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In this essay I am keen to explore the double-folio from the Akbarnama called ‘Akbar Receives the 

Iranian Ambassador Sayyid Beg in 1562’, as a way of studying diplomatic gift-giving and exchange in 

medieval India, and attempt to corroborate this information through the text accompanying the paintings 

as well as with historical context.  

This double-folio is from the Akbarnama, written by the Mughal courtier of Emperor Akbar, Abu’l 

Fazl. These two paintings are currently in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. According to the 

ascription at the bottom of the page in red ink on the painting on the right of the page (Plate 1), the tarh 

(outlining) was done by La’l and the amal (colouring) by Nand whose father Ram Das is named as well. 

La’l was well known and recognised for tarh and for chihra name (portrait-painting).1 In this we see a 

twenty-year old Mughal emperor Akbar, in his 6th regnal year, seated on a grand gilt throne set in a 

heavily decorated room, with beautiful fine carpets and tiled floors. The room is full of people, possibly 

attendants and presumably some courtiers. Some people are wearing different clothes, and this could 

point towards who the Iranians and the Mughals are. Two men are wearing distinctly different turbans 

with feathers in them, tunics with buttons, jewelled belts, a long overlay on-top, and boots, compared 

to the clothes of the Mughals, making them stand out from the crowd. It is possible that the taller, more 

prominent figure in these style of clothes is the Iranian ambassador Sayyid Beg who was sent by Safavid 

ruler Shah Abbas. This is who Akbar here is seen receiving in this painting. There is a man standing in 

front of Akbar holding a paper with writing in Farsi, that is possibly the letter sent by Shah Abbas 

through Sayyid Beg. Two men in the foreground are seen holding falcons, and on the floor there is a 

deer tied to a ring, all three most likely gifts brought with the ambassador, though these particular gifts 

aren’t mentioned in Abu’l Fazl’s list of the gifts brought. He does mention that Beg ‘places before the 

emperor’s eyes he gifts and presents in appropriate order.’ 

In the painting on the left of the page (Plate 2), the ascription states that the tarh is once again done by 

La’l while the amal is by Ibrahim Kauhar.  In this painting there are more men in the Persian-style 

outfit. Gifts are clearly visible in this painting. There are two horses – one black and one white – 

jewelled and decorated. This corresponds with Abu’l Fazl’s description in the Akbarnama that Sayyid 

Beg brought with him as gifts from Shah Tahmasp ‘fiery Arabian steeds and fleet-footed Iranian and 

Anatolian horses and presents of precious textiles and rare objects.’2 An attendant is also pictured 

 
1  Verma, Som Prakash. Mughal Masters: Further Studies. Edited by Asok Kumar Das. Mumbai: Marg 

Publications on behalf of the National Centre for the Performing Arts, 1998, p. 69 
2Abū’l Faz̤l Ibn Mubārak, and Thackston, W. M. The History of Akbar, 2014, p. 523. 

The book also notes the corresponding original page number of the Akbarname, which here is p. 246. 
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holding to two dogs. There are many attendants holding gifts of textile, and in the foreground of the 

painting a large red sheet is on the ground with piles of gifts –some covered boxes and baskets that may 

have had rare objects within, some with textiles. There is a man shown holding three coloured bows, 

which may have also been gifts. At the bottom of the painting two men are holding large ladles and are 

standing near large pots, perhaps for a feast on receiving the esteemed guest. 

The relationship between the Mughals and the Safavids is important to know to understand the 

importance of this event depicted here. Akbar’s father, Mughal emperor Humayun, had fled to Iran after 

being defeated by Sher Shah Suri, and sought refuge with Shah Tahmasp. The Iranian Shah welcomed 

Humayun and his entourage as royal guests, unlike Humayun’s own brother Mirza Kamran, and treated 

them with kindness and respect. It was with this that a strong relationship of cooperation and friendship 

was created, where Humayun was able to regain strength, and soon return to his empire. It is on the 

death of Humayun and the accession of Akbar to the throne, that the emissary Sayyid Beg, cousin of 

the Shah as the son of his paternal uncle Ma’sum Beg who was the deputy at the Safavid court, was 

sent to the Mughal court ‘to offer condolences’ and ‘to congratulate’ Akbar.3 The emissary being an 

both the relative of the emperor and also the son of a significant member of the Safavid court, points 

towards the value placed on status and prominence in diplomacy, even in the selection of the emissary. 

By doing this, it is clear that Shah Tahmasp was trying to honour the past relationship he and the 

previous Mughal emperor had, while also investing in the future with Akbar, in a manner that the 

cultures of both empires understood and appreciated. This is evident also in the letter he wrote to Akbar 

which read, ‘We have sent him to offer condolences for the late padishah and congratulations upon 

your accession to the throne, and to reinforce the foundation of hereditary love and friendship in such a 

way that cannot be affected by the vicissitudes of time and no thought of decrease of slack can occur to 

anyone’s mind.’4 The desire to continue an alliance and friendship between the two empires that 

previously existed and the importance of diplomacy and gifting for this to happen is key. The letter even 

ends with advice to Akbar that he should ‘continually water the garden of old love and friendship…and 

henceforth neglect not to send messengers and letters’5 pointedly declaring their relationship from that 

point onwards. 

Gifting is a clear indication of respect and generosity. The fact that Beg is said to have placed the gifts 

in the right order and brings the right kind of gifts, shows that the Safavids and Mughals had similar 

understandings of diplomatic gifting and the importance of it. By bringing interesting gifts, especially 

ones that they knew the Mughals appreciated such as the stallions, luxurious textiles and unique items 

from Iran, as well as the sheer quantity of the gifts, they had an awareness of what was appropriate to 

 
3 Abū’l Faz̤l Ibn Mubārak, and Thackston, W. M. The History of Akbar, 2014. p.523 
4 Ibid.  p.533 
5 Ibid. p. 533 
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gift to an emperor that valued Persian culture, as well as what was required for this nature of relationship 

maintaining. The use of gifting as a means of establishing a relationship is similar to Mauss’ 

understanding of gifting being ‘an act of society’ where an item is a gift if the goal of it is ‘to recognise, 

establish, and maintain community.’ Gifting is a means of displaying ‘social generosity.’6 

It is interesting to note that just as Humayun was welcomed with respect by the Shah, in the spirit of 

reciprocity, for Sayyid Beg, Akbar ordered ‘several exalted amirs’ to ‘greet him and escort him with all 

honour to suitable quarters.’7 According to Abu’l Fazl, he was given around ‘14 lac dams in cash’ which 

was equivalent to seven million Persian coins, along with other commodities as a living allowance. He 

was given many days to rest before being permitted to appear before Akbar.8 The spirit of reciprocity 

and generosity between the two empires is vital in continuing community and camaraderie between 

them. 

The fact that this instance was depicted in artwork, and not just in one painting but across two in the 

official chronicle of Akbar shows the significance of gifting in diplomacy in the Mughal court. It could 

have been limited to just Plate 1 and we would have known that the ambassador had been sent and then 

received by Akbar, but by including all the varied gifts with Plate 2, we see the value the Mughals 

placed on the gifts they had received. It is important to remember that these paintings were 

commissioned so the inclusion of certain themes was consciously done. Had these gifts not been 

significant enough or considered worthy, they might not have been depicted. These paintings allow for 

a fascinating glimpse into alliances and relationship building between two large empires and the role 

gifts played in the building and maintaining of these relationships. 

 
6 Frow, John. Time and Commodity Culture: Essays in Cultural Theory and Postmodernity. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 2005, p. 104 
7 Abū’l Faz̤l Ibn Mubārak, and Thackston, W. M. The History of Akbar, 2014, p. 525 
8 Ibid. p. 525 
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Plate 1: ‘Akbar Receives the Iranian Ambassador Sayyid Beg in 1562’ (Right) in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London. 
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Plate 2: ‘Akbar Receives the Iranian Ambassador Sayyid Beg in 1562’ (Left) in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London. 
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