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War in Illustrations: Akbg;
Nama Paintings

Ankan mvzlna:.ﬁ

- /
Q: Gmmirmb.&mnmw:m_mrmmmmmno:,. mmﬁogucamznsn:o hmroa

Akbar was in a position to project himself as the invincibje ruler

of Hindusthan, the Shahinshah. Without any loss of time Akbar

commissioned both compilation and illustration of Akbar Nama, the

Book of Akbar. The thrust area of this project was to document of
record minutely the Empire building process of Akbar i.e. how it was
built in by incorporating various elements and by giving them ?owu
Y

position in the imperial hierarchy both through war and diplomac
Once we use the term empire building process a question comes to
the foreground that whether the Mughal Empire was a structure or
a process. Aligrah historians like Irfan Habib are of the opinion that
Mughal Empire was a grand structure with a number of officials and
departmentsand each of which was well knit in a proper administrative
hierarchy. The emperor being the apex body of this imperial &EQEM
enjoyed all the services as everything in this grand structure ao,%m
from the periphery to the core or we can say from the .vo:o_“ﬂ._ M%:
top of the super structure. On the other hand OmB._u:mmm cmw& by
like ] F Richards keeping in parity with Habib o?.smm.nm::m:a:m
the conquest and plunder, Akbar and his advisers v:_:ha:&m were
administration capable of steady expansion as H._mimwo,\ma
added to the empire. The Mughal Empire .wnmm_% tion throu
that moved money, commodities, men and informa
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hé maﬁ:m:.a::ﬁ::m on this foundation Akbar’s successor oversaw
steady growth in the imperial effectiveness, power and resources
throughout the seventeenth century”!

[n this given structure if we try to analyse the Mughal Empire
then we shall overlook .ﬁrm process of evolution the empire has gone
through since its inception till its decline in 1857. If we try to analyse a
time vmaom in history within a given structure then we would ignore
the process through with the structure itself has evolved in the long
run. Talking of the Mughal empire, even if we accept it as structure,
how the structure was formed, how the various institutions of the
empire evolved in the long run and how the definition, meaning
and functioning of those institutions and departments changed in
the long run. We should be cautious because “we should not assume
that such institutions played the same part at various moments in
Mughal History; while appearing to be solid structural elements that
define an essential part of the state, they too evolved both over time
and space” The major problem with this structural element was
that it analysed the Mughal Empire on the fiscal ground and gave
more emphasis how the social surplus was collected through a well-
knit tax nexus and how that surplus was enjoyed by a hand full of
people. Apart from this there are other elements which have to be

studied to understand the empire building process of the Mughals
in India. One such element is the war and war strategies which have
evolved throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and was
the major factor in making the boundaries of the empire dynamic
rather than static. Another such element is the Mughal School of

Painting which also evolved throughout the same time period. And

?mm evolution of painting was not only on the stylistic ground, which

Incorporated various indigenous and non-indigenous elements to

moﬂ.E 2 unique Mughal style, even the meaning and language of the

painting produced in the Mughal atelier changed from time to time.

Emmuomwwmmz:m the later element we can say Mughals were attuned to
legac M_mﬁw n:_.c.:m when they arrived in India. They inherited the
ﬁrm:%vmm H. € Timurs and its cultural ethos which reflected through

Ntings and the structure of the atelier. Akbar was visionary
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wrom s carly years as revealed by his first . —

painting project jj, :_w : *" As historian Andrew De La Garza is of the opinion that “The

atelier. He himselflearnt painting from one of the first direct
atelier AbdusSamad. Hamza Nama the first project was ﬂrmoa
memory of the young Emperor which connected him to his
painting atelier at Agraand FatehpurSikhri experimented with v
genres and subject matters and moved towards its maturity. §<m:o=m
refurbished the Chandayana style Tutinama, illustrated ?.:% 1 they
through a new way of subdued violence, through >:€3-N..MSM :.m.
and many other projects. At the same time the empire was _6: s
expanding through new alliances and strategies. This was m_mmﬂ%u:
time of emperor’s introspection and his search of his roots. Thus ro
commissioned the Timur Nama project. Later this search vnom:n&n
Babur Nama and Tarikh-i-Alfi. The matured emperor now wanted
to grasp the nerve of his subjects and their cultural ethos through
Razm Nama and Ramayana and dictated all his councillors to do the
same. As has been mentioned earlier when the capital moved from
FatehpurSikhri to Lahore with early two projects, now the invincible
Emperor with his halo was now confident enough to order for Akbar
Nama, the book of Akbar.

For young Akbar at the age of thirteen painting and illustrations
were a kind of pastime and entertainment after the exhaustion of
the war and battle field. With the passage of time painting no longer
remained only a medium of entertainment, it became an imperial
language through which Mughals claimed their political legitimacy.
Historians like Amina Okada tried to trace the state’s legitimacy
in Mughal paintings. As Deborah Levine says “Most brilliantly
sustained, whether as image or as visual propaganda, these k.»wwﬂ\.
Nama paintings were commissioned almost simultaneously with h ¢
creation of the text. Painted around the year 1590 or slightly _m.nmn ﬂ MW
mirror Akbar’s achievements as recorded at the Nmsm% of his Mmmmom
and breathe an atmosphere of resistless energy.”> The 1mP onB@ oth a
the Akbar Nama illustrations lay in the fact that they m_iﬂm mm in the
chance to visualise the strategical superiority of the Mug el
battle field and how these illustrations themselves were 2 P
and diplomacy.

of the
@_mmmmsﬂ
mumm”...:um
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Mughals often found diplomacy to be a better option than combat,
put this choice was a luxury granted to them by their position of
increasing strength. That ,833»:&.:& position was won by earlier
success on the battlefield™ Being a part of war diplomacy the Akbar
Nama illustrations became a visual language which celebrated the
martial victories of the Emperor himself and created awe around
the emperor by making him the hero of all the incidents delineated
through paintings and illustrations. As many as four copies of the
« Akbar Nama were illustrated by the artists of the imperial karkhana.
It is the royal copy, placed in the state records, in accordance with
a hakum recorded in 1605 by Emperor Jahangir in his own hand
that has been presented with such taste and discrimination in this
exceptionally pleasing volume™ This shows that the several copies
of the Akbar Nama illustrations were made and was distributed to
celebrate the imperial might and grandeur. Considering Mughal
Empire as a continuous process where boundaries of the empire
continuously expanded war and war strategies become an integral
part of this process. Thus war, war strategies, celebrations of victory
and the prostration of the infidels become a very common subject for
the Akbar Nama illustrations.

- The most important part of the Akbar Nama illustrations lay
in the fact that they are the contemporary visual records of the
incidents. Delineation of war or panels of war in architectures
E.& paintings of pre Akbari period are very common but their
historicity is always subject to question. As Prof Ratnabali Chatterjee
wamwwﬁ W e point out a major stylistic change in the Mughal
aﬂmmmmwﬂm ﬂ::_:mm since 1590 onwards. The portrait of the emperor
Now Akbar e royal garb no longer remains a proto type of a E_wn
differentjae mnmoc_& be SEEn. g8 Akbar himself, he could be easily
Here jt 4 SSMWE other high ranking officials and royal personages.
the Mughal , remembering that before Akbar the portraits .Om
owmmnﬁsm the BMmSG were not easily discernible.! “Indeed, in
Painterg 4 ﬁrm% tle Stresses and visual contrasts employed by court
" patron.f, crentiate the image of Akbar-the living emperor

fom the figures of his father and less immediate
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forebears, we are made vividly aware of how th

e greates
of Mughal India willed himself to be seen.””

t 2‘;2.
Moreover we know that Mughals maintained a kind of
capital, even when they moved for a military campaign they
with all the entities associated with the royal court such as the
the market place, the chroniclers, painters and many more to m
Geeti Sen in her book mentions that there were four painters wigy,
Akbar on his Gujarat campaign. Even AbulFazal in Ain-i-Akbgr;
regarding the encampment of the army mentions “Behind their tents
at some distance, the office and workshops are placed, and at a ?Eﬁ,
distance of 30yards behind them, at the four corner of the camp,
”® This workshop is actually the Mughal Karkhana, atelje,

Sossm
Mmove(d
harep,
€ntiop,

the bazar.
being a part of that karkhana, which actually satisfied the luxurioys
demand of the Mughal mansabdars and officials. As Monserrate says
“he has built a workshop near the palace, where also are studios and
work rooms for the finer and more reputable arts such as painting,
goldsmith work, tapestry-making, carpet and curtain-making and
the manufacture of arms. Hit her he frequently comes and relaxes
his mind with watching at their work those who practice these arts™
Another incident from the reign of Humayun also makes it clear
that artists were always present in Mughals war camps. It is said that
once Humayun while resting in his tent after a day long war, multi
feathered bird flew into his tent, and then he immediately called mo.a an
artist to replicate the bird' Sometimes the artists held dual wowz._o:,
in day time they kept themselves busy in the battle field and at night
they amused the emperor with their artistic skill. As AbulFazal says

; ; nts

“Many mansabdars, ahadis, and other soldiers, hold mwmo_ccwmé
in this department”"" From all these references it becomes clea r
rd of the

Akbar Nama illustrations can be treated as a visual Rnw
e y : e

historical incidents, in this case especially war and war stra

n mxma_u_m

gies.

r in
Though we do not have a visual nmw_‘ammbﬂmaos of a
Mughal war campaign during the reign of Akbar, we r»érm '
from a much later period i.e. during the reign of Shah Jah? ._. singh
illustration by the Mughal artist Nanha shows that
of Mewar, handing over the keys to Shah Jahan, who
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\ .
campaign on behalf of his father, the emperor Jahangir. Here we see

that the artist has made .r.::mo: the part of the illustration and is busy
in sketching the wonnm:.Om Rana. Apart from the literary evidences
this painting also :.uw_ﬁm it clear that artist and atelier was an integral
part of Mughal military encampment, thus serving the purpose of
visually documenting the Mughal war strategies.

As it has been said earlier that Mughals gave more importance to
diplomacy rather than direct combat becomes clearer when we see a
aumber of illustrations from Akbar Nama where we see that enemy
?Om:m::m before the emperor. One such illustration is the capture of
Fort of Mankot, PL2. Now kept in the Cheaster Beatty Library, probably
not the imperial copy, the illustration shows that the governor of the
fort submitting the keys to the emperor. The matter and the purpose
of the illustration becomeclearer when we corroborate it with the
description given by AbulFazal in Akbar Nama:

HM who regarded the sweets of forgiveness as greater than those
of revenge, accepted the representations of the Khan-Khanan, and
assigned to SikandarKharid and Bihar as jagirs. The latter sent his
son ‘Abdu-r-Rahman along with Ghazi Khan Tannuri, who was one
of his confidential officers to the court, the protection of princes, in
order that their good services might be the cause of greater favour on
the part of the Shahinshah to himself. The agreement was carried out
according to the kingly desires. Valuable gift including some choice
elephants, such as might be fit for the court, were sent, and on 11
Murad, Divine month, corresponding to Saturday, 27*"Ramzan, 24"
May 1557, the Keys of the Fort were surrendered to the imperial
Servants. HM Shahinshah drew the writing of forgiveness over the

Mnmrmaam of his offences, and shutting his eyes to the record of his
€ds, gave him leave to depart.'?

&WN”HMQWQ% clear Dd.E the description given by AbulFazal that
that mSwnzﬂmw& a very important role because it has been stated
Moregye, Emmm,\.m more .mn%:mmwm to forgiveness rather than revenge.
&ﬂmnzw mmZmMm illustrations played a dual role. On one hand they
they Createq the purpose of a visual record and on the other hand

a visua) language which helped in creating awe around
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the emperor. As a visual record we see outside the royal te
choice elephants which were given to Akbar and the governor

fort carrying a deed as has been mentioned by AbulFaza],

nt the

Jook into the illustration of Baz Bahadur’s flight during his Malwa
of the

The total picture space is being dominated by the mounted archers
piercing against the fort 2.m=m and the movement of the horses are
A, so dynamic in nature that :.cnno:ﬁm difficult for a viewer to fix his
,, or her eye at 2 particular point of the palette. Even a compassionate
| can hear the commotion of the horses and the crushing of swords.
An interesting feature of the illustration is that on left hand side
we can see a man blowing a bugle this shows that even musicians
mnnoammi& army during the war. William Irvine says, “The beating
of drums, accompanied by the playing of cymbals and blowing of
trumpets, at certain fixed intervals (Naubat), was one of the attributes
of sovereignty. The place where the instruments were stationed,
generally at over a gateway, was the naubat or nagqarkhanah* The
entire picture space would become much clear if we corroborate it
with the description given by AbulFazal

Another such incident where the enem
before the emperor rather than direct co
fort of Gagraun PL3.

y was forced to Prostrate
mbat is the captyre of the

“When he halted near the fort of Gagraun which is one of the g
Jorts of Malwa, it transpired that Baz Bahadur had made it o, rong
one of his confidants and then it had not yet been captured, |t :\nh&\\c
reported to his majesty that Adham Khan intended to take a0
One day while his majesty was encamped over there, the conquerip
heroes had been ordered to invest the fort. When the governor w%as,m
aware that the Shahinshah was casting the Shadow of conquest over the
fort he, inasmuch as he was able and for seeing made the keys of the fort
the admicible of his safety and became exalted by kissing the ground”s

1t in persop,

These words of AbulFazal enlivens when we look into the painting,
Keeping the fort in the background the artist MadhavKalam delineates
the incident where we see Akbar accepting the keys of the fort and the
governor kissing the ground.

“Of necessity a fight took place; and there was a fierce hand to hand
engagement. When news of this was brought to the imperial camp,
‘Abdullah Khan, Qiya Khan Kang and a number of others galloped
up and took part in the fight......A hand to hand fight took place
between Qiya Khan and Selim Khan."'¢

Apart from diplomacy even in case of direct combat between the
Mughals and their enemies the illustrations of Akbar Nama play a
very important role as a visual record in understanding the Mughal
war strategies and the military units. Like that of Babur even during
the reign of Akbar the Mughal army largely depended upon the horse
archer, artillery and muskets. The greatest achievement of Akbar was
that he could make specialised units such as,“sizeable nonznmmzﬁ o‘m
mounted infantry and the corps of shamsherbaz- ‘sword wielders

Again in the top corner of the right hand side of the painting we
see a group of concubines being captured by the Mughal army. In
general for all Mughal campaigns and particularly in the Malwa
campaign against Baz Bahadur concubines and dancing girls were a
very important part of the war booty. “He took possession of all Baz
Bahadur’s property, including his concubines and dancing girls, and sent
peaple to search for Rupmati”"Thus taking queue from the lines of
IgtidarAlam Khan and corroborating it with the illustration of Akbar

or ‘gladiators’ - elite heavy infantry companies of Emr_% mw_:mm
swordsmen and martial artists. The gladiator troops EMEMMQ
specialists in a variety of fighting styles such as the swar o
buckler and the two-handed sword. As their name im n:nmmm_u&n
were assigned to the court to serve as palace guards tne nmaﬁam of
in mock battles and exhibitions of skill, but there imammEER.z:
thousands more of them assigned to army units aroun v when W¢
This strategical advancement of Akbar becomes clearer
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Wmﬂn We can definitely say that apart from the sieges of Chittor and
of Emmﬁgn Socimm.wn chers played a very important role in most
doubt ccmrm_ campaigns. IqtidarAlam Khan says, “AbulFazal, no
of mE_.qumw o% H.Om r.z way in characterizing artillery as an instrument
€Mpires 75: ﬁ% 'ng In words reminiscent of the theory of gunpowder
him doeg b ¢ history of Akbar's military campaigns recorded by
mﬁocZEmnrm_.mnﬁmlenmo:.s;

159
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The siege of Chittor which began in October 1567 was one of

long standing sieges undertaken by Mughal army. Situate
hilltop the fort of Chittor was considered one of the strongest
Rajputana. On arriving near the fort Akbar found that it was
to capture the fort by techniques which had been useful in
India and other parts of Rajputana. Thus, like that of Ranth
we see rampant use of artillery and gun powder in the s
Chittor. Initially the Rana’s army was in a better position due
geographical location. Apart from geographical location ar
armaments were also another factor which gave them a much, better
position than other Rajput states. It was traditionally assumed that
Mughals were the first imperial power to use gunpowder in Indj,
and had a better control over this technology than other indigenoys
estates. But it is partly true because both in the illustration PL5 ang in
the Akbar NamaAbulFazal clearly show that both arrows and bullet
were shot by the army of the Rana. Keeping in mind the increasing
number of death in the Mughal camp Akbar ordered to do two
things. One is to find out places and dig out mines and fill then with
gunpowder so that the fort walls could be blown out and secondly to
make covered way called Sabat.

d on 4
forts of
difficy)¢
centrq]
3572_
mmmm of
to thejr
ms and

Both digging of mines and the construction of the sabat has been
clearly depicted in PL5. AbulFazal says, “The servants of the court
girded up their loins of effort for these two works.”® In the illustration
we see the persons who were busy in constructing the mud walls of
the sabat has really girded up their loin for the service of the _‘ovﬁ_@
even the way they guarded themselves against the attack of the Ranas
army, while the construction of the sabat, by raw hides is very apt-
PL6 shows the mishap which had taken place in the Lakhuta Gate
while the explosion of a mine. This had actually taken place because?
miscalculation had happened in the explosion of the mines. wmmmw&ﬁ:m
this particular illustration a question come to the foreground t m%m
the llustrations of the Akbar Nama was commissioned to nm_ac.nmwwn&
martial exploits of Akbar then why such an incident was %__M& the
and was considered by Akbar. The answer is clear if We _Mn&.%i
clarification given by AbulFazal, “thus he had foreseen S.m tendents
with his far reaching vision. Kabir Khan and the other super”
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of the work formed their own ideas, and the fire ran quickly from one
point to two places. But as the thing was fated to occur, planning was
of 10 avail, nzm that 8&.0 place which took place™Thus it shows that
it did not glorify the n.:mruv but it actually showed that if any one
mmaoam the idea of farsighted Akbar, the result was fatal.

Apart from western and nm.::m_ India, the Akbar Nama illustration
provides us with valuable information regarding the Mughal war
strategies in eastern HD&P. As we all know that eastern India consists
mostly of marshy land criss-crossed by rivers and rivulets. Keeping
in mind its geographical location, Akbar and his army, in the eastern
front gave more emphasis on the proper use of boats and elephants.
While crossing the Ganges to punish the rebellious brothers Khan
7aman and Bahadur Khan PL7, it is shown that not only Akbar, most
of his military personnel are mounted upon an elephant unlike that
of other parts of India. More over the size of Akbar and his elephant is
much larger, thus serving the dual purpose of eulogising the emperor
and giving a pictorial evidence of that particular incident. Again
PL8 showing Akbar’s expedition to the eastern province provides, 15
June 1574, us with valuable information regarding the management
of boats and warships. The painting is so explicitly done that we can

even recognise some of the nobles even the animals on board are
vividly described.

“One of the wonderful things was that H.M. took along with him two
mountain-like, swift as the wind elephants. The first was Bal Sundar,
who was put into one boat with two female elephants...the other
elephant was called Saman and was fit companion for the other. He was
' another boat with two females. The spectacle was an astonishing one.
WWMNW&SNS& boat of various kinds, the hoisting of the sky high masts,
the Qozmuw o.x&Sm s&:.\& of the river, the force of the wind, the rush of
lghti and the rain, the roar of the thunder, and the flashing of the

8 produced g strange appearance.”!
awnoﬂ the above apga| sis of the Akb i1 ;

mm::mF consider Ysis of the ar Nama wmﬁ.amcozm we can
exploits M. €m as a valuable source material in studying the
8rapher OOm m,ﬁ&.mn and his war strategies. Though AbulFazal,

hahinshah, gives a vivid description of each and
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}I
every war and siege, the illustration of those incidents by the cqyy

artists make them crystal .n_oun to the reader .Om the text. Not only
regarding the war strategies _w:.ﬁ even regarding the war logistic
paintings provide us with explicit ama.m__m. The way the cannong and
muskets were carried, the construction of the covered way calleq
sabat during the siege of Chittor, bridges and many more to mentiop,
The illustrations of Akbar Nama even mqmsmaas.m the argument py
forward by IqtidarAlam Khan, that except ﬂ.rm siege of Chittor apqg
Ranthambor, the Mughal army mostly n.mr& upon the mounteq
archers. No doubt, the advance use of ﬁ::.ﬁ« and mﬁ:vosaﬁ was
one of the main reasons for Mughal mcwmzo:?.v:.ﬁ it was not the
only reason. Even the stylistic analysis of Emmm. @E:.::mm show that it
had a deep rooted diplomatic cause where mm_._:mmcoz o.m war, battles
and the submission of enemy was a major m:EmQ. Even in the scenes
of battles we see the figure of the emperor Um_.sm much elevated than
the other and emperor most of the time mo:.::&% the centre of ?m
picture space. The gesture and facial expression of an enemy Mr.:_sm
his submission, the dead bodies drenched with blood everyt M_smrw
definite political and diplomatic purpose to create awe mﬂ.o:ﬂ& :
central figure, the Shahinshah. “The message communica :L
i i rity of the Mug
however, clear and consistent. The E:&m. m:wm:o. Q v
prince is translated literally by the inflation of his image,

. »22
lifted and placed over and apart from ordinary men.

i ds the
Last but not the least I would like to m_.ms.a attention MMMM_M ;e
argument put forward by John Syller in his mmaomw:
“Codicological Aspects of the Victoria and Albert Muse

ions.” i opinio
and Their Historical Implications.” He 1S of the op

i ot ta
compilation and illustration of Akbar Zmihcma .
simultaneously, the illustrations were ma.v:_ngn «The evident
other purpose and the text was mmmm.a to 1l 1a mm.ﬁo:mmE:mE abu dges
physical addition of the text to the pain tings 1> e is the jrreguld’ ssing
and obvious. The most easily detectable mw.meaﬁmso:w n:noaﬂu been
of the text panels affixed to completed ___cmrmaén may b2¥
text”® To conclude I would like to say that M The wars %:Esw of
done but the purpose was obviously mo_<m:,wuam the Shal
were visually documented and >Eu»”) s
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Hindusthan. As AbulFazal says, “An immense was thus formed: those
that have passed away have received a new life, and those who are still
alive have immortality promised them >
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