using contrasting colour schemes. 

The architectural elements like chambers, Jallis, arch, niche and 

the other complementing elements of use like canopy and couch 

are the reflection of the life style of that era adopted by the people 

of that time.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The deteriorated remains of Sheikhupura fort are mark of 

glorious past of Mughal grandeur provides a prevue of the 

culture and aesthetics that flourished in it. This monument 

proved a vehicle of the era that remaining motionless; it carried 

various cultures, tradition, and aesthetics of different 

communities and presented those on its walls. These traditions 

are reflected through a fusion of thematic interventions that 

reveals Mughal taste admiring nature and its beauty, Indian 

mythological stories of lord Krishna, political overcome of Sikhs 

and a culture of entertainment through common attendants. 

Through the shifts of these cultural transformations, a viewer can 

observe the changes through which this building went. The 

symbolic imagery of different elements that are used by the 

character reveal their belief, mind sets, behaviours and life style. 

These frescos are covered with dust and scratched mostly. Not a 

single fresco remained safe from declining. On one side, these 
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marks are witnessing the peak and glorious past of human; 

perversely, these are revealing the brutal behaviour of treatment 

and mishandling of its current residents and admirers. It is 

needed to prioritise its preservation and restoration for 

transforming the glorious past and present to upcoming 

generations.      
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