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Akbar's Adventures with the Elephant Hawai in 1561
– Basawan (1590; V&A)
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9408/akbar-painting-basawan/
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In which part of the world do you think this painting was made? It was made in India. How can we
tell? It might be hard for children to pinpoint that it is India, but they might notice that the
architecture, clothes and elephants look different to what they might be used to seeing in the UK.
Some children might know that elephants live in parts of Asia and Africa and that Asian elephants
have smaller ears than African ones.
Do the people look relaxed and happy or is there something troubling them? No one seems calm or
enjoying themselves. This is because something dangerous is happening. What do you think it is?
Two elephants are running across a bridge.
What are all the people doing because of this? Some are jumping out of the way – even if that means
ending up in the water. Others are trying to rescue people, either from boats or the bank. And
others, just above the elephants, are holding tightly to some of the boats as they run past. Why do
you think they are holding on to the boats? The boats are actually supporting the bridge – it is a
floating bridge!
Can you think of some words to describe the people’s feelings about what is going on and what they
are doing? A chance for children to practise some vocabulary. Ideas could include: worried, scared,
nervous, brave, confident…
Is everyone trying to escape or is there someone doing something different to all the others? There is
a man riding the elephant on the right, trying to catch the one without a rider. He stands out by
looking calm, being brave and not being jumbled up with all the other people. In addition he sits on
a red and gold mat which helps draw our attention to him.
What kind of person do you think he is? We can tell he is important. In fact he is the ruler – or
Emperor to be precise – of what was called the Mughal Empire which is now a large part of Asia
that includes the modern countries of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Afghanistan. His name was
Akbar and he was the most powerful Mughal Emperor. He ruled for a long time – at a similar time
to when Queen Elizabeth I, who some children might have heard of, was the queen of England.
Do you think Akbar will catch the elephant? Did this story actually happen? Of course he will! We
know this because Akbar told the artist what to paint. That does not mean it really happened like
this but Akbar wants everyone to think it did as this is meant to be part of the story of his life. He
would have only asked artists to paint him being successful. We do know that Akbar’s favourite
sport was Elephant Fighting… He might have loved the fact that over four hundred years later
people would still be looking at his amazing deeds!
Put your hands in front of you to show how big you think this painting is. It is actually pretty small –
only 30cm high and 20cm wide. That’s about the size of an A4 piece of paper, which most people
have at home or in the classroom. That’s because it was originally a page from a book about Akbar’s
life called the Akbarnama. It was similar to a comic book as each page told a story using pictures
and words.
If you could step inside this painting what sounds would you hear? Ideas could include the elephants
running, people screaming and shouting, people splashing in the water, the creaking of the boats
holding up the bridge…
Choose one of the people in this painting and after “one, two, three” freeze in the same pose as them.
Think about what expression they would be making. Then, after another “three” add the noises or
words your character would be making or saying.

Follow on ideas
•

Imagine you are safely on the other side of the castle wall at the top of the painting. You are watching
everything that is happening. Later on a friend or family member comes to visit and asks you what
happened. Tell them everything you saw from when you first caught sight of the elephant on the other
side of the bridge, to when Akbar finally catches it.
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Take a plain piece of A4 paper (which is very close to the actual size of this painting) and turn it so it
is upright – meaning that the longer edges are at the side and the shorter ones are at the top and
bottom. We call this “portrait” format in art. Imagine you are a famous and powerful ruler like Akbar.
Paint a page from your life story showing something brave you have done. Do not worry if it did not
really happen – as the ruler you are allowed to exaggerate or even make it up altogether! Look at the
painting of Akbar and the elephants to remind you of all the detail you could try to include. Think
about the sounds and actions too, just like when you acting out the painting.

Topic links
•
•
•

Geography/India
Animals
Kings and Queens (great comparison with Elizabeth I)

3

