UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Mongols in Mamluk eyes
Representing ethnic others in the medieval Middle East
van den Bent, J.M.C.
Publication date
2020
Document Version
Final published version
License
Other
Link to publication
Citation for published version (APA):
van den Bent, J. M. C. (2020). Mongols in Mamluk eyes: Representing ethnic others in the
medieval Middle East. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).
Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)
Download date:09 Jan 2023

Cover illustration:
Cover design:

Baptistère de Saint Louis (detail), Musée du Louvre, LP 16. Photo: author.
Irwan Droog, www.irwandroog.nl.

Mongols in Mamluk Eyes.

Representing Ethnic Others in the Medieval Middle East
ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor
aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam
op gezag van de Rector Magnificus
prof. dr. ir. K.I.J. Maex

ten overstaan van een door het College voor Promoties ingestelde commissie,
in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Aula der Universiteit
op vrijdag 31 januari 2020, te 13.00 uur

door Josephine Maria Catharine van den Bent
geboren te Amsterdam

Promotiecommissie:
Promotores:

prof. dr. G. Geltner
prof. dr. M.L.M. van Berkel

Overige leden: prof. dr. R. Amitai
prof. dr. C.R. Lange
prof. dr. R. Peters
prof. dr. G.A. Wiegers
dr. A.F. Broadbridge
dr. T.A.M. Smidt van Gelder-Fontaine
dr. C.V. Weeda
Faculteit der Geesteswetenschappen

Universiteit van Amsterdam
Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen

Hebrew University Jerusalem
Universiteit Utrecht
Universiteit van Amsterdam
Universiteit van Amsterdam
University of Massachusetts Amherst
Universiteit van Amsterdam
Universiteit van Amsterdam

Dit werk maakt deel uit van het onderzoeksprogramma Promoties in de
geesteswetenschappen met projectnummer 322-50-002 dat (mede)gefinancierd is
door de Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO).

Contents
Note on transliteration, dates and citations................................................................................................................... 7
List of figures .............................................................................................................................................................................. 8

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................................................. 11
Mongols and Mamluks .................................................................................................................................................... 13

Ethnicity and stereotypes ............................................................................................................................................. 18

Ethnicity in the medieval Islamic world ............................................................................................................. 25

Terminology........................................................................................................................................................................ 31
Primary sources ................................................................................................................................................................ 39

Contents of this study ..................................................................................................................................................... 45

1. Courageous horse-riders with big backsides: the Mongols in ethnographic descriptions ................ 49
Ethnography in the Islamic world ............................................................................................................................. 51
Environmental theory ................................................................................................................................................ 54

The peoples of the north ........................................................................................................................................... 60

The Mongols and Turks in Mamluk sources .......................................................................................................... 63

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................................... 78

2. Sunrays and a lion’s den: Origin stories of the Mongols in Mamluk texts ................................................. 81

The Mongol origo gentis in Mamluk-era texts ...................................................................................................... 85
The Mongols’ origin in the work of Ibn al-Dawādārī ......................................................................................... 91

The story of the lion boy and the wandering ‘Tatars’ ................................................................................... 96

Ibn al-Dawādārī’s use of the myth ..................................................................................................................... 102

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................................ 107

3. Symbols of the Mongols: Chinggis Khan and his Yasa .................................................................................... 109
Chinggis Khan’s importance to the Mongols ...................................................................................................... 111

Rise to power .............................................................................................................................................................. 114
Prophethood ............................................................................................................................................................... 116

The Yasa: Mongol law in Mamluk sources .......................................................................................................... 120
The Yasa in seventh/thirteenth-century Mamluk sources ...................................................................... 123

The Yasa in eighth/fourteenth-century Mamluk sources ........................................................................ 125

Ibn Taymiyya: the Yasa in his fatwas against the Mongols ..................................................................... 128

Al-ʿUmarī vs. Ibn Kathīr: one source, two approaches............................................................................... 131

5

Al-Ṣafadī: ridicule and contrast ........................................................................................................................... 142

The Yasa in later texts ............................................................................................................................................. 146

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................................ 149

4. Mongols on the horizon............................................................................................................................................... 153

First Mongol conquests ............................................................................................................................................... 155
Ilkhanids ............................................................................................................................................................................ 169
Baghdad ........................................................................................................................................................................ 170

The Mongol incursion into Syria ........................................................................................................................ 173
Islamization and the 699/1299-1300 Mongol occupation of Damascus........................................... 184

Golden Horde................................................................................................................................................................... 195

Berke’s conversion ................................................................................................................................................... 196
Later khans .................................................................................................................................................................. 200

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................................ 203

5. Mongols in the sultanate ............................................................................................................................................. 207
The wāfidiyya Mongols ................................................................................................................................................ 213
The first wave of Mongol wāfidiyyas ................................................................................................................. 215
The Oirats ..................................................................................................................................................................... 220

Al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Zayn al-Dīn Kitbugha – a Mongol Mamluk sultan .......................................................... 228

Mongol Mamluks in art – the Baptistère de Saint Louis and the Vasselot Bowl.................................. 237

The Baptistère and the Vasselot Bowl: description and context........................................................... 240
Imagery and messages............................................................................................................................................ 250

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................................................ 259

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................................................. 261
Bibliography .......................................................................................................................................................................... 269

Summary................................................................................................................................................................................. 289

Samenvatting ........................................................................................................................................................................ 293
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................................................. 298

6

Note on transliteration, dates and
citations
The transliteration of Arabic names, phrases and terminology uses the system of the Encyclopaedia

of Islam, THREE, except for the elision of the article. The vowel is elided only after wa-, li- and bi-: so
bi-l-nisba and wa-l-nihāya, maar Muḥyī al-Dīn. For Persian names and book titles I have used the

Library of Congress system, with the exception of the ض, for which I have used ḍ rather than z with
two subscript dots. For Turkish and Mongolian names in the Mamluk sultanate, I have adhered to

their spelling in Arabic with regard to the vowels (only a, i, u).

Mongolian names and terminology adhere to the standard set by John Andrew Boyle in his

translation of Rashīd al-Dīn, The Successors of Genghis Khan (New York: Columbia University Press,

1971), with two exceptions. The first is the name Chinggis Khan, which is rendered as shown here.

The second is the name Kitbugha, which is spelled like the Mamluk sultan of the same name. For

names from Mongol legend predating the period discussed in The Successors, I have adhered to the
spelling in De Rachewiltz’ translation of The Secret History of the Mongols (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

Words and names that have entered common English usage (e.g. Qur’an, Muhammad) I use

in their English form. The same applies to modern Arab authors and others who employ a standard
Westernised spelling of their name. Place-names are similarly given in their modern (English)

versions: Cairo (not al-Qāhira), Bukhara (not Bukhārā), Damascus (not Dimashq), etc. The same
goes for peoples, such as the Kipchaks. Dynasties are written without diacritics (e.g. Abbasids,

Ayyubids). I will distinguish between mamluks as military slaves in general and the Mamluks as a
ruling elite by capitalizing the latter.

Premodern dates are given in Islamic ḥijrī dating first, followed by their equivalent in

Common Era. Dates pertaining to events and people outside the Islamic world (China, Europe) are
given in CE only.

Notes and bibliography are rendered according to the Chicago Manual of Style, 17th edition,

which, among other changes from the previous editions, discourages the use of ibid., replacing it
with the author’s name.
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Introduction
In early 2003, Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, anticipating an impending American invasion, said
that Iraq was ready for war and that ‘Baghdad, its people and leaders, are determined to force the
Mongols of this age (mughūl al-ʿaṣr) to kill themselves on its walls.’ 1 Similarly, when the library of

the well-known Egyptian professor Muhammad Hassanein Heikal in Birqash was set on fire in

August 2013, the arsonists – Heikal accused the Muslim Brotherhood and its supporters – were

described as ‘the new Tatars’ (al-tatār al-judad) by Al-Taḥrīr columnist Galal Aref. 2 More recently,

the terrorist organisation known as IS in the West and as Daesh in the Islamic world, has frequently
been described in similar terms: by the Moroccan novelist Mustapha Laghtiri, 3 in the Emirati

newspaper Al-Bayān, 4 and by the former Egyptian prime minister Ibrahim Mahlab, 5 to name but a

few examples. The historical Mongols are clearly suffering from a poor reputation, one of barbarity
and destruction, in the present-day Middle East – an area they first invaded some eight centuries
ago.

Today’s Middle Eastern cultural archive of images of the medieval Mongols is founded on

the events of the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth century, when the Mongols conquered

and ruled large parts of the Islamic world. In the same way that Galal Aref spoke of ‘the new Tatars’,
the Syrian author and Ayyubid prince Abū al-Fidāʾ (673-732/1274-1331) could describe a people
as ‘the Tatars of Black Africa’. 6 This was not only on account of their violence against their

neighbours, but also because of their alleged lack of religion. Superficially, the medieval Mongols
had as poor a reputation in the Mamluk sultanate (648-922/1250-1517) as they have in today’s
Middle Eastern media. However, the formation of images and stereotypes of the Mongols in the

‘Ṣaddām: Al-ʿIrāq ʿala Uhbat al-Istiʿdād li-l-Ḥarb’, BBC Arabic, 17 January 2003,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/arabic/news/newsid_2667000/2667833.stm. See also Michal Biran, Chinggis Khan,
Makers of the Muslim World (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2007), 1.
2
Galal Aref, ‘Al-Tatār al-Judad… Marrū min “Birqāsh”’, Al-Taḥrīr, 14 September 2013.
3
‘Laghtiri: Bashīʿat “al-Tatār al-Judad” Tataḥaddā al-Qiyam al-Insāniyya’, hespress.com, 15 November 2015,
http://www.hespress.com/permalink/284238.html.
4
Aḥmad Amīn Nimar, ‘Dāʿish… Khulafāʾ al-Tatār’, www.albayan.ae, 6 November 2014,
http://www.albayan.ae/opinions/orbit/2014-11-06-1.2237244.
5
‘Maḥlab: “Dāʿish” Tatār al-ʿAṣr wa-lā Yudrikūna Tārīkh wa-Turāth al-Awṭān’, www.dostor.org, 1 March 2013,
http://www.dostor.org/781467.
6
al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar, ed. Muḥammad
Zaynuhum ʿAzab, Yaḥyā Sayyid Ḥusayn, and Muḥammad Fakhrī al-Waṣīf, vol. I (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1999), 123.
See also ʿUmar ibn Muẓaffar Ibn al-Wardī, Kharīdat al-ʿAjāʾib wa-Farīdat al-Gharāʾib (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Tijāriyya
al-Kubrā, 1910), 51.
1
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Mamluk sultanate took place in complicated and diverse cultural and political contexts, and was

therefore far from straightforward and unanimous. In this dissertation, I investigate, analyse and

contextualise the representation of the Mongols in Mamluk Syria and Egypt, c. 656-761/1260-1360.
There are various reasons for this complexity and diversity. For one, the Mongols were a

‘new’ people in the Islamic world, arriving suddenly and unexpectedly. Mamluk-era authors could

therefore not simply rely on earlier texts to make sense of them, but had to work creatively in

combining existing stereotypes and ideas on ethnicity with new information. Second, the Mamluk

sultanate made for an ethnically complicated context for such image formation. The Mamluk elite

itself was predominantly of Turkish descent – most mamluks being imported from Turkic Central

Asia, and Mamluk rule often being referred to as dawlat al-atrāk (‘the dynasty/state of the Turks’) –

and the Turks and the Mongols were widely regarded as closely related ethnically: wholesale

condemnation of anything Mongol based on ethnic stereotypes would cause problems. Moreover,
there were ethnic Mongols present in the upper Mamluk echelons, either because they had been

imported as mamluks themselves, or because they had arrived as immigrants. The population over

which they ruled, however, including most of the authors who wrote about the Mamluks and the

Mongols, were local Syrians and Egyptians. Third, the Mamluk sultanate had different relationships
with different groups of Mongols outside the sultanate. The Ilkhanid Mongols were the most

important enemy in its early rule, and the fight against these ‘infidel’ Mongols was an important

element in Mamluk legitimisation strategies. 7 This was further complicated by the Ilkhanid

conversion to Islam around the turn of the century. On the other hand, the Mongols of the Golden

Horde were the Mamluks’ primary ally. Mamluk-era authors thus wrote about Mongols, who

formed a key other, in a complicated social and historical context.

Given these circumstances, the development of ideas on and stereotypes of Mongols in the

first century of the Mamluk sultanate is a highly relevant case study into processes of image

formation, selfing and othering. In this study I will investigate the images of the Mongols current in

the Mamluk sultanate beyond the basic figure of the ‘violent infidel’. I will analyse how these images

were developed from existing discourses combined with new information, but also study when,

where and why they were used. In this way, I will bring to light the variations in representations of

the Mongols across genres, periods, authors and groups of Mongols, thus showing the agency and
creativity of authors, as well as analysing images’ differing functions and effects, in a variety of
contexts – political and otherwise.

Linda S. Northrup, ‘The Baḥrī Mamlūk Sultanate, 1250-1390’, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume I. Islamic
Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl F. Petry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 255.

7
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Mongols and Mamluks
Originally living as nomads in the steppes of Inner Asia, the Mongols had embarked on a series of

conquests under the leadership of Chinggis Khan (c. 1167-1227), who had risen to power in the late
twelfth century. Through charismatic leadership and clever politics he managed to unify the steppe

pastoralists of Mongolia and embarked on a campaign of conquest. They rapidly subjugated parts of

what is now known as China and the lands of Central Asia, before moving westwards, where the
Khwārazmian empire became the first Muslim realm to be taken by the Mongols. His successors

would continue the Mongol conquest of Islamic lands, especially during the reign of Chinggis Khan’s
grandson and fourth Great Khan, Möngke (r. 1251-59), who sent his brother Hülegü (c. 613-

63/1217-65) westward.
The

seventh/thirteenthcentury Mongol

invasion of the Islamic
lands of Central Asia

and the Middle East was
nothing short of

traumatic for the

population in the region,
as well as for the

Muslim world beyond it.
Not only did the local
population suffer the

shock of many deaths,
vast destruction, and

extensive plunder, the

Muslim world was faced
with a spiritual disaster

Map 1. Mamluk territory, 648-58/1250-60. Source: Jonathan Riley-Smith, ed., The Atlas
of the Crusades (London: Times Books, 1991), 108.

as well: the fall of Baghdad to Hülegü and his armies and their murder of the Abbasid caliph alMustaʿṣim (r. 640-56/1242-58) sent shockwaves through the Islamic world. Mongol dynasties

would rule parts of the Islamic world for centuries to come. But although Hülegü and his successors
13

made various attempts to expand their realm to the Mediterranean coast, the Mamluks of Egypt and
Syria managed to prevent that, regularly waging war against them for decades.

The mid-seventh/thirteenth century, when the Mongols first appeared in the Middle East,

was a turbulent time for the region in any case. The Mamluks in Egypt deposed their Ayyubid

predecessors and former masters in 648/1250, founding a sultanate that soon came to include

Syria (in 658/1260) and which remained in power until the Ottoman conquest of 922/1517 (map

1). The Mamluk elite was formed by men who had come to Egypt as mamluks (mamlūk, pl.

mamālīk), military slaves, 8 predominantly taken from Turkic areas in Central Asia (and in later

periods from the Caucasus). The establishment of Mamluk rule in Egypt, Syria at that time still

being ruled by the Ayyubids, coincided with the Mongol advance into the Middle East. News of their
violent subjugation of Muslim lands farther east had reached Syria and Egypt well before that.

Consequently, the new rulers were soon confronted with the threat of Mongol invasion close to

home, with the first military contact between the Mamluks and the Mongols taking place during the
latter’s attempt to conquer Syria in 658/1260.

At the battle at ʿAyn Jālūt (Goliath’s Spring), in the Jezreel Valley in the Galilee on 25

Ramaḍān 658/3 September 1260, the Mamluks succeeded in defeating the Mongols. 9 This was,

however, only the beginning of protracted hostilities between the Mamluks and the Mongols of the

Ilkhanate, the so-called successor khanate centred in modern-day Iran and Iraq. Chinggis Khan had
bestowed an ulus, a territory, on his four sons by his chief wife Börte. Although these initially

remained part of a united Mongol empire, the realm eventually broke up into a number of successor
khanates due to the succession struggle that followed Möngke’s death, for which the uluses formed
a partial, rough template (map 2). 10 The Ilkhanate would be the primary enemy of the Mamluk

sultanate until the peace agreement of 723/1323, a period in which incessant, latent conflict

While the term mamlūk simply means ‘owned’, i.e. a slave, from the third/ninth century onwards it was used to
designate military slaves exclusively. For the history of the phenomenon, see for instance Nasser Rabbat, ‘The
Changing Concept of Mamlūk in the Mamluk Sultanate in Egypt and Syria’, in Slave Elites in the Middle East and
Africa. A Comparative Study, ed. Miura Toru and John Edward Philips (London: Kegan Paul International, 2000), 81;
Reuven Amitai, ‘The Mamlūk Institution, or One Thousand Years of Military Slavery in the Islamic World’, in Arming
Slaves. From Classical Times to the Modern Age, ed. Christopher Leslie Brown and Philip D. Morgan (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2006), 40–78.
9
On this battle and the following period of hostilities, see Reuven Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks. The
Mamluk-Īlkhānid War, 1260-1281 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
10
David Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 61–71; J. J. Saunders, The History of the Mongol
Conquests (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1971), 53–63; Peter Jackson, ‘The Mongol Age in Eastern Inner
Asia’, in The Cambridge History of Inner Asia. The Chinggisid Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
26–45. For a discussion of the meaning of the term ‘ilkhan’, see Reuven Amitai-Preiss, ‘An Exchange of Letters in
Arabic between Abaγa Īlkhān and Sultan Baybars (A. H. 667/A. D. 1268-69)’, Central Asiatic Journal 38, no. 1
(1994): 25–27.
8
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alternated with major Mongol incursions into Syria and major battles. At the same time, however,
the Mamluks developed and maintained friendly diplomatic relations with the Golden Horde

khanate from the early 660s/1260s onwards. They shared an enemy in the Ilkhanate – against

whom they were the Mamluks’ most important ally – traded, and exchanged diplomatic missions.

Map 2. The Successor Khanates. Source: Patrick K. O’Brien, ed., Atlas of World History. Concise Edition (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 99.

Whatever their research question or methods, studies on the early Mamluk period

invariably feature the Mongols, as their actions and plain proximity affected events in the

sultanate. 11 A number of authors have consequently focused on the relations between the Mamluks

and the Mongols. Early work was done by David Ayalon, in his seminal series of articles on the

Mongol Yasa and its position in the Mamluk sultanate (or rather, lack thereof), 12 and his discussion

of the Mongol immigrants to the Mamluk sultanate, the so-called wāfidiyya. 13 Relations between the
Examples range from key studies of individual sultans and their respective reigns – such as Abdul-Aziz Khowaiter,
Baibars the First. His Endeavours and Achievements (London: The Green Mountain Press, 1978); Linda S. Northrup,
From Slave to Sultan. The Career of Al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn and the Consolidation of Mamluk Rule in Egypt and Syria
(678-689 A.H./1279-1290 A.D.) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998); Amalia Levanoni, A Turning Point in Mamluk
History. The Third Reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (Leiden: Brill, 1995) – to prosopographical work (Mazor, The Rise
and Fall) and literary studies (Thomas Herzog, Geschichte und Imaginaire: Entstehung, Überlieferung und
Bedeutung der Sirat Baibars in ihrem sozio-politischen Kontext [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2006]), to name
but a few examples.
12
David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part A)’, Studia Islamica 33 (1971): 97–140;
David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part B)’, Studia Islamica 34 (1971): 151–80; David
Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination (Part C1), The Position of the Yāsa in the Mamluk
Sultanate’, Studia Islamica 36 (1972): 113–58; David Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa of Chingiz Khān: A Reexamination
(Part C2), Al-Maqrīzī’s Passage on the Yāsa under the Mamluks’, Studia Islamica 38 (1973): 107–56.
13
David Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya in the Mamluk Kingdom’, Islamic Culture 25 (1951): 89–104.
11
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Mamluk sultanate and the Ilkhanate have been extensively researched by Reuven Amitai, paying

particular attention to the warfare between the two. 14 Relations between the Mamluk realm and the
Mongols did not exclusively consist of warfare: there was trade as well as the exchange of

embassies and letters. This took place not only between the Mamluk empire and their allies of the

Golden Horde, but diplomatic missions and gift exchanges also between the Mamluks and

Ilkhanids. 15 Anne Broadbridge’s insightful study on diplomacy between the Mamluks and Mongols

points to the importance of not only looking into legitimisation strategies for an internal public, but
also focusing on the external audience. Her analysis of the ideologies the Mamluks expressed

through diplomacy vis-à-vis the Ilkhanids and the Golden Horde and vice versa shows how the

chancellery of the Mamluk sultanate, in its dealings with the Mongols, concentrated on religion and
military action (jihād), portraying the Mamluks as defenders of Islam (and Muslims) through their

achievements on the battlefield. This applied to both their adversaries in the Ilkhanate and to their
allies of the Golden Horde, albeit in rather different tones. 16 Whereas Broadbridge focused on the

external audiences of diplomatic texts, I will concentrate on the portrayal of Mongols in a variety of

sources aimed at other, internal audiences. These discourses are, of course, closely connected and
touch on similar themes, as I will show in this study.

See, among other works, Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks; Reuven Amitai, Holy War and Rapprochement.
Studies in the Relations between the Mamluk Sultanate and the Mongol Ilkhanate (1260-1335) (Turnhout: Brepols,
2013).
15
Numerous authors have paid attention to these diplomatic exchanges. See for instance Donald P. Little, ‘Notes
on Aitamiš, a Mongol Mamlūk’, in Die Islamische Welt Zwischen Mittelalter Und Neuzeit: Festschrift Für Hans
Robert Roemer Zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Ulrich Haarmann and Peter Bachmann (Beirut, 1979), 387–401; P. M. Holt,
‘The Īlkhān Aḥmad’s Embassies to Qalāwūn: Two Contemporary Accounts’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies 49, no. 1 (1986): 128–32; Adel Allouche, ‘Tegüder’s Ultimatum to Qalawun’, International Journal of
Middle East Studies 22, no. 4 (1990): 437–46; Amitai-Preiss, ‘An Exchange’; Donald P. Little, ‘Diplomatic Missions
and Gifts Exchanged by Mamluks and Ilkhans’, in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. Linda Komaroff (Leiden:
Brill, 2006), 30–42. In the recent publication on diplomacy in the Mamluk sultanate in general, edited by Frédéric
Bauden and Malika Dekkiche, entitled Mamluk Cairo, a Crossroads for Embassies. Studies on Diplomacy and
Diplomatics (Leiden: Brill, 2019), the following chapters are especially relevant: Anne Broadbridge (‘Careers in
Diplomacy among Mamluks and Mongols, 658-741/1260-1341’, 263–301), Marie Favereau (‘The Golden Horde and
the Mamluks: The Birth of a Diplomatic Set-Up (660-5/1261-7)’, 302–26), Reuven Amitai (‘Mamluk-Ilkhanid
Diplomatic Contacts: Negotiations or Posturing?’, 327–39), and Hend Gilli-Elewy (‘Baghdad between Cairo and
Tabriz: Emissaries to the Mamluks as Expressions of Local Political Ambition and Ideology during the
Seventh/Thirteenth and Eighth/Fourteenth Centuries’, 340–62). For the relations between the sultanate and the
Golden Horde, see also the work by Marie Favereau, ‘Comment le sultan mamlouk s’adressait au khan de la Horde
d’Or : Formulaire des lettres et règles d’usage d’après trois manuels de chancellerie (1262-v. 1430)’, Annales
islamologiques 41 (2007): 59–95; Marie Favereau, ‘The Golden Horde and the Mamluks’, Golden Horde Review 5,
no. 1 (2017): 93–115.
16
Anne F. Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology in the Islamic and Mongol Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2008).
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Broadbridge’s study thus points toward some germane representational aspects within the

Mamluk-Mongol diplomatic relations, including the opposition infidel Mongol vs. the good Muslim
ruler and the description of the Ilkhanid conversion to Islam as false. Overall, however, relatively

little attention has been paid directly to Mamluk-era representations of Mongols. Scholars

occasionally mention the bad press Mongols generally received in Mamluk Egypt, 17 but the

questions concerning the images that are employed and the motivations behind them generally

remain unanswered. As far as images of Mongols are discussed in scholarship, it tends to allude to

the major themes of violence and religion without studying those in depth. Although a focus on

excessive violence and a pervasive religious dimension are certainly to be found when looking at
contemporary Islamic works in a general manner, the representations of Mongols was more
complex and fluid. 18

A few authors have written about representations of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate in

more detail. Thomas Herzog analysed the images of the Mongols in the popular epic Sīrat Baybars, a
collection of stories recounting the life and deeds of sultan Baybars (r. 658-76/1260-77). 19 In his
analysis, Herzog shows how this epic most likely first took shape in the second half of the

eighth/fourteenth century and took its final form in the tenth/sixteenth and eleventh/seventeenth

centuries. Period-wise, his research thus begins where mine ends, namely the second half of the

eighth/fourteenth century, and as I will show in this dissertation, the images of Mongols Herzog

uncovers from the Sīrat Baybars were introduced and developed in the seventh/thirteenth century

and first half of the eighth/fourteenth.

Michal Biran has devoted attention to the changing images of Chinggis Khan in the Muslim

world, including the Mamluk sultanate, and pointed to ‘monotheisizing’ tendencies: in order to fit

with his role as founding father of several Muslim dynasties, authors placed him in a monotheistic
For instance Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 2, 247; Walter J. Fischel, ‘A New Latin Source on Tamerlane’s
Conquest of Damascus’, Oriens 9 (1956): 202–3.
18
Aside from this dissertation, see also Josephine van den Bent, ‘“None of the Kings on Earth Is Their Equal in
ʿaṣabiyya”: The Mongols in Ibn Khaldūn’s Works’, Al-Masāq 28, no. 2 (2016): 171–86. Ulrich Haarmann (‘“Großer
Vater Mond” und “Schwarzer Löwenjunge” - eine mongolisch-kiptschakische Ursprungssage in arabischer
Überlieferung’, in Die Mongolen in Asien und Europa, ed. Stephan Conermann and Jan Kusber [Frankfurt am Main:
Peter Lang, 1997], 121–22) suspected the existence of a more complex representation of Mongols, stating that the
context of the Mamluk sultanate, with the presence of ethnic Mongols and its varying relations with outside
Mongols, must have contributed to ‘differentiated images of the Mongols’.
19
Thomas Herzog, ‘La mémoire des invasions mongoles dans la Sīrat Baybars. Persistances et transformations dans
l’imaginaire populaire arabe’, in Le Bilād Al-Šām face aux mondes extérieurs. La perception de l’Autre et la
representation du souverain, ed. Denise Aigle (Damascus: Presses de l’Ifpo, 2012), 345–63. For his thorough and
voluminous study of the Sīrat Baybars in general, see Herzog, Geschichte und Imaginaire. For more on Arabic epic
literature, see, among others, M. C. Lyons, The Arabian Epic: Heroic and Oral Story-Telling (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995).
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framework. 20 Denise Aigle has similarly employed this term in her discussion of the Islamic

reception of the Mongols’ ancestral legend and has also looked at the legendary figure of Chinggis

Khan and the Yasa. 21 Daniel Baraz, in his book on perceptions of cruelty in medieval Europe,

compared European narratives of Mongol cruelty with descriptions of Mongol violence in Islamic

sources. 22 Their analyses, however, are subsumed in works on broader topics and tend to touch

upon only one or a few aspects of Mamluk representations of Mongols. 23 This dissertation takes a

broad view of the Mongol ethnic other as seen through Mamluk eyes, a specific focus on the authors
of the Mamluk sultanate and their representations of the Mongols that also allows me to revise
some of these authors’ conclusions, primarily on account of the wider selection of Mamluk-era

sources this study engages. By bringing together the various elements of these images and placing

them in their wider contexts, I analyse how Mamluk-era authors used strategies of ethnic

categorisation and identification, how they formed and developed their stereotypes of the Mongols,
and how, why and when such images were employed.

Ethnicity and stereotypes
Even though the Mongols were a new phenomenon in the Muslim world, in the eyes of Mamluk-era

authors a certain ethnic relationship, or even affinity, existed between the Turks and the Mongols.
The seventh/thirteenth-century historian Abū Shāma (d. 665/1268), for instance, wrote that the

Mongols were defeated by ‘sons of their own ethnic group of the Turks’ (abnāʾ jinsihim min al-

turk). 24 That was not entirely without reason: the Turkic and Mongolian tribes inhabiting Central

Biran, Chinggis Khan, 108–36. On Persian perceptions of the Mongols, see also David Morgan, ‘Persian
Perceptions of Mongols and Europeans’, in Implicit Understandings: Observing, Reporting, and Reflecting on the
Encounter between Europeans and Other Peoples in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994).
21
Denise Aigle, The Mongol Empire between Myth and Reality. Studies in Anthropological History (Leiden: Brill,
2015).
22
Daniel Baraz, Medieval Cruelty. Changing Perceptions, Late Antiquity to the Early Modern Period (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2003).
23
Very recently, a book chapter came out discussing the image of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate: Koby Yosef,
‘Cross-Boundary Hatred: (Changing) Attitudes towards Mongol and “Christian” Mamlūks in the Mamluk Sultanate’,
in The Mamluk Sultanate from the Perspective of Regional and World History, ed. Reuven Amitai and Stephan
Conermann (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2019), 149–214. It came out while this manuscript was in its final stages,
and therefore I have unfortunately been unable to incorporate, and fully engage with, this chapter in this
dissertation. For now it must suffice to say that Yosef, basing himself in part on a source text I did not employ,
comes to somewhat different conclusions than I do in chapter 5, based on the source material I used.
24
Shihāb al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Ismāʿīl Abū Shāma, Tarājim Rijāl al-Qarnayn al-Sādis wa al-Sābiʿ al-Maʿrūf bi-lDhayl ʿalā al-Rawḍatayn, ed. Muḥammad Zāhid bin al-Ḥasan al-Kawtharī (Cairo: Dār al-Kutub al-Malikiyya, 1947),
208.
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Asia shared a common heritage, with similar ways of life, religious ideas, and frequent interaction. 25

In short, they shared at least some cultural aspects, a key component of ethnicity. Yet the concept of

ethnicity, and the role culture plays in it, is a complicated one. Ever since the 1960s, when ethnicity

arose as an important form of collective identity in research, a vast amount of literature on the topic
has been produced in the social sciences, which led to heated academic debates. 26 The theories
developed were based on modern anthropological and sociological research, and ethnic

nationalism as it appears in the present day – with its many claims to a presumed, ancient ethnic

heritage – originated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Consequently, many studies of

ethnicity and/or nationalism focus on its modern manifestations. However, the base mechanisms

behind ethnic identification and categorisation these debates uncovered are evidently not exclusive
to the modern period, but were present in earlier times as well. 27

An important topic of discussion has been the question of whether ethnicity is primordial

or socially constructed. Primordialism sees ethnicity as biological, innate, and unchanging – ideas

that go back to Romanticism. 28 Adherents of primordialism consider ‘that certain cultural attributes
and formations possess a prior, overriding, and determining influence on people’s lives’, an

influence that trumps any political or ‘rational’ intent. 29 One of the best known proponents of the

primordialist school is Clifford Geertz, who views ethnicity as a ‘given’, emanating from the

community in which one is born, with its language, religion, and social practices, which give people
a ‘natural affinity’ with those in their group. Geertz himself does, however, acknowledge that these
‘primordial bonds’ vary between people and societies. 30 His thinking could thus be called

‘constructed primordiality’, 31 or ‘cultural primordialism’. 32 By contrast, Richard Jenkins, Jack Eller
and Reed Coughland, and many others have argued that the fluidity and mutability of ethnic

Igor de Rachewiltz, trans., The Secret History of the Mongols: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the Thirteenth
Century, vol. I (Leiden: Brill, 2004), xxv, 224-25. Such ideas of distance/closeness between peoples, based on
cultural and geographic criteria, has been attested in modern anthropological research as well (Thomas Hylland
Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives, 2nd ed. [London: Pluto Press, 2002], 25–26, 6).
26
Naysan Adlparvar and Mariz Tadroz, ‘The Evolution of Ethnicity Theory: Intersectionality, Geopolitics and
Development’, IDS Bulletin 47, no. 2 (2016): 123–24.
27
See Siân Jones, The Archaeology of Ethnicity. Constructing Identities in the Past and Present (London: Routledge,
1997); Anthony D. Smith, The Nation in History. Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and Nationalism
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).
28
Richard Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity. Arguments and Explorations, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage Publications,
2008), 46.
29
Smith, The Nation in History, 5.
30
Clifford Geertz, ‘Primordial Ties’, in Ethnicity, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 41–42 (an extract from 'The Integrative Revolution' in Old Societies and New States, ed. C.
Geertz [New York: Free Press, 1963], 108-113); Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 46–47.
31
Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 47.
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Smith, The Nation in History, 20–22. See also Adlparvar and Tadroz, ‘The Evolution of Ethnicity Theory’, 127.
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identification are too widely evidenced in ethnographic studies for the primordialist view to hold
up. 33

These scholars therefore favour another model of ethnicity, the instrumentalist approach.

Important forerunners in the development of this idea were Max Weber and Everett Hughes, and
the model was further developed within an anthropological context by Fredrik Barth in the 1969
book Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. Rather than viewing ethnicity as innate and fixed, he argued

that it is relational, interactional and situational. According to him, ethnicity hinges on identification
and ascription, and within that context people emphasise those aspects of cultural differentiation

they find important. It is thus not the ‘cultural stuff’, as he calls it, that defines the ethnic group, but
rather the boundaries between groups, which are maintained through interaction across those

boundaries. And, he argues, the cultural aspects that people use in these interactions vary based on
the situational context. 34 Other scholars who made important contributions to this theoretical

model of ethnicity are Abner Cohen of the so-called Manchester School and Nathan Glazer and
Daniel Moynihan. They emphasised how ethnicity is used strategically, for instance in power

struggles. 35 After all, both in the present day and in premodernity, people have employed ethnic

identities for political objectives. 36 A case in point is the Mongol message to a group of Kipchaks,

who had joined forces with Allan troops. The famous Persian historian Rashīd al-Dīn Faḍl Allāh (c.

645-718/1247-1318), writing in the service of the Ilkhanids, reports how the Mongols told the

Kipchaks: ‘We and you are one group and of one sort. The Allans are aliens to us.’ The Kipchaks

agreed, but after the Allans were defeated, the Mongols turned on the Kipchaks and slaughtered

them. 37 A certain Aqush, a Turkish mamluk of the ruler of Azerbaijan, Öz-beg ibn al-Bahlawān (r.
Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 48; Jack Eller and Reed Coughlan, ‘The Poverty of Primordialism: The
Demystification of Ethnic Attachments’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 16, no. 2 (1993): 183–202; Jones, The
Archaeology of Ethnicity, 69.
34
Fredrik Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture Difference (Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget, 1969). He expounds his theory in the Introduction, 9-38. See also Eriksen, Ethnicity and
Nationalism, 38–44; Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 10–19.
35
Adlparvar and Tadroz, ‘The Evolution of Ethnicity Theory’, 125. See also Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 53–
54.
36
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Press, 2002), 15–21.
37
Rashīd al-Dīn Faḍl Allāh, Rashiduddin Fazlullah’s Jami‘u’t-Tawarikh: Compendium of Chronicles. A History of the
Mongols, trans. W.M. Thackston, vol. II (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 260. This incident is
widely reported, see Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, ed. ʿUmar ʿAbd al-Salām Tadmurī, vol. X (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb
al-ʿArabī, 2012), 354; Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab, ed.
Najīb Muṣṭafā Fawwāz and Ḥikmat Kashlī Fawwāz, vol. XXVII (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2004), 220; Jamāl alDīn Muḥammad Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij al-Kurūb fī Akhbār Banī Ayyūb, ed. Ḥasanayn Muḥammad Rabīʿ and Saʿid ʿAbd
al-Fattāḥ ʿĀshūr, vol. IV (Cairo: Dār al-Kutub, 1972), 55. Ibn al-Dawādārī is not as explicit about the two peoples
being of ‘one ethnicity (jins)’, stating rather that ‘We belong to you, and you belong to us (naḥnu minkum wa33
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607-22/1210-25), 38 had more luck in this regard. He and a group of soldiers joined the Mongols as

they were marching against Georgian forces. The Mamluk sources report that the Mongols were
favourably disposed towards him because of ‘jinsiyya’, a term that is probably best translated as

‘ethnic solidarity’. 39

The instrumentalist approach received criticism of its own. Although ethnicity is certainly a

factor that can be employed or even exploited, some scholars argued, that the power of elites to

manipulate ordinary people was exaggerated. 40 Moreover, if ethnicity were truly purely political,
any identity could be created and ethnic groups could be convinced that they were, in fact, other
ethnic groups, and that is not the case. There must be some kind of convincing, shared identity

behind ethnic groups. 41 Consequently, the instrumentalist model was further developed into the

constructionist model. Its key difference from the instrumentalist view is that, rather than focusing
on elite creation and/or exploitation of ethnic allegiances, it acknowledges the bottom-up

construction of ethnicity through social interaction, while also paying attention to broader
structural forces that play a role. 42

This discussion and theoretical development has resulted in what Jenkins, who further

developed the arguments of Weber, Hughes, and Barth, has called the ‘basic social anthropological
model’ of ethnicity. He broadly defines ethnicity as ‘collective identification that is socially
constructed in the articulation of purported cultural similarity and difference’. 43 The most

important elements of this basic social anthropological model can be summarised as follows. First,
ethnicity concerns cultural differentiation: not in the sense that differences in culture cause

antum minnā), and these [Allans] are our enemies and your enemies, and we swear to you that we are one hand,
and for you will be part of their property as there is for us.’ Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī,
Kanz al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar, ed. Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ ʿĀshūr, vol. VII (Cairo: s.n., 1972), 256. See also David
Ayalon, ‘The European-Asiatic Steppe: A Major Reservoir of Power for the Islamic World’, in Proceedings of the
25th Congress of Orientalists: Moscow 9-16 August 1960, vol. 2 (Moscow, 1963), 49; Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part
C2)’, 148. On the relation between the Mongols and the Kipchaks, and the position of the latter in the ideology of
the former, see Charles J. Halperin, ‘The Kipchak Connection: The Ilkhans, the Mamluks, and Ayn Jalut’, Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 63, no. 2 (2000): 229–45.
38
On him, see C.E. Bosworth, ‘Özbeg b. Muḥammad Pahlawān’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P.
Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6050.
39
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:215–16. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:346. Although Aqush
himself is mentioned by Ibn Wāṣil, the jinsiyya aspect is not (Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:48; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz alDurar, VII:250).
40
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different groups to exist, but in the sense that they mark them. Consequently, ethnicity cannot exist
on its own; it needs another group to be different from, to have on the other side of the boundary

across which ethnicity is created. 44 Or, as Thomas Hylland Eriksen puts it, ‘[g]roup identities must

always be defined in relation to that which they are not – in other words, in relation to non-

members of the group.’ 45 Consequently, ethnicity is a function of a relationship between groups of

people, who view themselves as culturally different from members of other groups with whom they
interact with some regularity. 46 Second, ethnicity is a matter of shared meanings, of culture, and is

produced and reproduced through interaction. This means that ‘[e]thnicity (…) is best thought of as
an on-going process of ethnic identification’, rather than as something that people ‘have’ or ‘belong
to’, 47 as well as that ethnicity is not static and unchanging, but rather fluid and mutable. Ethnicity

exists only as far as people think it exists. It is also situational, in the sense that people may identify
as A in some circumstances and as B in others, as well as hierarchical and segmental. 48 When

studying ethnicity, whether in the present or in the past, it should also be noted that communal

identities, including ethnic identity, tend to be related and overlapping. Elements that come into

play include religion, gender, and status. 49 Related to this is the matter of ‘salience’, the relative
importance that ethnicity carries in different historical contexts. 50

Ethnicity is thus primarily a function of social organisation, in which cultural differences

play a marking rather than a defining role. 51 The role of culture in ethnicity remains complicated. As

Eriksen points out, cultural traits may be shared with others, on the one hand, and/or not be shared
by all members of the ethnic group, on the other hand. 52 That it is the people themselves who

decide which cultural elements matter, which cultural stuff acts as ethnic marker across a specific
boundary, means that there is no ‘checklist’ of sorts identifying relevant aspects of culture for

ethnicity. Although decidedly not compulsory for ethnic identification, elements that frequently do
Jenkins, 10–27.
Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 10.
46
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49
John Haldon and Hugh Kennedy, ‘Regional Identities and Military Power: Byzantium and Islam ca. 600-750’, in
Visions of Community in the Post-Roman World: The West, Byzantium and the Islamic World, 300–1100, ed.
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Medieval Europe, ed. Walter Pohl and Gerda Heydemann (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 25–26, 50. On the
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come into play are religion, language, customs, laws, traditions, food and material culture, to name
but a few examples. 53

In his discussion of the ‘ethnic past’ of modern nations, scholar of nationalism Anthony D.

Smith similarly draws attention to the ethnosymbolic account through which the national present is
connected to the ethnic past. This notion of ethnosymbolism is based on John Armstrong’s concept

of ethnic ‘myth-symbol complexes’ which include symbolic elements as language, dress, and rituals,
for example. Smith also pointed to the primary role played by ethnic myths and shared memories,
including ancestry myths and ideas of ancestral homelands. 54 This notion of shared ancestry, of

kinship, also explains the frequent use of family terminology in the discussion of ethnic

relationships, 55 such as Abū Shāma’s referral to the Mongols as ‘sons’ of the Turkish Mamluks’

ethnic group. 56 The cultural stuff relevant to modern-day ethnic identification and ascription, was

similarly relevant in earlier times. Herodotus, in his ethnographic descriptions, focused on religion,

customs (particularly sexual and funerary), dress and eating. 57 For early medieval Europe, Patrick J.
Geary has shown that origin, customs, language and law were considered the most important
characteristics stressed by authors discussing ethnicity. 58

Altogether, this means that ethnic identity hinges on ascription, both by the ingroup and

outsiders. Jenkins stresses the importance of the latter, as he argues that many studies on ethnicity
preoccupy themselves with ethnic identification, i.e. internal definition, to the detriment of the

attention for social categorisation, i.e. external definition. Similarly, he differentiates between a

social group, which is self-identified and names and defines itself, and social categories, which are

identified and defined by outsiders. These two may well coincide, but the categorisation may also

be an imposition that is not recognised by the categorised. Social collectivities, including ethnicity,

Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 111. See also Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 34, for an example of how even
the seemingly basic cultural elements of religion, language and customs are not decisive in ethnic identification
and categorisation.
54
Smith, The Nation in History, 65–69. See also Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 34–35. On the relationship
between nationalism and ethnicity, see Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 147–67.
55
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56
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Jenkins argues, are constructed by internal identification and external categorization, the dialectic
between them producing social identities. 59

Ethnic categorisations are also important, as they help the categorisers bring order to their

complicated social world and make ‘standardised cognitive maps over categories of relevant

others’. 60 An example of this function can be seen in the many medieval Islamic geographical works
that classify the various peoples they are aware of in seven climes or other organisational

frameworks. 61 In this light, Eriksen points to the importance of stereotypes in the creation of ideas
of cultural distinctiveness of a certain group and its boundaries. Stereotypes of a group do not

necessarily reflect how people actually behave towards members of this group, but they do allow an
individual to simplify a complex world; they can justify power relations or mitigate feelings of
powerlessness; and stereotypes play an important role in setting and sustaining boundaries

between groups. 62 This means that stereotypes also influence the perception of the other when

people are confronted with them, causing concrete experiences with the other and preset images to
compete. 63

Although the reverse certainly also exists, most stereotypes of the own group tend to be

positive, while those of the outgroup are negative. They communicate the virtues of the ingroup and
the vices of the outgroup, allowing an individual to identify as a member of the ingroup. 64

Stereotypes may be based on over-generalized factual traits. 65 Often, however, stereotypes tell us
little to nothing about the stereotyped group, yet they can be very informative about the people

employing the stereotypes in question. Jenkins gives the example of Spanish and later Chilean ways

of looking at the Mapuche indigenous people, which changed through time, from ‘brave and fearless
warriors’ through (among others) ‘lazy drunken Injuns’ to ‘gentle savages who lack education’. As
Jenkins points out, this view of Mapuche people not only affects their lives (as they were the

dominated group in this context), but it also does not give us any ‘factual’ information about the

Mapuche, other than how they were perceived of course. ‘Rather, they tell us about native policies,

the goals of the Spanish and the Chileans with respect to the Mapuche. Hence they tell us about the

Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 54–76, 83.
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categorizers – how they see themselves and their objectives – more than the categorized.’ 66 Ethnic

sterotypes also contain aspects of physical appearance, whether imagined or ‘real’. 67

Altered circumstances can thus result in altered stereotypes. It is not only the content of the

stereotypes that may change, however. Change can also lie in the way they are employed. In

Communities of Violence, David Nirenberg has shown how images and stereotypes can be age-old.
Yet, focusing on outbreaks of violence and the way in which these were ‘justified’ by existing

discourses and stereotypes of religious and/or social minorities, he showed how the function and
effect of these stereotypes are dependent on the context in which they are used. In the same vein,
he emphasised the agency of people in their employment of these images. 68 The same agency in

employing images and stereotypes is visible in the treatment of the Mongols in Mamluk-era works.

Ethnicity in the medieval Islamic world

Ethnicity and ethnic classification serve various purposes to people, both modern and premodern,
and while the contexts of ethnicity may vary, ethnicity as ‘the kind of group consciousness that is
based on the dialectical opposition of different cultural traditions in the process of social

interaction’ is present across socio-historical contexts. 69 The same applies to the presence of images

of such ethnic others. 70 The role of, and ideas on, ethnicity in medieval Europe has been studied and

debated quite elaborately in the past decades. 71 Significantly less work has been done on the topic

for the premodern Islamic world, and for that reason this section will rely on earlier scholarship as

well as on primary source material. A recent and important contribution to the field is Peter Webb’s
study into the ethnogenesis of Arabness in early Islam, showing how different groups began to call

themselves ‘Arabs’ and a notion of Arab identity gradually emerged and, from then on, constantly

Jenkins, Rethinking Ethnicity, 64. Emphasis in original. See also Edward W. Said, Orientalism, Repr. with a new
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evolved. 72 Webb demonstrates how this ethnic identification arose in conquered territories, across

the boundaries between the newly arrived conquerors and the existing population in order to

differentiate themselves from the latter and so retain (or claim) status and privilege. Ethnicity, even
if newly found, thus mattered in the early Islamic caliphate.

As Suliman Bashear has shown, the differentiation early Islamic rulers and society made

between this elite and the so-called aʿjam, or non-Arabs, had practical consequences – even if they

were Muslim and mawālī (clients). 73 For instance, Kufan governor al-Ḥajjāj (41-95/661-714) was

forced to dismiss a judge from Kufa, a dark-skinned client called Saʿīd ibn Jubayr. The people of Kufa
had protested because they did not consider a mawlā suited for the position: only an Arab could

hold it. 74 In a similar vein, ḥadīths circulated favouring Arabs over non-Arabs or discussing

relations between them, including on the issue of mixed marriage: can Arabs marry (Muslim) aʿjam,
and how does that affect the status of their offspring? 75 As Webb has shown, the mention of
Arabness in these ḥadīths are second/eighth-century forgeries. 76 Yet it not only shows the

development of Arab ethnogenesis in this period, but also that ethnic identity was considered to
have practical consequences.

Arguably the most famous case of cultural or ethnic awareness in the early Islamic period is

the shuʿūbiyya 77 phenomenon of the late second/eighth and third/ninth centuries in Iraq. Non-Arab
writers, primarily Persians, opposed ideas of Arab superiority and ridiculed the Arabs’ history and

descent while glorifying their own in works with titles as Mathālib al-ʿArab (The Vices of the Arabs)
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by al-Haytham ibn ʿĀdī (d. 207/822-23). 78 This challenge to Arab precedence in an ethnically

charged discourse has been described by Webb as an example of ‘ethnic revival’: in light of

impending assimilation into hegemonic identity, assimilators emphasise and promote their own

heritage (and members of the hegemon may do the same). It is, however, shortlived and the groups
are eventually assimilated. 79 A similar tension between Arab and non-Arab Muslims was present in

Al-Andalus, where a descending order existed of Arabs, Berbers, and muwalladūn, local converts to

Islam. 80 Here, in the fifth/eleventh century, the non-Arab Muslim Ibn García used the earlier Middle
Eastern shuʿūbiyya texts to formulate a similar critique and break a lance for non-Arab rule. 81

Various ethnic identities and categorisations have thus always been present in the Islamic

world – albeit subject to continuous negotiation and (re)adjustment – and they were recognised as

such by Islamic authors. And although religious affiliation was arguably more important to a
person’s identity than ethnic background in the Islamic world, 82 the latter was perceived as

potentially consequential. Ethnic backgrounds, for instance, could determine which positions a

person could or could not hold, and in the case of slaves affect the type of work they were assigned

(see Chapter 1). Moreover, ethnic affiliation could serve as a cause for action, or be interpreted that
way. The abovementioned Turkish mamluk Aqush reportedly received a warm welcome from the

Mongols on account of his ethnic background. Similarly, regarding a revolt of black troops following
Salāḥ al-Dīn’s (532-89/1138-93) overthrow of the Fatimids, Ibn al-Athīr (d. 630/1233) wrote that

they did this out of jinsiyya, or ‘ethnic solidarity’. 83 Ethnic origins were also used to name military
bodies and dynasties – the Ayyubids, for instance, were sometimes referred to as the ‘Kurdish
dynasty’ (dawlat al-akrād). 84

Ethnic diversity was not found only within the Islamic realm, but also beyond its borders.

The regions outside the Islamic world drew the attention of Muslim writers. As Göran Larsson has

pointed out, authors divided and categorised the world primarily by the criteria of geography,
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politics, language, and religion, thus constructing boundaries. 85 The Arabic tradition accordingly

contains a wealth of material on peoples outside the Muslim world, which has been described by

Aziz Al-Azmeh as ‘the literary canonization of ethnological convention and ethnographic accounts,

and their casting as topoi in all Arabic discourses of exoticism’. 86 This material originated from the
stories of travellers, particularly in the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries, and quickly turned

into topoi and stereotypes that found their way into all sorts of literary genres, from geographies to

histories to slave-trading manuals. 87 The elements that such descriptions pay attention to are nicely

summed up by the later Mamluk historian al-Maqrīzī (766-845/1364-1442) when he writes: ‘In

each of the seven climes live peoples (umam) differing in language, colour, and other things (ghayr

dhālika), [such as] disposition (ṭabāʾiʿ), morals (akhlāq), views (arāʾ), religions, doctrines

(madhāhib), beliefs, trades and crafts, customs and religious observances.’ 88 Al-Maqrīzī and his

colleagues thus pay attention to very similar aspects of cultural stuff as premodern and modern

authors did and do. Bernard Lewis has stated that discussions of ethnicity in the classical Arabic

sources usually appear ‘in the context of origin or employment – that is, of tribes or slaves’, 89 noting
that these two frequently go together, as a slave’s tribe of origin is often mentioned. Ethnic

differences then, Lewis writes, are most commonly discussed in slave-buying manuals, and they are
also found in descriptions of intra-military rivalries between various factions. 90 These are indeed

important sources, but ethnic descriptions and stereotypes are found throughout the genres of
Islamic literature, including in the Mamluk era.

In the Mamluk sultanate, the military elite consisted of men of many different ethnicities.

That this was duly noted and considered relevant becomes clear from many contemporary sources,
The ninth/fifteenth-century scholar Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Asyūṭī (b. 813/1410-1), for

instance, in his examples for sales contracts, stated that in case of the sale of a slave their ethnic

background should be mentioned in the contract. 91 The muḥtasib and historian Badr al-Dīn al-ʿAynī
(762-855/1360-1451), in his biographies of the Mamluk sultans al-Muʾayyad Shaykh (r. 815-
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24/1412-21) and al-Ẓāhir Ṭaṭar (r. 824/1421), not only lists the ethnic backgrounds of various

Mamluk sultans, but also gives an elaborate account of how all these ethnic groups are descended

from Noah through his sons Japheth, Ham, and Shem. 92 Ethnicity was clearly considered relevant in

the Mamluk sultanate, and academic discussion on the topic has mostly focused on its salience, its

relative importance. Koby Yosef, who has also pointed out the frequent mention of ethnic origins in

the Mamluk sources, has argued that affiliation and identity within the Mamluk sultanate was based
primarily on ethnic background. 93 Other scholars, such as Amitai and Amir Mazor, have warned

against placing too much stock in notions of ethnic solidarity, pointing to other bases for solidarity,
as well as to instances of a clear lack of such ethnic solidarity. 94

Ethnicity is thus a recurring topic in various types of sources. Some authors even appear to

be thinking about ethnicity on a more analytical level. The encylopaedist Shı̇hāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn

Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī (700-49/1301-48/9) seems to be arguing for an intriguing mix between a
primordial and constructionist model of ethnicity, avant la lettre, when discussing the Golden
Horde:

In the past, this kingdom was the land of the Kipchaks. When the Tatars (tatār) ran them
over, the Kipchaks became their subjects. Then they mixed with them and married with
them. The land conquered their natural disposition (al-jibla) and origin (al-aṣl). All of them
became like the Kipchaks, as if they were one ethnicity (jins), due to the Mongols (almughul) dwelling in the land of the Kipchaks and their relationships by marriage to them,
and that their lands (bilād) are on their ground (arḍ). 95
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Matters of heritage and birth evidently play a role, in al-ʿUmarī’s eyes, but so do social contacts and
the environment.

I have so far used the term ‘ethnicity’ to translate the Arabic word jins (pl. ajnās). This raises

the question whether that is justifiable. After all, the word jins can have a wide variety of meanings,
both in premodern and in modern Arabic. As Lewis has pointed out, in classical Arabic it ‘could

indicate type, species, class, race, nation, sex, or – in the original grammatical sense of the word –
gender’. 96 But even when it is possible to deduce from the context that we are dealing with a

(perceived) ethnic group, the question remains what exactly is meant by the term jins. Nonetheless,

in the context of this study the translation ‘ethnicity’ or ‘ethnic origin’ is probably the most accurate,

more so than, for instance, an interpretation as ‘descent’. This is evidenced in a description by al-

Maqrīzī of an audience with the sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (r. 693-4/1293-4; 698-708/1299-1309;

709-41/1310-41): ‘The sultan himself, without intermediary, asked him [a trooper] about his name,
his origin (aṣlihi), his ethnicity (jinsihi), when he came to Egypt and with whom, and to which amir

[officer, commander] or other person [he belonged], and about which raids he had been present at,
and about what he knows of the art of war, and other such thorough inquiries.’ 97 The terms ‘origin’

(aṣl) and ‘ethnicity’ (jins) are clearly separated here, indicating that jins connotes more than simply
being from a certain family (or, perhaps, a certain region).

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that there might be variations in how the term

is used, even when jins is clearly used in the context of ethnicity. Ibn al-Wardī (d. 861/1457), for

instance, writes that ‘the Khazars are a jins of the Turks (jins min al-turk)’, 98 although the Turks

themselves are also frequently referred to as a ‘jins’. Similarly, the Egyptian historian Ibn al-

Dawādārī (c. 686-735/1289-1336) wrote about his maternal grandfather: ‘He was of Turkish

ethnicity (turkī al-jins) and his ethnic group was called (yusammī jinsuhu) B-R-SH Ughlī.’ 99 How
should this double use of the term jins be interpreted? The second use clearly denotes a

subgrouping of the former. In an article that discusses medieval concepts of ethnicity and race,

historian Robert Bartlett argues that the twelfth-century English historian and chronicler William
of Malmesbury’s
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usage [of the term gens] sometimes suggests that there may be gentes of more than one
kind, specifically that one gens may be a subdivision of a larger gens. He is willing to call the
Northumbrians, Mercians, East Anglians, and men of Kent gentes, but also refers continually
to the gens Anglorum. 100

A similar use of the term jins seems to appear in medieval Arabic sources, in which the term can

indicate both an overarching ethnicity, such as Turk, and a subgroup of that ethnicity, such as the

Kipchaks. A similar mechanism is at work in the texts of Mamluk-era authors when they discuss the

Turkish Mamluks and Mongols of being ‘of one jins’, as in the abovementioned example of Abū

Shāma.

Consequently, when discussing the relations between ‘Turkish’ Mamluks, local Egyptians

and Syrians, and Mongols in this thesis, I will use the terminology of ethnicity – as far as the sources
allow for this, of course. There are various ethnic relationships between these groups: across

boundaries between realms, but also within the Mamluk sultanate. Ethnic stereotypes and ethnic

prejudice are therefore plentiful. After all, ethnicity mattered, is frequently mentioned, and was an

important means for medieval Middle Eastern authors to categorise the world around them.

Terminology
Before moving on to the source material, a few other terminological remarks are in order. When

discussing the Mongol conquests and the successor khanates, medieval Arabic sources use both the
terms mughul and tatar. At times, the two appear to be used interchangeably, but in other cases a

distinction appears to be made, although the actual perceived difference between them is rarely
clear. How are these two concepts related, and how does that affect research into images of the
Mongols?

When they lived in the Mongolian Steppe, the tribes of the Mongols and ‘actual’ Tatars were

archenemies. The so-called Secret History of the Mongols, the Mongols’ oldest written story of the

origin of their people and the rise of Chinggis Khan relates as much, and quotes Chinggis Khan

saying, for instance: ‘From old days, the Tatar people have been our mortal enemies, the people
who have destroyed our fathers and forefathers.’ 101 And although the Tatars were likely the

strongest of the Turco-Mongol tribes in Mongolia in the middle of the twelfth century, they were
Bartlett, ‘Medieval and Modern Concepts’, 43. The similarities between the Latin word gens and the Arabic jins
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one of the first tribes to be completely conquered and subdued by the Mongols, who – in

consequence to the enmity between the two tribes – were ruthless and massacred the Tatar men,

while the remaining Tatars were taken captive. As an independent tribe the Tatars ceased to exist,
with those surviving being split up and scattered among the Mongol population. 102 The new

federation, brought together by Chinggis Khan, called itself Yeke Mongqol Ulus, the great Mongol
nation, in which the subjugated steppe peoples were absorbed. 103

Nonetheless, the term tatar came to be widely used in both Europe and the Islamic world to

indicate the Mongols and their armies. In Europe, it was frequently spelt ‘Tartar’, which had the

advantage of linking them to Tartarus, the underworld of Greek mythology. 104 Although the Arabic
sources use both the terms mughul and tatar, in variant spellings, the use of ‘Tatar’ is more

frequent. 105 Why were the Mongols called Tatars? It has been argued that the earlier prominence of
the Tatars may have led to their name becoming a general label for peoples from the Mongolian

region. 106 This is a common mechanism: the sixth- to eighth-century Türk Empire in Inner Asia lent
its name to all peoples speaking a language related to theirs. 107 In fact, Rashīd al-Dīn already

suggested as much, adding that in his days, i.e. the years around 700/1300 – ‘most Turks are called
Mongols’, because of the latter’s success and dominance. 108 This is not entirely true, at least for the

Likely this massacre was limited to the aristocracy of the Tatars, and not only young children, but also
nonaristocratic Tatars were spared and incorporated into the Mongols. Chinggis Khan himself had at least two
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Arabic sources, which do in fact differentiate between all sorts of Turkic peoples. Moreover, in some

cases they also differentiate between Mongols and Tatars.

Rashīd al-Dīn’s and modern scholars’ explanation for the spread of the word ‘Tatar’ is

indeed a likely one. For one, mention is made of ‘Tatars’ in tenth- and eleventh-century Persian
sources. The anonymous tenth-century geography Ḥudūd al-ʿĀlam (Boundaries of the World)

discusses the nomadic Toghuzghuz, one of the Turkish peoples. ‘The Tātār too’, it says, ‘are a race

(jinsī) of the Toghuzghuz.’ 109 In his mirror for princes, the Qābus Nāmah, the Ziyarid ruler Kaykāvūs
(c. 412-83/1021-90), similarly groups the Tatars among the Turks, and states that they are the

people most used to hardship and discomfort. 110 It is impossible at this point to determine with
certainty whether these Tatars are the same people who were so powerful on the Mongolian

steppes and who were later definitively defeated by Chinggis Khan and his men. Given the area in
which these Tatars lived according to these texts, it would be possible. 111 The earlier success by

Tatars led to the spread of that name in Asia, leading to its adoption for a conquering people coming
from the same direction that the Tatars lived in. In any case, the Tatar name was known to Persian

authors in this period, and it would make sense for this name to have been used for steppe peoples
that were regarded as related to, or even as the same group, as them. This practice would have
easily spread from Central Asia and Persia into the Arabic-speaking world.

The rather confusing Arabic use of mughul and the more frequent tatar, in all their variant

spellings, has been noted by scholars. However, few attempts have been made to untangle the

question whether there is any real difference in meaning between the two terms. Many of those

working with texts from the Mamluk sultanate take a similar approach to that of Donald Little, who
states that he will ‘assume that the two terms Muġul and Tatar are interchangeable, as indeed they

almost always are, but to guard against possible exceptions I shall adhere to the specific terms used
in the texts.’112 In many cases, Little is right. A good example of this interchangeability can be found
in the biography of sultan Baybars by Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (620-92/1233-92). He speaks

Hudúd Al-ʻĀlam: The Regions of the World: A Persian Geography, 372 A.H. (982 A.D.), ed. C.E. Bosworth and V.V.
Barthold, trans. V. Minorsky, 2nd ed. (London: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 1970), 94.
110
‘You must understand that the Turks are not all of one race (jins) and each has its own nature and essential
character. (...) [T]he most inured to toil and hardship are the Tatars (tātārī) and the Yaghmā.’ Kaykāvūs ibn
Iskandar ibn Ziyār ibn Iskandar ibn Ziyār, Kitāb Naṣīḥat’nāmah: Qābūs Nāmah, ed. Amīn ʿAbd al-Majīd Badawī
(Tehran: Kitābfurūshī-yi Ibn Sīnā, 1956), 97; translation taken from A Mirror for Princes: The Qābūs Nāma, trans.
Reuben Levy (London: The Cresset Press, 1951), 103.
111
For the problems of the use of older ethnic (or other!) designations by outsiders for analyses of ethnic groups
and -identifications in later periods, see also Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 23–59.
112
Little, ‘Notes on Aitamiš’, 391. His discussion of the language that the Mongol Mamluk Aytamish reportedly had
a thorough command of, mughulī/tatarī, is an example where the two indeed appear to be interchangeable to at
least some of the Mamluk-era authors commenting on his linguistic skills (394-5).
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of the same two Golden Horde ambassadors as nafarayn min al-tatār (‘two Tatar men’) and al-

nafarayn al-mughul (‘two Mongol men’). 113 Similarly, in Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā al-Yūnīnī’s (640-

726/1242-1326) account of the Mongol occupation of Damascus in 699/1300, he mentions al-tatār

seizing horses from the civilian population on Thursday and al-mughul praying in the mosque on

Friday, within six lines of one another, with no indication whatsoever that he is referring to
different (sub)groups here. 114

In some cases, however, authors clearly do make a distinction between ‘Mongols’ and

‘Tatars’, although they rarely, if ever, indicate what they consider the difference or relationship

between the two to be. A clear instance of this can be found in the work of al-Asyūṭī. In an example
for a contract in his chapter on salam (advance purchase, i.e. the buyer pays in advance, but the
goods are delivered at a later date) he writes:

If the advance purchase is for a slave, say: I hand such and such over to so and so, in this and
that way, as a legal advanced purchase, comprising the consent and the approval of a
mamluk of Mongol ethnicity (mamlūk mughulī al-jins), or Byzantine (rūmī), or Circassian, or
Tatar (tatarī), or of another ethnicity. 115

In the ninth/fifteenth century, al-Asyūṭī apparently viewed the Mongols and the Tatars as belonging
to two different ethnic groups. But based on this material, it is not possible to reconstruct if he sees

any kind of relationship between the two groups, apart from them both belonging to the Turks, and
if so, what that would be.

One possible explanation for the respective use of the two terms was given by Omeljan

Pritsak, who suggested that the term tatar referred to ‘people who have become (politically)

Mongol’. Amitai has responded to this idea, stating that he finds this plausible, as it is his impression

‘that this distinction is confirmed by much of the usage of the terms in some of the Arabic

sources’. 116 Although it is seldom made explicit, the terms are used interchangeably at times, and

Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Khuwayṭir (Riyadh:
Dār al-Kitāb al-Jāmiʿī lil-Nashr wa-l-Tawzīʿ, 1976), 139. Elsewhere, however, Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir does appear to
differentiate (356). Unfortunately there is no hint here of the difference he perceived. On this embassy to the
Golden Horde, see Broadbridge, ‘Careers’; Favereau, ‘Birth’.
114
Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā ibn Muḥammad al-Yūnīnī, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography. Al-Yūnīnī’s Dhayl Mirʾāt alZamān (Arabic Edition), ed. Li Guo, vol. II (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 107.
115
al-Asyūṭī, Jawāhir al-ʿUqūd, I:149. See also p. 96: ‘If the merchandise is a slave: slaves differ in ethnicity (ajnās)
and appearance. There are different kinds of Turks: Qiyāṭ, Naymān, Mongols (mughul), Kipchaks, Khaṭāmī,
Circassian, Rus, Allans, Bulgars, Tatars (tatar), ʾĀq (?),Chaghatai (jaqaṭāy), Georgians, Byzantines, and Armenians.’
116
Omeljan Pritsak, ‘Two Migratory Movements in Eurasian Steppe in the 9th-11th Centuries’, in Proceedings of
the 26th International Congress of Orientalists, New Delhi 4-10th Jan., 1964, ed. A. Gosh (New Delhi: Organising
Committee XXVI International Congress of Orientalists, 1966), 159; Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 108 n. 8.
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authors do not use the term consistently, generally speaking the authors of the Mamluk sultanate
considered a) the mughul to be a subgroup of the tatar, in which the former b) formed the ruling
elite.

One of the earliest sources supporting this theory is Ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī’s (610-85/1213-

86) Kitāb al-Jughrāfiyā (Book of Geography). When discussing Karakorum, the capital of the

Mongols, he writes: ‘To the east of [the river] is the capital of the Tatars in our time, Karakorum. (…)
Next to it is the land of the Mongols and they are the distinguished among the Tatars (wa-hum

khāṣat al-tatar) and from there are their khans.’ 117 Ibn Saʿīd’s geography was an important source

for Abū al-Fidāʾ’s geography Taqwīm al-Buldān (Almanac of Lands). The latter thus states that
Karakorum

means ‘black sand’ in Turkish and Ibn Saʿīd has said that Karakorum was the base of the
Tatars and next to it is the land of the Mongols and they are the pure Tatars (khāliṣat altatar) and from there are their khans.’ 118

The passages by Ibn Saʿīd and Abū al-Fidāʾ show a possible interpretation of the tatar as the group

who conquered, and by then ruled, vast areas of Asia – the group that modern scholars would refer
to as Mongols. The mughul form an elite subgroup. That this is likely how Abū al-Fidāʾ regarded

them, is similarly evident in his statement about the 680/1281 Battle of Homs that ‘the number of

Tatars (tatar) was eighty thousand horsemen and among them were fifty thousand Mongols

(mughul); the rest were groups of different ethnicities (ajnās) like Georgians and Armenians and

Persians (ʿajam) and others’. 119 Another good example can be found in Ibn Kathīr’s (700-74/1300-

Pritsak’s statement was based on linguistic arguments, and his interpretation of the term ‘Tatar’ has nothing to do
with the Tatar tribe.
117
ʾAbū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī Mūsā ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī, Kitāb al-Jughrāfiyā (Kitāb Basṭ al-ʾArḍ fī al-Ṭūl wa-l-ʿArḍ), ed.
Ismāʿīl al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Tijārī li-l-Ṭabāʿa wa-l-Nash wa-l-Tawzīʿ, 1970), 165.
118
al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, Taqwīm al-Buldān, ed. M. Reinaud (Paris:
L’Imprimerie royale, 1840), 505. Karakorum or Qaraqorum was the Mongol capital in the Orkhon river basin
established by Ögedei. It was ideologically strategic, but not logistically: large food imports were required. The
Mongol khans did not reside there, but in camps close to the city. It was mostly a commercial centre with many
storehouses. Timothy May, The Mongol Conquests in World History (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2012), 113–16.
119
al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar, ed. Muḥammad
Zaynuhum ʿAzab and Yaḥyā Sayyid Ḥusayn, vol. IV (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1999), 23. See also Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī’s report
on the 675/1277 Battle of Elbistan, in which he relates arriving at the Euphrates and seeing the enemy army on the
plains, and seeing ‘a crowd of Tatars (tatar) and a small group of ten thousand Mongols (mughul)’. Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī,
Al-Faḍl al-Maʾthūr min Sīrat al-Sulṭān al-Malik al-Manṣūr Sayf al-Dunya wa-l-Dīn Sulṭān al-Islām al-Muslimīn Abī alFatḥ Qalāwūn Khalada Allāh Salṭānathu (edition in Šāfi‘ Ibn ‘Alī’s Biography of the Mamluk Sultan Qalāwūn), ed.
Paulina B. Lewicka (Warsaw: Academic Publishing House Dialog, 2000), 218. On the impossibility of seeing the
plains of Elbistan from the banks of the Euphrates, and how Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī is likely confusing the river with the
Göksu here, see Paulina B. Lewicka, Šāfi‘ Ibn ‘Alī’s Biography of the Mamluk Sultan Qalāwūn (Warsaw: Academic
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73) history, which states that the Chinggisid dynasty arose from a people whose ‘language was

different from the language of the rest of the Tatars (tatar)’. 120

Such a classification of the mughul as part of the tatars also appears in the works of Ibn

Khaldūn (732-807/1332-1405). In his autobiographical Al-Taʿrīf bi-Ibn Khaldūn, he describes

Chinggis Khan as: ‘Commander of the Mongols, who belong to the Tatar peoples’ (amīr al-mughul

min shuʿūb al-ṭaṭar). 121 Similarly, in his Kitāb al-ʿIbar (Book of Examples), he mentions that a group

of tatars fought one Kushlū Khān, and that they were known as mughul, and their king was Chinggis
Khan. 122 Yet, he is not entirely consistent in this, at times appearing to refer to them as separate
groups or, on the contrary, using the terms interchangeably. 123 Other texts show similar

inconsistencies. Referring to the same battle of Homs as Abū al-Fidāʾ above, Ibn Wāṣil (604-

97/1208-98) reported that among the tatar whom the Mamluks fought, there was a large number

of ‘the brave of the Mongols’ (min shujʿān al-mughul), and that an amir told him that there was more
‘progeny of the Mongols’ (dhurriyat al-mughul) present than at the earlier battle at ʿAyn Jālūt in

658/1260. 124 Yet when discussing those very armies, Ibn Wāṣil relates that Hülegü ‘came to Syria
with an innumerable army of Mongols (mughul) and others from among the Georgians and

Persians’, 125 yet refers to the same troops, a few pages down, as being from among ‘the Tatars
(tatar) and the Persians and the Georgians and other peoples’. 126

So while there appears to be a general notion that the mughul were a subgroup of a larger

tatar people, this differentiation was by no means strictly adhered to – neither between authors (al-

Asyūṭī’s use of the two terms does not appear to acknowledge any such relations), nor within their
respective works. A somewhat stronger correlation appears to exist between the term mughul and

Publishing House Dialog, 2000), 103–4. See also Abū Shāma’s mention of ‘the representative of king of the Tatars
from among the Mongols’ (malik al-tātār min al-mughul) (Tarājim, 205).
120
Abū al-Fidāʾ Ismaʿīl Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, vol. XIII (Beirut: Maktabat al-Maʿārif and Maktabat alNaṣr, 1966), 82. See also al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 179.
121
Ibn Khaldūn, Al-Taʿrīf bi-Ibn Khaldūn wa-Riḥlatuhu Gharban wa-Sharqan (Cairo, 1951), 360.
122
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar wa-Dīwān al-Mubtadaʾ wa-l-Khabar fī Ayyām al-ʿArab wa-l-ʿAdjam
wa-l-Barbar wa-man ʿAṣarahum min Dhawī al-Sulṭān al-Akbar, ed. ʿĀdil bin Saʿd, vol. V (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub alʿIlmiyya, 2010), 108.For the Mongols and Chinggis Khan fighting ‘Kushlū Khān’, see chapter 4.
123
See for instance Ibn Khaldūn, Al-Taʿrīf, 366 as well as the examples in van den Bent, ‘None of the Kings’, 173–74,
nn. 8, 9.
124
Jamāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Ibn Wāṣil, Die Chronik des ibn Wāṣil. Ğamāl ad-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Wāṣil Mufarriğ alKurūb fī Aḫbār Banī Ayyūb. Kritische Edition des letzten Teils (646/1248-659/1261) mit Kommentar. Untergang der
Ayyubiden und Beginn der Mamlukenherrschaft, ed. Mohamed Rahim, vol. VI (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag,
2010), 224. The editor has read this as an assertion that the Mongol army as a whole was larger at Homs than at
ʿAyn Jālūt, and reflects that this is not correct (Ibn Wāṣil, VI:298 n. 1531). That does not, however, appear to be
what Ibn Wāṣil intended to say here.
125
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:191.
126
Ibn Wāṣil, VI:196.
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concrete political power. Ilkhanid amirs tend to be referred to as mughul rather than tatar. Al-

Nuwayrī (677-733/1279-1333), for instance, uses the term tatar virtually everywhere the Mongols

are involved, but speaks of akābir umarāʾ al-mughul (the great Mongol amirs) and abnāʾ al-mughul
(the sons of the Mongols) in his report of the Ilkhanid political elite’s move to oust and kill the

Ilkhan Tegüder Aḥmad (r. 681-3/1282-4). 127 Abū al-Fidāʾ describes Temürtash (d. 728/1328), an
Ilkhanid rebel, as very arrogant ‘due to his high descent from the Mongols (mughul)’. 128 It is also

generally mughul who decide on enthronements. 129 However, as in the case of the mughul as a

subgroup of the tatar, this distinction is not absolute. Even if they tend to use the term mughul for
the higher (political or military) echelons, authors may still use the term elsewhere to indicate a

group that is not part of this elite or that they even refer to as tatar elsewhere. I mentioned Ibn ʿAbd
al-Ẓāhir earlier, but examples can be found, among others, in the works of Ibn Shaddād (613-

84/1217-85), 130 Ibn al-Dawādārī, 131 and Ibn Kathīr (700-74/1300-73) – the latter speaks of the

King of the Tatars, malik al-tatār, Hülegü’s army as a whole as jaysh al-mughul, the Mongol army, on

the same page. 132

In sum, the authors of the Mamluk sultanate were inconsistent in their use of the terms

tatar and mughul to indicate the actors and polities that modern scholarship has come to denote as

Mongols. The concurrent use of terms shows that authors were aware of some sort of difference
between the two. In a very broad manner, although this was by no means universal, the mughul

were regarded as a subgroup of the tatar, and in that constellation the mughul were the political
elite. It is conceivable that this is a reflection of the historical reality that the Mongol tribe had

incorporated other peoples from the Mongolian steppes, although this is not something articulated
in the sources. Possibly, it also served to reconcile an earlier awareness of a tatar people

somewhere in the steppes, with the ‘new’ ethnonym mughul. In any case, it is clearly a case of ethnic

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:272.
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, IV:116. On Temürtash’ rebellion and subsequent demise at the hands of al-Nāṣir
Muḥammad, see for instance Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 117–25.
129
See for instance Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, ed. Aḥmad al-Arnāʾūṭ and
Turkī Muṣṭafā, vol. VIII (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 2000), 227; Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā ibn Muḥammad alYūnīnī, Dhayl Mirʾāt al-Zamān fī Tārīkh al-Aʿyān, vol. IV (Cairo [Hyderabad]: Dār al-Kitāb al-Islāmī [Majlis Dāʾira alMaʿārif al-ʿUthmāniyya], 1992), 212.
130
ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. Aḥmad Ḥaṭīṭ (Wiesbaden:
Franz Steiner Verlag, 1983), 55–57. Cf. his use of the terms on pages 179-80.
131
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:290; Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar waJāmiʿ al-Ghurar, ed. Ulrich Haarmann, vol. VIII (Cairo: s.n., 1971), 35, 169.
132
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:218.
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categorisation by outsiders that did not entirely coincide with the ethnic identification of the people
in question, in this case the Mongols. 133

A definitive answer to what medieval Muslim authors meant by the terms tatar and mughul,

respectively, thus remains elusive, despite the recurring tendencies that I have described here.

Moreover, it is a reminder that one must be careful when working on medieval Arab interpretations
of ethnicity and ethnic groups. Different authors may mean different things when using the same

word, and even a single author might well be inconsistent in his or her terminology. In my analysis

of the sources from the Mamluk sultanate and their representations of those whom modern

scholarship refers to as ‘Mongols’, I will, however, give precedence to the fact that, in the vast

majority of cases, Mongol conquering forces are referred to as tatar, as are polities and individuals.
This term is clearly the one generally employed, for early seventh/thirteenth-century conquering

armies, Ilkhanid enemies and Golden Horde allies alike. And although a more thorough study of the

use of the term mughul remains a desideratum, it is evident that in the vast majority of cases in

which differentiation is made between the two, the mughul are, one way or another, subsumed

within the broader tatar category. I thus consider it justified to use mentions of both in my analysis

of the representation of the Mongols in Mamluk sources, and refer to them by that English term,
although I will indicate the term used in any direct quotation containing it.

A final point of terminology: the Mamluk era is usually divided into two ‘halves’, the first

running from its inception in 648/1250 to 784/1382, when the ethnically Circassian sultan Barqūq
took the throne, the second ending with the Ottoman takeover in 923/1517. The eras were

traditionally referred to as the Baḥrī or Turkish period and the Burjī or Circassian, respectively, but
David Ayalon already pointed out that the terms Baḥrī and Burjī are incorrect. 134 The terms

‘Turkish’ and ‘Circassian’, referring to the ethnic origin of (the majority of) their respective sultans
is more useful, but, as Amir Mazor has argued, given the variety of ethnic backgrounds of both

sultans and high-ranked amirs in the ‘Turkish’ period, that term is also somewhat awkward. I will
therefore follow Mazor, and refer to them as the first and second Mamluk periods. 135

Something similar can be seen in the medieval Arabic use of the word ‘Turk’. See Yehoshua Frenkel, ‘The Turks
of the Eurasian Steppes in Medieval Arabic Writing’, in Mongols, Turks, and Others. Eurasian Nomads and the
Sedentary World, ed. Reuven Amitai and Michal Biran (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 204–5.
134
David Ayalon, ‘Baḥrī Mamlūks, Burjī Mamlūks – Inadequate Names for the Two Reigns of the Mamlūk
Sultanate’, Tārīḫ 1 (1990): 3–53. See also Northrup, ‘The Baḥrī Mamlūk Sultanate’, 250–51.
135
Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 20.
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Primary sources
There were many ways in which the Mamluks and the Mongols interacted: across borders, with the

Ilkhanids and the Jochids of the Golden Horde, but also within the Mamluk sultanate. Consequently,

they frequently appear in chronicles that describe the ruling elite’s interactions with these Mongols,

and that devote ample space to Mongol military prowess and aggression, as well as paying attention
to friendly contacts between the sultanate and the Golden Horde. But it was not only Mongol

conquests and later khanates that drew attention; their pre-conquest times and their conquests

before those of the central Islamic lands were similarly of interest to Mamluk-era authors. The

sources contain, for instance, origin legends which try to trace the Mongols’ roots and explain the

cause of their exodus (khurūj) from their homeland, biographies of Mongol leaders, especially
Chinggis Khan, and other sorts of information on this ‘new’ people. In order to both trace the
development of images of Mongols in the first Mamluk period as well as investigate the

differentiation among them and their respective authors’ motives and agency, I have carried out a
number of case studies, for which I selected a diverse corpus of relevant sources.

The case studies focus on various aspects of Mongol culture and history, on key moments in

Mongol-Mamluk relations, and on different Mongol groups. This not only allows for a broad

spectrum of images to be analysed in a variety of contexts and periods – in which they may have

different functions – but also gives me the opportunity to compare the works and ideas of various

authors and genres. After all, the agency of individual authors affects the images present and their

purpose. Likewise, different genres have different conventions, aims and target audiences, all of

which influence their respective approaches to the Mongols and the emphases in their respective

perceptions of them. 136 I have thus selected relevant sources varying by genre and date which were
written by authors with different backgrounds.

Li Guo has pointed to the great variety in background in those writing history in the

Mamluk sultanate. Apart from Abū al-Fidāʾ, all Syrian chroniclers were ʿulamāʾ, religious scholars.
Others, such as al-Nuwayrī and al-ʿUmarī (700-49/1301-48/9) certainly considered themselves
ʿulamāʾ, but were also employees of the Mamluk court and consequently had a rather different

educational background and social context. 137 Many of these authors were employed in the Mamluk
See Joep Leerssen, ‘Imagology: History and Method’, in Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, 28.
Li Guo, ‘Mamluk Historiographic Studies: The State of the Art’, Mamlūk Studies Review, 1997, 29–32. See also
Donald P. Little, ‘Historiography of the Ayyūbid and Mamlūk Epochs’, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume I.
Islamic Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl F. Petry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 413. On historians and
their different social contexts, see also Konrad Hirschler, ‘Social Contexts of Medieval Arabic Historical Writing:
Court Scholars Versus Ideal/Withdrawn Scholars – Ibn Wāṣil and ’Abū Šāma’, in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid,
Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras. IV: Proceedings of the 9th and 10th International Colloquium Organized at the
136
137
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administration, in religious positions or in the chancellery. In these roles, they participated in the
development of the Mamluk legitimisation strategies, which were largely based on religion and

aimed in part at the Mongols, as described by Broadbridge. 138 The relationship between the Arab

ʿulamāʾ and the Mamluk political and military elite was not always without its problems, however.

Some scholars looked down upon the ‘Turks’, regarding them as lacking in the fields of culture and
science – a prejudice levelled by the ‘men of the pen’ to ‘men of the sword’ that has a long

tradition. 139 Apart from differences between pen and sword, however, there was also a relevant

ethnic difference in most cases. In most cases, scholars writing about the Mongols were themselves
of local descent, and were thus writing about an ethnic group that was considered to be closely

related to their own rulers, whose ethnic background they did not share. Some scholars, however,
were of a similar ethnic background as the Mamluk elite. Baybars al-Manṣūrī (d. 725/1325), had

come to Egypt as a mamluk, while Ibn al-Dawādārī and al-Ṣafadī (696-764/1297-1363) belonged to
the so-called awlād al-nās, the free offspring of Mamluk amirs. In my selection of authors and texts I

have striven to create a representative selection of authors of various backgrounds, including both

Egyptians and Syrians, of both Arab and Mamluk descent, 140 holding different positions within

Mamluk society.

My second criterium, at least in selecting the key authors in this study, was that they

consciously experienced the time when the Ilkhanate was still a threat. With regard to the genres, I
have analysed geographies, rulers’ biographies, biographical dictionaries, chronicles and universal
histories, encyclopaedias, and what could be described as an apocalyptic treatise, Ibn al-Nafīs’ (d.

687/1288) Al-Risāla al-Kāmiliyya fī al-Sīra al-Nabawiyya. Additionally, I have incorporated the wellknown fatwas by Ibn Taymiyya (661-728/1263-1328) and a brief section of tafsīr, Qur’an exegesis,
by his student Ibn Kathīr. As far as historical sections are concerned, I studied them until the year

736/1335, when the Ilkhanate collapsed. In this section, I will briefly describe the selected genres,
works and authors.

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven in May 2000 and May 2001, ed. U. Vermeulen and J. Van Steenbergen (Leuven:
Uitgeverij Peeters, 2005).
138
Broadbridge, ‘Mamluk Legitimacy’, 91–92.
139
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Fourteenth-Century Egypt and Syria’, Journal of Semitic Studies 33, no. 1 (1988): 81–84. See also Nasser Rabbat,
‘Representing the Mamluks in Mamluk Historical Writing’, in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed.
Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 59–75; Amitai, Holy War, 94–98.
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In geographical texts, authors would discuss both the topography of the world as well as the

perceived ethnological characteristics of the peoples inhabiting it. 141 These sources not only

supplied information (and entertainment) to educated readers and official, but also provided
mirror images of the Other, which ‘would have [had] to be in line with then prevalent

interpretations of history, as well as with the dominant style of depicting the stranger and the

Other’. 142 One of the most important geographers of the Mamluk era was Shams al-Dīn al-ʾAnṣāri al-

Dimashqī (d. 727/1327), who wrote the geographical work Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr fī ʿAjāʾib al-Barr
wa-l-Baḥr (The Book of the Selection of the Age on the Wonders of Land and Sea) as well as a

physiognomical text. Another geographical text I have used is Abū al-Fidā’s Taqwīm al-Buldān. This

descriptive geography includes tables with mathematical and geographical data, 143 mostly lacks
ethnographic data, but does mention relevant historical events.

A thriving genre in the Mamluk period was historiography, which came in various forms,

the two most important being chronicles and biographical dictionaries. 144 Authors frequently

worked across genres, and Abū al-Fidāʾ, who stemmed from a line of Ayyubid lords of Hama, also

wrote a world history entitled Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Tārīkh al-Bashar (The Concise History of

Mankind). 145 One of the earlier historical works he made use of was that of Ibn Wāṣil, who was one

of his teachers. Ibn Wāṣil, a scholar from Hama who worked in various official positions in different
Syrian cities and spent some twenty years in Cairo, from 642/1243 to the 660s/1260s, wrote an

annalistic chronicle entitled Mufarrij al-kurūb fī akhbār Banī Ayyūb (The Dissipater of Anxieties on

the Reports of the Ayyubids). 146 I have also used histories by a number of later Syrian ḥadīth

scholars, whose works are strongly connected. Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā al-Yūnīnī wrote a supplement

(dhayl) to Sibṭ Ibn al-Jawzī’s (d. 654/1256) famous chronicle Mirʾat al-Zamān fī Taʾrīkh al-Aʿyān,

(The Mirror of Time Concerning the History of Notables), retaining the latter’s format of a

combination of year by year reports of events (ḥawādith) and biographical notices of the deceased
notables of that year. 147 The text is related to that of Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Ibrāhīm al-
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Jazarī’s (658-739/1260-1338) Ḥawādith al-Zamān wa-Wafayāt al-Akābir wa-l-Aʿyān min Abnāʾihi
(Events of the Time and the Obituaries of the Leaders and Notables among its Sons). 148 These

histories influenced the work of Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān
al-Dhahabī (673-748/1274-1348). He, too, was a religious scholar, and he studied with Ḥanbalī

scholar Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya. Al-Dhahabī was strongly influenced by the works of his
forerunners, and continued the division into annals and obituaries in his Taʾrīkh al-Islām (The

History of Islam), which runs up to the year 700/1300-1. 149 From his hand is also a biographical

dictionary, entitled Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ (The Lives of Noble Personalities). Another member of

this Syrian historiographical tradition was ʿImad al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn Kathīr (700-74/1300-73),
likewise a religious scholar and student of Ibn Taymiyya and one of the latter’s most loyal

supporters. He wrote a world history entitled Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya (The Beginning and the End)
as well as a tafsīr.

Although the heart of historiographical production in the first half of the fourteenth century

was located in Syria, Egyptian historians also contributed important works. Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh
ibn Aybak al-Dawādārī, usually referred to as Ibn al-Dawādārī, wrote the universal chronicle Kanz

al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar (The Treasure of Pearls and the Collection of the Finest) as well as a

smaller, one-volume chronicle Durar al-Tījān wa-Ghurar Tawārīkh al-Azmān (The Pearls of the

Crowns and the Finest of the Histories of the Ages), both of which he finished in the 730s/1330s. 150
Where Ibn al-Dawādārī was a descendent of mamluks, Baybars al-Manṣūrī (d. 725/1325) actually
was a Mamluk amir himself. He wrote the universal chronicle Zubdat al-Fikra fī Taʾrīkh al-Hijra

(The Choicest Thoughts on the History of the Hijra), covering Islamic history until around the year

709/1310, as well as the shorter Al-Tuḥfa al-Mulūkiyya fī Dawla al-Turkiyya (The Royal Gem on the

Turkish Dynasty), which discusses the Mamluk period up to the year 711/1311. 151 These historical

also Little’s earlier work on the topic, Little, An Introduction, 53–61. On Sibṭ ibn al-Jawzī and his work, see for
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149
Little, An Introduction, 61–62.
150
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Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1970), 61–84; Grunhild Graf, Die Epitome der Universalchronik Ibn-ad-Dawādārīs im
Verhältnis zur Langfassung: Eine quellenkritische Studie zur Geschichte der ägyptischen Mamluken (Berlin: Schwarz,
1990).
151
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Offerings’, 4.
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works, whether they are annalistic histories for specific time periods or world histories spanning
centuries, all pay ample attention to the Mongols and their conquests and/or to Mamluk-Mongol
relations.

A genre that incorporated both historical and geographical (as well as many other sorts) of

information, was the ‘encylopaedia’ – a term that should not be taken in its modern meaning. Elias
Muhanna has argued that it might be better, in fact, to speak of ‘encyclopaedism’ and

‘encyclopaedic’ as a concept. 152 What exactly an encyclopaedic work entailed could differ wildly.

What they really have in common is two features, as Maaike van Berkel described: the aim for some
sort of completeness, and a presentation of the text in an organised order to promote accessibility.
In this sense, the work of the authors of biographical dictionaries could also be considered as

such. 153 These, however, I will discuss separately, for the material on the Mongols they offer is

mostly of a very different kind. In my use of the term, I mean those texts that touch upon a wide
variety of disciplines.

For the first Mamluk era, when such literature gained in popularity, 154 the two primary

authors of that type of work were Shihāb al-Dīn al-Nuwayrī and Shı̇hāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Faḍl Allāh

al-ʿUmarī . Al-Nuwayrī was from Egypt and worked as a high-ranking clerk in the Mamluk

administration. He wrote his encyclopaedic compendium Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab (The
Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition) from somewhere in the 710s/1310s until his death
733/1333. 155 It is arranged in five sections (funūn): the cosmos, humanity, animals, plants, and

history. This last section, a universal history running from the creation of man to al-Nuwayrī’s own

lifetime, contains a chapter on the rise of the Mongols. 156 Al-ʿUmarī was based in Syria, and his

Elias Muhanna, The World in a Book. Al-Nuwayri and the Islamic Encylopedic Tradition (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2018), 11–12. See also Muhanna’s earlier article ‘Why Was the Fourteenth Century a Century of
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 343–56.
153
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famous encyclopaedic work is entitled Masālik al-Abṣār fī Mamālik al-Amṣār (Roads towards Insight

into the Kingdoms of the Metropolises). 157 The Masālik contains an elaborate description of the four
Mongol khanates. 158

Al-ʿUmarī served as an important source for his colleague, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-

Ṣafadī. 159 Al-Ṣafadī, in turn, had a close relationship with al-Dhahabī, with whom he worked in

Mamluk governmental service, and frequently used him as a source. 160 His biographical dictionaries
Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt (The Full Account of Those Who Have Passed Away), a general work of

biographies, and Aʿyān al-ʿAṣr wa-Aʿwān al-Naṣr (The Notables of the Era and the Supporters of

Victory), devoted to the author’s contemporaries. 161 Like al-Dhahabī’s Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ , al-

Ṣafadī’s biographical dictionaries include tarjamas, biographies, of various Mongols as well as other
entries including information pertaining to them.

Biography and history also come together in the rulers’ biographies of Mamluk sultans.

These were often written by senior officials who were close to the major events during the reigns of

these sultans, as well as to their diplomatic and other relations with the various Mongol

khanates. 162 I have used Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s biography of Baybars, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir fī

Sīrat al-Malik al-Ẓāhir (The Splendid Garden Concerning the Life of al-Malik al-Ẓāhir); his nephew’s

Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī’s 649-730/1252-1330) biography of Qalawun (r. 678-89/1279-90), Al-

Faḍl al-Maʾthūr min Sīrat al-Sulṭān al-Malik al-Manṣūr (The Transmitted Excellence of the Life of the

Sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūr); 163 and ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād’s (61384/1217-85) biography of Baybars, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir (The History of al-Malik al-Ẓāhir). 164
These seventeen men are the key authors on which I have based this dissertation. I will,

however, occasionally refer to, or even make an excursion into, other sources. For one, these are the
texts on which these Mamluk-era authors based themselves, such as the works of al-Nasawī, Ibn al-

Athīr, and Juvaynī, in order to analyse how the Mamluk-era authors used these texts in their own
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work. Second, I occasionally include sources that are later than my actual research period in order
to underline how certain trends developed and continued, for example Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī (727-

71/1327-70), al-Maqrīzī (766-845/1364-1442), and Ibn ʿArabshāh (791-854/1392-1450). The

third category, admittedly, is more haphazard. A variety of writers in the Mamluk sultanate simply
had interesting things to say: about the writing of Mongol history in the Mamluk sultanate (al-

Qalqashandī [d. 821/1414]), or otherwise made remarks that are of relevance, even though they
were not among my basic selection (e.g. Abū Shāma, al-Yūsufī).

Contents of this study
In this study, I will generally work from a broad approach to a narrow one, moving from general
ideas on ethnicity and ethnic difference as applied to the Mongols as a people to case studies of

individual groups, people and objects representing Mongols. Additionally, I will approach the topic
in a more or less chronological manner, progressing from the perceived origins of the Mongols

through their rise under the leadership of Chinggis Khan to the successor khanates. The chapters
themselves are structured in a comparable fashion. This makes it possible to reveal and trace

longterm continuities as well as changes and developments, and investigate how stock images were
used in specific historical and/or social contexts.

First, in chapter 1, I will explore how Mamluk-era authors made sense of the previously

unknown Mongols by incorporating them into existing traditions, both climate- and humoral theory
and the biblical division of peoples between the sons of Noah, connecting them to other northern
peoples, including the Turks. I will also show how environmental theory was used to explain

perceived physical and mental characteristics of the Mongols. This incorporation of the Mongols

into existing ideas on northern peoples served as the basis for Mamluk-era images of the Mongols:
courageous and savage, with wide chests, broad faces and narrow eyes.

In the next two chapters I analyse how authors made use of Mongol cultural stuff. Origin

stories, an important part in the creation of ethnic identity, were used to malign the Mongols, as I
argue in chapter 2. The Mongols’ own narrative of Chinggis Khan’s ancestress Alan Qo’a and her

reported immaculate conception was used to paint Chinggis Khan’s male ancestor (or even himself)
as a bastard child – and the Mongols as fools for believing the story of a sun-ray induced pregnancy.
Another, non-indigenous, story about Mongol origins was recounted by Ibn al-Dawādārī, who used
it to paint an image of the Mongols that emphasizes the same characteristics (courage, strength,

savagery) that were derived from the environmental theories as discussed in chapter 1. Moreover,
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he used the myth to explain contemporary circumstances and concerns, particularly the shared
heritage and enmity between the Turks and Mongols.

Arguably the most famous part of Mongol cultural stuff was the Yasa – a supposed legal

code, instated by Chinggis Khan, about which many questions remain in today’s scholarship.

Mamluk-era authors made enthusiastic use of the Yasa and its founder in their othering strategies,

depicting Chinggis Khan and his Yasa as photonegatives of the prophet Muhammad and the Sharia.
In Chapter 3, I argue that authors did so from a very early stage in Mamluk-Ilkhanid relations:

rather than from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards, as previous scholarship has asserted, the

Sharia and the Yasa were contrasted in the late seventh/thirteenth-century already. The discourse

of opposing the Yasa and Islamic rules and mores was then developed in more detail in the

eighth/fourteenth century. Chapters 2 and 3 also stress the importance of individual authors’

agency, and show how they purposefully used their source material to bring a message across,
which at times resulted in different images of the Mongols or their culture.

Differences in the depiction of Mongols not only depended on individual authors, but also

on to which group of Mongols they belonged, which is especially visible in the different

representations of the hostile Ilkhanids and the friendly Golden Horde, respectively. In chapter 4, I
investigate how Mamluk-era authors portrayed the first Mongol armies, the later Ilkhanate and

Golden Horde. Using a series of chronological case studies, I explore how writers in Egypt and Syria

used the works of their predecessors and from thereon further developed images and stereotypes.
From their descriptions of these early Mongols through the Mamluk-Ilkhanid war, aspects as

courage, violence, infidelity and savagery were taken and expanded upon and joined by images of

subterfuge and trickery. The Mongols of the Golden Horde, however, received drastically different
press. Their Muslim khans, especially Berke (r. 655-64/1257-66) were praised for their piety, but
even in the case of khans who were not Muslim, authors made an effort to connect them to Islam

nonetheless, for instance by emphasizing their advancement of Islam and/or Muslims over other
religions and their adherents. Depictions of Mongols were thus strongly influenced by political
concerns.

The importance of context in the use of images of ethnic Others is similarly evident in the

case of Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate. In chapter 5, I use three case studies to investigate
the way in which Mamluk Mongols were represented. The reports around the various groups of

Mongol immigrants, wāfidiyya, to the sultanate as well as the reign of the Mongol Mamluk sultan

Kitbugha (r. 694-6/1294-6) show that their ethnic backgrounds were not necessarily problematic.
Problems instead arose due to jinsiyya – favouritism based on ethnicity shown by Kitbugha to the
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Oirat wafidiyya of 695/1296 – and the Oirat refusal to convert to Islam, in addition to the

factionalism in which some members of the elite considered Kitbugha a usurper to the throne. That
tensions regarding Mongol Mamluks should be sought in these issues, rather than in their jins

(ethnicity) itself, is exemplified by the metalwork produced by Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn, particularly
in the basin now known as the Baptistère de Saint Louis. This work – which I consider to have been

made for a Mamluk audience rather than a European one, as has been argued in the past – depicts
the military and courtly elite of the Mamluk sultanate: the khāṣṣakiyya. Among them are ethnic

Mongols, recognizable by their faces that follow the physical descriptions of Mongols as found in
the ethnographic tradition discussed in chapter 1.

Through these chapters, I trace the development of stock images of Mongols that were

developed by authors in the Mamluk sultanate. These were based on environmental theories and
earlier scholarly and historiographical texts alike. Not only did they build on these and develop

them further, the way in, extent to, and purposes for which those images and stereotypes were used
were also highly variable. They vary across genres, among authors, and according to their exact

subject: different groups of Mongols receive different sorts of treatment in the sources, depending
on their status of enemies, allies, or even in-group. The study of the image of the Mongols in

Mamluk eyes thus shows the agency and creativity of authors, as well as images’ differing functions
and effects, in a variety of contexts – political and otherwise.
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1. Courageous horse-riders with big
backsides: the Mongols in ethnographic
descriptions
Ethnic categorisations are a way for people to order and catalogue the world around them, and the

idea that people of different ethnicities have different characteristics and qualities is therefore very

old. From Antiquity onwards, people have occupied themselves with describing the (perceived)

manners, customs and characteristics of others. These early ethnographic interests are evident in a
range of sources, from ancient Egyptian frescoes to the Assyrian Letter to the God Aššur, and from
the Achaemenid reliefs at Persepolis to Greek texts and objects. 1 It was the latter, the Greek

tradition, that would be of crucial importance to many scholarly pursuits in the medieval Islamic
world, including its ideas on ethnography and the influence of environmental circumstances on

ethnic characteristics. Scholars also drew on the biblical tradition, which regarded the peoples of

the postdiluvial world as descendants of Noah through either Shem, Japheth or Ham. Elaborating on
these older ideas, Muslim authors developed their geographic worldview and ideas on the various

peoples inhabiting that world, allowing them to organise the known peoples into that worldview as
well as describing what they considered to be typical for a certain people in habits and customs,
external features and personality traits.

This framework offered Muslim authors a way in which to make sense of the Mongols. For

no matter how long the Mongols may have been around in the steppes of Asia, they were a new
people for the authors of the Islamic world. As al-Dimashqī phrases it in his geography Kitāb
Nukhbat al-Dahr,

Regarding the Tatars, they were not mentioned on the tongues of the people, because they
were bordering on China, and because the land of Khaṭā, [also] called Turkestan, was
between their lands and those of the Muslims. 2

Joseph E. Skinner, The Invention of Greek Ethnography. From Homer to Herodotus (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2012), 3–14; Isaac, Invention of Racism; Gerald Moers, ‘The World and the Geography of Otherness in
Pharaonic Egypt’, in Geography and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern Societies, ed. Kurt A.
Raaflaub and Richard J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 169–81; Michael Loewe, ‘Knowledge of
Other Cultures in China’s Early Empires’, in Geography and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern
Societies, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub and Richard J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 74–88.
2
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 264. Incidentally, others who came into contact with the Mongols suffered
from similar problems, as an entry in the Novgorod Chronicle for the year 1224 shows: ‘The same year, for our sins,
unknown tribes came, whom no one exactly knows who they are, nor whence they came out, nor what their
1
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Not only were the Mongols new, they were also a threat, making it all the more pressing to organise
them into the wider scheme of peoples and history. The novelty of the Mongol phenomenon,

however, posed a challenge. As al-Dimashqī’s statement implies, authors could not simply rely on

predecessors for their information on, and interpretations of, this people, but rather had to

creatively select and reuse existing ideas on known peoples of the world in order to make sense of
the Mongols.

In this chapter, I analyse how the Mongols were incorporated into Mamluk-era authors’

worldviews, as well as looking at the basic ethnic stereotypes that were developed by building on
the ethnographic tradition they had inherited. In this pursuit, I pay particular attention to

environmental theories and to the ethnographic descriptions of the Mongols that some Mamluk-era
authors included in their works. By ethnographic descriptions, I mean a statement of the

characteristics of the Mongols, explicitly phrased as pertaining to the people as a whole, which they

were considered to have innately. This includes physical features, but also distinctive aspects of
their supposed character or temperament – aspects that are not easily changed according to

scholars basing themselves on environmental theories. What kind of innate features, both mental or

physical characteristics, were considered typical for the Mongols? And how are these to be
explained?

Contrary to peoples with whom the writers of the Mamluk sultanate were better

acquainted, ethnographic descriptions of the Mongols in Mamluk sources are relatively sparse. This
is due, in part, to the problem al-Dimashqī voiced in his statement that the Mongols were an

unknown entity, since they lived too far away from the Islamic world. That was not, however, an

insurmountable problem. For something that a large number of Egyptian and Syrian sources do

mention with regard to the ethnic background of the Mongols is their close ethnic relationship with
the Turks. While this did provide a way for Mamluk-era authors to incorporate them into their

worldview, it also created a potential source of tension: this connection was not only between the

Mongols and Turks in the far north, but included the predominantly Turkish Mamluk military elite

as well.

language is, nor of what race they are, nor what their faith is; but they call them Tatars.’ This translated passage is
quoted by David O. Morgan, ‘The Mongols and the Eastern Mediterranean’, in Latins and Greeks in the Eastern
Mediterranean after 1204, ed. Benjamin Arbel, Bernard Hamilton, and David Jacoby (London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd,
1989), 199. See also Peter Jackson, The Mongols and the West, 1221-1410 (Harlow: Pearson Education Limited,
2005), 138.
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Exploring these questions and issues uncovers a number of things. First, it reveals how

Mamluk-era authors built on existing ideas in order to place the Mongols as a people, and in some

cases their sudden appearance in the Islamic world, into their wider worldview and contemporary

context. Second, it shows how authors worked creatively with these older materials, adapting them
to their individual aims and purposes. Third, it uncovers the basic stereotypes of the Mongols
present in the Mamluk sultanate. As the environmental theories and connected ethnographic

descriptions lay at the basis of thinking about ethnicity, they provided the preset images on which

authors could build and to which they could add, as I will show in the following chapters. To this
purpose, this chapter first looks into the Islamic ethnographical tradition and its Greek roots, in

order to analyse the prevailing views of the northern peoples on which the ethnic stereotypes of the
Mongols were founded, thereby setting the stage for an analysis of the ethnographic descriptions of

the Mongols themselves as well as the way Mamluk-era authors incorporated this ‘new’ people into

their worldview.

Ethnography in the Islamic world
Ethnographic descriptions can be found in a wide variety of medieval Arabic sources. Authors have

included such descriptions in a wide variety of texts: from mirrors for princes to the stories of 1001

Nights, 3 and from histories to eschatological works, such as Ibn al-Nafīs’ treatise Al-Risāla al-

Kāmiliyya fī al-Sīra al-Nabawiyya (The Treatise of Kāmil on the Biography of the Prophet), which

contains an ethnographic description of the Mongols that I will discuss in detail below. However,

they are especially prominent in geographical and physiognomical works, due to the proximity of

their subject matter to the environmental theories that underly them. These, originally Greek,

theories were the strongly related climate theory, based on geographical position, and humoral
theory, based on physiology. 4

Cosmographical and geographical texts – whether standalone or incorporated into

encyclopaedic compendiums – tend to not only describe the different regions of the world, but in

many cases also their respective inhabitants. While Islamic ideas on geography were also

influenced by the learned traditions of Mesopotamia, Iran, and India, 5 Hellenistic influences stand
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 5, 18.
Clarence J. Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore. Nature and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient Times to
the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 80.
5
Adam J. Silverstein, ‘The Medieval Islamic Worldview: Arabic Geography in Its Historical Context’, in Geography
and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern Societies, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub and Richard J.A. Talbert
(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 274; Ahmad Nazmi, ‘The Transmission of Classical Geographical Knowledge to
the Arabs. Some Aspects and Remarks on Climes’, Studia Arabistyczne i Islamistyczne 7 (1999): 71–74; Ruth I.
3
4
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out the most. Even when Muslim authors do not explicitly mention Greek authors, the latter’s

influence is evident in the frequent division of the habitable world into seven climes, the notion of
an all-surrounding ocean, 6 and the use of longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates. Especially this

notion of climes (Gr. klima, pl. klimata; Ar. iqlīm, pl. aqālīm) was important for ethnic descriptions. 7

This was based on the – likewise originally Greek – idea that different peoples exhibited different

types of character, which was caused by the environment and climate in which they were born and
grew up.

Another scholarly field interested in ethnic characteristics was physiognomy (ʿilm al-firāsa):

the study of external characteristics in order to draw conclusions on a person’s inner

characteristics – on their personality, intelligence, their strengths and their flaws. Physiognomy

primarily focused on the external features and internal traits of individuals, but also pondered the
characteristics of entire peoples. In this pursuit, too, Islamic scholars drew on their Greek

predecessors. 8 Key here was the close relation between these peoples and the areas they lived in:
the climate, the soil, the water, etc., supposedly influenced both their internal and external

characteristics. 9 A genre of sources that enthusiastically employed physiognomical knowledge is
that of slave-buying manuals. These express a great interest in the supposed characteristics of

various peoples, since according to the authors of these texts, not any slave was suited for just any

Meserve, ‘The Inhospitable Land of the Barbarian’, Journal of Asian History 16, no. 1 (1982): 67–68. Nazmi also
states that Indian and Persian traditions were the first geographical influences to reach the Muslim caliphate. We
can in all likelihood add the Mesopotamian geographical theories to these first influences, as Silverstein argues
that many of the earliest works of Islamic geography were written in Iraq, drawing on local sources and for local
patrons who stood in the Mesopotamian cultural tradition. In any case, the Greek influences were the last to arrive
on the scene of Arabic geography.
6
Silverstein (‘The Medieval Islamic Worldview’, 279) points out that this notion was also held in Mesopotamia.
7
Marina Tolmacheva, ‘Ptolemaic Influence on Medieval Arab Geography: The Case Study of East Africa’, in
Discovering New Worlds. Essays on Medieval Exploration and Imagination, ed. Scott D. Westrem (New York:
Garland Publishing, Inc., 1991), 126–27; Resianne Fontaine, ‘Between Scorching Heat and Freezing Cold: Medieval
Jewish Authors on the Inhabited and Uninhabited Parts of the Earth’, Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 10 (2000):
104–5. Silverstein (‘The Medieval Islamic Worldview’, 284-285, 288 n. 47) points out that at a certain point the
term iqlīm (clime) comes to the denote a specific ‘country’ rather than a clime in the Hellenistic sense for some
writers, naming Ibn Ḥawqal (d. after 367/978), Ibn al-Faqīh (third/ninth century) and al-Istakhrī (fourth/tenth
century) as examples. These authors have been referred to as the Balkhī School, as they followed Abū Zaybd alBalkhī (d. 322/934). The development of this alternative geographical tradition does not mean, however, that the
Hellenistic system disappeared. For some general information on how these other systems are employed by Arab
authors and on the development of the term iqlīm, see A. Miquel, ‘Iḳlīm’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition,
ed. P. Bearman et al., 2012, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3519; S. Maqbul Ahmad and F.
Taeschner, ‘D̲ jug
̲ ̲h̲rāfiyā’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al., 2012,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0194.
8
For an overview of the Islamic tradition of physiognomy, see Robert Hoyland, ‘Physiognomy in Islam’, Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam, no. 30 (2005): 361–402.
9
Hans Müller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs. Nach arabischen, persischen und türkischen Ratgebern vom 10. bis zum
18. Jahrhundert (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980), 9–13; Hoyland, ‘Physiognomy in Islam’, 381–83.
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job – one needed to select the right slave for the task at hand. As the anonymous author of Al-Taḥqīq
fī Shirāʾ al-Raqīq (Investigation into the Buying of Slaves), written before 650/1252, 10 phrases it: ‘It

is known that every ethnicity from among humankind (li-kulli jins min ajnās al-adamiyyīn) has

particular virtues and faults by which their goodness and weakness are known.’ 11 Ethnicity played
an essential part in determining what tasks which slaves were considered to be suited for.

Both climate- and humoral theory thus played an important part in medieval Islamic

ethnographical descriptions. Climate theory became elemental to medieval Muslim geographers

primarily through the works of Claudius Ptolemy (ca. 100-70 CE), which were translated into

Arabic and widely used from the ninth century onwards. 12 The Mamluk-era geographer al-

Dimashqī, for instance, frequently refers to him in his geography. Humoral theory was passed on to
the Islamic world through translations of Galenic and Hippocratic works, in addition to being

transmitted by local practitioners of Greek medical theory in areas that were conquered by the

Islamic caliphate. 13 These ideas on environmental influence were intimately related, as is also
visible in the close scholarly contact between the respective producers of geographical and

physiognomical works, if they were not one and the same, as in the case of al-Dimashqī. He wrote

both Kitāb al-Siyāsa fī ʿIlm al-Firāsa (The Book of Rules in the Science of Physiognomy), in which he

uses the works of previous physiognomists, and the geography Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr fī ʿAjāʾib al-

Barr wa-l-Baḥr (The Book of the Selection of the Age on the Wonders of Land and Sea). In both
works, he included ethnic descriptions of various peoples.

Both theories held that climate and other environmental circumstances were a major

influence on both physical and mental characteristics of man, which entailed that some climates
and conditions made for ‘better’ people than others. According to these theories, the ethnic

Müller, Kunst Des Sklavenkaufs, 112.
Anonymous, ‘Al-Taḥqīq fī Shirā al-Raqīq’ (n.d.), fol. 22, Maktabat al-Taymūriyya, Fadāʾil wa-Radāʾil, Dār al-Kutub,
Cairo.
12
Ernst Honigmann, Die sieben Klimata und die Poleis Episēmoi : Eine Untersuchung zur Geschichte der Geographie
und Astrologie im Altertum und Mittelalter (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1929), 112–22;
Tolmacheva, ‘Ptolemaic Influence’, 125–26; Nazmi, ‘Transmission’, 75–76. Other relevant texts translated into
Arabic include the Geography of Marinos of Tyre (c. 70-130 CE) and works by Plato and Aristotle. See Ahmad and
Taeschner, ‘D̲ jug
̲ h
̲ ̲ rāfiyā’. On this translation movement, see Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture. The
Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early ʿAbbāsid Society (2nd-4th/8th-10th Centuries) (London:
Routledge, 1998); Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine (Washington DC:
Georgetown University Press, 2007), 24–25; Michael W. Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine. Ibn Riḍwān’s Treatise ‘On
the Prevention of Bodily Ills in Egypt’ (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 3–8. For the translation of
medical texts specifically, including cultural adaptations that were made by the translators, see Pormann and
Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 24–37.
13
J.T. Olsson, ‘The World in Arab Eyes: A Reassessment of the Climes in Medieval Islamic Scholarship’, Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 77, no. 3 (2014): 487–88.
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characteristics – both physical and mental – of the Mongols, like any other people, would be
determined by the area in which they lived.

Environmental theory

What made these theories so salient across periods and cultures, was their flexibility: within the

general framework, they could be adapted to authors’ respective contexts and purposes as needed.
The general framework was formed by a number of Greek thinkers, in a development that can be

traced from the text Airs, Waters, Places – ascribed to Hippocrates and dating back to the end of the

fifth century BCE 14 – through Plato (d. c. 348 BCE) and Aristotle (d. 322 BCE) into the Hellenistic

and Roman periods. Geographers divided what they assumed was the inhabited part of the world,

the oikoumene, into seven sections measured in latitude and longitude, basing the division on a half-

hour difference in the duration of the longest day. 15 This then constituted a clime or climate: a zone
extending between two longitudes, one delineating the boundary of habitation in the west, the

other in the east. The zone also extends between two latitudes, forming an elongated imaginary

rectangle running parallel to the equator, thereby dividing the inhabitable earth into parts. 16

Beyond these climes, human habitation was supposed to be impossible, or nearly so, due to the

adverse environmental circumstances of extreme cold in the north and extreme heat in the south.

Within the climes, from the first in the south, just north to the equator, to the seventh in the north,
one naturally finds a change in environmental circumstances, from hot to cold respectively. This

framework, that historians have come to call ‘climate theory’, was widely adopted and appropriated
in the Islamic world from the early Abbasid period onward.

Although the system appears fairly straight-forward, this does not mean that there were no

differences of opinion and/or method in determining the locations of these climes. Classical authors

used diverse sets of climes and disagreed on which areas of the world were habitable. Ptolemy

himself even used different sets of climes within his works and he expresses various views of which
parts of the earth are inhabited and uninhabited. 17 Similar differences are found among Arab
authors. They disagreed on the inhabited and uninhabited sections of the world and on the

delineation of the climes. 18 Nor did Muslim geographers’ reliance on Ptolemy’s texts and the
Isaac, Invention of Racism, 60–67; James Romm, ‘Continents, Climates, and Cultures: Greek Theories of Global
Structure’, in Geography and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern Societies, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub
and Richard J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 220–23; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 85–87.
15
Romm, ‘Continents, Climates, and Cultures’, 226–27; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 97–100.
16
Honigmann, Die Sieben Klimata, 7–9.
17
Fontaine, ‘Between Scorching Heat and Freezing Cold’, 103–4; Olsson, ‘The World in Arab Eyes’, 491–92.
18
Fontaine, ‘Between Scorching Heat and Freezing Cold’, 105–6.
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theories stated therein mean that they copied his geographical data and theories without any

adjustments. The prolific mathematician Muḥammad ibn Mūsā al-Khwārizmī (d. c. 235/850), for

instance, reworked Ptolemy and added new data. 19

More importantly, however, the Greek worldview was adapted to the different worldview of

the later Muslim scholars. Such changes to the basic framework were common in later adaptations

in both the Islamic world and elsewhere. Especially visible is the wish to be part of the fourth clime,
causing it to ‘move’ between periods and cultures, which was provoked by the idea that this most

temperate zone made for the most balanced inhabitants, both physically and mentally. While in

classical antiquity, authors tended to place the temperate, and thereby ideal, zone at the centre of
culture and power – Rome or Greece; 20 in Islamic works the fourth clime moved to the south.

Muslim authors generally located the temperate areas of the third and, especially, fourth clime in
the central Islamic lands, including Syria and Iraq, North-Africa, Iran, and the northern

Mediterranean coast. 21 Similarly, in late medieval Europe the temperate zone moved north. 22

Islamic scholars thus adapted the Greek theories to their own worldview, in which the Islamic
realm came to be the temperate centre of the inhabited world.

The idea that the central region was home to the most balanced people was due to the

supposed effects of the heat on the inhabitants of the southern climes and of the cold on those of the

north. In the south, for one, the scorching heat of the sun was held responsible for the black skin
colour of its inhabitants; conversely, the northern peoples were held to be whitish-red. Other

physical characteristics, like facial features and build, were similarly affected. 23 Not only physical
characteristics were influenced in this manner, as Aristotle and others argued that bodily and

mental characteristics are connected, and that if either changes, the other changes too. This was the
Tolmacheva, ‘Ptolemaic Influence’, 126, 129; Ahmad and Taeschner, ‘D̲ jug
̲ ̲h̲rāfiyā’; Honigmann, Die Sieben
Klimata, 122–34. Tolmacheva points out that while changes in Arabic data regarding coordinates in Ptolemy and
Arabic texts are generally explained as being improvements or corrections based on new observations and
calculations, this is not the case everywhere. See also Miquel, ‘Iḳlīm’.
20
Isaac, Invention of Racism, 69–74; Romm, ‘Continents, Climates, and Cultures’, 223–24, Weeda, ‘Images of
Ethnicity’, 95–96. Compare, for instance, Aristotle, who regarded Greece as being ideally located, and Vitruvius
who placed the perfect centre in Rome. Isaac, Invention of Racism, 83–85; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore,
107; James M. Scott, ‘On Earth as in Heaven: The Apocalyptic Vision of World Geography from Urzeit to Endzeit
According to the Book of Jubilees’, in Geography and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern
Societies, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub and Richard J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 191.
21
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 6–7. This is a general indicator of what Muslim authors considered to be
part of the central fourth clime. As Olsson points out, there was disagreement between authors on where the
latitudes of the fourth clime lay exactly. While many considered the fourth clime to be more or less continuous
with the latitudes of Mesopotamia, some authors placed the central zone somewhat to the north, into Khorasan,
or to the south, to Isfahan. Olsson, ‘The World in Arab Eyes’, 493–94.
22
Weeda, ‘Images of Ethnicity’, 108–13.
23
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 8–11.
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basis for physiognomy. If bodily characteristics are directly influenced by environment, and

physical and mental characteristics are connected, that entails that mental qualities are similarly

determined by the environment. 24 The way in which the environment influenced these physical and

mental qualities was by means of its influence on the so-called humours. This humoral theory, set
forth in a great number of medical treatises and other texts, is thus intimately connected with

climate theory. 25

The theory of humours is based on the idea that all earthly matter is composed of four

elements: fire, air, water, and earth – in descending order from lightest to heaviest elements. 26

Having first originated in the thinking of the Greek philosopher Empedocles (c. 492-c. 432 BCE),

this notion was developed further and the elements were assigned combinations of the opposites of
hot-cold and moist-dry, the so-called primary qualities. 27 In the human body, the four combinations

of the primary qualities were found in the form of humours: blood, yellow bile, phlegm, and black
bile. 28 Table 1.1 below shows the elements with their qualities, matching humours and

corresponding temperaments. 29
Element

Quality

Humour (khilṭ, ʾakhlāṭ)

Temperament

Air

Hot and moist

Blood (dam)

Sanguine

Cold and moist

Phlegm (balgham)

Phlegmatic

Fire
Water
Earth

Hot and dry

Cold and dry

Yellow bile (mirra ṣafrāʾ)
Black bile (mirra sawdāʾ)

Table 1.1 The humours and their qualities.

Choleric

Melancholic

The notion of the humours was introduced into medical practice by Hippocratic medicine, 30

and eventually developed into a comprehensive system by the Greek physician Galen of Pergamon

Isaac, Invention of Racism, 71–72, 149.
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 6; Olsson, ‘The World in Arab Eyes’, 488–90; Weeda, ‘Images of Ethnicity’,
96.
26
E. Edson and E. Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos. Picturing the Universe in the Christian and Islamic
Middle Ages (Oxford: The Bodleian Library, 2004), 12.
27
Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 9–10. There was also a fifth element, named aether by Aristotle, of which
the heavens were made. Edson and Savage-Smith, Medieval Views, 12.
28
Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 43; Noga Arikha, Passions and Tempers. A History of the
Humours (New York: Ecco, 2007), 5–6; Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 8–11.
29
For more elaborate diagrams, see Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 43; Arikha, Passions
and Tempers, 11; Weeda, ‘Images of Ethnicity’, 97.
30
Arikha, Passions and Tempers, 7–8.
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(129-c. 216 CE), whose thinking was very prominent in the Islamic world. 31 He developed a system

in which he connected the four elements, the primary qualities, the four humours, and the major

organs. The idea was that man enjoys perfect health when these are all in perfect proportion to one

another in the body. If one of the humours dominates, that leads to illness. Such an imbalance could

be corrected by means of diet or removal of the excess of the offending humour: hence the medieval
rationale behind bloodletting. 32

Humours were not only considered to influence one’s health, but also one’s personality and

temperament. Everyone had a different ratio of humours, which meant that some humours

dominated over others. This resulted in differences in personality, but also in differences in
physical characteristics. 33 The effect environmental influences were considered to have on

humours meant that it was not just individuals that were affected, but that the physical and mental
characteristics of entire peoples were dependent on their geographical situation and the

meteorological circumstances prevalent in their area of residence. As Ibn Sīnā (Avicenna; 370/980-

428/1037) described, embryos were formed by the ‘cooking’ together of the four humours. The

best ‘cooking’ results were achieved in the temperate climes, where conditions were optimal, thus
leading to harmonious and balanced combinations. In the cold north and hot south the ‘cooking’
resulted in distempered bodies. 34 The Egyptian author of an eleventh-century anonymous

cosmography, entitled Kitāb Gharāʾib al-Funūn wa-Mulaḥ al-ʿUyūn (The Book of Curiosities of the

Sciences and Marvels for the Eyes), 35 phrased it as follows:

God the Exalted has divided the earth into parts, making some of them higher and others
lower. He made the dispositions of their inhabitants fitting and corresponding to it [the
Gotthard Strohmaier, ‘Reception and Tradition: Medicine in the Byzantine and Arab World’, in Western Medical
Thought from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, ed. Mirko D. Grmek, trans. Antony Shugaar (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1998), 144, 158; Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 9–10. Other influences on Arabic medical
thinking came from the Syriac, Persian, Indian and Chinese traditions. The Syriac and Persian traditions had also
been influenced by Greek medical thinking. See Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 15–23;
Manfred Ullmann, Islamic Medicine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1978), 15–30. Islamic physicians, much
like their geographer colleagues, did not unquestioningly adopt Galenic thinking. They did at times disagree with
him and Aristotle both, and physicians like Ibn Sīnā and Ibn al-Nafīs developed new physiologies, for instance. See
Nahyan Fancy, Science and Religion in Mamluk Egypt. Ibn al-Nafīs, Pulmonary Transit and Bodily Resurrection
(London: Routledge, 2013), 79–95.
32
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33
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35
The text was originally written between 410/1020 and 442/1050; this copy was produced around 597/1200 and
acquired by the Bodleian Library in Oxford in 2002. See Emilie Savage-Smith, ‘The Book of Curiosities: An EleventhCentury Egyptian View of the Lands of the Infidels’, in Geography and Ethnography. Perceptions of the World in
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region]. So every land that has balanced air and little water, has people whose disposition is
in agreement with, near to, and adapted to its qualities. And every land removed from
temperance, its people are correspondingly in bad condition. 36

This ‘natural-scientific ecological determinism’, 37 in which these humours are so dependent on

environmental circumstances, means that, in theory at least, characteristics can change when

someone moves from one climate to another. This idea is exemplified by al-ʿUmarī’s description of

the Mongols of the Golden Horde, quoted in the Introduction, which stated that the Mongols and the
Kipchaks were integrated not only due to intermarriage, but also because ‘the land conquered [the
Mongols’] natural disposition (al-jibla) and origin (al-aṣl)’. 38

Together, these environmental theories based on climate and humours argued that the

central fourth clime was best and had the best people. The third and fifth climes had slightly worse,
less balanced, but still relatively temperate conditions. Al-Dimashqī, who ordered the Islamic lands
into the third and fourth climes, argued that the people there had the most temperate constitution
and were most composed in reason and intelligence, and sages, prophets and scholars therefore
typically come from these climes. 39 The second and sixth climes made for truly imbalanced,

uncivilized inhabitants, culminating in the first and the seventh climes, where the people were

essentially savages, or, as Ibn Khaldūn phrased it, ‘like dumb animals’. 40 The later author al-Maqrīzī,
in his Kitāb al-Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-Iʿtibār bi-Dhikr al-Khiṭaṭ wa-l-Āthār (Book of Exhortations and

Considerations Regarding Mention of the Settlements and Monuments), similarly voiced these ideas

in his statement that prophets, apostles and so on come from the fourth clime ‘because it is in the

middle’, with the third and fifth climes being second best. The peoples from the remaining climes he
describes as ‘deficient and lacking in merit due to the ugliness of their appearance and the

Emilie Savage-Smith and Yossef Rapoport (eds.), The Book of Curiosities: A critical edition (World-Wide-Web
publication, www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/bookofcuriosities, March 2007), fol. 26a.
37
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38
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:183–84 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٧٣/141). For similar ideas, see for
instance ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar wa-Dīwān al-Mubtadaʾ wa-l-Khabar fī Ayyām al-ʿArab wa-lʿAdjam wa-l-Barbar wa-man ʿAṣarahum min Dhawī al-Sulṭān al-Akbar, ed. ʿĀdil bin Saʿd, vol. I (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub
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Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac, and Joseph Ziegler (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 195–99; Weeda,
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al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 30. See also 274-75.
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savageness (tawaḥḥush) of their morals’. 41 According to this scheme, the disposition of northern

peoples, to whom the Mongols were considered to belong, who lived in the fifth, sixth and seventh
climes, left something to be desired.

Before moving on to a discussion of the perceived characteristics of the peoples of the

north, it is important to note that the division of the earth and its people by means of climes, was

not the only way Islamic authors categorised the world. Many authors also present a partition
based on the story of Noah, who is said to have divided the earth between his three sons. Al-

Dimashqī writes:

The north and west were for Japheth and his descendants, the west and south for Ham and
his descendants, and the middle of the earth was for Shem and his descendants. The
offspring of Shem are the Arabs and the Persians and the Greeks, the offspring of Japheth
are the Turks, the Slavs, and Gog and Magog, and the offspring of Ham are the Copts, the
Berbers, and the Blacks (sūdān). 42

This biblical division of peoples by descent from Noah was widespread, and this rough geographical
division also went back to older traditions, in this case biblical. The Book of Jubilees (second century
BCE) already follows an early Greek climatic scheme, with a cold north apportioned to Japheth, a
hot south for Ham, and Shem in the most desirable, temperate centre. 43 It is according to this

structure, a division of the peoples based on descent from Shem, Japheth and Ham respectively, that
al-Dimashqī presents his ethnographic descriptions in his ninth and final chapter. He does not,
however, view this ancestry as decisive for the characteristics exhibited by the respective

descendant peoples. This becomes clear when he refutes the story that Ham was cursed by Noah,
resulting in the blackness of his descendants. In truth, al-Dimashqī says, ‘it is the constitution of

their land that necessarily results in their being the opposite of white’ – a sentiment also found in
the work of Ibn Khaldūn, who similarly points to the prime importance of geography. 44 But while

al-Maqrīzī, Khiṭaṭ, I:41. Translation of the title borrowed from Robert Irwin, Ibn Khaldun. An Intellectual
Biography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018), 103.
42
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 25.
43
Romm, ‘Continents, Climates, and Cultures’, 228–29. Romm points out that in the Book of Jubilees, Shem (the
eldest, and therefore entitled to the richest inheritance) is assigned the temperate zone, rather than the wealthy
East, which he seems to be granted in Genesis (cf. Gen. 10:30). See also Scott, ‘On Earth as in Heaven’. Medieval
European writers also connected their own and other peoples to Japheth. Susan Reynolds, ‘Medieval Origines
Gentium and the Community of the Realm’, History. The Journal of The Historical Association 68, no. 224 (1983):
376. For the use of the Bible in medieval European writing about gentes, see also Pohl, ‘Introduction - Strategies of
Identification: A Methodological Profile’, 32–38.
44
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 266. See also Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar, I:66–67. On this story, see also
Lewis, Race and Color, 66–67.
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the latter subtly questions the truth of this genealogy, it was widespread: al-Dimashqī uses it to
order his ethnographic descriptions, and many others refer to it in their works. The supposed

division of lands among Noah’s sons was easily combined with environmental theory and served as
a common way of organising the peoples of the world that tied in with religious understanding.

The peoples of the north

The Mongols, from a Middle Eastern perspective, came from the north. But what was the ‘natural
disposition’ of the northern peoples according to Islamic authors? A long tradition of describing

northern peoples exists: classical Aristotelian, Pseudo-Aristotelian, and Hippocratic texts already

contain the notion that peoples living in cold regions are courageous. According to Aristotle, those
who are hot by nature are courageous, and people living in cold areas are innately hot to

compensate for the cold circumstances they live in. For people in hot climates, the opposite holds

true. 45 This was based on the idea that the pores closed in the cold, thus retaining the inner heat of

those in the north, while the open pores of those living in the south allowed for the internal heat to
be sucked out by the external heat there. 46 Not only did the cold and moisture influence their

valour, it also affected their physical attributes. According to Hippocrates, drinking cold water and

breathing the heavy northern atmosphere produced moist and flabby bodies, and Aristotle argued
that the moistness of the Scythians caused their hair to be straight and their softness led to
impotence. 47

These ideas were continued and built upon in the Islamic world, and many authors

concerned themselves with the characteristics of the northern peoples, their virtues and faults.
Especially Turkic groups were quite well-known, being widely present in the medieval Muslim

world, for instance as military troops. 48 The Slavs and other northern peoples are also mentioned

frequently in a variety of sources, from geographies and cosmographies to slave-buying manuals

and adab-literature. Aziz Al-Azmeh has argued that northern and southern people are presented as
a sort of mirror image in barbarity, in which a polarity existed in which they were both equally

Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore, 94–95; Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, Science’, 185.
Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, Science’, 185.
47
Meserve, ‘Inhospitable Land’, 84–85.
48
For a study of contacts between the Islamic world and the Turkic peoples, see for instance Yehoshua Frenkel,
The Turkic People in Medieval Arabic Writings (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015). For the images of the Turks in the Arab
world, see Ulrich W. Haarmann, ‘Ideology and History, Identity and Alterity: The Arab Image of the Turk from the
Abbasids to Modern Egypt’, International Journal of Middle East Studies 20, no. 2 (1988): 175–96; Frenkel, ‘The
Turks’.
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barbarous, but with different characteristics. 49 Three authors from the medieval Islamic world,

from different areas and time periods, demonstrate the description of the northern peoples in this
tradition, showing the background of ideas into which the Mongols, a ‘new’ northern people that

was imagined to be ethnically closely related to the Turks, would come to be fitted.

The early interest that the Turkic peoples garnered is shown in the work of the Iraqi author

al-Masʿūdī (d. 345/956), who wrote in his Kitāb al-Tanbīh wa-l-Ishrāf (The Book of Information and
Overview):

Those of them who are farthest to the north are the most subject to stupidity, grossness and
brutishness. The farther north, the more this is so. Such are those Turks who penetrate to
the north. Because of their distance from the circuit of the sun when it rises and sets, there
is much snow among them, and cold and damp have conquered their habitations; their
bodies are slack and thick, and their backbones and neckbones so supple that they can shoot
their arrows as they turn and flee. Their joints form hollows because they have so much
flesh; their faces are round and their eyes small because the warmth concentrates in their
faces while the cold takes possession of their bodies. The cold humor produces much blood;
then their colouring grows red, since it is a quality of coldness to gather warmth and make it
appear outside. 50

The cold and wet circumstances that predominate in the northern regions were viewed, by means

of the humors, as the causal agents of what al-Masʿūdī considers to be the typical characteristics of

the Turks.

Another example of a text making such claims is the abovementioned manuscript Kitāb

Gharāʾib al-Funūn (first written between 410-42/1020-50, this copy dating to around 597/1200).
The anonymous author describes the fourth clime as being located in the middle of the inhabited

part of the world, with the best conditions, thus having the best developed inhabitants. Those in the
fifth clime already are lustful and stupid. The situation in the sixth clime is especially dire: those

living there – the author mentions the Slavs, Amazons and the Gargarians (burjān) – ‘are people of
war and bloodshed, they have little mercy but are oppressive (…), and they do not have any

49
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 10–11. An example of this thinking can be found in al-Dimashqī’s
comparison of the most northern Slavs to the most southern Blacks (sūdān) (Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 275). Olsson
(‘The World in Arab Eyes’, 500–503) disagreed with him, however, arguing that medieval Arab authors – while
surely describing northerners in a negative manner – did view heat as even worse than cold for the human
constitution. For Islamic discussions of other northern peoples, such as the Vikings and the Slavs, see for instance
Christys, ‘The Vikings’; Urbaczyk, ‘Identities’.
50
Abu al-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn al-Masʿūdī, Kitāb al-Tanbīh wa-l-Ishrāf (Cairo: Maktabat al-Sharq al-Islāmiyya,
1938), 22. English translation taken from Bernard Lewis, ed. & trans., Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the
Capture of Constantinople, vol. II: Religion and Society (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1976), 122.
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knowledge of culture or science’. 51 The Turks are not mentioned in the anonymous author’s

description of the seven climes, but are featured in the fifth chapter, entitled ‘On the cities of the

remote areas’. After describing the extremely heavy snowfall in the ‘furthest lands of Armenia’, the
author writes:

The land of the Turks is like this as well, with a lot of snow. Moisture dominates their bodies
and the bodies become thick, 52 concealing the joints with a lot of flesh, the face becomes
round, and their redness increases because of the cold of the air [around] them, because a
cold constitution (mizāj) causes fever. As you see, their bodies are fleshy and their colours
are white with a lot of red in their lips, fingers and legs. The characteristics of these regions
are roughness, little justice and knowledge, enmity among relatives, and a lot of
forgetfulness. 53
A third author discussing the characteristics of those peoples living in the north based on

their environmental circumstances is the Baghdadi Christian physician Ibn Buṭlān (d. 458/1066),

for example. In his slave-buying manual Risāla Jāmiʿa li-Funūn Nāfiʿa fī Shirāʾ al-Raqīq wa-Taqlīb al-

ʿAbīd (Comprehensive Treatise on the Useful Art of Buying Slaves and Examining Slaves), he
discusses the general characteristics of the peoples living in the west, east, south and north.
Concerning the northern lands he writes:

These are the lands whose people live under the constellation of Ursa [Minor] and the polestar, like the Slavs. They are broad-chested and brave, with well-padded bodies to preserve
heat. They have thin legs because of [the heat’s] flight from the extremities. They have long
lifespans due to their excellent digestion. Their women are barren, because they don’t clean
[themselves from] their menstrual blood. 54

Like al-Masʿūdī and the anonymous author of Kitāb Gharāʾib al-Funūn, Ibn Buṭlān connects

(assumed) bodily characteristics of these northern peoples to climatological circumstances in their
Savage-Smith and Rapoport (eds.), The Book of Curiosities, fols. 24b-25b. Quote on fol. 25a. For the
interpretation of burjān as Gargarians, see note 29.
52
The translation of Savage-Smith and Rapoport has ‘the humours thicken in their bodies’, but I do not see a
reason to infer the word ‘humours’ here.
53
Savage-Smith and Rapoport (eds.), The Book of Curiosities, fol. 26b. Savage-Smith and Rapoport point out that
medieval physicians regarded coldness as a cause of forgetfulness (n. 5). A similar description of people in the
cities of the ‘remote north’ is given on the preceding folio: they are very strong, while their legs are thin. They have
wide chests, ‘in order to drive away the cold by heat’ (fol. 26a). Cf. the ninth-century Persian author Aḥmad ibn
ʿUmar Ibn Rustah, Kitāb al-Aʿlāq al-Nafīsa, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1861), 101–2.
54
Ibn Buṭlān, ‘Risāla Jāmiʿa li-Funūn Nāfiʿa fī Shirāʾ al-Raqīq wa-Taqlīb al-ʿAbīd’, in Nawādir Al-Makhṭūṭāt, ed. ʿAbd
al-Salām Hārūn, vol. IV (Cairo: Shirkat Maktabat wa-Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī wa-Awlādihi, 1954), 372.
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environment: their bodies are well-padded as that is needed to conserve heat; their legs are thin
because the heat pulls away from it – presumably to the upper body.

Ibn Buṭlān also discusses specific peoples, as this is viewed as highly relevant in the slave

trade, for slaves of different ethnic backgrounds were considered to be suited for specific tasks. 55

Regarding the two peoples of the north that were most important to the Muslim world, the Turks
and the Slavs, Ibn Buṭlān writes: ‘[He who] wants [slaves] for war and bravery, takes Turks and
Slavs,’56 and, regarding ‘men of war and courage’: ‘chosen for this are the Turks and the Slavs,

because of the heat of their hearts.’ 57 Again, this ‘natural disposition’ of the northern peoples

towards bravery and war is considered to be affected by humoral theory, shown in this case by the
‘heat of their hearts’. As these three works predate the appearance of the Mongols in the Islamic

world, and thereby Muslim awareness of their existence, the Mongols are not mentioned in any of
these texts. But this was the established belief with regard to the physical and mental

characteristics of northern peoples, in accordance with environmental theory, when the Islamic

world was confronted with the Mongols in the seventh/thirteenth century. Consequently, these
were the ideas on which Mamluk-era authors built in their depictions of the Mongols.

The Mongols and Turks in Mamluk sources
As mentioned above, even in Mamluk era texts, ethnographic descriptions specifically of the

Mongols are relatively rare across genres. 58 I have found only two authors from the Mamluk

sultanate who include such information: ʿAlā al-Dīn ibn al-Nafīs (d. 687/1288) and Shams al-Dīn

Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Dhahabī (673-748/1274-1348). Ibn al-Nafīs includes an

ethnographic description of the Mongols in his theological treatise Al-Risāla al-Kāmiliyya fī al-Sīra

al-Nabawiyya (The Treatise of Kāmil on the Biography of the Prophet), al-Dhahabī does the same in

both his tarjama of Chinggis Khan in the Siyar and in his recollection of events of the year 606

(1209-10) in his Tārīkh. In the following, I discuss both authors’ ethnographic descriptions of the

Mongols. I will show how these descriptions are built on earlier Islamic scholarly tradition

depicting the northern peoples in general, and the Turks in particular. This point of departure, of a

Müller, Kunst Des Sklavenkaufs, 4–5, 43.
Ibn Buṭlān, ‘Risāla’, 352.
57
Ibn Buṭlān, 387.
58
Apparently the Mongols were likewise little discussed in contemporary European physiognomies. According to
Joseph Ziegler (‘Physiognomy, Science’, 187), Mongols appear only once in medieval European physiognomic texts.
Literary descriptions stressed ‘small stature, short legs, broad face and space between the eyes, their flat nose
(simus nasus) and their peculiar eyes’. But in the literary descriptions no physiognomic judgment is given. The only
physiognomic reference to Tartars is in Rolandus Scriptor, who discusses the flat nose, ‘related to extreme bodily
heat and moisture at the stage of organ formation’ and a sign of impetuosity and lust.
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shared northeastern background, allowed Mamluk-era authors to envision an ethnic relationship
between the Turks and the Mongols which helped them place the latter into their worldview.

Ibn al-Nafīs was a physician, Shāfiʿī jurist, and prolific writer. Scholarly literature mostly

remembers him for his contribution to the early knowledge of the pulmonary circulation, the way
in which blood is oxygenated by the lungs. 59 Ibn al-Nafīs studied medicine and a number of other

subjects in Damascus. Eventually he moved to Cairo, where he practiced medicine. Apart from a

vast number of medical texts, Ibn al-Nafīs also produced several other works, including Al-Risāla al-

Kāmiliyya, which he wrote before 673/1274, the date on the oldest extant manuscript. 60 Especially

since an edition and translation were published by Max Meyerhof and Joseph Schacht in 1968, it has

been studied from a number of perspectives; that of apocalyptic literature, its legitimisation of

Mamluk rule in general and Baybars in particular, and as part of a religious debate on Sufism. 61
The treatise relates the story of Kāmil, a man who has spontaneously come to life on a

deserted island, being the product of clay and heat. Ibn al-Nafīs was clearly familiar with the earlier
work by Ibn Ṭufayl (d. 581/1185), Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān, which is built on the same premise. Nahyan

Fancy argues that it is a direct response to it, attacking its mix of falsafa (a philosophical-theological
system based on Greek thought) and rational mysticism, and particularly the belief in the self-

sufficiency of reason for discovering theological truths. 62 In both works, the protagonist is born

from clay and discovers the sciences and God by means of reason. But while his predecessor was
concerned only with Ḥayy’s discovery of science and himself, and particularly with his spiritual
development, Ibn al-Nafīs’ treatise takes another direction. 63 Ibn al-Nafīs’ focus lies on Islamic

Although he did indeed challenge long-held Galenic contentions on the subject, this idea of a ‘circulation’ is a
misrepresentation of his work: what he describes is a pulmonary transit, in which only a small amount of blood is
mixed with air in order to create spirit, and in which the right ventricle does not beat. This theory was strongly
connected to a larger metaphysical/theological debate on the understanding of the soul. Fancy, Science and
Religion, 96–111.
60
Fancy, 1–27; Remke Kruk, ‘History and Apocalypse: Ibn al-Nafîs’ Justification of Mamluk Rule’, Der Islam;
Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur des islamischen Orients 72, no. 2 (1995): 324–25; Max Meyerhof and Joseph
Schacht, eds., The Theologus Autodidactus of Ibn Al-Nafīs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 1–37. Ibn al-Nafīs’
conclusions on the pulmonary circulation received little attention, however, with seemingly only two
eighth/fourteenth-century Arabic physicians aware of it. Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine,
47.
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Kruk, ‘History and Apocalypse’; Fancy, Science and Religion; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 235–39.
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Fancy, Science and Religion, 36–68.
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For an elaborate analysis of the differences between these texts and their meanings, see Fancy, 40–50. Note
that, according to Fancy (99), Ibn al-Nafīs is not opposed to proving certain matters, like the existence of prophets,
rationally, but he does object against the notion that reason is sufficient to arrive at answers to theological
questions. Revelation is required for that, which is symbolized in the text by the arrival. Fancy also points to
interesting differences between Ibn Ṭufayl’s and Ibn al-Nafīs’ descriptions of the generation of their respective
protagonists from clay, and how these differences relate to Ibn al-Nafīs’ new physiology.
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history; a history that Kāmil also discovers by means of reason. According to Kāmil, all

developments of Islamic history, when approached with reason, are inevitable. The life of the

Prophet plays a key role here, as is hinted at in the text’s title. He also discusses the contemporary
situation of the Islamic world, which was at the time overrun by Mongol forces, and the End of
Times. This treatise, then, has a number of different functions. Not only is it a response to Ibn

Ṭufayl, it also serves to explain the current situation of the Islamic world, as well as describing the
future apocalypse and legitimating the rule of the Mamluk sultan Baybars. 64

The ethnic description of the Mongols appears in the discussion of the contemporary

situation of the Islamic world. After the treatise’s protagonist Kāmil has deduced that there is a God,
a true religion, prophets, and a last prophet, he states that it was also inevitable that the believers
would sin. In particular the consumption of wine and homosexual intercourse (al-liwāṭ) will

become rampant. 65 Kāmil then concludes that, like these sins, the resulting punishment of this

community is inevitable. The question is what this punishment should be. He concludes it will have

to be bloodshed coming from without, for:

[I]t is inevitable that a punishment will befall this community [of Muslims] for the
abundance of their sins [blank in ms]. This punishment cannot be allowed to consist of
being swallowed up by the earth or a deluge or something of the like, for that would show
the severity of God the Exalted’s anger and it is contrary to the great magnificence of this
prophet (saws) for it is possible that his community is respected by God the Exalted.
Therefore it is inevitable that this punishment will be by means of bloodshed and the like
There has been discussion in scholarly literature about the exact purpose of this text. Remke Kruk has described
the fourth part of the treatise as apocalyptic, but Fancy (Science and Religion, 67) voices some doubts about this
identification, stating that the fact that one of the surviving manuscripts, produced in the time of Ibn al-Nafīs,
leaves out the fourth part, which starts with the death of the prophet, indicates that ‘Ibn al-Nafīs’s own
contemporaries were not reading his text as an apocalyptic treatise’. Fancy reads a direct attack at Sufis in the key
role played by these particular two vices, homosexual intercourse and the consumption. He also points out that
Ibn Taymiyya has made similar claims against this group of Sufis, holding them responsible for the Mongol
conquests (66). While he states that he does not discount the possibility that there was an apocalyptic meaning to
the fourth part, he does see Al-Risāla al-Kāmiliyya as primarily aimed against these Sufis (67–68). Although his
argument regarding the wine and al-liwāṭ, is interesting, the apocalyptic part of the text is significantly longer than
that, making it likely that there is more to it than just the criticism against Sufis. While he makes a convincing case
for the latter element in the treatise as a whole, Fancy here undervalues the possibility that this text has more
than one purpose. The legitimation of Baybars’ reign, for instance, is also an important element (see below and
Kruk, ‘History and Apocalypse’, 331–35; Denise Aigle, The Mongol Empire between Myth and Reality. Studies in
Anthropological History [Leiden: Brill, 2015], 235–37). Nor does Fancy’s analysis offer a reason for the elaborate
description of the ‘punishing infidels’ discussed below.
65
Meyerhof and Schacht, Theologus Autodidactus, 65; ٣٩-٤٠. The European numerals indicate the translation, the
Arabic numerals the edition contained in the same volume. The translations quoted in this chapter are my own.
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which does not decrease the dignity [gap – presumably something regarding ‘the prophet’,
JvdB] and this killing has to come from infidels. 66

The deterioration of the religious community and a subsequent external threat is a recurrent theme
in both Christian and Muslim apocalyptic texts. 67 The question, then, is who the infidels threatening

the sinful Muslim community might – or even must – be, according to Ibn al-Nafīs. He states that it

is imperative that they do not belong to any religious community whatsoever, for in that case their
success could be attributed to their faith:

They will be this way if they belong to those whom the message [of the prophet] has not
fully reached yet. That means that they are from the extremities of the earth and remote
from the civilisation found in the temperate lands. (…) It is inevitable that they come from
the northern extremes, for because of their extreme cold, the people of these regions are
courageous and strong-hearted and merciless. (…) It is inevitable that these infidels come
from a people of open country, since townspeople are less courageous. They must have big
chests and heads, thin lower [limbs], narrow eyes, and big backsides. Concerning the large
size of their upper [limbs], this is because of the abundance of heat inside them due to the
extreme cold of their climate, and therefore their lower [limbs] must be slightly thin. And
this is also because these characteristics are the characteristics of the courageous, and
therefore the constitution of the lion 68 is like this [as well]. Regarding the narrowness of
their eyes, this is because of the great amount of moisture in their brains, due to the lack of
dissolution of [this moisture] owing to the severity of the cold, and it is because of this that
they have flat noses. About the largeness of their backsides, this is caused by their frequent
horse-riding from an early age onwards, for there are many horses in these areas and
because they are steppe dwellers they travel around a great deal, and they do so by horse. 69

In addition, these infidels will not be able to seize all the lands of Islam, for this would lead to the
extinction of the faith. Hence their dominion of lands close to their own (i.e. excluding Syria and

Egypt). Furthermore, since they themselves do not have a religion, the conquered peoples will not
adopt another faith. On the contrary, these infidels will convert to Islam, adding to the number of
believers.

Meyerhof and Schacht, 65–66; ٤٠-٤١.
Kruk, ‘History and Apocalypse’, 331; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 236.
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‘Physiognomy in Islam’, 379–81. Something similar appears in description of the Turks by Ibn Ḥassūl (d. 450/1058),
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Although Ibn al-Nafīs never mentions specific individuals, groups or historical events, his

elaborate description of these implementers of God’s punishment leaves only one possible

candidate: the Mongols. They come from the northeast, have a steppe background, are known for

their horse-riding skills, and so on. More importantly, however (for there are other candidates for
this, such as the Turks), is the way the conquests of the Islamic lands lbn al-Nafīs describes

correspond to contemporary historical events. After first conquering the Islamic areas in Central

Asia (‘the lands close to their own’), the Mongols infamously sacked Baghdad in 656/1258, and then
moved into Syria, where they were stopped by the Mamluk army at ʿAyn Jalūt in 658/1260. The
conversion of some Mongols to Islam also rings true: Ibn al-Nafīs is most likely referring to the

Golden Horde here, whose leader Berke had converted to Islam in the 650s/1250s – conversion

among the Ilkhanids did not start until the turn of the century, several decades after Ibn al-Nafīs

wrote his treatise. 70 The notion of the Mongols as God’s punishment is, incidentally, not exclusive to
Ibn al-Nafīs. It is also found, for instance, in an anecdote related by al-Nuwayrī. 71

While these infidels may be punishment for the people’s sins, this does not mean that they

should not be battled. Accordingly, a strong army and a sultan to lead them are required. In order

for this sultan to be able to successfully fight these infidels, he must be courageous and be known by
the people as such, in addition to being cruel and merciless. Therefore,

he cannot come from townspeople, for they are far from such characteristics, so it is
inevitable that he comes from the steppe people, from strong-hearted and courageous
steppe people that is, so he must come from the north – like we said – from the northeast,
moreover. (…) So, this sultan must come from the lands of these infidels or from lands close
to them. 72

Meyerhof and Schacht, 33–34.
A preacher from Konya, relates al-Nuwayrī, went out to the Mongol commander Bayjū, who was besieging the
city, to offer ransom. As Bayjū is out hunting, he speaks to his wife instead, and they have a conversation about
Islam and the question who is most beloved by God, the Mongols or the Muslims. Bayjū’s wife then asks: ‘If you
are better in His eyes than we are, how come that we were victorious over you?’ The preacher then states that the
Muslims no longer deserved God’s protection: ‘He became angry with us and hit us with your swords and punished
us by your hands’ (Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:239–40). A brief reference to the idea of the Mongols as God’s
punishment is also found in ʿAlā al-Dīn ʿAṭā Malik Juvaynī, Genghis Khan. The History of the World Conqueror, trans.
J.A. Boyle (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), 24–25. See also Ulrich Haarmann, ‘Mongols and
Mamluks: Forgotten Villains and Heroes of Arab History’, in Crisis and Memory in Islamic Societies. Proceedings of
the Third Summer Academy of the Working Group Modernity and Islam Held at the Orient Institute of the German
Oriental Society in Beirut, ed. Angelika Neuwirth and Andreas Pflitsch (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag in Kommission,
2001), 169, who also points out that Ibn al-Nafīs is trying to explain the status quo of his time. On the topic of the
Mongols as a divine punishment, see also Biran, Chinggis Khan, 112–13. In Europe, the arrival of the Mongols was
also regarded by some as a sign of the impending apocalypse or as a form of divine punishment. Jackson, Mongols
and the West, 142–47.
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Ibn al-Nafīs’ assertion that the sultan who can defeat the infidels must have a similar, if not the
same, background as they do, is intriguing. The sultan Ibn al-Nafīs is describing here is clearly

Baybars, 73 who played a major role in the defeat of the Mongols at the battle of ʿAyn Jālūt. Ibn al-

Nafīs attempts to justify this sultan’s reign and Mamluk rule in general by making them a factor in a
predestined course of history in which they fight the infidel Mongol enemy. In this, he cleverly

employs Baybars’ less popular characteristics by making them incumbent on whomever is to defeat
these infidels, the feared Mongols. 74 According to Ibn al-Nafīs, the ethnic background of Baybars,

who was a Kipchak Turk, needs to be very similar to that of the Mongols. He thus connects the

(mostly) Turkish Mamluk ruling elite to their primary enemy, and emphasises their shared ethnic
background through ethnography.

The ethnographic description of the Mongols given by al-Dhahabī is based on the work of

the Iraqi physician and polymath Muwaffaq al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Laṭīf ibn Yūsuf al-Baghdādī (557-

629/1162–1231). 75 As mentioned above, al-Dhahabī includes it in both his tarjama of Chinggis

Khan in the Siyar and in his recollection of events of the year 606 (1209-10) in his Tārīkh, when
discussing events in Central Asia. Al-Dhahabī, following al-Baghdādī, describes the Mongols as

follows:

In comparison with the Turks (bi-l-nisba ilā al-turk), [they have] broad faces and wide
chests, slight backsides (khifāf al-aʿjāz), thin limbs, and are of brown colour. They move fast,
in body and insight (raʾy). Word of the [different] peoples (umam) has reached them, but
word on them had not reached them [i.e. the other peoples]. Rarely can a spy take position
among them, because a foreigner does not look like them. 76

Meyerhof and Schacht, 33–34; Kruk, ‘History and Apocalypse’, 324–324, n. 5; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 237.
Meyerhof and Schacht, Theologus Autodidactus, 34. Aigle points to the contrast between the legitimisation
strategies found in the idealising royal biographies and this text, and shows how Ibn al-Nafīs’ text is connected to
Baybars’ epigraphy in which he is described as the ‘Alexander of [his] time’ (iskandar al-zamān) – a clearly
eschatological reference. Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 233–37.
75
On him, see N. Peter Joosse, ‘Abd al-Laṭīf al-Baghdādī”’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, ed. Kate Fleet et al.
(Brill Online, 2018), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_24150. On al-Dhahabī’s use of al-Baghdādī as
a source, see Joseph de Somogyi, ‘Adh-Dhahabi’s “Ta’rikh al-Islam” as an Authority on the Mongol Invasion of the
Caliphate’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 68, no. 4 (1936): 595–604.
76
Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām wa-Wafayāt alMashāhīr wa-l-Aʿlām, ed. Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf, vol. XIII (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 2003), 19. See also
Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ, ed. Bashshār
ʿAwwād Maʿrūf and Muḥyī Hilāl al-Sirḥān, vol. XXII (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risāla, 1985), 226–27. The latter version
differs slightly: the comparison with the Turks is not made, and it is only stated that ‘they move fast’, without
further specification.
73
74

68

This description was likely included in one of al-Baghdādī’s now lost works, to which al-Dhahabī

apparently did still have access. 77

But how did these authors acquire this information? Joseph de Somogyi has argued that al-

Baghdādī actually came into contact with the Mongols. 78 If true, that would likely have influenced
his description of them; preset images competing with concrete experiences. 79 Nonetheless, it is

evident that he was strongly influenced by existing notions of the ethnic characteristics of northern
peoples, specifically Turks. In the case of Ibn al-Nafīs, the same reliance on earlier ethnographic

ideas is visible. Two factors account for this: first, the lack of specific (ethnographic) information
available on the Mongols, and second, the strong relationship these and contemporary authors
perceived between the Mongols and the Turks.

Regarding the first factor, both authors were relatively early with their reports: al-Baghdādī

wrote his sketch of the Mongol invaders between 625/1227 and his death in 629/1231; 80 Ibn al-

Nafīs authored his treatise before 673/1274, which is fairly early in the Mamluk-Mongol relations.

After all, diplomatic relations with the Golden Horde had not been established until the early 1260s,
the same decade in which the Mamluks first battled the Ilkhanids. Ibn al-Nafīs was thus one of the
earliest Mamluk-era authors writing on the Mongols. As such, he and al-Baghdādī had few, if any,

earlier authorities to rely upon for ethnographic material on the Mongols.

At the beginning of this chapter, I quoted al-Dimashqī’s statement that the Mongols ‘were

not mentioned on the tongues of the people’. The lack of older information is similarly evident in alBaghdādī’s text when he writes that ‘word of the [different] peoples (umam) has reached them, but
word on them had not reached them [i.e. the other peoples].’ 81 De Somogyi read this as relating to
spying, and why it is difficult for outsiders to spy on the Mongols. However, al-Baghdādī’s word
choice suggests a meaning closer to al-Dimashqī’s statement. His use of the term umam (sing.

umma) implies ‘peoples, nations’, rather than ‘people, inhabitants’, which would be suggested by
terms as al-nās or ahl (al-balad). These terms he does use, later in the same fragment, when

describing actual Mongol attacks. His initial remark on the challenges of spying on the Mongols, too,
appears to primarily emphasise the vast (physical) differences between the Mongols and any

foreigner wishing to spy on them.

Somogyi, ‘Adh-Dhahabi’s “Ta’rikh al-Islam”’, 597.
Somogyi, 597.
79
See Beller, ‘Perception’.
80
Somogyi, ‘Adh-Dhahabi’s “Ta’rikh al-Islam”’, 598.
81
al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:19. See also al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:226–27.
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In order to provide an ethnographic description in the absence of existing information, al-

Baghdādī and Ibn al-Nafīs both make use of older traditions regarding northern peoples, especially

the Turks. There are numerous parallels to be found. Ibn Buṭlān, for instance, described the people

of the north as ‘broad-chested and brave, with well-padded bodies to preserve heat. They have thin
legs because of [the heat’s] flight from the extremities.’ 82 This quotation concerned all peoples of
the north – Ibn Buṭlān mentioned the Slavs as an example – but similar descriptions were more

specifically applied to Turkic peoples. As Yehoshua Frenkel has pointed out, Turks were described

in these earlier sources as ‘broad-faced people with small eyes’. 83 Naturally, some of these things
are rather to be expected: compared to most of the local population of the medieval Middle East,

steppe peoples did have broad faces and narrow eyes, after all. 84 However, when Ibn al-Nafīs’ and

al-Baghdādī’s/al-Dhahabī’s descriptions of the Mongols are compared to the earlier images of the

Turks, the similarities are umistakeable. Table 1.2 below shows an overview of the characteristics

ascribed to the northern peoples in general and the Turkic peoples in particular by the selection of
authors discussed above, compared to the ethnographic descriptions of the Mongols given by Ibn
al-Nafīs and al-Baghdādī/al-Dhahabī.

Ibn Buṭlān, ‘Risāla’, 372.
Frenkel, ‘The Turks’, 223. Frenkel (223 n. 122) also noted the similarities between these descriptions of the Turks
and the physiognomical depictions found in Ibn al-Nafīs.
84
In Florence, where there were many so-called Tartar slaves in the late Middle Ages, Mongol/Turkic eyes were
also a recurring element in descriptions. As Epstein points out, while the ethnic group designated as ‘Tartars’ by
the Florentines ‘was a constructed identity and contained a lot of variety’, it did mainly consist of Turkic peoples.
The eyes of the members of this group were frequently described as ‘concave’, which presumably suggested they
were ‘slanted’ or ‘hooded’ as well. Flat noses were also an element that stood out in these ‘Tartar’ faces for the
Florentines. Steven A. Epstein, Speaking of Slavery. Color, Ethnicity, and Human Bondage in Italy (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2001), 108–10.
82
83

70

Broad chest
Wide/round face
Thin legs
Supple bodies
Narrow eyes
Big backside

x
x
x

x (N)
x (N)
x (N)

x

x

x

x (big head)

x

Bravery

x

War/bloodshed
Roughness
Merciless

x

Forgetfulness
Lack of knowledge
Enmity between
kin/lack of kinship

x (stupidity)

Mongols in al-Baghdādī (Iraq,
written between 625/1227
and 629/1231)/al-Dhahabī
(Syria, 673/1274-748/1348)

x

x

x

x

x

x
x (? fast

moving)

x

Slight backside
Redness/whiteness

Mongols in Ibn al-Nafīs
(Egypt, written before
673/1274)

Turks/northerners (N) in
Book of Curiosities (Egypt,
11th/12th century CE)

Turks/northerners (N) in Ibn
Buṭlān (Iraq, d. 458/1066)

Turks in al-Masʿūdī (Iraq, d.
345/956)
Thick, fleshy bodies

x
x

x
x (N)
x

x (N)
x

x

x

brown!

x

x
x

Table 1.2. Ethnic characteristics of northern peoples/Turks and Mongols in five medieval Islamic sources.
Descriptions in Ibn Buṭlān and the Book of Curiosities pertaining to northern peoples in general rather than
Turks specifically are indicated with (N).

Both the Turks (and the northern peoples more generally) are described as harsh and prone

to fighting, they have big bodies and wide faces, big torsos and thin legs, and these characteristics –

both the physical and the psychological – are caused by the cold that is prevalent in their lands, and
the heat that is consequently present inside of them. The characteristics that earlier authors
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attributed to the northern peoples in general and to the Turks in particular are echoed in Ibn al-

Nafīs’ description of the Mongols – although his assertion that they have big backsides due to their
frequent horse-riding appears to be unique. Similarly, al-Baghdādī describes wide chests, broad
faces, and thin legs. He departs, however, from the description of the northerners/Turks as

(reddish) white, but rather describes them as brown (sumr). He also pays attention to the Mongols’

posteriors, but according to him they had ‘slight buttocks’ rather than the large ones posited by Ibn
al-Nafīs.

Al-Baghdādī mentioned the lack of information available on the Mongols, but Ibn al-Nafīs –

unlike his contemporary al-Dimashqī – did not. Did he have the former’s work at his disposal? It is
possible, especially given their shared medical interests, but unlikely, in light of the differences

between the two texts. Despite al-Baghdādī’s description of Mongol chests, limbs and faces, the
picture he paints diverges from the traditional depiction of northerners or Turks: rather than

having a ruddy skin colour, the Mongols are said to be brown of skin – given the general agreement
on northerners’ skin colour in the sources, this might well be an instant were a preset image was

overruled by actual experience. Their diverging descriptions of Mongol backsides, especially given
Ibn al-Nafīs’ added detail of the causative function of horseback riding in that regard, support the
idea of independent texts, whose authors built on existing ideas about the northern peoples

independently. Lastly, there is another difference between the roles that the Mongol relationship

with the Turks plays. In the section of al-Baghdādī that was incorporated by al-Dhahabī, he does not
explicitly mention any such relationship. In one of the two versions, however, he states that the

Mongols look like this ‘in comparison to the Turks’: in his description as a whole he clearly places
the Mongols in the wider group northern group, but then chooses to emphasise that these

perceived northern characteristics are apparently even more conspicuous in the Mongols than in
the Turks. While thus connecting the two groups, he thereby simultaneously separates them to a
certain extent.

In the case of Ibn al-Nafīs, however, the Turkish-Mongol connection is even stronger. Given

the fact that his description of the Mongols appears to be independent from other texts, it would
seem that he simply transferred the older, Turkish stereotype to this new steppe people that

appeared in the Muslim world. As a physician, he was intimately acquainted with humoral theory
and its supposed effects on peoples’ characteristics. 85 And after all, the Turks originated from the
same steppes where the Mongols came from, and in the early days of the Islamic empire, these
The influence of humoral theory is also evident in the story of Kāmil’s origination. Meyerhof and Schacht,
Theologus Autodidactus, ٤-٥.
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nomadic ‘barbarians’ had posed a threat to the settled societies of the Muslim world, like the

Mongols did now: these ‘courageous horse riders with big backsides’ had predecessors in the bigbodied, broad-faced, narrow-eyed nomadic Turks whom the Abbasid caliphs once had to contend

with. Confronted with a new group of people, which Ibn al-Nafīs wished to describe and make sense
of, he introduced new, albeit recycled, information about them.

Such an addition of ‘new’, adjusted information to older knowledge is a logical response to

developing demands, as is well illustrated by means of the various slave-buying manuals available
for the Mamluk period. Given the presence of significant numbers of Mongol slaves in the Mamluk

sultanate (see chapter 5), this was one of the genres in which I had initially expected to find ethnic

descriptions of the Mongols. This was however not the case. Hans Müller points out that the various

slave-buying manuals he studied are strongly dependent on one another, which was not uncommon
in the writing traditions of the medieval Islamic world. However, says Müller, that does not mean,

‘that some authors did not create and add new elements’. 86 He does not go into the whens and whys

of these additions, although he does point them out in cases that are very clearly dependent on one
another. A noteworthy case is that of the dependency chain of the aforementioned Ibn Buṭlān, the
anonymous Al-Taḥqīq fī Shirāʾ al-Raqīq (written before 650/1252), a text by al-Amshāṭī (d.

902/1496) and one by Kınalızade (916-79/1510-72). The latter two both base themselves on the

anonymous text, as Müller has shown. 87 The author of Al-Taḥqīq based himself 88 on Ibn Buṭlān but
adds the Persians, the Franks and the Kurds to the peoples already discussed by Ibn Buṭlān. Al-

Amshāṭī, writing in Cairo in 883/1478, in turn added the Circassians to the peoples found in the

anonymous Al-Taḥqīq fī Shirāʾ al-Raqīq. 89 The Ottoman scholar Kınalızade, writing in 972/1564,
used the anonymous text as well (and not al-Amshāṭī’s) and added the Bosnians, Hungarians,

Albanians, Russians, Georgians, Circassians, Mingrelians, and Abkhazians to Anonymous’ list.

Kınalızade, however, also includes some information on the Mongols, based in part on Ibn al-Athīr,

which Müller has argued was likely derived from Anonymous: a page in that manuscript appears to
be missing. 90

Müller, Kunst Des Sklavenkaufs, 222.
Müller, 109–11, 182.
88
Given the fact that the vast majority of medieval Arabic texts were written by men, I will use the masculine in
referring to this anonymous author.
89
Hannah Barker (‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade, 1260-1500’ [Columbia University,
2014], 69) writes that al-Amshāṭī, in addition to the Circassians, added the Daylamites, the Sind and the Zaranj.
These are already found in Al-Taḥqīq, however, on f. 35, f. 43, and f. 45 respectively.
90
Müller, Kunst Des Sklavenkaufs, 128 nn. 1, 182, 185.
86
87
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What immediately stands out in the additions to this chain of dependency – and is also

perfectly logical – is that authors added on peoples that were important to their time and

circumstances. Ibn Buṭlān, who was from Baghdad and died in Antioch in 458/1066 had no reason
to be interested in the Franks or the Kurds: neither of them were particularly relevant at the time.
For the author of Al-Taḥqīq, writing in the mid-seventh/thirteenth century, at a time when the

Crusader states were still present and under Ayyubid reign, this was very different. Al-Amshāṭī

wrote at a time when most Mamluk sultans were of Circassian stock, and for the Ottoman

Kınalızade the peoples added were of importance to the Ottoman Empire, but virtually irrelevant to
his predecessors. And although the text is no longer there to prove it, Anonymous likely similarly
added some information on the Mongols, who had made their first incursions into Islamic lands

during his lifetime. One might wonder on the absence of the Mongols in the text by al-Amshāṭī: after

all, while Al-Taḥqīq was written before the Mongol incursions into the Middle East, al-Amshāṭī’s text
postdates it by more than two centuries. Moreover, Mongol slaves were not uncommon in the first
Mamluk period. However, the absence of the Mongols in al-Amshāṭī’s text may be connected with

the shift away from Mongol slaves in the Mamluk empire in the late eighth/fourteenth century due
to a decline in availability. 91

Al-Dimashqī similarly does not mention the Mongols among the descriptions of people of

various regions that he included in his physiognomical work Kitāb al-Siyāsa fī ʿIlm al-Firāsa –

although he similarly fails to include the Turks in his list of men from various countries. 92 Yet he

was certainly concerned with the Mongols, and integrated them into his text in a different manner.

He discusses little of the Crusades – or as he would have called it, the Frankish incursions – be it on
the eastern Mediterranean coast or in Andalusia. 93 In contrast, the Mongols appear to have been

more at the forefront of his mind, and when referring to areas or cities taken by the Mongols will
mention it. For instance, when he discusses Merw, ‘an old city’, he writes: ‘She was of such

greatness that the Tatars (tatār) killed 700,000 men and women there.’ 94 Taking into account that
al-Dimashqī lived between ca. 647/1250 and 727/1327 – the height of Mongol incursions into the

Muslim world – this is not surprising. He consequently integrates the Mongols into the existing

Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 135–36.
He does mention Turkish women, who apparently ‘are the best in sexual intercourse until [the age of] 25 and
then the abundance of the milk becomes apparent [i.e. they are good for nursing]’. Shams al-Dīn al-ʾAnsāri alDimashqī, Kitāb al-Siyāsa fī ʿIlm al-Firāsa (Cairo: Al-Maṭbaʿa al-Kulliyya bi-l-Sikka al-Jadīda, 1914), 12.
93
See for instance al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 213, 242.
94
al-Dimashqī, 225. Similar references can be found in his discussion of Armenia (189), or even the swelling
population of Cairo (230).
91
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framework of peoples, and ethnographic ideas on them, by classifying them among the Turkic
peoples he discusses.

When discussing the various peoples of the world in his geography, al-Dimashqī has them

organised by descent from Sham, Ham or Japheth, and categorises the Mongols among the Turkic

peoples, whom he describes in general as having a hard heart, a natural ferocity, and a perverted

mind. 95 The Mongols are listed following a number of Turkish tribes, ending with the Kipchaks, and
are followed by Gog and Magog, ‘who also belong to the Turks’. 96 After his statement that little is

known about the Mongols, al-Dimashqī turns to a short historical overview of the Mongol conquests
of Muslims lands, laying waste to them and killing the people they came across, after which ‘God
sent an army from Egypt, consisting of the Turks we just mentioned and he rendered them

victorious’. 97 This last turn of phrase may appear somewhat confusing: the Mongols are listed

among the Turks, yet were defeated by the ‘aforementioned Turks’. I suspect that al-Dimashqī

means, specifically, the Kipchak Turks here, whom he discussed just prior to the Mongols. This is
especially likely given the importance of Kipchak mamluks within the Mamluk sultanate in this

period, an ethnic group to which Baybars himself also belonged. 98 He clearly considers the Mongols

to be closely related ethnically to the Turkish Mamluks who defeated them, having similar courage
and ferocity. Concluding his section on the Turks in general, al-Dimashqī lists some of their

perceived talents, including knowledge of horses, divination, and the production of bows and
arrows.

Although he does not specifically list the Mongols in his description of the characteristics of

the inhabitants of the excessively cold and humid sixth clime, his earlier inclusion of them among

the Turks – as well as his assertion that these traits are shared by the other people in the area –

shows that his description applies to the newly appeared Mongols as well. The peoples are called
‘the ruddy’, are white, and they are like wild animals (ka-l-wuḥūsh). They are not concerned with
anything but warfare, killing and hunting, and they have no knowledge of Revelation. 99

Al-Dimashqī and Ibn al-Nafīs were certainly not the only Muslim authors to regard the

Mongols and the Turks as closely related, as David Ayalon and others have shown. Ayalon pointed

out that the Mongols were ‘considered by the Muslim sources as Turks, or as belonging to the same
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 262.
al-Dimashqī, 265.
97
al-Dimashqī, 265.
98
Halperin, ‘The Kipchak Connection: The Ilkhans, the Mamluks, and Ayn Jalut’, 232.
99
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 275.
95
96
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race as the Turk, or as very close relatives of the Turk’. 100 Elsewhere, he calls attention to the fact

that the Persian author Rashīd al-Dīn, who was in the service of the Ilkhanids, similarly considered

the Mongols and Turks to be ethnically related. But Rashīd al-Dīn also wrote that ‘there is yet much
difference and dissimilarity between them’ 101 – much like al-Baghdādī’s idea. The earlier historian

Ibn al-Athīr, too, regarded the Mongols and Turks as ethnically affiliated. 102 This notion was widely
shared by the authors of the Mamluk sultanate – the vast majority of whom were themselves Arab

Syrians and Egyptians and therefore of different ethnic background than the Mamluk rulers about

whom they wrote. The Mongols are frequently classified as being a subgroup of the ‘Turks’, as by alDimashqī. Other authors are even more explicit, such as the Syrian annalist Abū Shāma, who relates
the conquest of Erbil in 634/1237 by ‘the infidels among the Turks, and they are the Tatars (al-

kuffār min al-turk wa-hum al-tātār)’, 103 or al-Dhahabī, who describes the Mongols as ‘a kind of
Turks’ (wa-hum nūʿ min al-turk). 104

The perceived relationship between the Turks and the Mongols was not only based on their

shared backgrounds and corresponding environmental influences on their constitutions, but also

on their descent from Noah’s son Japheth. Al-Dimashqī uses this to group the Mongols and various
Turkic peoples together, and this genealogy is also used by, for instance, Badr al-Dīn Maḥmūd ibn

Aḥmad al-ʿAynī (762-855/1361-51). 105 Some scholars have described this tendency as part of a

strategy of ‘monotheisation’, giving Chinggis Khan and the rise of the Mongols ‘an Islamic tinge’. 106
100
Ayalon, ‘The European-Asiatic Steppe’, 48. However, Ayalon’s claim that the attitude of the Muslims towards
these steppe peoples was positive, and that the Mongols inclusion in this category ‘implied their ultimate
conversion to that religion’ and an eventual absorption and Islamisation of these attackers (48) is problematic.
With the benefit of hindsight, we know that this was indeed the outcome, but at the time the definitive Mongol
choice for an established religion remained uncertain for decades. Different Mongol rulers inclined to different
religions, from traditional Mongol Shamanism to Nestorian Christianity, and from Buddhism to Islam (Morgan, The
Mongols; Saunders, Mongol Conquests; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 107–20). The Mongols of the Golden Horde
ultimately became Muslim and so did the Ilkhānid Mongols. This outcome, however, was not at all clear from the
outset. For instance, in a letter from Baybars to Berke Khan, which has survived in the work of Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, he
voices his concerns about Hülegü’s ‘establishing the religion of the Cross’ on account of his Christian wife (Ibn ʿAbd
al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 89).
101
Ayalon, “The Great Yāsa (Part C2),” 149–150. Translation by Ayalon. See also Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 34–35.
On Rashīd al-Dīn’s writing on the Mongols, see Morgan, ‘Persian Perceptions’, 208–10; Peter Jackson, The Mongols
and the Islamic World. From Conquest to Conversion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 26–28.
102
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Shihāb al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Ismāʿīl Abū Shāma, Tarājim Rijāl al-Qarnayn al-Sādis wa al-Sābiʿ al-Maʿrūf bi-lDhayl ʿalā al-Rawḍatayn, ed. Muḥammad Zāhid bin al-Ḥasan al-Kawtharī (Cairo: Dār al-Kutub al-Malikiyya, 1947),
165.
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al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:290.
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al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 19–22; al-ʿAynī, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 3–4. On the medieval Islamic ideas descent of
the Turks from Japheth, see Frenkel, ‘The Turks’, 225.
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Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 34–39; Biran, Chinggis Khan, 114–15.
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In the case of the examples they give of the attempts to Islamise the Mongol origin story (see

chapter 2) by Persian authors, this is convincing. In the case of the descent from Japheth, however,
it is not. According to these authors, all peoples in the world can trace their lineage back to one of
Noah’s sons – their religious affiliation, or lack thereof, is irrelevant. By tracing the Mongols’

descent to Japheth, these Muslim authors – whether Persians writing in the Ilkhanate, or Syrians

and Egyptians writing in the Mamluk sultanate – were simply placing them into their worldview as
a whole.

Clearly, there was a general consensus among authors in the Muslim world at this time that

the Turks and Mongols were ethnically related. This connection between the Turks in general and
the Mongols is pursued further in the linkage of the Mamluk ruling elite and the Mongols. The

Mamluk elite consisted primarily of (former) slaves (and their descendants), originally imported

from various lands, albeit overwhelmingly from various Turkic areas in the first Mamluk period. 107

Their Arabic contemporaries generally considered them ‘Turks’, and Mamluk rule was often

referred to as dawlat al-atrāk (‘the dynasty/state of the Turks’). The terminology even stuck when

the definitely non-Turkish Circassian Mamluks took over. 108 This would suggest that contemporary

authors should also see an ethnic relationship between the Mamluk rulers of Egypt and Syria – after
all, they are considered Turks – and the Mongols. That this was indeed the case has already become

clear from Ibn al-Nafīs’ Al-Risāla al-Kāmiliyya, but there are numerous other examples. Frequently
quoted, by contemporaries and modern scholars alike, are the words of Abū Shāma, who wrote:

‘The strange thing is that the Mongols were defeated and destroyed by sons of their own people of

the Turks (bi-abnāʾ jinsihim min al-turk)’. This idea was emphasised in the lines of poetry he added,
which were similarly much cited, and which ended in the clever play on words that ‘for everything
there is a bane of its own kind (min jinsihi)’. 109 Al-ʿUmarī likewise points to the importance of

Turkish mamluks from the Golden Horde area to the Egyptian army, who ‘fought for Islam against
their kin and the people of their ethnicity (jihādihim aqāribihim wa-ahl jinsihim)’ 110 – a victory

considered to have been of the utmost importance, for otherwise the Islamic umma would have

Only ‘white’ slaves could become mamluks. David Ayalon, ‘Mamlūkiyyāt: (A) A First Attempt to Evaluate the
Mamlūk Military System’, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 (1980): 324. See also Lewis, Race and Color, 38,
64–65, 69–80.
108
Ayalon, ‘The European-Asiatic Steppe’, 47–48; Yosef, ‘Dawlat al-atrāk’, 390–91.
109
Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 208. He is quoted by, among others, Quṭb al-Dīn Mūsā ibn Muḥammad al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl
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been broken. 111 Authors from the first Mamluk period thus saw an evident connection between

Mongols and Turks, and therefore between Mongols and Mamluks, with the latter acting as
protectors of the Islamic world against the menace of the former.

Conclusion
When the Mongols arrived in the Islamic world, unexpectedly and violently, contemporary authors
made sense of them by categorising them into the ethnic category of Turks. This was a widespread

notion, both inside and outside the Mamluk sultanate. The idea of an ethnic relationship between

the Turks and the Mongols was seen in both their shared descent from Noah’s son Japheth, inspired
by religious tradition, as well as in the originally Greek environmental theories on the effect of

climes and humours. By including the Mongols in these two important aspects of the categorisation

of the world and its peoples in the Islamic tradition, Mamluk-era authors could incorporate this

new people into their worldview – where they came from, in any case, but occasionally also why

they came, as Ibn al-Nafīs’ treatise exemplifies. He not only fits the Mongols into his geographic and
ethnic worldview, but also in the larger scheme of history.

The connection between the Mongols and the Turks similarly allowed Islamic authors to

determine the basic characteristics – or, as we now look at it, stereotypes – of the Mongols. Both

came originally from the northeast Eurasian steppes and, according to the environmental theories,

the climatological conditions there caused them to be courageous and adept at war – and therefore
excellent candidates for military slavery – but the northern peoples tended to be regarded as

merciless and rough as well. Through the effect of the cold and humidity on their humours, these

peoples reportedly also developed their distinctive appearance of wide chests, slight limbs, narrow
eyes and broad faces.

Not many authors in the Mamluk sultanate included elaborate ethnographical descriptions

of the Mongols: as several authors point out, they were previously unknown. That did not stop

some authors from producing ethnographic descriptions of the Mongols, using the existing images
of the Turks with whom they had been categorised. Al-Dhahabī’s inclusion of al-Baghdādī’s

description, and the one extensive description produced in the Mamluk sultanate, by Ibn al-Nafīs,

thus make these stereotypes explicit for the Mongols. Others, like al-Dimashqī, simply included the
Mongols in his discussion of the Turkish peoples in general and their perceived characteristics.

It is likely no coincidence that both al-Baghdādī and Ibn al-Nafīs were physicians, and as

such well-versed in humoral theory and its (ethnographic) traditions. Al-Baghdādī’s ethnic
111
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description of the Mongols may be brief, but can still be decisively traced back to the pre-existing
ideas about the northern peoples in the Islamic tradition, based in turn on Greek ideas. The same

applies to Ibn al-Nafīs’ longer text, although there is a difference between the two: Ibn al-Nafīs’

strongly emphasises the ethnic relationship between the Mongols and the Turks, while al-Baghdādī
acknowledges a shared background, but actually contrasts the two peoples to a certain extent. This

difference is reflective of the general emphasis scholars from the sultanate place on the ethnic bond

between the Mongol enemy and their Turkish Mamluk rulers, who defended Islam and Muslims
against them.

Both Ibn al-Nafīs’ focus on the similarities and his elaborate use of pre-existing

ethnographic notions about the Turks can be traced back to one of the purposes of his treatise: the

legitimation of the rule of sultan Baybars, a Kipchak Turk. For one, it made sense for Ibn al-Nafīs to

stick existing notions on the Turks to this closely related steppe people that had appeared and
threatened the Islamic world in his own days, as the Turks had done before. Moreover, the

interpretation that Ibn al-Nafīs did so by recycling these Turkish stereotypes is supported by his

insistence that the sultan who fights these dangerous infidels must share their characteristics, and
consequently must come from either the same lands or at least from a neighbouring community.
Given the purpose of his text it is a clever strategy: he legitimises the Turkish Baybars’ rule by

making his close ethnic relationship to the Mongols necessary for his defense of the central Islamic
lands, and emphasises this relationship by his recycling of the traditional image of the Turks.

Moreover, given that he names neither the sultan nor the enemy, their ethnic characteristics serve

as identifiers. His extensive ethnographical description of the Mongols thus served a purpose that it
did not have for other authors.

A question that remains, then, is why not more authors included such ethnographic

descriptions of the Mongols, for instance by copying Ibn al-Nafīs. In part, this might be explained by

the type of work that Ibn al-Nafīs wrote. The authors of geographies and cosmographies,

physiognomic works and slave manuals – all genres that traditionally took interest in such
descriptions – tended to depend heavily on one another. Al-Dimashqī, for instance, lists

predecessors and their works, including Ptolemy, al-Masʿūdī, Abū ʿUbayd al-Bakri (d. 487/1094)
and Ibn ʿAbd al-Barr (d. 463/1071). Ibn al-Nafīs’ treatise, on the other hand, was part of a vastly

different discussion. 112 Two other elements appear to be more important, however, in explaining

the presence and absence of ethnographic descriptions. For one, there was the immediate purpose

Ibn al-Wardī, Kharīdat al-ʿAjāʾib. On the debate in which Ibn al-Nafīs participated, see Fancy, Science and
Religion, 36–68.
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Ibn al-Nafīs had with this part of his text – the legitimisation of Baybars’ rule – for which such an

ethnographic description was a) of strategic value; and b) readily available to him given his medical
background. Second, given the close ethnic relationship Mamluk-era authors observed – and

regularly emphasised – between the Mongols and Turks, the ethnic stereotypes that applied to the

latter were implicitly extended to the former and did not necessarily require elaboration. 113

As I will argue in the following chapters, many of the supposedly northern traits – both

physical and mental characteristics – are recurring elements in other, non-ethnographic

descriptions of the Mongols, demonstrating how widespread these notions were. The prevalence of
these images is even apparent outside descriptions of the Mongols themselves, such as the

description of an African people as being like the Mongols ‘in the roundness of their faces’ (tadwīr

wujūhihim). 114 The ethnographic descriptions that had traditionally been used for the Turks now

came to lie at the basis for images of the Mongols, providing the preset stereotypes on which
authors could build.

As Ibn al-Nafīs’ text reveals, as well as various statements by Mamluk-era authors such as

Abū Shāma and al-ʿUmarī , the key element of distinction between the Turkish Mamluks and their
Mongol ‘cousins’, then, is the formers’ status as Muslims and as protectors of Islam against the

latter. And in that role, their shared ethnic background could well serve as an advantage in the eyes

of some Mamluk-era authors. Having the same courage and strength as their Mongol opponents, the
Kipchak Turkish sultan Baybars and his troops were able to defeat this adversary of Islam. The

potential tension in the collective ethnic categorisation of Turks and Mongols - the battle against
the Mongols fulfilling an important function in the Mamluk struggle for legitimacy while the

Mongols and the predominantly Turkish Mamluks were at the same time regarded as belonging to
the same or a similar ethnic group – is thus largely resolved by the adoption of a discourse that
focused on the Islamic credentials of the Mamluks and the, nearly incurable, infidelity of the
Mongols, as I shall show in the following chapters.

It is difficult to determine why al-Dhahabī elected to include the ethnographic fragment from al-Baghdādī: he
does not comment on the text. It appears most likely that he came across this otherwise unattested information,
and deemed it an interesting addition to his report on the Mongol conquests.
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2. Sunrays and a lion’s den: Origin stories
of the Mongols in Mamluk texts
Relatively little is known about the history of the Mongols before the rise of Chinggis Khan. The first
signs of a Mongol people that we can connect to the ‘Mongols’ as we know them, can be found

during the Khitan regime in China, which was founded in the tenth century and which extended

farther into Mongolia than any of the various Chinese empires before that. 1 Sources for this early

period are rare, and the only extant roughly contemporary Mongol source discussing this period is

the thirteenth-century2 Secret History of the Mongols (Mongqol-un niucha tobcha’an), 3 which relates
the Mongol origins and the rise of Chinggis Khan according to Mongol tradition. According to the

Secret History, it was on the mountain of Burqan Qaldun that the Mongols first originated, out of the
union between a wolf and a doe. In time, Chinggis Khan would be born from this lineage and come
to rule the steppes.

Such ancestry myths play an important role for ethnic communities: in his argument for an

ethnosymbolic account for the formation of nations, Anthony D. Smith argued that ethnic

communities are largely defined by their ancestry myths, 4 which in combination with shared

memories binds the community together. ‘The myth of being ancestrally related,’ Smith states, ‘even
if it is purely fictive and ideological in character, endows the members of a community with a

powerful sense of belonging.’ 5 Other ethnic myths of particular potency are those that tell the tale of
a divine election. 6 In the past, some scholars have attempted to use such texts to unveil the

supposed actual origins of a specific people, or their presumed folk traditions. Over the years, this

approach has given way to a new one, which studies origin myths in the context of their authors’

notions of their own societies. 7 In this approach, questioning what narrative a society wants to tell
Morgan, The Mongols, 47.
Jackson, Mongols and the West, 34. Saunders (Mongol Conquests, 193–94) even refers to dates in the fourteenth
century.
3
An English translation is available in de Rachewiltz, Secret History.
4
This is in contrast to nations, which ‘are defined by the historic territory they occupy and by their mass, public
cultures and common laws. A nation must possess a homeland; an ethnie need not (…).’ Smith, The Nation in
History, 65.
5
Smith, 67. See also Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 59.
6
Smith, The Nation in History, 67.
7
Patrick J. Geary, Women at the Beginning (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 18–20. See also Walter
Pohl, ‘Narratives of Origin and Migration in Early Medieval Europe: Problems of Interpretation’, The Medieval
History Journal 21, no. 2 (2018): 198–200.
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at a certain moment in time, two key characteristics of these stories come to the fore: their

dynamism and their flexibility. Not only can narratives change in response to altered

circumstances, 8 they can be used in different ways as well. These qualities are distinctly visible in

origin stories of the Mongols as told, and reflected upon, by Mamluk-era authors. This applies to the

Mamluk references to the Mongols’ own origin story as well as to the outsider origin story as

recounted by Ibn al-Dawādārī, both of which I discuss in this chapter, in order to show how authors

actively engaged with these stories in order to broadcast their own messages about the Mongols.
The literary genre of myths describing the origin and descent of peoples is commonly

referred to as origo gentis. Such stories appear in a variety of sources, from world histories to

administrative texts. 9 They usually begin in a mythical past. As Walter Pohl and Daniel Mahoney

point out, these narratives often contain two ‘divides’: the first is the passage from the divine,

supernatural, mythological to the humans of legend. The second is the move from ‘legendary

narratives set in elusive times and spaces, ordered by genealogy or single events, to history, which
evolves in recognisable time frames and topographies, linked to other known events.’ 10 In this
manner, the people of the present are connected to their perceived origins in the past.

Analytical work on this genre in the premodern period has so far been conducted primarily

by medievalists focusing on Europe, 11 with relatively little attention having been paid to the

patterns and circulation of such stories elsewhere, including in the premodern Islamic world. The
recent publication of a special issue of The Medieval History Journal entitled ‘Narratives of Ethnic
Origins: Eurasian Perspectives’ (2018) is therefore a very welcome addition to the corpus of

research into origin myths. Containing studies on traditions from vastly different parts of Eurasia
(medieval Europe and the Mediterranean, South Arabia, Tibet and the Central Asian steppes), it
allows for the discovery of parallels and recurring elements, as well as bringing differences and

local characteristics to the fore.

For the medieval European origo gentis, Herwig Wolfram has described the typical

structure of the narrative as one of a small band of people who have to leave their homeland,

because it could not sustain them. Under heavenly auspices, they migrate in search of a new home.

Then follows the primordial event or deed (fait primordial): crossing a sea or river, or victorious

battles against almighty opponents, or a combination of those two. The primordial deed is followed
Some fascinating examples of such changes in oral cultures can be found in Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition as History
(London: James Currey; Nairobi: Heinemann Kenya, 1985), pass., e.g. 118-19, 176-77.
9
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Geary, Alheydis Plassmann, and Shami Ghosh come to mind.
8

82

by a change in religion or worship, and if the primordial deed is a battle against an enemy, this

enemy remains the primary enemy of the group. 12 A descent myth of the ruling family, frequently as

descendants of eponymous heroes or gods, is also a fundamental element of the medieval European
origo gentis genre. 13 An analysis of this sort for the stories circulating in the premodern Islamic

world remains a desideratum, but the relatively advanced research into European origin stories,

when used critically and keeping local traditions and contexts in mind, does provide some helpful

analytical tools for the study of other such narratives, including ones about the Mongols.

An important element of these myths that has received more attention in scholarship on

Europe in recent years, is their political use of legitimising rulers or justifying territorial claims.

They may, for instance, relate how a group of migrants, led by a king, conquered the land – normally
defined as the contemporary political unit. 14 Their dynamism and flexibility allow these stories,

even though they might well reflect older ideas and traditions, to reflect how people in a certain
period wanted to see their past – or in the words of Patrick Geary: ‘one can see their authors

imagining the past in terms of the present’. 15 This is of course not the exclusive preserve of

European origin stories. Quite the contrary: the first paragraph of the Mongol Secret History, for
instance, shows this mechanism in full force. Although the beginning of the story relates the

mythical origins of the Mongols from a wolf and a doe, containing older traditions, it actually opens
with the line ‘The origins of Činggis Qa’an’, 16 thereby firmly placing it in a context of contemporary,

thirteenth-century political concerns.

These origines gentium, however, are not only told by members of the group around whom

the origin story revolves. They may also be related by outsiders reporting on another group, as

people were also interested in the origin stories of others. This could be out out of simple curiosity

about other peoples, but they could also serve to define and explain this other, and/or to establish

Herwig Wolfram, ‘Le genre de l’Origo gentis’, Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire 68, no. 4 (1990): 800–801.
See also Herwig Wolfram, ‘Origo et Religio. Ethnic Traditions and Literature in Early Medieval Texts’, Early Medieval
Europe 3 (1994): 35–36.
13
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School of English, University of Leeds, 1995), 66.
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Ashgate, 2001), 227.
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their own identity. Often, these stories told about outsiders did not agree with the origin stories

related by the people in question themselves. 17 A good example of this is William of Tyre’s (c. 113084/86) origin story of the Turks. Writing in the Crusader states, where he was repeatedly

confronted with Turkish military challenges, he related an origin story for them under the heading
‘De ortu et prima origine gentis Turcorum’ (Concerning the source and the first origin of the

Turkish race). The account describes how the Turks initially lived in the north where they were

pastoral nomads, but that a group of them moved into Persia. 18 There they paid tribute to the

Persian king, but eventually – under pressure of the ruler – departed and crossed the river Cobar 19

on their way: the ‘primordial deed’. They then also elected a king, ‘like other peoples’, after which

they crossed the river again and conquered Persia. 20
William of Tyre relates this story, saying

[S]ince even to the present day they persist in ruthlessly attacking us, it does not seem
inconsistent with the present work to insert some account of the rise and early history of
this race and to tell of their progress toward that stage of excellence which, according to the
accounts, they have for many years maintained. 21

By his own testimony, William of Tyre’s contemporary concerns prompted him to include this

origin story, using it to explain their rise to power in the Middle East. He did so, as Alan V. Murray

has pointed out, by using existing European traditions, resulting in a narrative that through biblical
references opposes the Turks to the Franks in the Holy Land, who could be seen as the new
Israelites. 22

Thus, the presentation of such stories could be triggered by challenges posed by heretofore

little-known peoples. Where William of Tyre was concerned about the Turks (who did indeed make

This was also the case in ancient Greece, see Elias J. Bickerman, ‘Origines Gentium’, Classical Philology 47, no. 2
(1952): 65–81.
18
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up the better part of the forces fighting the Latin Christians in the Crusader states), 23 a century later

the people inhabiting the Near East were primarily worried about the Mongols, and wondered

where this people came from. Consequently, as I have shown in chapter 1, many Muslim authors

attempted to place the Mongols by tracing their descent to Noah’s son Japheth and stressing their
ethnic affiliation with the Turks. Origin stories could also serve as vehicles of explanation,

accounting for characteristics, customs or historical events. This becomes evident in a Mongol

origin story Ibn al-Dawādārī included in both of his surviving works, Kanz al-Durar and Durar alTījān. He employed this outsider’s story of the Mongol origins and rise to power to explain

contemporary aspects of the Mongol phenomenon, including the shared heritage and enmity
between the Turks and Mongols.

Other authors, rather than relating an outsider’s story about Mongol origins, responded

instead to the Mongols’ own ideas of their heritage. They incorporated the Mongols’ own origo
gentis – or, at least, a version thereof – into their works, essentially responding to part of the

cultural stuff the Mongols held dear. In both approaches – the appropriation of the Mongol story

and the presentation of an external one – the dynamism and flexibility with which these stories can

be used are evident. This aspect is crucial to the way that Mongol origin stories were communicated

and employed in the Mamluk sultanate, with authors using these stories for their own objectives. In
this chapter, I will first discuss the use of the Mongols’ own story in Mamluk-era texts in general

and the ways authors adapted them to contemporary messages and concerns. Then I will turn to

the second part of this chapter, which is a discussion and analysis of the story and the images of the
Mongols in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s work.

The Mongol origo gentis in Mamluk-era texts
The Mongols’ own, surviving, version of their origin story is found in the Secret History. Another

Mongol source, probably composed in the latter half of the thirteenth century during the reign of
Qubilai, was the Altan Debter (The Golden Book). This text has not survived, but appears to have

been used by the author of a Chinese text on Chinggis Khan and by the Persian author Rashīd al-Dīn,
who was in the service of the Ilkhanids, in his Jāmiʿ al-Tavārīkh. 24 A very brief summary of the part

of the story recorded in the Secret History relating what happened to the Mongols before the birth

of Chinggis Khan is as follows:

Murray, 220. Chinese sources similarly show an interest in Ashina-Türk origin stories from the sixth century
onward, when they were in regular and close contact with them, see Peter B. Golden, ‘The Ethnogonic Tales of the
Türks’, The Medieval History Journal 21, no. 2 (2018): 291–327.
24
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On a mountain called Burqan Qaldun, a blue-grey wolf and a fallow doe settled and from
them the first human ancestor of Chinggis Khan was born, Batachiqan. One of his
descendants, Dobun Mergen, married a girl named Alan Qo’a – whose band of people had
been spotted by his brother, the cyclops Du’a Soqor, who had superior sight. Dobun Mergen
and Alan Qo’a had two sons when Dobun Mergen died, but after his death Alan Qo’a had
three more sons. The two sons she had before widowhood criticised their mother behind
her back, and suggested that their three brothers were the offspring of a male servant. Alan
Qo’a was well aware of their talk, and one day she sat all five of her sons down, and handed
them each an arrow. She ordered them to break them, which they did. ‘Then she tied five
arrow-shafts into a bundle and gave it to them saying, “Break it!” The five sons each took the
five bound arrow-shafts in turn, but they were unable to break them.’ She warned them that
the arrow-shafts were like the boys: if they were to keep to themselves, they would all be
easily broken, but ‘[i]f, like the bound arrow-shafts, you remain together and of one mind,
how can anyone deal with you so easily?’ She also explained the conception of the younger
sons, following their criticism of their mothers’ pregnancy out of wedlock, stating the three
were the sons of Heaven: ‘Every night, a resplendent yellow man entered by the light of the
smoke-hole or the door top of the tent, he rubbed my belly and his radiance penetrated my
womb. When he departed, he crept out on a moonbeam or a ray of sun in the guise of a
yellow dog.’ These five brothers became the ancestors of the various Mongol clans, and it
was in the line of Bodonchar Mungqaq, one of the three younger sons, that Temüjin was
born ten generations later. 25

This story of Alan Qo’a takes up an important place in Mongol historical tradition, 26 making it a

relevant part of their cultural stuff, and it continued to do so even after the Mongol conversion to
Islam. Denise Aigle has shown how it was adapted to new political and religious realities in the

Timurid empire and in Mughal India, 27 demonstrating again how adaptable such stories can be.

This dynamism of the story and the flexibility of its use is also visible in the various Mamluk-era

texts in which traces of this story of the Mongol’s origin myth are present.

One author in whose work such an echo is present is al-ʿUmarī, who was born on 3 Shawwāl

700/11 June 1301 in Damascus into the Banū Faḍl Allāh, a well-known family of civil servants. 28 He
worked in Cairo in the service of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, but was imprisoned following several

de Rachewiltz, I:1–12. The direct quotations derive from pp. 4–5.
de Rachewiltz, I:244.
27
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and Daniel Mahoney (‘Editorial: Narratives of Ethnic Origins: Eurasian Perspectives’, The Medieval History Journal
21, no. 2 (2018): 187–91) in their introduction to the TMHJ special issue – research into the ways in which
contemporary interest lead to rewriting and competing versions – as well as of the ways in which religious
convictions influence narratives over time.
28
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altercations with the sultan. After a short stint, from 741/1340 to 743/1342, in the Damascus

chancery he was again dismissed, and after that directed his energies towards his scholarly work,
before dying of the plague in 749/1349. One of his two major works, the other being an chancery

manual, is the encyclopaedic Masālik al-Abṣār, which not only addressed matters of administration

and politics, but also discussed a topics from literature to history and from geography to law. 29
Consequently, in this work, he also covered various aspects of the Mongol phenomenon. 30 His

discussion of the Mongol khanates combines geography (cities, rivers, countryside), ethnography

(characteristics of the inhabitants, their occupations, etc.), practicalities (coinage), and the history
of the ruling families. His information comes partially from eye witnesses, giving interesting

insights in the ins and outs of Ilkhanid rule as perceived by traders and former inhabitants of the

region. 31 For this section, al-ʿUmarī drew, among others, on ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn ʿAṭā Malik Juvaynī’s (62381/1226-83) history of Chinggis Khan, Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā (History of the World Conqueror),

which he wrote while in service to the Ilkhanid crown. 32 It is likely, as I will show below, that he

was also familiar with Rashīd al-Dīn and made use of the latter’s Jāmiʿ al-Tavārīkh, from where he
derived the story of Alan Qo’a.

Al-ʿUmarī states that he will relate the lineage of the Mongols ‘until we arrive at Chinggis

Khan’. Chingghis’ origins, he says, go back to ‘Ālān Quwā’, i.e. Alan Qo’a, who was married and had

two sons. After her husband’s death, Alan Qo’a did not remarry but she did get pregnant, for which
she was chastised. Al-ʿUmarī relates:

She was taken to the one who judged among them to look at her case, and he asked her who
got her pregnant. She said: ‘No one. I was just sitting with my vulva (farjī) uncovered and a
light came down and entered my vulva three times. This pregnancy came from that and I am
carrying three boys because the light went in with a boy each time. Grant me respite until I
deliver and if I deliver three boys, you will know the truth of my words. If not, your opinion
is on me [i.e. do with me what you will].’ 33

Lech, 13–14; Salibi, ‘Ibn Faḍl Allāh Al-ʿUmarī’.
See also Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, 42–60.
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‘vulva’ appears more plausible. See also Edward William Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. I (Beirut: Librairie du
Liban, 1968), 2359–60. Cf. al-Ṣafadī below.
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She indeed gave birth to three sons, one of which, Būdhunjar (Bodonchar), was the ancestor of

Chinggis Khan, the text states.

Al-ʿUmarī’s account echoes the Mongols’ own Secret History, but has even clearer parallels

to Alan Qo’a’s story as it was related in the Jāmiʿ al-Tavārīkh. This text similarly has Alan Qo’a falling
pregnant out of wedlock. In Rashīd al-Dīn’s version, the suspicious sons from the Secret History

asking about the father of their younger brothers are replaced by family members asking about the
pregnancy. In Masālik al-Abṣār it is also clearly a broader group of family or clan members

questioning Alan Qo’a’s pregnancy. Moreover, in her reply to the criticism and suspicions aimed at
her, she alludes to a point in the future at which the accusers will be proven wrong (the boys

becoming kings and the triplets being born as she predicts, respectively). 34 Another reason to infer
al-ʿUmarī’s reliance on Rashīd al-Dīn is the fact that he mentions, immediately after this story, that

the three sons are called the nūrāniyyūn, after the light that impregnated their mother. The Jāmiʿ alTavārīkh similarly continues by stating that the offspring of these boys are referred to as the

‘Niru’un’, as ‘a reference to Alan Qo’a’s pure womb’. 35 Rashīd al-Dīn, who was after all writing in the

service of the Ilkhanate and using textual and oral sources provided by them, describes Alan Qo’a as
‘extremely chaste’, although he also says that it is a very strange story, and that ‘the responsibility is
his who related it’. 36

The dynamism of the Mongol origo gentis is apparent in the version given by Rashīd al-Dīn.

For one, he presents the wolf and doe as humans, thereby ridding himself of the shamanistic

background of the story. 37 Moreover, his version of the story – with an unwed pregnant woman
defending herself against her family against charges of adultery – echoes Q 19:27-29, in which

Maryam defends herself and her new-born against accusations made by her family. 38 Rashīd al-Dīn

relates the story with little reservation, even repeatedly praising Alan Qo’a’s chastity, his only

precaution being his statement that the ultimate responsibility lies with the person who told the
story. Other than that, he gives a version of the story that is fairly close to the Mongol original,

See also Lech (Das mongolische Weltreich, 174–75), who includes several references to similar passages in
Rashīd al-Dīn here, although he also states that al-ʿUmarī ‘almost carelessly passes by’ a number of earlier sources,
including Rashīd al-Dīn’s work. Lech wonders whether al-ʿUmarī deliberately set this material aside, or whether he
did not have access to it (17). As I have argued here, it would appear that he did, in one way or another, have
access to the Jāmiʿ al-Tavārīkh and used it.
35
Rashīd al-Dīn Faḍl Allāh, Jamiʿu’t-Tawarikh, I:117.
36
Rashīd al-Dīn Faḍl Allāh, I:115–17. See also Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 127.
37
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 126.
38
Q 19:27: She went back to her people carrying the child, and they said, ‘Mary! You have done something
terrible! (28) Sister of Aaron! Your father was not an evil man; your mother was not unchaste!’ (29) She pointed at
him. They said, ‘How can we converse with an infant?’ Translation: Abdel Haleem.
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although it is noteworthy that there are some clear parallels between his account of Alan Qo’a’s
immaculate pregnancy and that of Maryam in the Qur’an that not found in the Secret History.

Possibly, these derive from his own religious background and/or from the wish to make the story
relatable and palatable for a Muslim, non-Mongol audience. In Rashīd al-Dīn’s approach, the first

traces of the later Islamisation of the story, as detailed by Aigle, are already visible, more so than
she appears to recognise. 39

Although Aigle appears to group Rashīd al-Dīn and al-ʿUmarī together, stating that they

‘leave room to some doubt concerning the legitimacy of Budhunjar’s birth’, 40 al-ʿUmarī has a vastly

different view than Rashīd al-Dīn does, despite basing himself on the latter’s text. He argues that

while the lineage of Chinggis Khan is correct from Alan Qo’a onwards, this part of the story is ‘a foul
lie and an incorrect rumour’. 41 The woman, al-ʿUmarī says,

maybe lied to save herself from death, and maybe she heard the story of the chaste Maryam,
and had connected the similar pregnancy, so she misled people by something similar to that
truth, and forged a lie similar to this truth. 42

He then includes some poetry to stress his point that even though the stories are similar, that does
not mean they are equally true: ‘The thing is far from the thing that is similar to it / The sky equals
the water in blueness.’ 43 Al-ʿUmari thereby discredits the Mongols’ own origo gentis, and also

insinuates that Chinggis Khan’s ancestor was born a bastard: a grave insult. While later Timurid and

Mughal authors were happy to liken Alan Qo’a to Mary in order to serve their masters’ political
purposed in a Muslim context, as Aigle has shown, al-ʿUmarī cleverly employs the story against
them in a way that his source Rashīd al-Dīn does not.

The story of Alan Qo’a and her dubious immaculate conception was apparently fairly well-

known among Mamluk-era authors, although it is mostly reported as being the story of Chinggis

Khan’s own conception rather than his ancestor’s and in some cases the story appears to become a
bit muddied. In his tarjama of Chinggis Khan, al-Ṣafadī relates that ‘the Turks claim (yazʿumūna)

that he is the son of the sun because they have places in their steppes in which there are low

Cf. Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 127–29.
Aigle, 129. Admittedly, they are closer to one another than they are to the later Timurid and Mughal chroniclers,
as she argues, but nonetheless, their respective points of departure and interpretations are very different.
41
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:101 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٣/92).
42
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:101 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٣-٤/92). See also Aḥmad ibn ʿAlī alQalqashandī, Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā fī Sināʿat al-Inshā, ed. Muḥammad Ḥusayn Shams al-Dīn, vol. IV (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub alʿIlmiyya, 1987), 310, who quotes him.
43
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:101 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٤/92).
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grounds, and whoever of their women wants to set free her vulva (iʿtāq farjihā) goes there’. 44

Among the women that did so was Chinggis Khan’s mother, who returned with the new-born boy

and said: ‘This one is from the sun, because the sun went into my vulva on some days, and I bathed
and conceived him.’45 It is not clear whether al-Ṣafadī was just somewhat poorly informed on the

story of Alan Qo’a; whether this version of the story was also circulating; or if he himself took

liberties with the story and came up with these steppes where women could ‘set free their vulvas’.
In any case, this version depicts Chinggis’ mother and other Mongol women as promiscuous and

their society as acceptant of that – an evident clash with Islamic values. The Mongol origin story is
thus used as an othering strategy.

But while al-Ṣafadī is apparently happy to accept the existence of these special steppes, he

implicitly shows that he puts little stock into the claim that Chinggis Khan is the son of the sun by

his use of the verb zaʿama – a root meaning ‘to assert’ or ‘to claim’, but which has a connotation of

doubt or suspicion. 46 Ibn Kathīr similarly reports that ‘his mother claimed (kānat tazʿuma) that she

fell pregnant with him from sunrays’. Chinggis Khan therefore did not know his father, and is of
unknown lineage, the historian states. 47 These two authors evidently do not believe the claim,

whether made by the woman herself or the Mongols in general, and the implicit suggestion is that

Chinggis Khan is of illegitimate birth, which is obviously demeaning. Like al-ʿUmarī, Ibn Taymiyya is
explicit in his disparagement of the Mongol story. In one of his fatwas against the Mongols (see
chapter 3) he wrote that anyone ‘who has a religion’ knows that the story of the sun-induced

pregnancy is a lie. The story, he states, ‘is evidence that he was a bastard (walad zinā), and that his
mother committed adultery and concealed it’. 48

The Mongols’ own origo gentis was thus adopted and adapted in the Islamic world to serve

changing needs in different situations. The story of Alan Qo’a formed an important part of the

Mongol myth, explaining how they were ancestrally related – an important element of binding a
community together, as Smith and others have argued. However, this narrative acquired new
meaning in the Muslim world. While Rashīd al-Dīn, employed by the Ilkhanids, was carefully

Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, ed. Aḥmad al-Arnāʾūṭ and Turkī Muṣṭafā, vol.
XI (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 2000), 154. Al-Ṣafadī likely means to refer to the Mongols here when using
the term ‘Turks’.
45
al-Ṣafadī, XI:154.
46
Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, I:1238.
47
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:117. See also al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 180, who based himself on
Ibn Kathīr in his discussion of the history of the Mongols here.
48
Aḥmad Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān bin Muḥammad bin Qāsim, [Photomechanical reprint
of 1961-1967 edition], vol. XXVIII (Riyadh: Wizārat al-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya wa-l-Awqāf wa-l-Daʿwa wa-l-Irshād, 1995),
521.
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supportive and took a small step towards placing it in an Islamic frame by his echoing of Q 19:2729, the authors of the Mamluk sultanate elected to take a very different approach. Al-ʿUmarī also

immediately recognised the analogy with the story of Maryam, but he saw the connection in a

decidedly different light. Suggesting that Alan Qo’a was inspired by what happened to Maryam and
used that to save herself from being persecuted for fornication, he calls the claim a ‘foul lie’. The

same approach appears in the fatwa of Ibn Taymiyya, which was firmly anti-Mongol, although in his

text it is Chinggis Khan himself rather than his ancestor who is born as ‘the son of adultery’. The
Mongols’ great leader’s lineage is thus muddied, especially by those versions of the story who
present his mother as the adulteress.

The story of Alan Qo’a was important to the Mongols, and Mamluk-era authors cleverly used

it in an othering strategy, by emphasising the way it contrasted their own, Islamic values. Where the
later Timurid and Mughal authors would present the story in a thoroughly Islamic light and in some
cases even adapt it to include more Islamic elements, 49 al-ʿUmarī, al-Ṣafadī, Ibn Kathīr and Ibn

Taymiyya do the opposite. In this manner, they made use of the flexibility of origin stories by

employing the Mongols’ own origo gentis as ammunition to discredit them. The criticism of the

Mongol ancestral myth reflects on them as a people – both their belief in the sun-induced

pregnancy and because of the harlotry that is allegedly at the basis of their leader’s ancestry. The

strategy of othering the Mongols as a people, rather than just criticising Chinggis Khan, by means of
this story reaches its apex in al-Ṣafadī’s tarjama, in which it is adapted in a way that includes all

Mongol women in un-Islamic, promiscuous behaviour.

The Mongols’ origin in the work of Ibn al-Dawādārī
Origines gentium were used as legitimising ideology and for other political means by societal

leaders in medieval Europe, and the origin story of the Mongols fulfilled a similar role in the Mongol
successor khanates. 50 But, as I pointed out above, origines gentium were not only written about the
own group, but were also frequently told about outsiders. Mamluk-era origin stories on the

Mongols are, however, uncommon – apart from the ones reflecting on the Alan Qo’a story from the

Secret History discussed above, and those authors are primarily interested in its relation to Chinggis
Khan and/or in what the Mongol belief in this story says about the latter. One story, however, does
relate the story of the Mongols and the rise of Chinggis Khan, as well as the causes for their world
Aigle (The Mongol Empire, 122–23) describes the introduction of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib in some versions in tomb
inscriptions.
50
de Rachewiltz, Secret History, I:lxix–lxx.
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conquest in the form of an origo gentis. As is often the case, this outsiders’ origo gentis is very
different from the Mongols’ own narrative.

This story can be found in the work of Ibn al-Dawādārī. He himself already noted that most

of his fellow historians only began their descriptions of Mongol history with Chinggis Khan. As he
wrote: ‘I have not found any mention of their first origin. The rest of the historians begin with the

recollection of Chingghis Khan Timurjī, and do not transcend that.’ 51 Pioneering work on this origin
story was done by Ulrich Haarmann, who first described its contents and placed it in a context of

Turkish cultural influences on adab literature in the Mamluk sultanate. 52 There are, however, many
more elements in this narrative that are worthy of analysis. Elsewhere, I have examined in detail
the way in which this origo gentis reveals the contemporary concerns of its author and intended
public by ‘foretelling’ later historical developments, as well as offering explanations for various

aspects of Mongol history and customs. There I also discuss how the narrative incorporates
elements from other accounts of the Mongols’ history, again underlining the flexibility and

adaptability of origin stories. 53 In this chapter, however, I will focus on how the story as rendered

by Ibn al-Dawādārī depicts the Mongols themselves and why.

Ibn al-Dawādārī was quite a productive writer, although only two of his works survive: the

extensive universal chronicle Kanz al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar and the smaller, one-volume

chronicle Durar al-Tījān wa-Ghurar Tawārīkh al-Azmān. 54 In his introduction to Durar al-Tījān, AlDawādārī states that he began collecting information in 709 AH (1309-10 CE), that he began

writing Durar al-Tījān in Ṣafar 731 (November/December 1330) and that he finished the work in

Rabīʿ al-Ākhir 732 (January 1332). 55 Kanz al-Durar was finished later, as it contains reports until

735/1335. Much of the content of Durar al-Tījān corresponds to that of Kanz al-Durar, but it is not

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:224.
Ulrich Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān und Čingiz Ḫān bei den ägyptischen Mamluken’, Der Islam; Zeitschrift für
Geschichte und Kultur des islamischen Orients 51 (1974): 1–36; Ulrich Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends in the Popular
Historiography of Medieval Egypt’, in Proceedings of the VIth Congress of Arabic and Islamic Studies, Visby 13-16
August, Stockholm 17-19 August, 1972, ed. Frithiof Rundgren (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell International;
Leiden: Brill, 1975), 97–107; Ulrich Haarmann, ‘Quellen zur Geschichte des islamischen Ägyptens’, Mitteilungen des
Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, Abteilung Kairo 38 (1982): 201–10; Haarmann, ‘Arabic in Speech’; Ulrich
Haarmann, ‘“Großer Vater Mond” und “Schwarzer Löwenjunge” - eine mongolisch-kiptschakische Ursprungssage
in arabischer Überlieferung’, in Die Mongolen in Asien und Europa, ed. Stephan Conermann and Jan Kusber
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1997); Haarmann, ‘Mongols and Mamluks’. The Mongol origo gentis is preceded
by a Turkish origin story, which is equally fascinating, but which I will leave out of consideration here. An English
translation of this Turkish section can be found in Frenkel, The Turkic Peoples, 60–66.
53
Josephine van den Bent, “Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts: An origo gentis in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s Durar al-Tijān
and Kanz al-Durar,” Mamlūk Studies Review, forthcoming.
54
Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 9–11; Graf, Epitome, 11.
55
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simply an abridgement; it contains material not found in the longer chronicle. 56 As I show below,

the, at times quite small, differences between the two texts shed light on Ibn al-Dawādārī’s own
input into the Mongol origin story and the message he intended to send by it.

Ibn al-Dawādārī was one of the awlād al-nās, descendants of the Mamluk ruling elite: both

his parents were of Turkish descent, and his father ʿAbd Allāh had served the amir Sayf al-Dīn

Balban al-Rūmī al-Dawādār and hence gained the nisba ‘al-Dawādārī’, which then passed on to his

son. 57 Ibn al-Dawādārī thus was related to the military elite (including, by marriage, to sultan Lajin
[r. 696-8/1296-8/9]) 58 and intimately familiar with Turkish tradition, but was at the same time

born and raised in an Arabic cultural environment. Haarmann has argued that this background

influenced Ibn al-Dawādārī in the way he included Central Asian tradition in his works – traditions
that are absent in the work of his Arab contemporaries. 59 Haarmann points to his transcriptions

and translations of Turkish names and appellatives given by Ibn al-Dawādārī and sees him as a

witness to the beginning use of Turkish themes, motifs and topoi in Arabic historical writing in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 60

Ibn al-Dawādārī is also a good example of a historian who included more adab material in

his work than was customary in the historiography of the time. 61 One of the topics on which he

included such elements, and in which his Turkish background also comes into play, was his interest
in other peoples and their origin stories. These include several of the Kurds, 62 and of course the

Turkish-Mongol origin story, in the introduction to which he also briefly mentions a story about

another group of Turks. 63 The Turkish-Mongol story consists of three parts, forming a triptych of

sorts: first the mythological origin of the Turks is discussed, followed by that of the Mongols, with
the third part connecting the two peoples and relating the rise of Chinggis Khan. 64 Although the

Graf, Epitome, 96; Haarmann, ‘Quellen zur Geschichte des islamischen Ägyptens’, 203–4. See Haarmann (204)
for a list of the most significant passages that either add to or differ from the corresponding passages in Kanz alDurar.
57
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Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī, vol. IX (Cairo: Sāmī al-Khānjī, 1960), 16–17; Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’,
7–9; Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 99; Haarmann, ‘Arabic in Speech’, 110–11.
58
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59
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60
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Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 12–13; Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 100–101.
63
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٥-٥٦. See also Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 14–16; Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’,
101–2.
64
In Kanz al-Durar, the beginning of the third part of the story is indicated by a chapter heading that reads
‘Recollection of the cause of the defeat by the Tatars of the king Alṭun Khān and what there was in war tricks’
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origo gentis is not found elsewhere, it is nonetheless relevant for the study of representations of the
Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate. For one, it is the voice of one of the awlād al-nās, close to the
Mamluk elite, who was at the same time well-acquainted with, and well-versed in, the Arabic

scholarly culture. As these would have formed his imagined audience, the ideas he includes in his
rendition of the story would have resonated with them. Moreover, the story is an excellent case

study of how the basic stereotypes of the Mongols that were developed based on environmental
theories, as discussed in chapter 1, could be employed in other texts, as well as of the agency
authors, in this case Ibn al-Dawādārī, displayed in this pursuit.

Haarmann, in his writing on the subject, already gave an extensive summary of the story.

Since it is not widely known, however, I will do the same here, since I wish to refer to various
details in the story. I will then move on to an analysis of the images and ideas concerning the

Mongols present in the text. The story is included in both Durar al-Tījān and in Kanz al-Durar, albeit
under different years. In Durar al-Tījān, his entry for the year 615 (1218-9) gives a short summary
of this story, 65 but the extended version is given under the events of the year 628 (1230-1), where

Ibn al-Dawādārī reports on the conflict between the Mongols and the Khwārazmian sultan Jalāl al-

Dīn Mingburnu and on the latter’s eventual death. 66 In Kanz al-Durar, the story is told under the

year 618 (1221-2). 67 Although the two versions tell the same story, they are not exact copies of one

another. Not only does the wording vary, but there are elements of difference between them. These
range from somewhat different genealogies, names and details, to some parts of the story that are

not included in Durar al-Tījān. In this discussion I will present the two versions as one story, which

I consider justified given the minimal difference in content. I will, however, indicate variations and
discrepancies where relevant to my analysis.

The story Ibn al-Dawādāri relates has so far not been found elsewhere – something of which

the author himself seems well-aware:

Regarding this people and their beginning, and the first things of their circumstances: they
belong to the wondrous events and strange things. Maybe none of the historians mention it,
because they are not acquainted with it. 68

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥١-٥٣.
The entire story runs from ٥٤-٧٢.
67
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:217–37.
68
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they all begin with Chinggis Khan and do not transcend that.
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So how did Ibn al-Dawādārī come by it? According to him, the Mongol origo gentis can be found in a

book ‘called in their Mongol tongue (bi-lisānihim al-mughulī) “Ulūkhān bitikjī”, which means “The
Book of the Great Ruling Father”’. 69 This book, he says, is held in high regard by both the Mongols

and the Kipchaks. 70 Ibn al-Dawādārī relates that he became acquainted with this book in Bilbays,

where his father was governor of the eastern provinces, and where he frequently met with a group
of fellow intellectuals, among whom was Ibn Dāniyāl, the famous ophthalmologist and author of
shadow plays. Among them was also a certain Amīn al-Dīn al-Ḥamawī, formerly the secretary of

Badr al-Dīn Baysarī (d. 697/1298), an important amir, who had held high positions in the

sultanate. 71 One day in 709 (1309-10), he writes, the group was talking about history and the rise of
the Mongols, when this Amīn al-Dīn al-Ḥamawī informed them that he possessed a precious,

unparalleled book that had belonged to Badr al-Dīn Baysarī. He brought it to the gathering the next

time he was in Bilbays, and Ibn al-Dawādārī had the chance to copy from it. 72 Ibn al-Dawādārī

considered it unique, and indeed, no parallel tradition has been discovered as of yet. 73

While the story may be unique, Ibn al-Dawādārī stresses that he possesses the necessary

qualifications to reveal it to his public. He emphasises his knowledge on the peoples of the Eurasian
steppes, ‘so that the reader knows that I am informed about the wealth of the circumstances of

these people’. 74 Ibn al-Dawādārī states that the text he uses was translated from Persian by the

Baghdadi physician Jibrīl ibn Bukhtīshūʿ (d. 212/827) in 211 (826-7). The Persian version, in turn,

was a translation from the Turkish original by Abū Muslim ʿAbd al-Raḥmān (d. 137/755), who is

better known under the name Abū Muslim al-Khurāsānī. Jibrīl ibn Bukhtīshūʿ, says Ibn al-Dawādārī,
reports that Abū Muslim claimed that the book originally belonged to his ancestor Buzurgmihr-i

Bukhtagān, a famous Sassanid vizier. 75 This portion of the text relates the origin story of the

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥١-٥٢. The title is rendered somewhat different elsewhere in Durar al-Tījān, as
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Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:219. The claim that Abū Muslim al-Khurasānī was a descendant of
Buzurgmihr-i Bukhtagān is considered doubtful (Ḡ.Ḥ. Yūsofī, ‘Abū Moslem Ḵorāsānī’, in Encyclopædia Iranica, 1983,
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/abu-moslem-abd-al-rahman-b). On Jibrīl ibn Bukhtīshūʿ see D. Sourdel,
69

95

Turks. 76 Although the Turkish story is fascinating as well, I will only discuss here those elements

that are relevant to the Mongol origin legend following it and that are important for its

interpretation. 77 This Mongol origo gentis was reportedly an appendix written by one Sulaymān

ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq ibn al-Bahlawān al-Adharbayjānī (who has not been identified yet). 78 I see no reason

to doubt Ibn al-Dawādārī’s claim that he came across the story in this book. For one, there is the
recurring use of the Mongol calque ‘min ʿaẓm’ (‘of the bone of’, i.e. of that person’s lineage), 79 in

addition to his criticism of part of the Turkish story. 80 Similarly, his occasional interpolations are
not always the same in both texts.

The story of the lion boy and the wandering ‘Tatars’

Ibn al-Dawādārī relates the story of Ulū Ay Aṭājī, ‘Great Father Moon’, who was created from the

elements in a cave on the Qarāṭāgh Mountain (the Black Mountain). His descendants went on to rule
as the Alṭun Khāns, the Golden Kings. The cave in which the Great Father Moon originated became a
temple. The Alṭun Khān rules over his people in the great cities of Asharmāq 81 and Aydarmāq,

located at a large lake at the foot of this mountain. They are magnificent cities, whose people live in

joy, wealth and great health. They also do not have any enemies that frighten them. That little detail
foreshadows that this utopia was not to last. As Ibn al-Dawādārī says: ‘Fate made them servants
after ruling, humiliating them after glory.’ 82 This is where the story of the origin of the Turks is

‘Buk̲h̲tīs̲h̲ūʿ’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_1514; and for Buzurgmihr-i Bukhtagān, see Djalal Khaleghi
Motlagh, ‘Bozorgmehr-e Boḵtagān’, in Encyclopædia Iranica, 1989,
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/bozorgmehr-e-boktagan.
76
In Kanz al-Durar (VII:227), Ibn al-Dawādārī states that Jibrīl’s text ends, and then moves on to the story of the
Mongols as told by Sulaymān ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq ibn al-Bahlawān al-Adharbayjānī. In Durar al-Tījān, Jibrīl’s text
supposedly continues well into the Mongol story, after which it is taken over by a (there unnamed) narrator of an
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See Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’. The term comes from Mongol yasu. Sneath, Headless
State, 106.
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The version in Durar al-Tījān is somewhat short, according to Ibn al-Dawādārī because the story of a
spontaneous generation from the elements conflicts with what revelation tells us about creation. In Kanz al-Durar,
however, he apparently had no such qualms and does relate the entire story, although he still criticises its
contents. Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٩-٦٣; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:219–27. Accounts of origines
gentium from Christian medieval Europe, going back in part to earlier traditions, show similar tensions. See Pohl,
‘Narratives’, 206–8.
81
‘Kāsharmāq’ in Durar al-Tījān.
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Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٣; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:227.
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connected to that of the origin of the Mongols – Ibn al-Dawādārī, like many of his colleagues, refers

to them as tatār, including in the origin story, which even includes a folk etymology for the name.
According to Ibn al-Dawādārī, this Turkish origin story was followed by an appendix

written by al-Adharbayjānī. He relates the following: On the Qarāṭāgh Mountain, many vicious and
powerful wild animals lived, so no human could go there despite the riches of the land. One day,

however, a Tibetan woman had wandered into the valleys of this land in order to gather firewood

when she gave birth. When she went to find some grass to wrap her new-born son in, an eagle flew
away with him and dropped him at the foot of the Qarāṭāgh Mountain. This was the ancestor of

Chinggis Khan. He was dropped into the den of a lioness, ‘as God the Exalted wanted him to’, who
then nursed and raised him with her own cubs, as God had filled her with compassion for him. 83

The boy grew up and became a youth with a face like the face of a lion and with magnificent

power. He used to kill these lions with his hands and ate their meat with the rest of the wild
animals, so that the lions went away. When they saw him they kept clear of him, startled,
and fled, because he could kill them. 84

One day, a group of people wandered into the area and was threatened by lions. When he saw them,

he recognised himself in them and was suddenly flooded by feelings of jinsiyya 85 and human nature
and rescued them. Initially frightened, they soon realised he does not wish to harm them. 86

They noticed that he was human like them, but that his savage foster mother had altered his
good qualities. They talked to him but he did not understand them. Instead, he roared like a
lion. He was friendly to them, and he went to hunt for them among the lions and beasts and

brought [the prey] to them. They roasted it and ate it, and they fed him, and he became used
to eating what they ate [i.e. cooked meat]. 87

Eventually, he learned their language and asked them who they are and where they have come

from. This then turns into a folk etymology for the word tatār, as they answered:

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٣-٦٤; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:227–29.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٥. See also Kanz al-Durar, VII:229.
85
See the Introduction; here probably best translated as ‘kinship’ rather than as ‘ethnic solidarity’.
86
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٥; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:229.
87
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:229. See also Durar Al-Tījān, ٦٥, which reads: ‘They stood up and struck fire
[with a flint] from wood and roasted the meat and indicated that he should eat it. So he ate and he liked it.’
83
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We are Tatars, which means we have fled from our land. A people of our ethnicity (min

jinsinā) has conquered us and killed us, and driven us from our homes, so we left fleeing,

and we do not know where we are headed. So we have come to this land as tatār, meaning
refugees. 88

‘This’, the text adds, ‘is the origin of the word al-tatār.’ 89

These Tatars were three men, three women and one girl (or three men and four women),

and this ‘savage person’ (dhālik al-shakhṣ al-waḥshī) became fond of her and they had a son

together, whom they named Tatār Khān, ‘meaning “the wandering/fleeing king” (al-malik al-tāʾih)’,

and the latter’s father, too, received a name: Alb Qarā Arslān Biljikī, meaning ‘son of the black lion’

(farkh al-asad al-aswad). 90 Both Durar al-Tījān and Kanz al-Durar now continue with a genealogy –

an element that frequently appears in origines gentium 91 – interspersed with some stories about its
individual members. The genealogies diverge somewhat, as is shown in figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1. Genealogies of the early Tatars in Ibn al-Dawādārī's Mongol origin story

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:229.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, VII:229. See also Durar al-Tījān, ٦٥-٦٦.
90
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٦; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:230.
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Pohl and Mahoney, ‘Editorial’, 188, referring to the many examples found in the studies in the TMHJ special
issue.
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According to Durar al-Tījān, it was Tatār Khan (the eldest) who was the first to make the Turkish

flute called the ṣibuṣghū, according to Kanz al-Durar it was Tatār Khān Küchükerī. 92 This inventor

would then play it in the exact way that birds would sing, so that the birds would come over to him
and he could capture any and all birds he wanted. 93 Jikiz/Shikiz Khān (Chinggis Khan), Oghuz

Khān, 94 and Aṭun/Alṭun Khān are the forefathers of all the Tatars, i.e. the Mongols. Tatār Khān

Bayghū was especially strong and courageous, fighting lions with his bare hands. In his days, the

Tatars entered into the obedience of the Alṭun Khān: 95 here the Turkish and Mongol origin stories

truly converge. The Tatars would gift the Alṭun Khān with rare wild animals, and the Alṭun Khān

would in turn bestow favours on them, giving them livestock and horses. The Tatars, however, were
not particularly civilised: ‘[They] became the subjects of the ruler of the two cities, even though
they were like wild animals, not seeking refuge in buildings, not surrounded by walls, and not

covered by roofs.’ And, as Kanz al-Durar phrases it: ‘They were moulded by human morals a bit, but

mostly, they were like lions.’ 96

The narrative now moves on to the story of Chinggis Khan ‘the blacksmith’, 97 i.e. the

Chinggis Khan who would go on to conquer vast areas of Asia. He, the text relates, frequently visited
one of the two cities of the Alṭun Khān, visiting a blacksmith there. 98 From him, he learned how to

make arrowheads. He would take iron with him, make these arrowheads, and then sell those to

provide for his family. 99 Chinggis Khan was ‘handsome, very cunning, with a strong personality,
very courageous, with sharp views and sound authority’. 100 He had a large number of sons, the

The Arabic spells K-Sh-K-R-ī, the rendition as küchükerī is taken from Haarmann, ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 129. Cf.
modern Turkish küçük, meaning ‘small, little’.
93
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٦; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:230.
94
Haarmann points out that the presence of the name ‘Oghuz Khān’ in this genealogy is striking, as it is a
southwest Turkish name rather than Kipchak. Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 25; Haarmann, ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 130.
95
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:230; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٦. The story of Tatār Khān Bayghū is
missing from Durar al-Tījān. In that version, the Tatars only come to be ruled by the Alṭun Khān in the days of
Chinggis Khan. However, given the fact that the Alṭun Khān overlordship appears well-established by the time of
Chinggis Khan, the version given in Kanz al-Durar has a greater likelihood of being the original chronology.
96
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The name Temüjin, meaning ‘blacksmith’ (see for instance Claus Schönig, ‘Historical Word-Formation in Turkish’,
in Word-Formation. An International Handbook of the Languages of Europe. Volume 3, ed. Peter O. Müller et al.
[Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 2015], 2100), was taken from a Tatar prisoner of his father by that name (see de
Rachewiltz, Secret History, I:13). Paul Pelliot (Notes on Marco Polo, vol. I [Paris: Paris Imprimerie Nationale ;
Librairie Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1959], 289) has pointed out that this agrees with the Mongol habit of naming their
children after events or observations that took place shortly after child’s birth. By the middle of the
seventh/thirteenth century, the name Temüjin had given rise to a widespread tradition that Chinggis Khan was
originally a blacksmith before his rise to power. Sinor, ‘Legendary Origin’, 248–49.
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Asharmāq in Durar al-Tījān, Aydarmāq in Kanz al-Durar.
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eldest of whom (named Tatār Khān in Durar al-Tījān; Bīshkhān in Kanz al-Durar) was exceptionally
courageous and had a strong character. He was also good at hunting with birds; an activity that the

son of the Alṭun Khān, called Kumush Khān, was also fond of. He would come to the lands of the

Tatars every year, speak with their leaders, including Chinggis Khan, and go on bird hunts, before
returning to the cities over which his father ruled. 101

One year, 102 Kumush Khan was hunting with the eldest son of Chinggis Khan. Both their

birds attacked the same prey, a swan, but rather than ceding the game to his superior, Chinggis

Khan’s son snatched Kumush Khan’s bird off the swan, leaving it to his own hunting bird. Kumush

Khan was furious and returned to the city, while the eldest son reported back to Chinggis Khan. He
admonished his son, for they were supposed to be the Alṭun Khān’s vassals and this would surely
lead to trouble. But, Chinggis Khan added, they might well come out victorious, for he had had a
dream. He described: ‘it was as if I was at the top of the Qarāṭāgh, and I grabbed the sun by its

horns, from East to West, and I gave it to you [pl., i.e. his sons]. But the western side slipped away
from my hand.’103

Chinggis Khan then went to gather all the elders of the clan (ʿashīra), and they were 360 in

total, the number of days in a year. 104 This gathering reflects the Mongol practice of assembling a

quriltai – a large, consultatory gathering – in order to elect a leader. 105 Chinggis Khan then made

360 arrows into a bundle, asking the men to break it, to which they answered that they were unable

to break them as a whole. He then gave them all a single arrow, which they easily broke: united they
are invincible, divided they are effortlessly shattered. Chinggis Khan, the text adds, ‘was the first

one to apply this proverb’. 106 The number of potential leaders was narrowed down to three, and

those three embarked upon a ritual, offering stew (tharīd) to a felt idol called Tunkā Khātūn, 107 who
was served by a shaman called Bakhshī.

Here, a little further explanation-cum-summary by Ibn al-Dawādārī himself follows: this

Bakhshī was descended from the refugee people who encountered ‘this beastly person (dhālika alIbn al-Dawādārī, ٦٨-٦٧; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:231.
In Durar al-Tījān, Ibn al-Dawādārī says that the ‘Turkish book’ has the year as 609 (٦٨), in Kanz al-Durar he
relates that Sulaymān ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq ibn al-Bahlawān al-Adharbayjānī said it was in the 620s (VII:232).
103
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:232.
104
Durar al-Tījān has 300 (٦٩). The story order and the number of Tatars are a bit different in Durar al-Tījān, which
first mentions the messenger and the following massacre, and only then the quriltai. The version in Kanz al-Durar
generally appears to have a slightly stronger internal logic, with regard to the genealogy and the narrators, so I will
stick with the order and number as they are presented there.
105
Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 28 n. 136.
106
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:233.
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shakhṣ al-waḥshī) Alb Qarā Arslān Biljīkī’. The felt doll was their idol, and the Tatars were their

progeny. ‘They have’, Ibn al-Dawādārī states, ‘strange stories about it that boggle the mind, so I

have turned away from all of this, for it is great unbelief (fa-innahu kufr ʿaẓīm).’ 108

The bowls of stew were offered to the idol in the tent, and at night they heard a voice

exclaim: ‘Chinggis Khan is the lord of the age (ṣāḥib al-zamān), and the ruler of the time (malik al-

awān), and the destroyer of lands (mukhrib al-buldān), and the killer of old men and children (qātil

al-shuyūkh wa-l-wildān). So be his helpers and you will be secure.’ His sacrificial bowl came out

eaten, except for a small bit on the western side of it. 109

The Tatars were ‘like lions’, but they were desperately short on gear, weapons and horses.

Chinggis Khan then sent some spies to the city, to ask his old friend the blacksmith for information.
He was the first one after Alexander the Great to send out spies, according to the text. 110 The spy

reported that the Alṭun Khān was planning to send a messenger to summon him and his sons to

court, but that it was a ruse. So when the messenger and his retinue arrived, the Tatars waited until
nightfall and killed all the men, taking their gear and horses. 111 ‘This’, the text adds, ‘was the first

blood the Tatars spilled in the world.’ 112 This episode clearly functions as Wolfram’s fait primordial.

The Alṭun Khān then sent fifty thousand troops, far outnumbering the Tatars. Chinggis Khan

decided to trick them by fleeing into the wilderness at the first attack, and to wait for the Alṭun

Khān’s troops to settle down for the night and get drunk, only to return and kill them. After that, the
Alṭun Khān sent another, even larger army consisting of the descendants of Ulū Ay Aṭājī, the

Turkish forebear. This time they dressed up sticks in leftover gear from the last Turkish army to

appear more numerous, and they attacked the army from four sides. Finally, the Tatars entered the

Turkish city wearing the gear of the defeated armies, and Chinggis Khan killed the Alṭun Khān and

took his throne. He sent out the Turkish subjects to work the land for him and pay taxes to him, and

he partitioned the lands among his sons. 113 At this point, Ibn al-Dawādārī says, the story concludes,
and he turns to Ibn Wāṣil and Ibn al-Athīr for his account of the appearance of the Mongols in the

Islamic world.

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:233. The term bakhshī means a religious teacher or shaman, originally having
Buddhist connotations (Reuven Amitai, ‘Did Chinggis Khan Have a Jewish Teacher? An Examination of an Early
Fourteenth-Century Arabic Text’, Journal of the American Oriental Society 124, no. 4 (2004): 694–95).
109
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Ibn al-Dawādārī’s use of the myth

This Turkish-Mongolian origin story contains a great many noteworthy aspects evidencing, again,

the genre’s dynamism and flexibility. First, two originally independent, 114 stories were purposely

combined because their subject peoples are considered by a later audience to be connected.

Moreover, the legend aims to offer an explanation for later concerns and developments with regard

to the Mongols, as origin myths often do, whether told by the people it concerns or by outsiders.

The origo gentis explains, for instance, the nomadic origins of the Mongols and their weaponry and
war tactics, showcasing the explanatory function of origines gentium. Additionally, a close reading
of various elements of the story – from Ibn al-Dawādārī’s recurring use of the calque ‘min ʿaẓm’ to
the inclusion of a version of the bundled arrows’ story – demonstrates that this narrative

incorporated elements from stories about the origin of the Mongols that were apparently

circulating in the Islamic world at this time. These features, however, I have discussed in detail

elsewhere, 115 and in this analysis I will focus on the representation of the Mongols in this story.

One of the things that stands out most in this respect is the connection made between the

Turks and the Mongols, which was also evident in Chapter 1. The close Mongol-Turkish relation as

presented in the Mongol origin story becomes clear in many details. For instance, one of Chinggis

Khan’s forebears, Tātār Khān Küchükerī, was the first to make a type of Turkish flute. The mutual
heritage of the Turks and Mongols is similarly illustrated by their shared ancestral grounds, the
Qarāṭāgh Mountain. The importance both groups attach to this locality is reflected in Kümüsh

Khān’s oath on the Black Mountain, 116 as well as in Chinggis Khan’s dream in which the summit of
the Qarāṭāgh is the place where he grabs the sun by its horns, i.e. from where he rules the world.

Haarmann has argued that the two stories thus reflect the ‘obscure and complex historical

relationship between Mongols and Turks in their Central Asian homelands’. 117 This is absolutely

true, but it goes beyond that: the narrative as it is presented in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s work also serves
as an explanation for Turkish-Mongol enmity, which in his day was easily translated to MamlukMongol enmity. Beyond referring to a shared history in the steppes, the story shows that the –

literally autochthonous – Turks preceded the Mongols, who are depicted as coming in from the
Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 16; Haarmann, ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 128.
Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’.
116
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ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq al-Adharbayjānī, cleverly refers back to part of the Turkish origin story as reported by Jibrīl ibn
Bukhtīshūʿ. Here it is described that the cave in which Ulū Ay Aṭājī originated and later was buried was worshipped
by the people of those areas, and that they would swear by it, saying: ‘“Ayyāmā Qarāṭāgh”, which means “by the
Black Mountain” (wa-ḥaqq al-jabal al-aswad)’ (VII:222).
117
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outside and confiscating the Turkish throne. Possibly, this even reflects an ideology that the

Mongols had no actual claim to the land, an idea echoed in the swan-incident, in which Chinggis
Khān’s son misappropriated his master’s property. 118

The message of a Turkish-Mongol connection, as broadcasted by the two stories, is

endorsed by Ibn al-Dawādārī. It is not always entirely clear where the author himself speaks and

where the voices of his two reported sources are heard. However, in the few places where it is

certain that Ibn al-Dawādārī himself is speaking, what he says is noteworthy. He repeatedly

emphasises the connection between the Turks and the Mongols. Not only does he quote the famous
verses by Abū Shāma elsewhere in Kanz al-Durar, 119 his explanations and side notes to these origin
stories show his ideas as well. For one, there is the ‘confusion’ about the language spoken by the
Mongols: in Durar al-Tījān, the Mongols’ homeland is described as being ‘called in their Turkish

tongue Qarāṭāgh, which means ‘the black mountain’, 120 but a few sentences later, mention is made
of ‘their Mongol tongue’ (lisānihim al-mughulī). 121 Similarly, Ibn al-Dawādārī states that the book
with these origin myths is greatly respected among the Mongols and the Kipchak Turks alike: to

him, they share this origin story. The two origines gentium, one Turkish and one Mongol, thus were
made to form a single narrative. The question, then, is by whom this was done. Given Ibn al-

Dawādārī’s own statement that the Turkish story was given an appendix by Sulaymān ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq

ibn al-Bahlawān al-Adharbayjānī, it seems likely that the initiative for this was not taken by the
Mamluk author, but rather preceded him – after all, the idea that the Mongols and Turks were

ethnically connected was widespread in the Islamic world. However, Ibn al-Dawādārī himself

likewise purposely connects the two stories, endorsing the idea, when he says that ‘fate made [the

Turks] servants after they ruled, humiliating them after glory,’ which was caused by what Sulaymān
relates, i.e. the story of the Mongols. 122

The initial Turkish ‘humiliation’ lies at the root of the Turkish-Mongol enmity, in which the

position of the former was taken up by the mostly Turkish Mamluks after the Mongol exodus. This
is not made explicit in the story itself, but apart from Ibn al-Dawādārī’s quoting of Abū Shāma

elsewhere, the Mamluk-Mongol conflict is also hinted at in the text of the origin myth itself, by

means of a foreshadowing of the Mongol defeat at ʿAyn Jālūt. The prefiguration has already been

discussed by Haarmann, who argued that this is how we should read the slipping of the western
Van den Bent, “Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts”.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VIII:51.
120
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121
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122
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horn of the sun out of Chinggis Khan’s hand, as well as the little bit of stew remaining on the

western side of the sacrificial bowl. 123 It is hard, if not impossible, however to tell whether this was

an interpolation by Ibn al-Dawādārī or if it was part of al-Adharbayjānī’s text. 124 In any case, the
narrative, as origines gentium often do, clearly serves here to explain later events relevant to a
contemporary public. The depiction of events in Central Asia in the first half of the thirteenth

century offers the reader of this story a historical explanation for the hostility between the Turkish
Mamluks and the ethnically closely related Mongols, as well as ‘predicting’ the eventual defeat of
the latter.

A similar tension is present in the way the Mongols and the Turks are opposed. For despite

their perceived close ethnic connection and the emphasis placed on that, the two peoples are at the

same time contrasted, both in the myth itself and by its Mamluk conveyor. While the Turkish cities

of Aydarmāq and Asharmāq are described as prosperous with a healthy, joyful population and have
a powerful and gracious ruler in the Alṭun Khān, the Mongols are little more than savages. The

savagery of the Mongol ancestor, Alb Qarā Arslān Biljikjī, is emphasised frequently: he does not

speak the human tongue but roars like a lion instead, is unfamiliar with fire, and eats raw meat with
the other wild animals – although he is friendly, helpful, and recognises himself in the wandering

Tatars – and is called a ‘beastly person’ more than once in the narrative. 125 Ibn al-Dawādārī himself,

when reflecting upon the story and summarising it, also calls him ‘this beastly person’. It is not only
their ancestor, however, who is something of a noble savage: the Mongols as a people are like wild

animals, according to the story, only partially shaped by human morals, living under the naked sky.

This savagery, however, appears to go with a certain kind of innocence, as the loss of this innocence
is sharply emphasised when either the narrator or Ibn al-Dawādārī tells us that the blood of the
messenger and his men is the first blood the Mongols ever spilled. 126

But while the Mongols are compared to lions in the sense of being like savage, wild

animals, 127 they are also likened to lions because they are extremely courageous and strong –

similar to in Ibn al-Nafīs’ ethnographic description of them. This, too, is a recurring theme in the

story. Alb Qarā Arslān Biljikjī kills lions with his bare hands, to the extent that they flee from him.
Similar mention is made of his descendant Tatār Khān Bayghū: he is exceptionally strong and

Haarmann, "Alṭun Ḫān," 27–29, 32; idem, "Arabic in Speech," 111; idem, "Großer Vater Mond," 137; idem,
"Mongols and Mamluks," 171–72. See also Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’.
124
See also Haarmann, "Alṭun Ḫān," 32.
125
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:230.
126
See also Haarmann, ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 133–34.
127
Where Kanz al-Durar has ‘like lions’ (VII:230), Durar al-Tījān has ‘like wild animals’ in the corresponding passage
(٦٧).
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courageous, fighting lions barehanded. Chinggis Khan’s eldest son is compared to his ancestor in

courage and strength. 128 As in the ethnographic descriptions, the Mongols in this origo gentis are

portrayed as brave and strong.

The Chinggis Khan of the myth is presented not only as courageous, but also as very cunning

and clever – a description echoed by his leadership and battle tricks as depicted in the story. The

story contains two intriguing remarks reflecting on the events. The first refers to the episode with
the bundle of arrows, following which Kanz al-Durar includes the phrase: ‘Chinggis Khan was the

first to apply this proverb.’ 129 The second remark refers to Chinggis Khan’s dispatching of spies,
about which is said in Durar al-Tījān: ‘Chinggis Khan was the first after Alexander [the Great] to

send spies.’ 130 It is not immediately clear whose voice is audible here, but given the fact that both

statements appear only in one of the versions and are lacking in the other, and vice versa, this

appears to be an addition made by Ibn al-Dawādārī himself. 131 In any case, both remarks emphasise

a certain creativity and cleverness in Chinggis Khan’s character – there appears to be a touch of
admiration here. At the same time, his destructive force is underlined as well.

Similarly relevant is the variation in the supernatural prediction of Chinggis Khan’s

domination. Durar al-Tījān states that he is ‘the ruler of the ages’, but he is also ‘the killer of the

Alṭun Khān and the master of the kings of the fires’. 132 In Kanz al-Durar, on the other hand, he is

said to be the ‘destroyer of lands (mukhrib al-buldān), and the killer of old men and children’. 133
Especially the latter quote is a decidedly negative portrayal of the Mongol conqueror. It is

noteworthy that where Durar al-Tījān appears to refer primarily to events within the story itself,

Kanz al-Durar instead hints at later developments: the narrative refers to only one land, and by no
means makes mention of its destruction, nor of the slaughter of the notably young or old. 134 Given

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:231.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, VII:233. The saying itself was apparently known and used in the Mamluk sultanate, as
evidenced by Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī’s report that an amir used it while discussing military tactics against the Mongols (AlFaḍl al-Maʾthūr, 267).
130
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, 70.
131
Haarmann ( ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 132–33) also reads these two sentences as being insertions by Ibn alDawādārī.
132
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٧٠. It is not entirely clear to who or what ‘the kings of the fires’ refers, possible
Zoroastrians are meant, with the connotation of paganism and unbelief.
133
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:234.
134
The only reference to the killing of non-military people is the murder of the relatives of the Alṭun Khān, which is
but briefly mentioned and unlikely to be the event this phrase refers to. Interestingly, in Durar al-Tījān (which lacks
this remark) the year 628 (1230-1), under which the story is told, begins with a a description of the Mongol
campaigns in the area around the Euphrates, about which Ibn al-Dawādārī says that what they did there cannot be
endured to hear, and that they were butchering young and old (٥٤-٥٥). For the ‘foretelling’ function of this story,
see Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’.
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the significant difference between the two versions, this is likely, again, an insertion by the pen of
Ibn al-Dawādārī himself in Kanz al-Durar, who thereby connects the story to historical events
taking place beyond the temporal scope of the narrative itself.

The last important element of the way the Mongols are represented is their kufr, their

unbelief. This part of the representation is found mostly in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s own comments on the

story. It is relevant here to differentiate between two strands of criticism voiced by the author. Both
the Turkish and Mongol parts of the story contain elements that conflict with Islamic belief, and in

both Durar al-Tījān and Kanz al-Durar, Ibn al-Dawādārī introduces the story by warning that parts
of it contradict revelation – a disclaimer, so to speak. These warnings, however, appear to pertain

primarily to the Turkish story of the spontaneous generation of Ulū Ay Aṭājī, as the disapproval is

repeated on various occasions, but always in the context of this specific story. 135 In Kanz al-Durar,

Ibn al-Dawādārī defends his inclusion of this episode, saying that he would rather exclude it (which
he does in Durar al-Tījān), but that he has to include it because of the story about the Mongols that

follows it. For, he says, he has not found any information about their first origin elsewhere, and ‘in

this book I found the beginning of their affair, and I should like to inform [readers] about it’. 136 And,
he is also quick to point out, the Arabs have such fables of their own! 137

So while he vigorously disparaged the story of the spontaneous generation of the Turkish

ancestor, he does not seem to doubt other aspects of the legends, as can be deduced from his

connecting sentence between the Turkish and the Mongol stories. Moreover, there are various

references within the stories to God’s will and His decree, including in the part of the tale where the
Tibetan boy is found and raised by the lioness – to the extent that this part of the story quotes a

Qur’an verse to this effect in Kanz al-Durar. 138 It is not immediately evident whether these phrases
derive from the original ‘Turkish book’ or were added by Ibn al-Dawādārī himself, but in any case

he does not call them into question. 139 Equally, he does not appear to doubt that the proceedings at
the quriltai took place as described, including that the Mongols made offerings to the felt doll.

(Whether he believes in the supernatural decision is another matter.) At this point in Kanz al-Durar,
one can observe one of Ibn al-Dawādārī’s interventions in the story, in which he condemns this

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥١, ٥٣, ٥٥; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:218–19; 221; 222; 223.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:223–24.
137
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٣. On this issue, of Ibn al-Dawādārī both presenting and condemning these
shamanist-pagan traditions, see also Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 31–32; Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 105.
138
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:226, 228. The Qur’an verse, found on p. 228, is 21:23: ‘He cannot be called to
account for anything He does, whereas they will be called to account.’ Translation: Abdel Haleem. Cf. Ibn alDawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٣, ٦٤.
139
Haarmann (‘Großer Vater Mond’, 129) appears to ascribe these remarks to Ibn al-Dawādārī himself, as he states
that he ‘does not forget the Islamic God eulogy in any miraculous event, also in this pagan context’.
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Mongol practice. He describes the felt doll as an idol about whom ‘they have strange stories (…) that
boggle the mind. I have turned away from all of this, for it is great kufr’. 140 So the Mongols are not

only portrayed as infidels, but they are even called out on it by the author.

Within the origin story as presented by Ibn al-Dawādārī, the Mongols are thus portrayed as

being closely related to the Turks; as savages; as courageous and strong; and as infidels.

Additionally, Chinggis Khan is depicted as courageous, cunning, and clever. Barring, perhaps, the
element of courage and strength, all these elements can also be detected in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s

interventions in, and comments on, the story itself. Additionally, they emphasise the more infamous
sides of Chinggis Khan and portray him as a murderous and destructive conqueror. The story itself

may be unique to Ibn al-Dawādārī, but the way the Mongols are represented is not.

Conclusion

An origo gentis could play an important role for medieval communities in the formation of an ethnic
identity, and be used to legitimise rule, justify territorial claims, or serve other political objectives.
The dynamism and flexibility of these stories are key here: they can be adapted to changed or

changing circumstances, and they can be used for a variety of purposes. However, the (presumed)
origins of a people are not only relevant to the people in question itself, but also to outsiders

coming into contact with that community. This may be out of plain curiosity and interest, but

frequently it also serves as a way in which one community can relate itself to the other, which
means contemporary concerns play a significant role in the way a story is presented. In this

chapter, I have analysed how Mamluk-era authors appropriated the Mongols’ own idea of their

mythic origins and used it to communicate their own messages on the Mongols, as well as how Ibn
al-Dawādārī uses a non-Mongol origo gentis for the Mongols to do the same.

The use of the Mongols’ own legend about Alan Qo’a in the various Islamic sources

demonstrates the dynamism and flexibility of these texts and underlines the importance of

individual authors’ agency. Rashīd al-Dīn’s version of the Mongol origo gentis introduced some

Islamising elements, adapting it to the Islamic world in which it was to circulate. This version was

then taken up by al-ʿUmarī, whose employment of it again testifies to the flexibility of these stories:
taking a different approach from his source, he used it to muddy Chinggis Khan’s lineage by

accusing his ancestress of adultery. For his contemporaries in the Mamluk sultanate, who used a

version of the tale, it is not as clear where their information originated from – in any case, the tale

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:233. See also Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٩, in which he describes the
stories about the doll as ‘senseless jabber’ (hadhayān).
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appears to have circulated in one form or another. 141 Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathīr and al-Ṣafadī all

relate that the fake immaculate pregnancy was actually Chinggis Khan’s mother’s, and that the

Mongol conqueror himself was born a bastard. They, too, use the Mongols’ own origo gentis in order

to slander them and their great leader, contrasting it to Islamic values. In this manner, they contrast
Mongol cultural stuff with their own, using it to other them while underlining their own, Islamic
identity.

This flexibility and dynamism that allow these origin myths to be used in response to

contemporary concerns are likewise apparent in the non-indigenous Mongol origo gentis related by

Ibn al-Dawādārī. He uses his knowledge of this and other such stories to underline his own

expertise on the topic of the Mongols and their history, lending extra weight to the points about the

Mongols that he wishes to make. He is very much, in the words of Geary, an author ‘imagining the

past in terms of the present’. 142 His narrative not only offers explanations for various characteristics
of the Mongols, the enmity between Turks and the Mongols – all elements that were of

contemporary concern – he also uses the story as a means of othering. Ibn al-Dawādārī, both in his

rendition of the story and in his own interpolations, emphasises the same basic ethnic stereotypes

of the Mongols shown in chapter 1. In the narrative, the Mongols may be courageous and strong, but
they are also savage and uncultured, and they are infidels. Chinggis Khan himself is shown as

courageous, cunning, and clever. Barring, perhaps, the element of courage and strength, all these

elements are not simply present in the story, but are actively endorsed by Ibn al-Dawādārī through
his interventions in, and comments on, the story itself.

Although these origines gentium are part of existing traditions, Mamluk-era authors used

them for their own purposes. To this intent, they actively employ images and stereotypes that are at
their disposal, testifying to Nirenbergs assertion that while stereotypes may be very old, it is the
way that people employ them that matters. The authors’ agency is decisive in the way a story is
presented – see the contrast between Rashīd al-Dīn and al-ʿUmarī’s respective renditions – and

these authors all elected to use Mongol origin stories, their own of Alan Qo’a as well as the outsider

one, to present them as Other. A similar use of Mongol cultural stuff as ammunition for othering, by

contrasting it to higly valued elements of Islamic culture, is visible in the Mamluk-era treatment of

the Mongol Yasa, as I explore in the next chapter.

For tales on the Mongols circulating in the Islamic world, see also Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk
Texts’.
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3. Symbols of the Mongols: Chinggis Khan
and his Yasa
I looked at him when he conquered Azerbaijan – our country – after he defeated ʿAlā al-Dīn
Khwārazm Shāh (...). His face was like a round shield, and his head was like the head of a
camel, and fire came from his face, and his head was between his shoulders because he had
no neck, and he was beardless, and he only had a few hidden hairs. I noticed that his
forearms looked like the feet of a good camel, and I saw around him a group close to his
characteristics, but none of them was scarier than him to look at. 1

Sulaymān al-Adharbayjānī found his encounter with Chinggis Khan terrifying. Together with the

origin story for which Sulaymān was the source, Ibn al-Dawādārī included his physical description

of the Mongol conqueror in his discussion of the rise of the Mongols. It shows Chinggis Khan, in

whose depiction aspects of the perceived characteristics of northern peoples reappear, as the

distilled essence of his people. The awe and terror that he spread in the Islamic world, so evident in
Sulaymān’s description, are manifest in many texts from the period. Shocked by the bloody

incursions of the Mongols into the Islamic world, the first Muslim authors to describe Chinggis Khan

portray him as an enemy of Islam and frequently refer to him as ‘accursed’. 2 This was no different
in Mamluk sources, where choice appellations included ‘the accursed infidel’ (al-kāfir al-malʿūn), 3
‘Chinggis Khan the accursed’ (jinkiz khān al-laʿīn), 4 and invocations such as ‘may God the Exalted

curse him’ (laʿanahu Allāh taʿālā). 5 From an early moment on, it was clear to Muslim authors that

Chinggis Khan was the driving force behind the Mongol conquests, as the attention paid to him and
his role in the origin stories in chapter 2 also demonstrates. These conquests were spectacular in

both their speed and scope, earning the conqueror a certain grudging admiration. For whatever else

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:231.
Biran, Chinggis Khan, 109; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 34.
3
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:522.
4
al-Malik al-Muʾayyad ʿImād al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn ʿAlī Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar, ed. Muḥammad
Zaynuhum ʿAzab and Yaḥyā Sayyid Ḥusayn, vol. III (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif, 1999), 153.
5
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:86. On such invocations, see Niall Christie, ‘The Origins of the Suffixed
Invocations of God’s Curse on the Franks in Muslim Sources for the Crusades’, Arabica 48 (2001): 254–66; Niall
Christie, ‘“Curses, Foiled Again!” Further Research on Early Use of the Ḫaḏalahum Allāh Invocation during the
Crusading Period’, Arabica 58 (2011): 561–70.
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people thought of him, even Alexander the Great needed ten years to conquer what the Mongols did
in a year or so. 6

Like the pivotal role Chinggis Khan played in the Mongol successes in the early thirteenth

century, the importance of his Nachleben in the Mongol world did not go unnoticed by Mamluk-era
authors either. For the successor khanates, Chinggis Khan was an important source of political

legitimacy as well as the revered father of those dynasties: only his descendants were allowed to

carry the title of khan and his authority was used in succession struggles. 7 The importance of the

Chinggisid legacy was also communicated to the Mamluk sultanate by Mongol rulers like Ghazan (r.

694-703/1295-1304) through their correspondence. 8 Consequently, many Mamluk-era authors

paid attention to the man some of them described as ‘the tyrant of the Tatars’. 9 It is in this context

that the use of the Mongols’ own origin legend (albeit in an altered and/or misunderstood version)

should be understood. Ibn Taymiyya, for instance, used it to denigrate Chinggis Khan by describing
him as the product of fornication (walad zinā) (chapter 2). This grave insult simultaneously

besmears the man himself and his followers, for, as the theologian states, ‘despite this they hold him
to be the greatest messenger of God’. 10

Another recurring element in Mamluk texts discussing the Mongols, and which was

frequently and closely connected to Chinggis Khan, is the Yasa. This was, supposedly, a legal code
instated by Chinggis Khan to which the Mongols adhered even after his death. Adherence to the
Yasa was part of this Chinggisid legacy, 11 and, much like the conqueror himself, employed in

legitimising strategies. 12 As such, like the Mongol origin story, they formed a significant element of

Mongol cultural stuff, the Yasa arguably being its most famous representative. The consciousness of
this importance of both Chinggis Khan and his Yasa for the Mongols as well as the connection

between the two in the Mamluks sultanate is evident, for instance, when al-ʿUmarī announces his

Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:87, quoting Ibn al-Athīr. Cf. Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:64.
Biran, Chinggis Khan, 109, 122.
8
Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 66–67, 74.
9
See for instance al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:762, and al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:152; Tāj al-Dīn Abī Naṣr ʿAbd
al-Wahhāb ibn ʿAlī ibn ʿAbd al-Kāfī al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya al-Kubrā, ed. Maḥmūd Muḥammad al-Ṭannāḥī
and ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Muḥammad al-Ḥilw, vol. I ([Cairo]: Maṭbaʿa ʿĪsā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1964), 330, who used alDhahabī as a source. Note that not every ṭāghiyat al-tatār is Chinggis Khan: the term is sometimes used to refer to
other Mongol rulers (e.g. Geikhatu [r. 690-4/1291-5] in Aḥmad ibn Yaḥyā ibn Faḍl Allāh al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār
fī Mamālik al-Amṣār, ed. Aḥmad ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Shādhilī, vol. XXVII [Abu Dhabi: Al-Majmāʿ al-Thaqāfī, 2004], 472).
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discussion of the lineage of the Mongol royal house, by stating: ‘We relate their lineage until we
arrive at Chinggis Khan, their origin and lawgiver of the Yasa (yāsa) to them.’13

Mamluk-era authors therefore had a historical interest in Chinggis Khan, his spectacular

conquests, and his law, but also a contemporary one. As almost mythical symbols, the conqueror

and his law were an excellent way to castigate the Mongols by criticising these emblems, directly
attacking this element of Mongol culture. Accordingly, they not only recount his supposed

illegitimate birth, but also his rise to power and extensive conquests. Chinggis Khan is depicted as a
cunning, intelligent and courageous leader, as well as very violent and an infidel. More importantly,

however, is the way he and his Yasa are presented as photonegatives of the Islamic prophet and his
law, as I argue in this chapter. Ibn Taymiyya’s statement, that the Mongols consider Chinggis Khan

to be ‘the greatest messenger of God’, is illustrative of the way many Mamluk-era authors described

the Mongol perception of him. According to them, the Mongols regarded him as a prophet. Michal
Biran has stated that this places Chinggis Khan ‘in a monotheistic context, [but] it does so in a

negative way’ – after all, Muhammad is the last prophet in Islam. 14 In this chapter, I argue that it
goes even further: the Mongol conqueror does not simply figure as a false prophet, but as a

photonegative to the prophet Muhammad. Where the prophet Muhammad received the divinelyordained Sharia, the false prophet Chinggis Khan laid down its polar opposite: a man-made law,
which – according to many Mamluk-era authors – clashes with Sharia regulations in all sorts of

ways. I will first discuss the way the rise of Chinggis Khan and his importance to the Mongols is

presented in Mamluk sources. Then I will turn to their discussion of the Yasa and its (supposed)
rules. I will argue that there was a long tradition of denouncing the Yasa as un-Islamic and as a

photonegative of the Muslim Sharia among Mamluk-era authors, thereby criticising both earlier

Mongols and those contemporary to them. In this manner, they contrasted Mongol cultural stuff to

their own Islamic culture and identity, effectively othering them.

Chinggis Khan’s importance to the Mongols

The Mongols’ own Secret History relates how Chinggis Khan was born as Temüjin, named in Mongol

custom after a Tatar prisoner his father Yesügei, a minor chieftain, had taken shortly before his
birth. After his father’s murder, the family was reduced to poverty for years, but eventually,

Temüjin’s power grew. He formed his own band of followers and one by one he subjugated the

al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:99 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٢/91–92). Al-Shādhilī’s edition reads
‘mutabbaʿuhum, wa-musharriʿ al-bāsta’ (the word al-yāsa appears in a variety of [mis]spellings in the sources).
Lech’s edition, reading ‘manbaʿuhum wa-musharriʿ al-yāsa lahum’, appears to be more correct here.
14
Biran, Chinggis Khan, 120.
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various tribes living in Mongolia. 15 From that point onwards, having by then taken on the title of

Chinggis Khan, 16 he started to covet the sedentary lands to the south of Mongolia and after taking
the Xī Xià (Tangut Empire) in 1209 he embarked on a campaign to conquer the North Chinese
empire of the Jin Dynasty in 1211, although it would take until 1234 for the empire to be

definitively subdued. After defeating the Qara-Khitai empire in 1218, the Mongols were now

neighbours of a Muslim state: the Khwārazmian empire of Greater Iran headed by ʿAlā al-Dīn
Muḥammad. In 1219 Chinggis Khan launched an invasion into the Khwārazm Shāh’s lands,

following the so-called Utrar-incident, in which the Khwārazm Shāh’s governor killed a large

number of traders sent by Chinggis Khan (see chapter 4). This would prove to be only the beginning
of a campaign of conquest of Islamic lands in years to come. 17

Like their colleagues elsewhere in the Muslim world, the historians of Mamluk Egypt and

Syria were well aware that the Mongol rise to power – or their exodus (khurūj) from their own

lands, as they frequently referred to it – was inextricably linked to Chinggis Khan. Consequently,

many of them spent at least a few lines on him when discussing the Mongol conquests, while others

gave more elaborate descriptions. Those might be incorporated within the rest of the account of the
Mongol advance into the Muslim world, but various authors of biographical dictionaries included a

tarjama of Chinggis Khan. Such tarjamas could also be included in chronicles, in the obituary

notices of notabilities for that year.

One of the first authors in the Mamluk sultanate to include a tarjama of Chinggis Khan in his

various works was the Damascene historian and theologian al-Dhahabī. He had a close relationship
with his colleague al-Ṣafadī, with whom he worked in the Mamluk governmental service, and who

frequently used him as a source. 18 Al-Ṣafadī wrote numerous works, but his most famous texts are

his biographical dictionaries Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt and Aʿyān al-ʿAṣr wa-Aʿwān al-Naṣr, the

former of which includes a tarjama of Chinggis Khan. That there was no love lost between these two

authors and the Mongol conqueror is immediately clear in their introduction of the mutarjam,

Morgan, The Mongols, 55–61; Saunders, Mongol Conquests, 46–52. The reliability of the Secret History remains
questionable. However, Morgan (55) argues that we can be fairly sure of the rough outlines of Chinggis Khan’s
early life.
16
The meaning of the title ‘Chinggis Khan’ has never been definitively determined. Several options have been put
forth, such as ‘universal ruler’, which was generally accepted by scholars. De Rachewiltz, however, has argued that
an interpretation of ‘fierce, tough’ is more likely, rendering the translation ‘Fierce Ruler’. See Paul Ratchnevsky,
Genghis Khan: His Life and Legacy, trans. Thomas Nivison Haining (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 89–90; de Rachewiltz,
I:460.
17
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18
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introducing him as ‘Chinggis Khan, the tyrant of the Tatars and their first king, who destroyed the
lands and annihilated the people’. 19 Connected to them was Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī, who had been a

student of al-Dhahabī and a friend of al-Ṣafadī. 20 He includes a tarjama related to theirs in his

biographical dictionary of Shāfiʿī scholars, the Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya al-Kubrā (The Great Classes of

Shāfiʿī Scholars). In his book, Chinggis Khan’s tarjama appears in the part of the text that is now the
first printed volume, and which serves as an introduction to the volumes with the tarjamas proper.

The Mongol leader certainly had little to do with the Shāfiʿī madhhab, but information on the rise of
the Mongols was included in a section on the Shāfiʿīs in the eastern lands which, describes al-Subkī,

had been thoroughly destroyed by their armies.

These discussions of Chinggis Khan were not confined to the biographical genre. As the way

in which al-Subkī places his tarjama shows, his influence on the history of the Islamic world was

such that many authors considered it relevant to their texts. Information about his rise to power,
his actions, and his character is therefore given in histories, encyclopaedias and elsewhere. 21 In

their descriptions of Chinggis Khan, diverse biographers, historians and encyclopaedists not only
discuss the man himself, but also his importance to the Mongols. From their portrayals of the

Mongol conqueror, it is possible to reconstruct how he was viewed by Mamluk-era authors: an

incredibly violent and courageous conqueror, intelligent and cunning, who was an infidel with a
prophetic, or even nearly divine, status among his followers. In part, this characterisation of the

Mongol leader is historical: Chinggis Khan would not have been able to make the conquests he did
without a decent amount of courage and intelligence. For one, inclusion of information on him

reflects historical curiosity. At the same time, however, as he does in al-Adharbayjānī’s description,

Chinggis Khan could function as the distilled essence of the Mongols for Syrian and Egyptian

authors. They widely applied the same stereotypes of cunning and violence used for Chinggis Khan
to the Mongols in general, as I show in chapter 4. At the same time, the image again connects

Chinggis Khan to the basic ethnographic stereotype of northern peoples in general and the Mongols
in particular: he is violent, courageous and an infidel. And finally, the trope of intelligence is closely
connected to his institution of the Yasa, which I discuss in detail below.

al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:762; al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:152.
Ossama Abdelmoneim Sayed Abdelgawwad, ‘Al-Subkī’s Hermeneutical Theory in the Extended Generations of
the Shāfiʿīs (Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿīyah al-Kubrā)’ (Indiana University, 2018), 91, 95–96, 136.
21
See also Biran, Chinggis Khan, 109.
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Rise to power

As in the origin story that Ibn al-Dawādārī relates, some authors say Chinggis Khan originally

worked as a blacksmith. 22 But most authors – true to Ibn al-Dawādārī’s assertion – are primarily

interested in the beginning of his rule and his many conquests, rather than in what preceded them.

Many texts thus include a discussion of Chinggis Khan’s rise to power. As al-Qalqashandī, secretary

in the Mamluk chancery from the 790s/1390s onward and author of the encyclopaedic Ṣubḥ al-

Aʿshā fī Sināʿat al-Inshā (Dawn for the Night-Blind in the Secretarial Arts), already noted, there were

two different stories about this episode circulating in the Mamluk sultanate. 23 One of them, which

al-Qalqashandī himself encountered in the work of Abū al-Fidāʾ, is based on the report by Shihāb alDīn Muḥammad al-Nasawī (d. 647/1249-50), who was kātib al-inshāʾ (chief secretary) of Jalāl al-

Dīn Khwārazm Shāh, a position which rendered his work rather unfavourable towards the

Mongols. 24 Other authors relating this account are for instance al-Nuwayrī and al-Dhahabī. 25 The

details vary, but the general outline of this version is as follows: a tribe called Timurjī lived in the

steppes of China. China consisted of six kingdoms, each of which is ruled by a khan, and those khans
answer to a great khan called Alṭun Khān, who lived in Ṭūghāj (also given as Ṭamghāj). One of these

six kingdoms was headed by Dūshī Khān, who was married to the paternal aunt of Chinggis Khan.
When he died, Chinggis Khan went to visit her. Dushī Khān had no heir, and his aunt invited

Chinggis Khan to take the throne. The two neighbouring khans, one Kushlū Khān and another khan,
agreed. The Great Khan, however, disagreed with Chinggis Khan’s appointment and was angry.

Chinggis Khan and the neighbouring khans decided to work together against Alṭūn Khān, whom
they managed to defeat. One of the neighbouring khans died, leaving Chinggis Khan and Kushlū

Khān to rule over the Chinese kingdoms. Then Kushlū Khān died as well, leaving behind a son who
was also called Kushlū Khān. Deeming the son weak, Chinggis Khan fought and defeated him, and
ended up as the sole ruler. 26

Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ, ed.
Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf and Muḥyī Hilāl al-Sirḥān, vol. XXIII (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risāla, 1985), 158; al-Ṣafadī,
Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:154. See Amitai, ‘Jewish Teacher’, 701.
23
al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā, IV:310–11.
24
On al-Nasawī, see P. Jackson, ‘Al-Nasawī’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill
Online, 2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5809. For the section on Chinggis Khan’s initial
rise to power, see Shihāb al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Nasawī, Sīrat al-Sulṭān Jalāl al-Dīn Mankubirtī, ed. Ḥāfiẓ Aḥmad
Ḥamdi (Cairo: Dār al-Fikr al-ʿArabī, 1953), 38–48.
25
For this section in al-Nuwayrī, see Amitai, ‘Al-Nuwayrī’, 26–28.
26
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153–54; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:207–9; al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār,
XXVII:236–37; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:19–21, 278–79; al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXIII:227–28. See also Abū al-Fidāʾ,
Taqwīm al-Buldān, 365.
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The other story, as al-Qalqashandī also reports, is based on Juvaynī’s Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā,

and is closer to the actual historical events. 27 Al-Qalqashandī himself encountered it in al-ʿUmarī’s

Masālik al-Absār. Juvaynī’s history was an important source on the Mongols for a number of authors
in the Mamluk sultanate, including on the Yasa, as I will discuss below. Juvaynī relates how there
was a mighty ruler called Ong Khan. During his youth, Chinggis Khan frequently visited him, and
Ong Khan was fond of him and saw signs of greatness in him. He therefore favoured him and

advanced him. This caused jealousy among the ruler’s relatives, who conspired against him and

maligned him to Ong Khan. They managed to convince him, and he began to plot against Chinggis
Khan. Ong Khan became angry with two youths who served him, and they ran away to Chinggis

Khan and informed him of the plot brewing against him. Chinggis Khan rapidly left, and rewarded

the youths. He gathered a large amount of followers – among them some who previously followed
Ong Khan – and defeated his former patron and ruled over what had been his territories. 28

This second version of Chinggis Khan’s rise to power, based on the work of an author

writing in the service of the Mongols, presents him as someone who does right by those who are
loyal to him, and as a talented leader. This is retained even in Ibn Kathīr’s rendition, who was

otherwise very critical of Chinggis Khan and the Mongols, as I show below. The first story of the

events that led to the rise of Chinggis Khan, however, does contain explicit criticism in some of its
versions. Like in al-Nasawī’s original, Abū al-Fidāʾ points out that Chinggis Khan not only

considered the young Kushlū Khān weak, but also ‘violated the rules that were established between
him and his [Kushlū Khān JR’s] father’. 29 Similarly, al-Nuwayrī follows al-Nasawī in reporting that
Chinggis Khan did not treat the young ruler with justice, and that he ‘did not treat him like he had
treated his father with regard to the distribution of power and the rightful division of the

kingdoms’. 30 Al-Dhahabī, whose rendition of al-Nasawī’s story is textually the farthest from the

original, states when relating Chinggis Khan’s defeat of the great khan: ‘And Chinggis Khan ruled
over his [the great khan] land, and his wickedness became dreadful (istafḥala sharruhu).’ 31

Al-Dhahabī thus connects al-Nasawī’s version of Chinggis Khan’s rise to power to what came

after that: the conquests in Central Asia under his command. The Muslim sources, Mamluk and
otherwise, pay ample attention to Mongol violence, including to that used during the early

For an overview of these events, see for instance Biran, Chinggis Khan, 32–38.
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:102–4 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٤–٦/93-94); Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya
wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:118. For the relation between these texts and Juvaynī, see below.
29
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:154. See also al-Nasawī, Sīrat, 42.
30
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:209. See also al-Nasawī, Sīrat, 42. See also, for instance, al-ʿUmarī, Masālik alAbṣār, XXVII:237.
31
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conquests (see chapter 4). Some explicitly connect this violence to Chinggis Khan himself. This is

clearly visible in al-Dhahabī’s, and following him by al-Ṣafadī’s and al-Subkī’s, introduction of him,

which emphasises destruction and widespread killing. 32 In his tarjama of Chinggis Khan in Siyar al-

Nubalāʾ, al-Dhahabī also states that it ‘was less significant for him to kill a Muslim than a flea’. 33 Ibn
Kathīr, similarly reflecting on the unprecedented number of casualties the Mongol leader left in his

wake, states that Chinggis Khan killed so many people that no one knows how many they were. The
only one who could, is the one who created them: God. 34 The Mamluk-era descriptions of Chinggis

Khan’s rise to power thus serve not only as historical background for the unexpected appearance of
the Mongols, but also to show Chinggis Khan’s violence, which would be continued by later

generations of Mongols. They use older sources but place their own emphases and make additions
in order to convey this message.

Prophethood

Mamluk-era authors were thus well aware not only of the key role Chinggis Khan played in the

Mongol conquests, but also of his lasting symbolic importance to the Mongols. 35 Even his burial was
a spectacular one, according to Ibn Kathīr at least, who relates that his followers put him in an iron
coffin and suspended it between two mountains. 36 According to several authors, the role Chinggis

Khan played for the Mongols was comparable to that of a prophet. Among them was Ibn Taymiyya,

who sneered that, despite his lowly birth as a bastard, the Mongols considered Chinggis Khan to be
the greatest messenger of God. He lamented that ‘the Tatars believe grave things about Chinggis

Khan’. According to him, the Mongols believe that he is the son of God, similar to Christian beliefs
about Christ. They thus put him, an infidel king, on equal footing with Muhammad, seal of the

prophets, considering the two as ‘the two great signs that came from God’, as Ibn Taymiyya relates a
Mongol commander informed him. 37 According to Ibn Taymiyya, they glorify him ‘to the extent that

al-Dhahabī, XIII:762; al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:243. See also al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:152; al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, I:330.
al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:243.
34
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:119.
35
On the symbolic importance of Chinggis Khan in the successor khanates, see for instance Biran, Chinggis Khan,
121–26.
36
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:118. See also al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 181, who appears to base
himself on Ibn Kathīr here. While questions about Chinggis Khan’s death and burial remain, this version of events
appears highly unlikely. On his death and burial, see Bat-Ochir Bold, ‘The Death and Burial of Chinggis Khaan’,
Central Asian Survey 19, no. 1 (2000): 95–115.
37
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:521. See also Amitai, ‘Jewish Teacher’, 699; Biran, Chinggis Khan, 120–21.
This section of Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwa is also discussed by Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 299–300. A little further down,
Ibn Taymiyya again problematises the Mongols’ supposed equalisation of Muḥammad and Chinggis Khan, and
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they say, when they have money, “this is sustenance from Chinggis Khan,” and they thank him for
their food and drink’. 38 The alleged heresy and shirk, attributing partners to God, are evident.

The notion that the Mongols revered Chinggis Khan as a prophet is found in other Mamluk-

era texts as well. In his Mufarrij al-Kurūb fī Akhbār Banī Ayyūb, Ibn Wāsil states that his position was

like that of a prophet, with the Mongols obeying his every order. 39 This notion of obedience is

connected to the fact that Chinggis Khan was the one to unite all the tribes behind him. ‘All the
Tatars (al-tatār) submitted to him,’ writes al-Dhahabī, ‘and obeyed him in everything.’ 40 Such

obedience may seem commendable, but no human being is deserving of the reverence he received:

‘They were obedient to him as the aṣḥāb of the prophet were obedient to him; nay, the obedience of
the worshippers devoted to the Lord of the Worlds.’ 41 Al-Ṣafadī, who based the first part of his

tarjama on that of al-Dhahabī, relates the same. 42 Similarly, al-Subkī quotes al-Dhahabī (albeit
without acknowledgement) when he writes that the Mongols obeyed Chinggis Khan like
worshippers do God. 43

Biran has argued that this turn of phrase neutralises the religious problem inherent in the

notion that Chinggis Khan was a prophet by simply focusing on obedience. 44 In light of the way that

these authors, al-Dhahabī, al-Ṣafadī, and al-Subkī, write about the Mongol ‘tyrant’ in the rest of the

section that contains this sentence, which I discuss below, I am inclined to interpret the statement
by these authors differently. Rather than as neutralising, I read this as an accusation of shirk

directed at Chinggis Khan’s followers. The obedience they show toward their leader is reserved for
actual prophets and God. This reading is supported by al-Dhahabī’s statement elsewhere that the

Mongols ‘believed in him [Chinggis Khan] and deified him (taʾallahūhu), and they did their utmost

to obey him’. 45

While the Mongols are rebuked for supposedly considering him a prophet, or even deifying

him, many authors point out that Chinggis Khan was no monotheist. They emphasise that he did not

asserts that the fake prophet Musaylima was less harmful to Muslims than Chinggis Khan (522). See also Biran,
Chinggis Khan, 120–21.
38
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:521–22.
39
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Khan, 120. See also al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl, I:86.
40
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41
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adhere to any religion, 46 or call him ‘an associator to God, worshiping others beside him’. 47 Of

interest here is al-Subkī’s description of Chinggis Khan’s use of religion. Al-Subkī describes him as

an infidel who worshipped the sun, 48 and even has Chinggis Khan himself emphasise his lack of

religion, in a letter to the Khwārazm Shāh following the Utrar-incident. In the text of the letter that

al-Subkī gives – which is clearly not historical – he has Chinggis Khan write: ‘I do not adhere to any
religion, but I do not approve of you doing this [the murder of the traders]. And you are a member
of the religion of Islam, and these traders were of your religion.’ 49

But while this fictional Chinggis Khan himself acknowledges being an infidel, he is also

shown to actively propagate his false prophethood. According to al-Subkī, in the run-up to the

confrontation with the Khwārazm Shāh, Chinggis Khan retreated to a mountain top, bareheaded,
and stood on his feet for three days, ‘or so it is said’.

Then he claimed (zaʿama) that God made him fall [and] that a speech came to him saying:
‘You have been treated unjustly, so go and triumph over your enemy, and rule over the
earth, both land and sea.’ And he [Chinggis Khan] would say: ‘The earth is my property, and
God has made me king over it.’ 50

This story appears to be a contraction of two different stories related by Ibn Kathīr (see below).

Although al-Subkī does not make it explicit, he appears to suggest – given his repeated assertions,
both earlier and later, that Chinggis Khan was an infidel – that the Mongol conqueror was simply
pretending to receive such divine communications in order to use this to his own advantage,
spreading the falsehood of his being a prophet himself.

Understandably, the Muslim authors inhabiting the Mongol successor khanates present a

different image. Biran has pointed to the monotheisation of the figure of Chinggis Khan, which was

necessary for later, Islamised Mongol rulers in order to build on his legacy for their own

legitimisation. Some presented Chinggis Khan as God’s punishment (as in the treatise by Ibn al-

Nafīs), and in the case of pro-Mongol sources such as Juvaynī and Rashīd al-Dīn as one that would

prove to be beneficial for the Muslim world in the long run. Even Chinggis Khan himself, while

clearly not a Muslim, was monotheised in post-conversion pro-Mongol sources, by presenting him
See for instance al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:243.
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:119.
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as something of an ḥanīf, a monotheist outside of the established religions. 51 Biran reveals this

phenomenon in Ilkhanid and Timurid sources in particular, but she shows that even in the Mamluk
sultanate a hint of this appeared, in the work of al-Nuwayrī. 52

Al-Nuwayrī included a fairly large section on the history of the Mongols in his encyclopaedic

work Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab. 53 It contains an anecdote in which he departs from the

sources he uses for his description of Chinggis Khan’s rise to power, al-Nasawī and Ibn al-Athīr. AlNuwayrī reports that Chinggis Khan became an ascetic for a while, devoting himself to God, on the
prompting of a Jewish teacher who informed him that the success of his dynasty was predicted in

the Jewish books. This section was translated and analysed by Amitai, who showed that it is likely a
story of Ilkhanid provenance, dating to after the Ilkhanids’ conversion to Islam. The fragment

contains various ways in which Chinggis Khan is given, in Amitai’s words, ‘Muslim patina’, showing
how the recently Islamised Mongols there were attempting to integrate older ideas about Chinggis
Khan and their new religion. 54

In this section of al-Nuwayrī’s discussion of the Mongols, indeed contains the

monotheisation of the Mongol leader as shown by Biran. Yet, as Amitai pointed out, Chinggis Khan’s
attempt in this story to place himself on the same level as Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad would not
necessarily have been read in a positive light by Muslims in the Mamluk sultanate. In this sense it

ties in with the various authors who accused the Mongols of viewing Chinggis Khan – falsely – as a

prophet. 55 Al-Nuwayrī appears to have been the only author in the Mamluk sultanate to include this
story that presents Chinggis Khan as a ḥanīf. 56 Biran rightly describes it as a hint of the new role
Chinggis Khan played in Ilkhanid sources of the time, 57 as this is indeed all it was. And even this

story may thus have been interpreted negatively by al-Nuwayrī’s audience. In the Mamluk sources,

Chinggis Khan is widely presented not only as an infidel, but as a man who is wrongly considered a

Morgan, ‘Persian Perceptions’, 204–5; Biran, Chinggis Khan, 112–19.
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53
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prophet by his people, or even deified as some authors claim. To make matters worse, he even

provided them with a law of his own invention – an innovation that clashed harshly with God’s
divine legislation as sent down through the true and final prophet, Muhammad.

The Yasa: Mongol law in Mamluk sources

One of the things Chinggis Khan is said to have done during his conquests and in the earliest days of

the Mongol empire, is to introduce the so-called ‘Great Yasa’, supposedly during the quriltai of 1206.

The term yasa comes from the Mongolian ǰasaq, 58 and can simply mean ‘decree’. 59 The ‘Great Yasa’,
however, was traditionally interpreted as being some sort of written legal code, which was laid

down by Chinggis Khan and used by his successors who considered it binding, although such a code
does not survive. This lack of a surviving copy of the Yasa has led to intense academic debate about
the Yasa’s characteristics and contents. Opinions have varied from the idea that the lack of

surviving copies indicates that it was solely intended for the Chinggisid family and kept secret to
outsiders, 60 to the theory that medieval Muslim authors confused imperial edicts (jasaq) with

Mongol custom (yosun), and grouped everything together under the term ‘(Great) Yasa’, as Denise

Aigle has argued in recent years. 61 The academic debate about the historical nature and contents of
the Yasa is thus in full swing. I, however, will look into what Muslim Mamluk-era authors thought it

was and contained. What was the nature and the function of the Yasa in their eyes? What sort of

rules did they say it promulgated? This analysis will show how, from the late seventh/thirteenth

century onwards, the Yasa was constructed by Mamluk-era authors as a mirror image of the Islamic

Sharia and thus used as a way to defame and malign the Mongols, despite the Mongols’ changing

relations with Islam itself.

For etymological considerations, see Gerhard Doerfer, Türkische und mongolische Elemente im Neupersischen.
Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung älterer neupersischer Geschichtsquellen, vor allem der Mongolen- und
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Scholars used to think that the Yasa’s contents could be reconstructed using what they

thought were fragments of it found in other texts, such as those by Juvaynī, the Syriac historian Bar
Hebraeus (1226-86), al-ʿUmarī, and al-Maqrīzī, who all listed numerous of its rules. 62 In the early

1970s, however, David Ayalon showed that the latter three are all dependent on the former.

Praising the intelligence and wisdom of Chinggis Khan, and stating that the Mongol ruler himself

invented these rules without recourse to any written records or traditions, 63 Juvaynī lists a number

of them in a chapter entitled ‘Of the laws which Chingiz-Khan framed and the yasas which he
promulgated after his rise to power’, as well as mentioning a selection of laws or customs

elsewhere in this work. Al-ʿUmarī and Bar Hebraeus both based themselves on the Persian

historian, and al-Maqrīzī in turn used al-ʿUmarī’s work, albeit without acknowledging his reliance

on the latter. 64 Al-Maqrīzī’s purpose for discussing the Yasa was his indignation that Mamluk ḥujjāb

(chamberlains) had begun judging the Muslim civilian population, rather than leaving that to Sharia
judges, which, he claimed, they did according to the Mongol Yasa. His aim, therefore, was to show

how antagonistic that was to Sharia law. Ayalon demonstrated that not only is it highly unlikely that
the Yasa was ever used in the Mamluk sultanate in this manner, but that al-Maqrīzī was also an

unreliable source for its original Mongol contents. 65

Ayalon thus turned the existing consensus on the Yasa on its head, and forced scholars to

re-examine the historical evidence. Responding to Ayalon’s work and pointing to the lack of

information on the Yasa in both the Secret History and in Rashīd al-Dīn’s Jāmiʿ al-Tavārīkh, David
Morgan has argued that there is no actual evidence that such a written legal code, instituted by

Chinggis Khan, ever really existed. He suggests that the notion of this Great Yasa may have been

based on the existence of Mongol customary law, the collection of Chinggis Khan’s utterances, or the

Morgan, ‘The “Great Yāsā of Chingiz Khān”’, 163–64; Morgan, The Mongols, 96–97; Morgan, ‘Revisited’, 292. For
an example of this traditional interpretation, see George Vernadsky, ‘The Scope and Contents of Chingis Khan’s
Yasa’, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 3, no. 3/4 (1938): 337–60. More recent authors who take a more critical
approach, but do attempt to reconstruct Yasa legislation, are Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan: His Life and Legacy, 187–
96; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 146–56. See also Ratchnevsky, ‘Die Yasa’; Ratchnevsky, ‘Die Rechtsverhältnisse’. On
Bar Hebraeus’ work on the Mongols, see chapter 3 in Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 66–88, or her earlier article on
which the chapter was based, Denise Aigle, ‘L’œuvre historiographique de Barhebraeus. Son apport à l’histoire de
la période mongole’, Parole de l’Orient 33 (2008): 25–61.
63
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64
Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part A)’; Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part B)’; Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’; Ayalon,
‘The Great Yāsa (Part C2)’.
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evidence of such an influence of the Yasa in the Mamluk sultanate is similarly unreliable (see, in particular, C2, 127140). For earlier notions of the influence of the Yasa on the Mamluk sultanate, strongly influenced by al-Maqrīzī,
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keeping of written records of Mongol legal decisions. 66 The rules found in Juvaynī’s text, he argues,

are decrees – yasa with a lower case y – rather than rulings from a ‘Great Yasa’. Nonetheless, even in

Juvaynī’s text, Morgan acknowledges, there are echoes of a notion of the term Yasa in the sense of
an overarching legal code. It may well have been ‘a gradually evolving body of custom, not only

beginning before the time of Chingiz Khān but continuing after him’. Contemporary historians were,
however, engulfed by a ‘fog of vagueness and uncertainty’ when it came to its exact contents. 67

Based on Chinese sources and on the Mongol Secret History, De Rachewiltz in turn has argued that

there is enough evidence to assume there was in fact such a legal code, which was likely written
down and went, one way or another, back to the authority of Chinggis Khan. Among other

arguments, he points to the early (1246) letter from Güyük Khan, the third Great Khan (r. 1246-48),
to Pope Innocent IV (r. 1243-54) which states: ‘And if you keep to your word, thou, who art the
great Pope, together with all the kings, must come in person to do homage to Us. We shall then
cause you to hear every command (firmān) that there is of the Yāsā.’ 68 Morgan, in his 2005

revisitation of the issue, acknowledges that there appears to have been a ceremonial and ‘special’
aspect to the ‘yasa-reinforcing actions on the part of Ögödei and Güyüg’. 69 And while he still does

not believe that there was a coherent law code, Morgan recognises that ‘there was certainly
something’. 70

For indeed, whatever the ‘Great Yasa’ may or may not have been, there was a clear

contemporary belief in the existence of a such a code instated by Chinggis Khan. 71 This included

later Mongol rulers themselves, as is clear from Güyük’s letter to Pope Innocent IV, as well as their
subject peoples and external enemies. 72 Authors in the Ilkhanate, such as Juvaynī, report that at

important moments, such as the election of a khan or the mobilisation of the army, rolls on which
yasas are written are produced, 73 and how specific rulers, such as Ghazan, are particularly

Morgan, The Mongols, 98–99.
Morgan, ‘The “Great Yāsā of Chingiz Khān”’, 168–71. Quote on p. 169. See also Morgan, The Mongols, 98. On the
Yasa in Juvaynī, see also Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 138.
68
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100. (Based on Boyle’s translation of the Persian version of the letter in P. Pelliot, ‘Les Mongols et la papauté’,
Revue de l’Orient chrétien 23, no. 30 [1922-1923]: 15–16. The Persian quote is found on p. 15, ll. 9-10.) On the Yasa
in Chinese legal sources, see Paul Heng-chao Ch’en, Chinese Legal Tradition under the Mongols: The Code of 1291
as Reconstructed (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 4–10.
69
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committed to the Yasa. 74 Furthermore, Mongol rulers not only employed the Yasa in their

correspondence with other rulers – specifically when they were trying to get the latter to submit 75 –

it was also used during intra-Mongol strife. Mongol rulers (or pretenders to the throne) would

claim strict observance of the Yasa, while accusing any opponents of violating and disregarding it. 76
A good example of this is the letter from Berke Khan to Baybars, in which he was ‘requesting help
against Hülegü, and information of [the latter’s] violation of [the Yasa of] Chingghis Khan and the

sharīʿa of his family’. Ayalon has shown that it originally said mukhālifat yasaq Jinkiz Khān, but even
without that, the context shows that it refers to a legal code of sorts, which Hülegü is supposedly
disregarding. 77

So the Yasa was widely believed to exist in the medieval Islamic world and the various

Mongol khanates, thought to go back to Chinggis Khan, and was considered to be of vital

importance by the successors of the Mongol empire’s founder. But in the same way as scholars

today are still in the dark about its exact contents (assuming those existed), this lack of clarity on

what the Yasa really was, is also evident in the works of contemporary authors. For while Mamlukera writers were certain that the Great Yasa existed, in some cases were clearly quite fascinated by

it, and occasionally provide individual rules or even entire lists, it is evident that not one of them

has seen an actual copy of such a code. 78 The ‘Great Yasa of Chinggis Khan’ and its exact contents

remain a mystery for now, although it lies at the centre of a fascinating line of investigation. Much

more, however, can be said about the way Muslim authors in the Mamluk sultanate treated the Yasa
and its supposed rules in their texts.

The Yasa in seventh/thirteenth-century Mamluk sources

Sources from the second half of the seventh/thirteenth century offer fairly little information on the
Yasa. The term itself mostly appears in the context of inter-Mongol conflict and that of diplomatic

relations between the Mamluk sultanate and the Mongols, as in Berke’s letter mentioned above, or
for instance when Baybars received a letter from Abaqa (r. 663-80/1265-82) in 667/1268. This

letter spoke of the Mamluk sultan being ‘under the command (firmān) and yāsāt of Chinggis Khan’

beforehand, and of him now being ‘under the command and yāsāt of the Great Khan (qāʾān) in this

Reuven Amitai-Preiss, ‘Ghazan, Islam and Mongol Tradition: A View from the Mamluk Sultanate’, Bulletin of the
School of Oriental and African Studies 59, no. 1 (1996): 4.
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manner’. 79 A reply was sent in which Baybars stated: ‘How can there be agreement while we, today,

have the yāsāh that is greater than that of Chinggis Khan?’ 80 One thing that stands out in this

exchange, is that Abaqa clearly speaks of yāsāt, decrees, in the plural, as Amitai has also pointed out.
Moreover, these decrees are apparently also promulgated by the current Great Khan, and are thus
not necessarily derived from Chinggis Khan himself. 81 The purpose of the term ‘yāsāh’ in Baybars’

reply, however, is different. Not only is it in the singular – it clearly refers to a code of sorts, rather
than to individual decrees – it is also inextricably linked to Chinggis Khan and contrasted to ‘what
we have’, i.e. the Sharia. Baybars evidently regarded the ‘Yasa of Chinggis Khan’ as similar in form

and function, but inferior in value, to the Islamic Sharia. 82 At a very early point in Mamluk-Mongol

relations, in the late 660s/1260s, a discourse is clearly present in which ‘the Yasa’ was considered

to be a comprehensive code that had been instated by Chinggis Khan, even though the information
arriving directly from the Mongol khanates did not necessarily support this notion. Moreover,

Baybars and his secretaries already express something of an opposition between the Yasa and the
Sharia.

Other seventh/thirteenth-century mentions of the Yasa tend to be similarly brief. It was,

however, apparently known that Mongol kings prided themselves on upholding the Yasa. Shāfiʿ ibn
ʿAlī, for instance, mentions in his biography of Qalawun that Abaqa, as ‘the current king of the

Tatars’, is responsible for the Yasa (al-qāʾim bi-asatihi). 83 Writing sometime in the 680s/1280s-

690s/1290s, 84 he does not offer any further explanation, apparently assuming that his audience is
sufficiently familiar with the term. In these relatively early days, reports also appear in Mamluk

historiography stating that Chinggis Khan laid down rules for the Mongols, and that they faithfully
adhere to these and call them the Yasa (al-āsā), as Ibn Wāṣil writes. 85 But, adds the author, who

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 340. The correction of al-qāʾān hankadāh to al-qāʾān haykadāh, a colloquial
variant of classical hākadhā, was made by Amitai-Preiss, ‘An Exchange’, 19 n. 39. In this article, Amitai-Preiss
provides a complete English translation and analysis of this exchange. See also Anne F. Broadbridge, ‘Mamluk
Legitimacy and the Mongols: The Reigns of Baybars and Qalāwūn’, Mamlūk Studies Review 5 (2001): 105–11;
Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 33–35; Amitai, ‘Mamluk-Ilkhanid Diplomatic Contacts’, 330–33.
80
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wrote his Mufarrij between the years 671-83/1272-85, 86 ‘they do not believe in any law of the

Sharia’ (lā yaʿtaqidūna sharīʿa min al-sharāʾiʿ). 87

From an early moment onwards, then, Mamluk-era authors considered the Yasa to be a

Mongol legal code, instated by Chinggis Khan, or at least a body of written law. It was held to play a

similar role for the Mongols as the Sharia did for Muslims, but was decidedly at odds with the

latter. 88 This was not a purely legal argument, but had strong religious and moral connotations as
well, given the spiritual dimensions of the Sharia. Where Juvaynī, who was after all writing in the

service of the Mongols, emphasised that many aspects of the Yasa were in fact in accordance with
the Sharia, 89 these Mamluk-era authors take care to show the contrary. To a certain extent they

were right. Whether they were part of a ‘Great Yasa’ or simply Mongol custom (yosun), some

Mongol practices and regulations, like the Mongol way of slaughter, their rules regarding running

water, and the practice of sons wedding their fathers’ widows (barring their own mothers), clashed
spectacularly with Islamic rules regarding ritual slaughter, ritual purity, and family law,

respectively. 90 In these seventh/thirteenth-century texts, however, no such rules appear. The Yasa

is a rather abstract phenomenon that is conceived of as having a form and function for the Mongols

that is similar to that of the Sharia for Muslims, yet which is content-wise incompatible with it and

thus the two are contrasted.

The Yasa in eighth/fourteenth-century Mamluk sources

The vision of the Yasa as antagonistic to Sharia becomes increasingly clear in the sources of the

eighth/fourteenth century, and in some cases these texts also contain what they assert are Yasa

rules. Their authors have more information on the Mongols than their predecessors in the early

Mamluk decades – after all, the Mongols had been unknown to the Muslim world before the start of
their conquests. And with the knowledge on the Mongols came (supposed) knowledge on the Yasa.
As in the case of Baybars’ letter to Abaqa, authors in eighth/fourteenth-century Syria and Egypt

clearly envision the Yasa as a set code with which the Mongols were supposed to comply. This is
Gamal el-Din el-Shayyal, ‘Ibn Wāṣil’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online,
2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3408.
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evident, for instance, in Mamluk accounts of Mongols accusing other Mongols of not adhering to ‘the
established Yasa’ (al-yāsā al-muqarrara). 91

The legal code, as these authors clearly see it, is inextricably linked with the person of

Chinggis Khan. Some only mention the Yasa briefly, such as al-Nuwayrī, according to whom

Chinggis Khan’s sons said after his death: ‘We will obey the Yasa (yāsā) of our father Chinggis

Khan.’ 92 This emphasis on the relationship between Chinggis Khan and the Yasa is also found in the
similarly brief mention by al-Yūnīnī, who writes that Hülegü’s general Kitbugha adhered ‘to the
laws of the Yasa (āsa) of Chinggis Khan’. 93

While al-Nuwayrī and al-Yūnīnī, perhaps because of the brevity of their respective

statements, do not explicitly criticise the laws of the Yasa, others do pass judgment, even if they do
not discuss specific regulations. For instance, al-Dhahabī states that

He [Chinggis Khan] laid down laws for them [the Mongols] on which they depend. They
adhered to them and made them incumbent upon themselves to the extent that anyone who
broke any part of it, and thus strayed, must be killed. They believed in him [Chinggis Khan]
and deified him (taʾallahūhu), and they did their utmost to obey him and in adherence to his
Yasa (yāsatihi). 94

In three sentences, al-Dhahabī paints a picture of fanatical adherence to the Yasa, the lawgiver of

which they deify. The latter goes against all tenets of Islam, as discussed above, which implies that
the Yasa itself does too. Like al-Dhahabī, al-Subkī needs only a few words to denounce the Mongol

law. He writes that Chinggis Khan laid down ‘a law that he invented, and a religion he – God curse

him – contrived (ibtadaʿahu), calling it “the Yasa”, and they do not rule except by that.’ 95 The use of

the root B-D-ʿ here, from which also comes the word bidʿa, meaning ‘heretical, religious innovation’,
dispels any possible remaining doubt about the Yasa’s compatibility with Islam in the eyes of alSubkī.

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:274, in his description of conflict over the reign of Geikhatu. Another example
is al-Ṣafadī’s report of Golden Horde messengers in Tabriz accusing Ghazan of deviating from the Yasa. Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn
Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, ed. Aḥmad al-Arnāʾūṭ and Turkī Muṣṭafā, vol. XXV (Beirut: Dār
Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 2000), 120–21.
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A clear pattern emerges: the Yasa is inextricably connected to Chinggis Khan, who is said to

have been the one to introduce it. In the case of al-Dhahabī and al-Subkī, the Yasa is clearly

connected to the Mongols’ deification of Chinggis Khan or his false prophethood. In the same way
they go too far in their obedience to their leader – the type of obedience reserved for God and his

actual prophet – they overstep in their single-minded observance of Yasa rules. Chinggis Khan and
the Yasa thus perversely occupy the place reserved for, respectively, God/Muhammad and the

Sharia. Ibn Taymiyya made this point even more explicitly. His use of the Yasa in his fatwas directed
against the Ilkhanid Mongols has received ample scholarly attention. The text and context of these

fatwas has been extensively studied by, among others, Aigle, Yahya Michot and Thomas Raff. 96 I will
therefore be quite brief in my discussion of his fatwas, but include them nonetheless on account of
their relevance. Not only were they one of the earlier texts to reflect on the Yasa, Ibn Taymiyya’s

thinking on the topic had a significant Nachleben and can be found in the works of, for instance, Ibn

Kathīr.

Although some authors’ more extensive treatments of the Yasa, in which they gave detailed

information on its introduction and/or its contents, have been discussed by historians in the past,
this is not the case for all relevant Mamluk-era authors. While the pertinent sections of al-ʿUmarī

and the later, ninth/fifteenth-century authors al-Maqrīzī and Ibn ʿArabshāh have received due

attention, the approaches to the Yasa of Ibn Kathīr and of most of the material by al-Ṣafadī have
remained unexamined. 97 The study of the last two not only reveals these authors’ respective
interpretations of the Yasa, but thereby also sheds new light on the source material Mamluk

historians used and the development of historiographical trends in writing about the Yasa. Mamluk
historians were evidently well aware that the Yasa was important to the Mongols. Therefore they
not only found it a relevant topic to discuss, but the Yasa could also be used as a pars pro toto for

Denise Aigle, ‘The Mongol Invasions of Bilād Al-Shām by Ghāzān Khān and Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol”
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Taymiyya (Ob. 728/1328)’, in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras, ed. U. Vermeulen and D.
De Smet (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 335–53; Thomas Raff, Remarks on an Anti-Mongol Fatwā by Ibn Taymīya (Leiden:
self-published, 1973). A partial French translation of the second fatwa was published in three installments by
Michot in a longer series entitled ‘Textes spirituels d’Ibn Taymiyya’ (I-XVI), published in the journal Le Musulman
(published by l’Association des Étudiants Islamiques de France) between 1990-1998. The installments XI-XIII
contain the translation of parts of the second fatwa. All installments can be found online on
http://www.muslimphilosophy.com/it/. For an overview of the earlier research, see Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three
“Anti-Mongol” Fatwas’, 94–96.
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the Mongols. By criticising Mongol cultural stuff, the Mongols could be effectively othered and the

authors’ own values, culture and religion underscored. And where some used Ilkhanid-Persian
sources, a certain vagueness about its contents persisted – as it does today. That uncertainty

provided extra room to use the Yasa as a way to ridicule, criticise and malign the Mongols.

Ibn Taymiyya: the Yasa in his fatwas against the Mongols

Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya was a religious scholar from the Ḥanbalī madhhab, and while he

was famous for his spectacular erudition, he was equally – or possibly even more – infamous for his
radicalism and trouble-making. Born in Ḥarrān (in today’s southern Turkey) in 661/1263, his

family fled to Damascus when he was a young boy after his hometown had been razed by Mongol

troops. Quick to harshly condemn everyone and everything he considered to fall short of orthodox
Sunnism, he was tried for his controversial religious statements on no fewer than three occasions,

and landed in prison six times, spending a total of some six years there. 98 He was, however, also one

of the few members of the Damascene elite courageous enough to stay in the city during the Mongol
occupation of 699/1299-1300, and he represented the city to Ghazan. 99 He went out to meet with

the Ilkhanid ruler twice, first during this occupation, and then likely in Ghazan’s 702/1303 invasion
of Syria. 100 For during the winter of 700/1300-1, Ghazan invaded Syria again but left in February

without a battle taking place – poor weather prevented the two sides from meeting. He returned,

On Ibn Taymiyya’s stints in prison, see Donald P. Little, ‘The Historical and Historiographical Significance of the
Detention of Ibn Taymiyya’, International Journal of Middle East Studies 4 (1973): 311–27. The Mongols were not
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Christians, Shia and other religious groups that did not meet his approval, he also denounced secular practices
such as futuwwa – a term hard to translate, but which referred to groups of young men that had chivalric and
militial aspects. Robert Irwin, ‘Futuwwa: Chivalry and Gangsterism in Medieval Cairo’, Muqarnas 21 (2004): 161–
70. For the futuwwa in the work of Ibn Taymiyya, who argued that ‘all sorts of vices might flourish in these
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99
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again, in 702/1303, when the Ilkhanid troops were defeated by the Mamluks in the battle of Marj
al-Suffār on 2 Ramaḍān 702/20 April 1303. A decade later, in 712/1312, Ghazan’s brother and

successor Öljeitü (r. 704-16/1304-16) invaded Syria again – in what would be the last Ilkhanid

invasion of Mamluk territory – but he was unsuccessful and withdrew before a battle could take
place. 101

It was in this context that Ibn Taymiyya promulgated three fatwas against the Mongols, in

which he depicted the Mongols as rebels (bughāt) against whom the Muslims should be waging

jihad. As a genre, these fatwas are wholly different from the historical and biographical sources I
have so far discussed and will focus on in the rest of this chapter. Yet, as in the case of the

diplomatic letter by Baybars, they are informative. The reason these fatwas were needed in the first
place – and that a jihad against the Mongols was not a matter of course – was Ghazan’s conversion
to Islam. This conversion had caused some confusion and hesitation among al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s

troops: the soldiers felt that they should not be fighting other Muslims, an issue that al-Nāṣir
Muḥammad mentioned to Ghazan in a letter dating to 28 Muḥarram 701/3 October 1301. 102

Similarly, prior to the invasion of 699/1299-1300, some news circulated in Syria stating that the

inhabitants of Damascus need not worry, seeing as Ghazan was a good Muslim, and so were most of
his troops. 103 The discussion apparently reared its head again in the run-up to the Battle of Marj al-

Suffār: the population questioned the idea of fighting the Muslim Mongols, and Ibn Taymiyya

described them as khawārij, full of sin and tyranny, and argued that they should be fought. 104

Ghazan himself, during the occupation of 699/1300, proffered various religious justifications for his
invasion, accusing the Mamluks of un-Islamic behaviour and portraying himself as a just Muslim
ruler. 105 Aigle has argued that the first and third fatwa were likely issued in this context. The

second, however, is clearly of a later date, as it refers to Öljeitü’s conversion to Shiism in 708 (late
On these conflicts, see Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 73–98.
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:243–47 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:194–98);
Abū Bakr ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn Aybak Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar wa-Jāmiʿ al-Ghurar, ed. Hans Robert Roemer, vol.
IX (Cairo: Sāmī al-Khānjī, 1960), 67. On this exchange of letters between al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and Ghazan, see
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 265–78; Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 81–85.
103
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:98 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:134); Shams
al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām wa-Wafayāt al-Mashāhīr wal-Aʿlām, ed. Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf, vol. XV (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 2003), 704; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz alDurar, IX:18. See also Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’, 28.
104
Abū al-Fidāʾ Ismaʿīl Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, vol. XIV (Beirut and Riyadh: Maktabat al-Maʿārif and
Maktabat al-Naṣr, 1966), 24.
105
His firmān is given by al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:102–4 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian
Historiography, I:139–42), see also Ghazan’s letter to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (II:212–14; English translation in I:181–
84). See Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 75–77; Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol” Fatwas’, 106–11;
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 296–98.
101
102
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1308/early 1309). It was therefore possibly written shortly before the ilkhan’s invasion of

712/1312. 106

Jihad should be waged against the Mongols, according to the Ḥanbalī scholar. Not only do

they have unbelievers from among the Christians and the ‘associators’ in their armies, they also do

not fight apostates as they should. Rather, the interests of the Mongol state (dawlat al-mughūl) take
precedence over those of Islam. 107 The matter of the Yasa was not Ibn Taymiyya’s primary issue

with the Mongols: that was this collaboration with a colourful selection of infidels. 108 However, one

of his other arguments was that the Mongols fail to adhere to all rules of the Sharia. 109

According to Ibn Taymiyya, it is obligatory to fight ‘any group of people who ceases to

adhere to any part of the Sharia (...) until they comply with [all] its rules’. 110 The Ilkhanid failure to

obey Sharia regulations lies in part in the fact that many of them do not perform the ṣalāt or other

religious duties, 111 but they also follow rules laid down by Chinggis Khan rather than the Sharia.
The mufti states:

They hold him to be the greatest messenger of God in glorifying what he prescribed for
them and legislated from his opinion and his preference (bi-ẓannihi wa-hawāhi). They
regard it as lawful to kill whoever transgresses against what he prescribed for them, this
accursed infidel, who is hostile to God and His prophets and messengers, and His believing
servants. 112

Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol” Fatwas’, 117–18; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 302–3. For Ibn
Taymiyya’s statement that the Mongol ruler had converted to Shiism, see Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:533.
107
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:504–5, 520–21. For a more elaborate analysis of Ibn Taymiyya’s lines of
argumentation see Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol” Fatwas’, 101–3; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 291–93.
See also Amitai, Holy War, 79.
108
Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol” Fatwas’, 102; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 291. In the
abovementioned letter from the sultan to the ilkhan, the latter is also chastised for coming to Islamic lands with
non-Muslim soldiers (al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl [ed. Guo], II:244 [English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian
Historiography, I:195]; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, IX:67). See also Aigle, ‘Ibn Taymīyah’s Three “Anti-Mongol”
Fatwas’, 97; Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 272, 287.
109
It was this part of his argument that was infamously and selectively used by ʿAbd al-Salām Faraj, the leader of
the Islamist group that assassinated the Egyptian president Anwar al-Sadat in 1981, in his book Al-Farīd al-Ghāʾiba
(The Neglected Duty). See Mona Hassan, ‘Modern Interpretations and Misinterpretations of a Medieval Scholar:
Apprehending the Political Thought of Ibn Taymiyya’, in Rapoport and Ahmed, Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, 355–
59. As Hassan phrases it, Faraj ‘purposefully disregards the socio-historical context of Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwā’ (356).
110
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:502. See also his second and third fatwas, XXVIII:510, 545.
111
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:505, 520.
112
Ibn Taymiyya, XXVIII:521–22.
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The Mongols, according to Ibn Taymiyya, give precedence to whatever Chinggis Khan ordered over
the laws of Sharia. 113 And that means that they have to be fought. Given that the Muslims, says Ibn

Taymiyya, are agreed that the Khārijites and the Rawāfiḍ, a pejorative term for the Shia, and others

like them who depart from the Muslim community must be fought, ‘how much more so if they bring

this together with that from the laws of the associators (aḥkām al-mushrikīn) – like the Yasa of

Chinggis Khan, 114 king of the associators – what is among the greatest contradiction to the religion
of Islam’. 115

So while the Ilkhanid Mongols claim to be Muslim, Ibn Taymiyya argues that it is obligatory

to fight them, among others because they do not adhere to the Islamic Sharia but instead follow
Chinggis Khan’s Yasa, ‘his infidel law (sharīʿatihi al-kufriyya)’. Ibn Taymiyya thus presents the

Sharia and the Yasa as diametrically opposed to one another, with the former having been revealed

by God, while the latter stems from the ‘opinion’ and ‘preference’ of a man who is unduly revered as

a prophet. They are comparable in function, but antithetical in content and value. What these fatwas

do not reveal, however, is what Islamic scholars in the Mamluk sultanate thought the Yasa

contained. On that, other genres and scholars, including some of Ibn Taymiyya’s students, shed
some light.

Al-ʿUmarī vs. Ibn Kathīr: one source, two approaches

One of the most famous lists of Yasa rules in the Arabic sources was drawn up, based on Juvaynī’s

history of Chinggis Khan, by al-ʿUmarī and included in the section on the history and the lands of the

Mongols in his encyclopaedia Masālik al-Abṣār fī Mamālik al-Amṣār. Another author who used

Juvaynī’s chapters for the making of a list of Yasa rules, but to whom no attention has been paid in

this respect until now, is the famous historian Ibn Kathīr. He was of the same generation as al-

ʿUmarī, born in Busra around 700/1300. Following the death of his father in 706/1306, he moved

to Damascus to live with his brother, and it was there that he received his education. Early on, he
became a student of Ibn Taymiyya. He was a member of the theologian’s inner circle, his jamāʿa,

and was strongly influenced by him. 116 His most famous work is an extensive history entitled Al-

Ibn Taymiyya, XXVIII:522.
The authoritative (but non-critical) Riyadh edition actually reads kanāʾis (‘churches’), which makes no sense.
This confusing sentence was clarified by Yahya Michot (‘Un Important Témoin’, 345–46), who showed that the
word kanāʾis is a corruption of ka-yāsāq (‘such as the Yasa’).
115
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ Fatāwā, XXVIII:530.
116
H. Laoust, ‘Ibn Kat̲h̲īr’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3237; Caterina Bori, ‘Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jamāʿatuhu: Authority,
Conflict and Consensus in Ibn Taymiyya’s Circle’, in Rapoport and Ahmed, Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, 23–52. For
Ibn Taymiyya’s influence on Ibn Kathīr’s tafsīr methodology, see Walid A. Saleh, ‘Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of
113
114

131

Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya which runs up to the year 767 AH (1365-6 CE). He died in 774/1373. Al-ʿUmarī

and Ibn Kathīr both state that their information goes back to Juvaynī, but as I will show below, it
was not a Persian original that they used, but rather an Arabic translation. And as they used the

same source, this provides the opportunity to thoroughly compare their respective interpretations

and ideas on the Yasa. I will show that while al-ʿUmarī presents his information in a fairly impartial

manner, Ibn Kathīr censures the Yasa and its rules throughout the pertinent passage, likely due to

the different source contexts in which their texts originated – again underlining the importance of
individual authors’ agency in the construction of images of the Mongols.
One source: an Arabic version of Juvaynī’s Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā

Ayalon raised the question of the provenance of al-ʿUmarī’s information. While it is evident that he
used Juvaynī as his source – not in the least because he repeatedly says so himself – several

question marks remain. Ayalon points out that al-ʿUmarī’s version is not a translation, nor a ‘good
or balanced summary’ thereof. Moreover, the author included numerous regulations that are not

found in the Persian original, while failing to mention some important information. Ayalon suggests
three possible explanations for this: 1) that Juvaynī’s chronicle has not been handed down to us in

its totality; 2) that al-ʿUmarī was misled by contemporary, Persian-speaking informants who helped
him make sense of Juvaynī’s original; or 3) that he used additional sources without acknowledging
these, and attributed their information to Juvaynī as well. Ayalon considered the second option to

be by far the most likely. 117 An analysis of Ibn Kathīr’s information on Chinggis Khan’s rise to power
and the Yasa, however, suggests option number 4: an Arabic version of (part of) Juvaynī’s work was

circulating in the Mamluk sultanate and used by both al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr.

When comparing al-ʿUmarī’s account in his Masālik al-Abṣār with that of Ibn Kathīr in Al-

Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, the similarities are glaring. And like al-ʿUmarī, Ibn Kathīr claims that he derived
his information from Juvaynī. At first glance one might think that Ibn Kathīr simply used al-ʿUmarī

as an intermediary to Juvaynī’s work, or vice versa. A closer look, however, proves that this cannot
be the case. I will first show the relationship between the two texts by giving the story of Chinggis

Khan’s rise to power and the rules of his Yasa, showing its many parallels (see table 3.1), and then

move to a number of textual comparisons.

Radical Hermeneutics: An Analysis of An Introduction to the Foundations of Qur’ānic Exegesis’, in Rapoport and
Ahmed, Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, 152–53.
117
Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part A)’, 116–25.
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al-ʿUmarī
Chinggis Khan (CK) as ancestor current Mongol
rulers; lawgiver by means of Yasa (99-100)
Ancestor of CK, Alan Qo’a, got pregnant from
sunrays (100)
Condemnation of story Alan Qo’a (101)
Story of CK’s closeness to, and later betrayal
by, Ong Khan (Unk Khān); CK warned by two
youths (102-105)
More tribes join CK (104-105)

Some of CK’s children became Christians or Jews;
no religious fanaticism. CK had at least some
faith in God (105-106)

Ibn Kathīr
CK as ancestor current Mongol rulers; lawgiver
by means of Yasa (117)
CK’s mother claimed to have gotten pregnant
from sunrays, his father therefore unknown
(117)
Brief version of the story of CK’s closeness to,
and later betrayal by, Ong Khan (Uzbek Khān);
CK warned by two mamluks (118)
More tribes join CK (118)
Description of the Mongol hunt (118)
War with Khwārazm Shāh (118)

After CK’s death, his body was put in an iron
casket and hung between two mountains (118)
CK set rules for everything, all of his own mind His book the Yasa written up and carried on
(106)
camel (118)
Rules recorded in book called The Great Yasa,
CK would repeatedly climb mountain and then
must be taught and obeyed, put in treasury
give Yasa regulations (118)
List of rules, up to slaughtering animals (106- List of rules, up to slaughtering animals (118107)
119)
Rules: fallen baggage; immersing in water (107)
Contrariness of Yasa to Sharia (119)
CK good for all religious communities (107)
Customs (ādabihim) on food, water, etc. (107Customs (ādabihim) on food, water, etc.;
108)
includes choosing from among virgins by khan
(119)
Much info on CK in Juvaynī; CK was associator
and killed many (119)
On cause for conflict with Khwārazm Shāh (119)
On organisation of army (108)
Some more customs, including choosing from
among beautiful girls, as well as some military
things (109-110)
On hunt (110-111)
A selection of stories, that Juvaynī related about
Ögedei, but which Ibn Kathīr presents as being
about CK (119-121)
CK had many sons, four most important (111)
CK urged sons to harmony, against division, by
means of arrow parable (121)
CK urged sons to harmony, against division, by CK had many sons, four most important (121)
means of arrow parable (112)

Table 3.1. Al-ʿUmarī's and Ibn Kathīr's renditions of their respective sections on the Yasa and Chinggis Khan.
Corresponding passages have been marked by colour; unique information is in italics. Page numbers for alʿUmarī indicate the 2003 edition. The corresponding passage in Lech’s edition is found on pages ٢-١٤/92-99.
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The first part, about the run-up to the rise of Chinggis Khan is significantly more elaborate

in al-ʿUmarī than in Ibn Kathīr: some forty lines compared to about a dozen in their respective

editions. Al-ʿUmarī thus includes detail that is lacking from Ibn Kathīr’s version, such as that
Chinggis Khan raised the two youths who informed him of Ong Khan’s plot to the status of

tarkhān 118 – information that he obtained from Juvaynī. 119 Ibn Kathīr, on the other hand, includes a
selection from a large number of stories that Juvaynī related about Ögedei, 120 but which Ibn Kathīr
apparently thought were about Chinggis Khan. They relate various occurrences in dealing with his

subjects during his reign, and are absent in al-ʿUmarī. The information comes from the same section

in which Juvaynī relates his information on Mongol yāsāt and/or customs regarding open water and
slaughter. 121 Both authors, then, include information matched by that in Juvaynī that the other does
not. They therefore must have relied on the same source, rather than on one another.

That this cannot have been a Persian original, whether mediated through any Persian-

speaking intermediaries or not, is clear from the almost identical wording of some of the passages,
such as the section with the first part of the Yasa rules below:

The status of tarkhān exempted the person from taxes and allowed them the freedom to travel. It was used by
the Chinggisids as a reward for loyal support. See for instance Marie Favereau, ‘Tarkhan : A Nomad Institution in an
Islamic Context’, Revue Des Mondes Musulmans et de La Méditerranée (Online) 143 (2018),
http://journals.openedition.org/remmm/10955.
119
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:104–5 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٤–٥/93-94); Juvaynī, Genghis Khan,
37–38. Al-ʿUmarī also has a more elaborate account on Alan Qo’a’s pregnancy than Ibn Kathīr (who also relates
that it was Chinggis Khan’s own mother rather than an ancestor) which appears to derive from Rashīd al-Dīn (see
chapter 2).
120
Juvaynī, Genghis Khan, 207–36. Al-ʿUmarī gives a (significantly different) version of one of those stories, but
names Möngke Khan as the benefactor, and gives his source as al-Fāḍil Niẓām al-Dīn Abū al-Faḍāʿil Yaḥyā ibn alḤakīm al-Ṭayyarī (Masālik al-Abṣār, III:124–25 [ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٢٣-٢٤/106-107]), and ends his
short selection of stories with saying that this shows the extent of generosity in Möngke Khan. On al-Ṭayyarī, a
former employee of the diwān of Abū Saʿīd, see Lech, 36–37.
121
Juvaynī, Genghis Khan, 204–7.
118
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al-ʿUmarī, 106 (ed. Lech: ٨/96)
fa-min dhālika anna man zanā sawāʾun an kāna muḥṣanan aw ghayr muḥṣan qutil, wa-man lāṭa
qutil, wa-man taʿammada al-kidhb qutil, wa-man saḥara qutil, wa-man yatajassasa ʿalā qawm
qutil, wa-man dākhila bayna ithnayn yakhtaṣimāna fa-ʾaʿāna aḥadahumā qutil, wa-man bāla min
al-māʾ qutil, wa-man ʾuʿṭiya biḍāʿa wa-khasira thumma ʾuʿṭiya thaniyatan wa-khasira ilā al-thālitha
qutil, wa-man ʾaṭʿama asīran qawm aw kasāhu aw saqāhu 122 bi-ghayri idhnihim qutil, wa-man
wajada hāriban aw asīran aw ʿabdan wa-la yarudduhu qutil
Ibn Kathīr, 118-119
(thumma dhakara al-juwaynī nutafan min al-yāsā) min dhālika: annahu man zanā qutil, muḥṣanan
kāna aw ghayr muḥṣan, wa-kadhālika man lāṭa qutil, wa-man taʿammada al-kidhb qutil, wa-man
saḥara qutil, wa-man tajassasa qutil, wa-man dakhala bayna ithnayn yakhtaṣimāna fa-ʾaʿāna
aḥadahumā qutil, wa-man bāla fī al-māʾ al-wāqif qutil, wa-man inghamasa fīhi qutil, wa-man
ʾaṭʿama asīran aw saqāhu aw kasāhu bi-ghayri idhn ahlihi qutil, wa-man wajada hāriban wa-lam
yarudduhu qutil
Combined translation
(...) among it is that he who commits adultery is killed, whether he is married or unmarried, and
(similarly [K]) who commits sodomy is killed, and he who lies on purpose is killed, and he who
performs witchcraft is killed, and he who spies (on people [U]) is killed, and he who comes
between two quarrelling people and supports one of them is killed, and he who urinates in
(standing [K]) water will be killed, and he who receives goods and loses them and then is given
goods again and loses them until the third time is killed (U)/and he who immerses in [water] is
killed (K), and he who feeds a prisoner (of the people) or clothes him or gives him to drink
without their permission is killed, and he who encounters an escapee (or a prisoner or a slave
[U]) and does not return him is killed.

Table 3.2. The wording of the first section on the rules of the Yasa by al-ʿUmarī (U) and Ibn Kathīr (K).
Corresponding sentences have been marked by colour.

These paragraphs show that an Arabic original, i.e. an Arabic translation of (part of) Juvaynī’s

Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā, must have lain at the basis for both. There is only one significant difference in
this passage to be found between the two: the rule found in al-ʿUmarī that he who receives goods
and loses them three times 123 is absent in Ibn Kathīr, who relates that ‘whoever immerses in

[water] is killed’ in its stead (both underlined in table 3.2). This rule is mentioned by al-ʿUmarī a
little further down.

The 2003 Abu Dhabi edition has shakāhu, but Lech (Das mongolische Weltreich, ٨) has saqāhu.
This might reflect a thoroughly distorted interpretation of one of Juvaynī’s stories on Ögedei (Genghis Khan,
209–10).
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Given the nearly identical wording of several passages in Masālik al-Abṣār and Al-Bidāya

wa-l-Nihāya, in combination with the fact that both al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr include elements from

Juvaynī that the other leaves out, it can be postulated that they share a single source: an Arabic

translation of Juvaynī. Some questions remain, however. Why does this version include rules that

are not found in Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā? Does this mean that Ayalon’s option 1, that we do not have a

complete version of Juvaynī’s chronicle, is true after all? Or – in a variation on option 2 – did the

translator, whether purposefully or by accident, mislead those using his text? Did he make up rules,
did he misunderstand certain things? That the Arabic translation was at least somewhat altered or

rearranged, is also visible in al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr’s discussion of Chinggis Khan’s offspring.

Juvaynī’s information in this section of the text lists his most important sons Jochi (Tūshī), Chagatai
(Chaghatāy), Ögedei (Ūktāy), and Tolui (Tūlī), all of whom held a specific office. 124 Al-ʿUmarī,

however, mentions that Chinggis Khan had four sons by his primary wife, prepared for important
duties, and that the eldest of them was ‘Jochi (Tūsh) father (wālid) of Orda (Q-rdū), Batu (Bātuh),
Berke, and Berkecher (Tarakjār)' 125 – information apparently derived from another section in

Juvaynī, where the latter lists the names of seven adult sons of Jochi. 126 The incorporation of this

information in this section of both al-ʿUmarī’s and Ibn Kathīr’s texts, however, suggests that the

translator rearranged it. That was not necessarily helpful, as Ibn Kathīr clearly got confused (or al-

ʿUmarī actually corrected the translation). While saying that Chinggis Khan had four important

sons, he manages to list five, mistaking Jochi’s offspring for Chinggis Khan’s own: Yūsī wa-H-r-yūl

wa-Bātū wa-Barka wa-T-r-kjār, who, he reports, each fulfilled their own duties. 127 The Arabic

translation was clearly rearranged from the Persian original, and possibly confused or confusing
here.

Until more information emerges – or ideally, the Arabic ‘original’ – a definitive answer

regarding the possibility of options 1 and/or 2 existing next to the Arabic translation remains

elusive. Ayalon’s option 3, that al-ʿUmarī used other sources without acknowledging these but still

attributed their information to Juvaynī, can however be ruled out: whether or not this information

was originally in Juvaynī or not, al-ʿUmarī based himself on a text that, to the best of his knowledge,
was a rendering in Arabic of (part of) Juvaynī’s history. Two historians thus used the same Arabic

translation of Juvaynī’s Tarīkh-i Jahān’gushā, which included the Persian’s information on the Yasa

and/or yasāt, as well as numerous rules that are not found in the Persian text as it currently exists.
Juvaynī, 40.
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:111 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ١٣/99).
126
Juvaynī, Genghis Khan, 266.
127
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:121.
124
125
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This text clearly circulated in the Mamluk sultanate, at least in Damascus where both authors were
active.

Two approaches: Al-ʿUmarī’s presentation vs. Ibn Kathīr’s criticism of the Yasa

The existence and circulation of this Arabic translation of Juvaynī’s history of Chinggis Khan in the
Mamluk sultanate is noteworthy in itself, as it suggests a local interest in what it had to say about

Mongol history. Moreover, the fact that al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr both based themselves on it, allows
for a unique opportunity to see these authors’ individual agency at work. They had the same source
text at their disposal, but exhibit diverging interpretations of its contents, made different choices in

their respective selections, and had different message(s) they wanted their audiences to take away
from it.

First, how do the two historians introduce their respective sections on the Yasa? Both begin

with a general history of the Mongols and their rise to power, propelled, of course, by Chinggis

Khan. Al-ʿUmarī refers to him as the one the Mongols follow, and ‘the lawgiver of the Yasa to them’,

before turning to the story of Alan Qo’a (see chapter 2). 128 Similarly, Ibn Kathīr mentions the Yasa at
the start of this tarjama, when he introduces Chinggis Khan as ‘the one who set down the Yasa (al-

siyāsa 129) for them, by which they make legal decisions and by which they rule’. 130 But where al-

ʿUmarī leaves it at that, Ibn Kathīr continues: ‘Most of it conflicts with the Sharia (sharāʾiʿ) from God

the Exalted and his books. It is something he invented himself, and they [the Mongols] follow him in
this.’ 131 Ruling according to one’s own, human, ideas rather than by God’s ordinances goes against
key notions in Islam – something that is reflected in these sentences.

Back to al-ʿUmarī: several pages follow, in which he relates the story of Chinggis Khan’s

conflict with Ong Khan, before he turns to the Yasa regulations. He appears to regard the existence
of the Yasa as generally known (‘Regarding the Yasa [al-siyāsa], its concerns are many’), but then

proceeds to explain how Chinggis Khan instituted all these rules from his own mind and how they
were drawn up in book called The Great Yasa (al-yāsā al-kabīra). 132 Ibn Kathīr, too, turns to the

history of the rise of the Mongols and Chinggis Khan in general – in a section that is significantly

shorter than the corresponding passage in al-ʿUmarī. When Ibn Kathīr later turns to the list of rules
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:99 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٢/92).
The term siyāsa is found on other occasions as well in the meaning of Yasa. See Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part
C2)’, 116–19.
130
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:117.
131
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132
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:106 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٧-٨/95).
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itself, he simply and briefly states: ‘Regarding his book the Yasa (wa-amma kitābuhu al-yāsā)’ –

showing, incidentally, that he expected his readers to be familiar with both the Yasa itself, its link to
Chinggis Khan, and the notion that it was a book. 133

In what follows, that same understanding of the Yasa as un-Islamic is immediately evident.

Here it becomes unmistakable that Ibn Kathīr has a different intention in presenting this

information on the Yasa than al-ʿUmarī does. Where al-ʿUmarī, after his initial mention of the Yasa,

states that ‘to it belongs what agrees (yuwāfiqa) with the Muḥammadan Sharia’, 134 Ibn Kathīr takes
another approach. He seizes every opportunity to defame the Yasa: even its physical appearance is
derided. Following his initial introduction he states: ‘It is written in two volumes in crude writing
(bi-khaṭṭ ghalīẓ) and carried on a camel among them.’ 135 Al-ʿUmarī, following Juvaynī, describes

how Chinggis Khan’s intelligence did not even require that he take recourse to the histories of
previous kings or books, but that he came up with the rules ‘from the power of his mind and

perception’. 136 Nowhere does he explicitly judge that as being against Sharia. Where Ibn Kathīr

initially writes something similar, albeit with said condemnation, he also offers another explanation

for the origin of the Yasa rules:

One of them [the Mongols] said that he [Chinggis Khan] would climb a mountain and come
down and climb up and come down several times until he became fatigued and fell down
unconscious and he would order whomever was with him to write what came upon his
tongue at that moment. And if this is so, it is clear that Satan was speaking with his
tongue. 137

It is unclear who exactly his source is, who the Mongol was that gave him this information. But he

clearly departs from Juvaynī’s account of Chinggis Khan’s intelligence lying at the basis of the Yasa.

Instead, he chooses to describe Chinggis Khan as attempting to receive revelations in one form or

another by pushing himself to his physical limit – clearly not the way a prophet would receive God’s

word – and adding that if he did indeed receive any such revelation, it was clearly of Satanic

provenance rather than divine. As in al-Subkī’s account of the rise of Chinggis Khan, the Mongol
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:118.
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:106 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٧/95). This is clearly based on Juvaynī,
Genghis Khan, 25.
135
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:118.
136
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:106 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٨/95). See also Juvaynī, Genghis Khan,
23–25.
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conqueror is pretending or attempting to be a prophet. 138 The law this false prophet came with, the

Yasa, is thus portrayed as contrary to God’s laws, i.e. the Sharia.

Ibn Kathīr reiterates this denunciation of the Yasa as contrary to Islamic law in the next

paragraph. He and al-ʿUmarī both list a number of the Yasa regulations (see table 3.2 above), but

following the rule on returning an escapee, Ibn Kathīr inserts three extra rules that al-ʿUmarī lists

under ‘their customs’ before turning to the rules on animal slaughter. Both authors report that the
Mongols do not slaughter animals by cutting the throat, but rather by splitting the chest and

crushing or taking out the heart, and that he who slaughters an animal in the Muslim manner ‘is

slaughtered like it’. 139 At this point, al-ʿUmarī simply continues to the next rule, while Ibn Kathīr
writes the following:

And in all of this is contrariness to the Sharia (sharāʾiʿ) of God, sent down to his worshippers
the prophets, on them prayer and peace. Whoever leaves the perfect Sharia revealed (alsharʿ al-muḥkam al-munzal) to Muhammad ibn ʿAbdallah, the seal of the prophets, and seek
judgement according to something else of the abrogated rules (al-sharāʾiʿ al-mansūkha) is
an infidel (kafara). And how much worse is that with whomever seeks judgement by the
Yasa (al-yāsā) and precedes it over it [the Sharia]! Whoever does this is an infidel according
to the consensus of the Muslims (bi-ijmāʿ al-muslimīn). 140

Ibn Kathīr then refers to two verses from the Quran, Q 5:50 and Q 4:65, to punctuate his
statement. 141

Elsewhere, he links Q 5:50 to the Yasa as well. As mentioned above, Ibn Kathīr was a student

of Ibn Taymiyya, and consequently was very familiar with his work. Not only does he frequently

mention him in his historical work Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, he was also strongly influenced by the

Cf. al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, I:333. Al-Subkī’s story appears to be loosely based on Ibn Kathīr, as a contraction of this
report on the Yasa revelations (not from Juvaynī) and that of a follower going up the mountain and hearing
someone say ‘We have made Chinggis Khan and his offspring king on the face of the earth’ (based on Juvaynī, but
not correctly). See Juvaynī, Genghis Khan, 39.
139
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:107 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٨-٩/96); Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-lNihāya, XIII:119. Cf. Juvaynī, Genghis Khan, 206–7. Juvaynī does not ascribe this rule to Chinggis Khan, but rather to
a yasa of Chaghatai. See Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part A)’, 118–21. Aigle (The Mongol Empire, 154–55) has argued
that it is unlikely these rules were enforced on Muslims; likely they were directed at the Mongols themselves. For
the Mongol method of slaughtering, see Timothy May, ‘Spitting Blood: Medieval Mongol Medical Practices’, in
Wounds and Wound Repair in Medieval Culture, ed. Larissa Tracy and Kelly DeVries (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 180; Aigle,
The Mongol Empire, 119–20, 154.
140
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:119.
141
Q 4:65: ‘By your Lord, they will not be true believers until they let you decide between them in all matters of
dispute, and find no resistance in their souls to your decisions, accepting them totally.’ Translation: Abdel Haleem.
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138

139

controversial theologian. 142 This is evident when looking at Ibn Kathīr’s explanation of Q 5:50 in his

Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al-ʿAẓīm. Q 5:50 reads: ‘Do they want judgement according to the time of pagan

ignorance (jāhiliyya)? Is there any better judge than God for those of firm faith?’ 143 In this verse, Ibn

Kathīr states, God criticises those who deviate from His law and instead turn towards ‘opinions,

desires and customs that were made by man, without support in God’s Sharia’. 144 Ibn Kathīr’s prime
example for this – after, of course, briefly mentioning the Jāhiliyya period the verse itself refers to –
is the Mongol Yasa. He explains:

Like how the Tatars (al-tatār) rule by the royal rules they received from their king Chinggis
Khan, who laid down the Yasa (al-yasāq) for them. That is a book containing a collection of
laws that he adopted from various laws (sharāʾiʿ), from Judaism and Christianity and the
Islamic faith, and in it are many laws that he took from merely his own view and desire.
Among his offspring it became observed law (sharʿan mutabbaʿan), who prefer it to the law
from the Book of God and the sunna of His Prophet (saws). Whoever among them does this
is an infidel who must be fought until he returns to the law of God and His Prophet (saws)
and he does not rule by anything else, be it a small or big issue. 145

Here Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas on fighting the Mongols, discussed above, appear. Like him, Ibn Kathīr

considered the alleged Mongol reliance on the Yasa blasphemous and a cause for waging jihad

against them. The story about the Satanic revelations is not repeated here, but Ibn Kathīr rather

describes the Yasa rules as being taken at will from various existing law codes and – arguably worse

– invented by him personally, ‘from merely his own view and desire’. Again, Ibn Kathīr is presenting

the Yasa as the polar opposite of the divinely ordained Islamic Sharia.

Not only does Ibn Kathīr emphasise this opposition time and again, he also aims to enhance

the importance of the Yasa among the Mongols. As shown above, he adds external information on

the purported provenance of the regulations and reflects on it in the text. He thus tries to assign a

bigger role to the Yasa than is the case in Juvaynī’s original or in al-ʿUmarī’s version. This also
becomes evident in one of the stories that Juvaynī included on Ögedei, but which Ibn Kathīr

erroneously interpreted as concerning Chinggis Khan – at this point it is impossible to say whether
the Arabic translator of Juvaynī or Ibn Kathīr himself should be held responsible for that. The

Henri Laoust, ‘Ibn Kaṯīr historien’, Arabica 2 (1955): 74; Laoust, ‘Ibn Kat̲h̲īr’.
Translation: Abdel Haleem.
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Ṭayba li-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzīʿ, 1999), 131.
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anecdote as related by Juvaynī in brief: Ögedei ordered three criminals to be executed, when a

woman started crying because the men were her husband, son, and brother. The story ends with
Ögedei releasing all three, and all is well that ends well. Ibn Kathīr gives a somewhat abridged

version of the story, the contents of which are the same, but introduces it somewhat differently –

and his change is significant. He writes: ‘He [Chinggis Khan] ordered to kill three [men]. The Yasa

had already judged to kill them (qad qaḍat al-yāsā bi-qatlihim).’ 146 It is possible that the translator

inserted this phrase, but given Ibn Kathīr’s strong focus on the Yasa and its faults throughout his

biography of Chinggis Khan, in contrast to al-ʿUmarī, who was using the same source and does not

do that, I suspect it is – again – Ibn Kathīr whom we are hearing here. He raises the Yasa to a level of
centrality that it in all likelihood did not have in the Arabic translation of Juvaynī’s original, a

manoeuvre that exacerbates and emphasises the Mongols’ aberration of adhering to the Yasa.

This focus on the Yasa and its repeated denunciation is also clear from the fact that Ibn

Kathīr is not particularly interested in the military and/or hunting aspects of the Yasa, which al-

ʿUmarī – like Juvaynī – does pay ample attention to. Rather, he focuses on the crimes mentioned and
their punishment, as well as on the Mongol customs that would have appeared alien to him. There
too, following his mention of the supposed Mongol custom that they do not wash their clothes, he
stresses that the ʿulamāʾ did not class any of the aforementioned forbidden things as crimes,

meaning that their prohibition goes against the Sharia. 147 Nearly a century later, al-Maqrīzī would

use a very similar approach, ignoring much of the material on hunting, the regulation of the army,
and so on. After all, as Ayalon pointed out, it served no purpose to him, as he was focused on

proving the Yasa’s un-Islamicness. 148 Ibn Kathīr pays more attention to these topics than al-Maqrīzī
does, but decidedly less than al-ʿUmarī and, therefore, the Arabic translation of Juvaynī that they
both based themselves on must have done.

Al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr used the same source on the Yasa and the rise to power of Chinggis

Khan, but where al-ʿUmarī is not polemical and appears to be mostly informative and generally

interested, Ibn Kathīr is preoccupied with showing just how much the Yasa is opposed to the Sharia.
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:120. See also al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, I:331, who relates two of these stories as
being about Chinggis Khan and also mentions the Yasa condemning them, most likely basing himself on Ibn Kathīr
(see note 138 above) although he contextualises it as a sign of Chinggis Khan’s intelligence and generosity (see also
Biran, Chinggis Khan, 110–11).
147
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In his text Chinggis Khan is again portrayed as a false prophet, reportedly faking revelations (or

receiving them from Satan instead). So why this discrepancy? Both were writing after the descent

into chaos of the Ilkhanate. Al-ʿUmarī mentions this himself, 149 and although we have no exact date

for Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, it is known that Ibn Kathīr was writing about the events of 738 AH

(1337-8 CE) in 758 AH (1356-7 CE) 150 – it would seem unlikely that he was writing about the

events of 736 AH (1335 CE), the year of the death of ilkhan Abū Saʿīd (r. 716-36/1316-35) and the
outbreak of a succession struggle, long before that. It cannot have been the context of the cold war

between the Mamluk sultanate and the Ilkhanate that triggered Ibn Kathīr’s expression of grievance
against the Yasa. At this time, there is no apparent cause or reason for Ibn Kathīr’s departure from

the Arabic translation of Juvaynī’s original. The likely explanation, therefore, is that of context, and
perhaps genre. Al-ʿUmarī’s passage exists in a broader context of historical and geographical

information on the various Mongol khanates, for which he also used other sources from within the
Ilkhanate, including personal informants such as al-Fāḍil Niẓām al-Dīn Abu al-Faḍāʾil Yaḥyā ibn al-

Ḥakīm al-Ṭayyārī. With this as his source material, he may have received an altogether more

friendly and/or balanced picture of the Mongol khanates. And as Ayalon states, when contrasting

al-ʿUmarī to al-Maqrīzī, the former did not have any thesis of his own to prove. 151 While Ibn Kathīr
does not have such an overt purpose with his text as al-Maqrīzī, but in his case it might also be the

context of his source material, this time in the shape of his teacher Ibn Taymiyya, which influenced
his presentation of the Yasa rules in his history. Ibn Taymiyya had, as discussed above, very strong

opinions about the Yasa and the Mongols who used it, which clearly rubbed off on his pupil. Now,
al-ʿUmarī was also among the students of Ibn Taymiyya, but perhaps the influence of the
controversial Ḥanbalī scholar was mitigated by al-ʿUmarī’s Ilkhanid sources while it was

accentuated in Ibn Kathīr’s thinking, who was one of Ibn Taymiyya’s most loyal supporters. 152

Al-Ṣafadī: ridicule and contrast

Another author who discusses the Yasa elaborately is al-Ṣafadī, in his tarjama of Chinggis Khan in

which he relates a story about the early days of his rule. Ayalon states that al-Ṣafadī’s knowledge of
Mongol history and the Yasa was ‘very deficient’ and ‘utterly fantastic’. 153 That is quite right, but it

makes his story all the more interesting, for it shows how he is employing the perpetual fog of
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:227 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ١١٤/167).
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uncertainty that surrounded the Yasa. After relating the death of Qubilai in 704 AH (1304-5 CE,

which is incorrect – Qubilai died in 1294 CE), the author turns back in time, to before the rise of

Chinggis Khan. According to al-Ṣafadī, the Mongols were terrorised by the Khwārazm Shāh, leaving
them suffering and in poverty. Chinggis Khan then said:

If you make me king and stick by me in obedience and follow the Yasa (yasaq) that I make a
law (shirʿatan) for you and a path (minhājan) for you to follow and pledge to keep it in force
forever (abad al-dahr), I will repel the Khwārazm Shah from you. 154

‘So’, al-Ṣafadī says, ‘they stuck by him.’ This quotation shows various ideas about the Yasa: it was a
law code, instated by Chinggis Khan, that the Mongols were obliged to adhere to eternally.

One of the first rules Chinggis Khan introduced, according to the biographer, was one

intended to help the Mongols defeat the Khwārazm Shah. In order to make sure that there were

enough people to actually do so, as mentioned above, he imposed the rule that ‘anyone who loves a
woman, whether she is a virgin or not (bintan kānit aw ghayraha), they are not forbidden to marry,

even if he is a garbage man and she is the daughter of a king.’ 155 The result was overwhelming. Even
though they had requested a twenty-year truce from the Khwārazm Shāh in order to have enough
time to work on their numbers, ‘before the twenty years were up, they were innumerable and

uncountable’. 156 But while this was clearly a clever move by Chinggis Khan, the Mongols achieved

this in a way that is contrary to the Sharia: the rule goes against various aspects of Islamic marriage

law. Different madhhabs have different interpretations of the exact rules, but according to most

Sunni madhhabs a woman requires a walī, a legal guardian, usually her father, to get married. He

arranges the marriage for her, and needs to give permission for the marriage. If he does not, the

marriage is not valid. One requirement which a walī might take in consideration for a marriage, is
the doctrine of kafāʾa: the man must be the woman’s equal in religion and social status.

Additionally, according to some madhhabs, the walī has more rights in marrying off a virgin in his
care than in the case of a widow or divorcee. 157 This Yasa rule, as presented by al-Ṣafadī, thus

flaunts various rules with regard to marriage in Islamic law: the walī has no say in the proceedings,
whether his charge is a virgin or not, and equality in social status between women and men is not
required.

al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:153.
al-Ṣafadī, XI:153.
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Al-Ṣafadī relates another intriguing Yasa rule:
Among what [Chinggis Khan] decreed was that he who has a nosebleed (raʿafa) while eating
is killed, whoever he is. And he decreed for them that anyone who does not carry out the
rule of the Yasa (yasaq) and adhere to it is also killed. He wanted to annihilate the elders
among them [the Mongols] because he knew that they had been seized by envy of him, and
they made light of him. [Yet,] he left them [to their own devices]. Then one day, while they
were having a meal, he gave himself a nosebleed (raʿʿafa nafsahu), but no one dared to carry
out the rule of the Yasa on him, out of awe for him and his tyranny. So they let him be and
did not demand of him what he had decreed and they were afraid of him in this. So he let
them be for a few days and gathered their commanders and amirs and said: ‘Why did you
not carry out the rule of the Yasa on me? I had a nosebleed while eating among you.’ They
said: ‘We did not dare do it.’ So he said: ‘You did not carry out the Yasa nor adhere to its
order. So it is necessary to kill you.’ So he killed them all together, and he was relieved of
those elders. 158

First, the story illustrates Chinggis Khan’s slyness: he is using this specific Yasa ordination to

manipulate events to his own advantage. He needs to get rid of the elders, and assuming that they

will never dare touch him, he breaks his own rule. The Chinggis Khan in the story uses the elders’
reluctance to execute him in order to have an excuse to have them killed instead, quite a cunning

plan indeed. However, the function of the anecdote goes further than just a depiction of the Mongol

leader’s slyness. Al-Ṣafadī also ridicules the Yasa itself by introducing this silly law: why on earth
should one be killed for having a nosebleed at dinner? The whole thing has more than a tinge of
arbitrariness, thus contrasting it to the just, divine law of Islam. 159

That al-Ṣafadī considered the Yasa as oppositional to Islam and Islamic culture is also clear

from a remark he makes in his tarjama of Ghazan. Apparently basing himself on information he

received from al-ʿUmarī, 160 he relates that the ilkhan spoke not only Mongolian and Turkish, but

also Persian, although he only spoke that with Rashīd al-Dīn. Moreover, he understood ‘most of the
Arabic spoken in front of him, but he did not let on that he understood it, out of pride in the firmly
rooted Chinggis-Khanian and pure Mongol Yasa (yāsāq)’. 161 Apparently, according to al-Ṣafadī,

al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XI:153.
There might be an implicit taboo addressed here, but barring the general taboo on blood I have not been able
to identify anything of the sort.
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He mentions al-ʿUmarī as his source in the previous paragraph. See also Amitai-Preiss, ‘Ghazan, Islam and
Mongol Tradition’, 3 n. 16. On al-Ṣafadī’s use of al-ʿUmarī (as a predominantly oral source – they were colleagues),
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al-khāliṣa (Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, ed. Muḥammad al-Ḥujayrī, vol. XXV
[Beirut: in Kommission bei ‘das Arabische Buch’ Berlin, 1999], 226), while the 2000 Beirut edition reads taʿāẓuman
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Ghazan regarded the use of Arabic as contradictory to the Yasa. 162 In his discussion of this source,

Amitai regards this as one of the various pieces of evidence that show that Ghazan was very

committed to the Yasa, and that his newly found religious conviction was quite subordinate to
that. 163 I think we can also read this sentence from another perspective: whatever Ghazan’s

dedication to the Yasa (or his idea thereof) may have been – he clearly had that reputation, in any
case – the question of language does not appear to have been an essential element of it in Mongol

tradition. After all, the Golden Horde had rapidly switched to Turkish as their primary

administrative language, 164 and the Mongols of the Yuan dynasty did not hesitate to learn

Chinese. 165 It therefore appears that al-Ṣafadī is again, subtly, juxtaposing the Yasa and Islam, with
Arabic obviously functioning as the language of Islam.

This contrast is also shown in Ghazan’s marriage to his father’s widow, ‘in accordance to the

Yasa (yāsā) of the Mongols in this’, which is forbidden in Islam. Having married his deceased

father’s wives on his accession to the throne, he was particularly fond of his father’s senior wife
Bulughan Khātūn. Upon his conversion to Islam, however, it was pointed out to him that this

marriage was illegal according to Sharia, and would have to be disbanded. With Ghazan on the cusp
of apostasy, a solution was found in a clever fatwa, ordaining that his father’s marriage had been an

infidel one and therefore invalid. The person who gave this fatwa received some criticism for this,

but defended himself by saying that it was better than Ghazan apostatising and harbouring

animosity against Islam and its people. 166 While al-Ṣafadī does not offer judgement on this episode,

the incompatibility of this actual Mongol custom, 167 depicted here as being part of the Yasa, with the
Sharia is evident.

ʿalā mā yunāfī fī al-jinkizkhāniyya al-muʿriqa wa-l-mughūliyya al-khāliṣa (al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XXV:120). Both
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Al-Ṣafadī’s message about the Yasa is clear: the legal code, laid down by Chinggis Khan, is

not only in spectacular disagreement with the Sharia, it also contains completely ludicrous rules

that the cunning Mongol conqueror manipulated to his own benefit. Contrary to al-ʿUmarī and Ibn
Kathīr, al-Ṣafadī did not use a text that was considered authoritative, such as Juvaynī’s, for his

discussion of Yasa rules – at least not in his tarjama of Chinggis Khan. 168 The fact that his

information on the Yasa is at times ‘utterly fantastic’ – to quote Ayalon – provides all the more

insight into how the Yasa was perceived and presented, at least by some, in the Mamluk sultanate.

Whether al-Ṣafadī had a source of which he makes no mention, or whether he made up the story

himself, it shows that there was a frame of reference present in Mamluk Egypt and Syria in which
the Yasa was not only a familiar concept, but could be ridiculed in addition to being contrasted to

the Sharia. With the Syrians and Egyptians well aware of the Mongols’ own pride in their concept of

the Yasa – whatever it may have been in reality –, it served as an extension of them, and so did their
great ancestor Chinggis Khan. In effect, al-Ṣafadī was ridiculing the Mongols themselves by painting
a caricature of the Yasa and its maker. Apart from ridicule, however, al-Ṣafadī’s text shows the by

now familiar opposition to the Sharia, as well as emphasising the obedience of the Mongols, who

pledged ‘to keep it in force forever’. In his text, Chinggis Khan is not presented as a false prophet as
he is elsewhere, but the law he instated does function as the antithesis of divine law.

The Yasa in later texts

Later authors of the Mamluk period, those who did not witness the days of the conflict with the

Ilkhanids but rather the conquests by the Turco-Mongol conqueror Timur Lenk, based themselves

on the tradition of writing about the Yasa that was developed in the seventh/thirteenth and

eighth/fourteenth centuries. Al-Maqrīzi’s section on the Yasa, 169 copied from al-ʿUmarī and used to
criticise what the author considered to be a problem in ninth/fifteenth-century Mamluk society,

describes how Chinggis Khan made rules and punishments and recorded them in a book. ‘When he

Al-Ṣafadī also relates, in his tarjama of Ariqtay, vicegerent in Egypt and Aleppo, that Ariqtay and his ‘brother’
(whether that is by blood or not remains somewhat unclear) Awtamish (more commonly known as Aytamish) not
only spoke Turkish and Kipchaki, but that ‘they would be consulted on the Yasa (al-yāsa) [used] among the Turks’
(al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, VIII:233). On Aytamish himself, al-Ṣafadī states that he would judge the members of the
khāṣṣakiyya by the ‘yāsa and the yasaq’ (Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa [Part C2]’, 134–35 – he used a manuscript here
that I did not have access to; neither the 1974 Wiesbaden edition nor the 2000 Beirut edition include this
information on Aytamish in their respective volumes IX). Ayalon (134–40) has pointed out that al-Ṣafadī is the only
author to ever mention this, and has argued that al-Ṣafadī’s general ideas on the Yasa – see also my analysis above
– do not necessarily make the biographer a very trustworthy source on the matter. On Aytamish, see Little, ‘Notes
on Aitamiš’; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 124–25.
169
Taqī al-Dīn ʾAḥmad ibn ʿAlī al-Maqrīzī, Al-Mawāʿiẓ wa-l-Iʿtibār bi-Dhikr al-Khiṭaṭ wa-l-ʾĀthār, ed. Muḥammad
Zaynuhum and Madīḥa al-Sharqāwī, vol. III (Cairo: Maktabat Madbūlī, 1998), 82–87.
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finished laying it down, he wrote it on steel plates and made it into law (sharīʿa) for his people, and

they adhered to it after that, until God eradicates them.’ 170 He then proceeds to list the rules found
in al-ʿUmarī, albeit somewhat altered: he explicitly connects the individual Yasa rules to Chinggis

Khan, as well as subtly but significantly altering some of the contents of the rules, in order for them

to appear more un-Islamic. Al-Maqrīzī was thus using the image of the Yasa as un-Islamic in order
to further his own objective, building on an existing tradition. 171

Another later Mamluk author who used the idea of a written Mongol Yasa in his work was

Ibn ʿArabshāh (791-854/1392-1450). Having been taken captive as a boy during Timur’s

occupation of Damascus in 803/1401, he had a bone to pick with Timur Lenk in particular. 172 Like

some of his predecessors, he included a list of Yasa regulations in his 852/1448 collection of animal
fables, Fākihat al-Khulafāʾ wa-Mufākahāt al-Ẓurafāʾ (Fruits of the Caliphs and Jokes of the Witty) as
has been described by Robert Irwin. 173 Referring to it as being called the tūra in Mongolian (from

Turkish töre), Ibn ʿArabshāh describes it as a code with Chinggis Khan’s regulations being written

down on scrolls. 174 The contents of these rules vary wildly, from criminal law practices – thieves are
crucified, adulterers strangled, all on the basis of a single witness’ testimony – to marriage and

divorce regulations: the male relatives of the husband have a right to his wife, ‘they rotate her

group after group’, take her mahr (dower), and there is no ʿidda-period (abstention from sexual
relations) for divorcees and widows. 175

As Irwin points out, Ibn ʿArabshāh did not intend to provide an orderly and complete

overview of Mongol law, but rather wished to oppose it to the Sharia. Irwin might be putting a little
too much stock in Ibn ʿArabshāh’s information when he suggests that these rules are more likely a
reflection of pre-existing Mongol custom rather than law. 176 Several of the rules are truly

outlandish: there is a perplexing bit in which he discusses the payment of blood-money for a louse,

al-Maqrīzī, III:83.
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which may well have a similar function of ridicule as previously seen in al-Ṣafadī’s story of the

nosebleed. Moreover, many of the rules form an exact photonegative of key Sharia aspects. And in

case he had not satisfactorily hammered the message home, Ibn ʿArabshāh states that ‘when he

[Chinggis Khan] was done arranging these accursed rules, coming with them in opposition to the

blessed Sharia (...) they were written down’. 177 While some of these ‘rules’ might indeed go back to

Mongol custom – prostrating oneself for the ruler sounds within the realm of possibility 178 –, for the
most part they should really not be taken as such unless there is other, external evidence for that.

One such possibility is brought forward by Aigle, who argues that Ibn ʿArabshāh’s criticism of the
Mongol use of witnesses – also contrary to Sharia regulations – reflects the Timurid yarghū, the

investigative court. 179 Fākihat al-Khulafāʾ may thus reflect contemporary tensions between yarghū
practices and Sharia law. After all, it agrees nicely with Ibn ʿArabshāh’s overall purpose of

contrasting the Mongol rules to the Sharia, which arguably would work even better if it echoed
contemporary issues.

Criticising the yarghū is not Ibn ʿArabshāh’s main purpose though: that was to malign the

Yasa (or tūra) by contrasting it to the Sharia, and by extension showing that Timur Lenk, whom he

abhorred, as well as the conqueror’s predecessors were enemies of Islam. If he is thereby

challenging some contemporary legal practices that he disagrees with, that is just as well, but that
the underlining of the contrast was his primary goal becomes extra clear when studying the

author’s best known work, his defamatory biography of Timur Lenk. In this tome, unsparingly titled
ʿAjāʾib al-Maqdūr fī Nawāʾib Tīmūr (The Wonders of Destiny in the Disasters of Timur), Timur is

characterised as an immoral, tyrannical and blood-thirsty despot. And one of his faults was his
adherence to the Yasa:

He [Timur] held fast to the rules of Chinggis Khan (qawāʿid al-jinkīzkhāniyya), and these are
like the fiqh regulations of the Islamic religion, and he conformed to them over the Islamic
way. And so do all the Chaghatai and the people of Dasht [the Golden Horde] and Khitai and
Turkestan and those low people. All of them conform to the rules of the cursed Chinggis
Khan instead of to the rules of Islam (kulluhum yumashshūna qawāʿid al-malʿūn jinkīz khān
ʿalā qawāʿid al-islām). 180

Ibn ʿArabshāh, Fākihat al-Khulafāʾ, 234.
Perhaps it refers tot he Turkish ceremonial movement of chök, in which a person descended to one knee and
touche their elbow to the ground in a sign of respect for high-ranking persons, used among the Mongols. See
Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 37.
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Ibn ʿArabshāh makes a similar point in a few lines of poetry elsewhere in the book:
He [Timur] annihilated the kings, and all who were noble and learned and venerable
He strove to extinguish the light of God and the pure religion
With the code of Chinggis Khan (bi-furūʿi jinkiz khān), that impure tyrant and unbeliever 181

In Ibn ʿArabshāh’s work there is a strong emphasis on Timur’s transgressions against Islam and

Muslims, contained in an at times apocalyptic narrative. The conqueror supposedly slaughters

Muslims instead of sheep for ʿīd al-ʾaḍḥā (the Feast of the Sacrifice); murders the faithful while they

are in prayer in a mosque, which he subsequently sets ablaze; violates the Muslim women and their
seclusion, and so on. As an eyewitness to, and victim of, Timur’s destructive path through the Near
East, the scholar uses all the ammunition available to him to malign this ‘disbelieving despot’ (al-

ẓulūm al-kafūr). 182 An important part of that ammunition was provided by his forerunners, who in

earlier confrontations with the Mongols had developed a tradition in which they opposed the Sharia
to the purported ‘Great Yasa of Chinggis Khan’: hence Ibn ʿArabshāh’s description of the Yasa as ‘the
cursed, Satanic laws of Chinggis Khan’ (al-tūrā al-jinkizkhāniyya al-maʿlūna al-shayṭāniyya). 183 Not

only did Timur himself stand in the tradition of Chinggis Khan’s conquests – Ibn ʿArabshāh

described the women through whom he can be connected to the line of Chinggis Khan as ‘snares of
Satan’ (ḥabāʾil al-shayṭān) 184 – his detractor, too, stood in a long tradition in which the Yasa was

vilified as un-Islamic.

Conclusion
That there was something like the Yasa, and that the Mongols themselves found it very important,

did not go unnoticed by Muslim authors of the seventh/thirteenth, eighth/fourteenth, and

ninth/fifteenth centuries. They also recognised Chinggis Khan’s lasting significance to them, as well
as the connection between the two, which was emphasised in Mamluk-era texts: it runs from

Baybars’ letter to Abaqa through Ibn ʿArabshāh’s depiction of the qawāʿid al-jinkīzkhāniyya. These
cultural elements mattered to the Mongols, but the way they were discussed by authors in the

Mamluk sultanate also shows what mattered to the latter: this cultural stuff thus functioned as an

ethnic marker. The depictions of Chinggis Khan and the Mongol Yasa in the sultanate serve in part
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Ibn ʿArabshāh, 83.
183
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to provide a historical background for the Mongol rise and conquests. Yet, a significant part of the

information reveals less about the Mongols and their culture then it does about the Muslim authors
of Mamluk Syria and Egypt. To paraphrase Jenkins: it says more about the categorisers than about
the categorised. 185

What the Mamluk-era authors’ descriptions of Chinggis Khan and the Yasa reveal is the

cultural stuff they find important, specifically the Islamic religious tradition. Already in the

seventh/thirteenth century, the Yasa was opposed to the Sharia, a development that was expanded

upon in the eighth/fourteenth century, starting with the fatwas by Ibn Taymiyya at the turn of the

century. Aigle has stated that it was only in the ninth/fifteenth century that the Yasa was contrasted

to the Sharia in the way that al-Maqrīzī and Ibn ʿArabshāh do. 186 As I have shown in this chapter,

however, these authors were clearly building on an older tradition, which had started more than a

century earlier. In different contexts, the pair Chinggis Khan-Yasa functions as the photonegative of

the pair Muhammad-Sharia. Like the description of the Yasa as un-Islamic, from the

seventh/thirteenth century onward, the Mongol leader is widely described by Mamluk-era authors

as being revered as a prophet by the Mongols, or even as being deified by them. And although there
was indeed, as Biran has described, a certain admiration for the conqueror’s intelligence – of which
he had supposedly made good use in his realisation of the Yasa – and his courage, this false

prophethood remained intensely problematic. This trope of a mirror image can also explain the

emphasis several authors place on the Yasa as being written down, even if this is in ‘crude writing’
as Ibn Kathīr stated, with this text then being honoured in some way: the Yasa in written form
functions as a failed alternative to the Qur’an.

Muslim contemporaries would have recoiled reading these Mamluk-era descriptions of the

Yasa and its implementer, shivering at the blatant contradictions between this law of the Mongols

and the God-given laws of Sharia as well as detesting the Mongol reverence for the ‘prophet’

Chinggis Khan. After all, Sharia regulations not only pertained to what in the present day would be
considered the legal area, but also to many aspects of religious practice and day-to-day life. The

depiction of the Yasa as the complete opposite of these cultural elements, important to many, and

being incompatible with Islamic life in general, resolutely showed the Mongols as Other. The same
applies to the Mongols’ perceived shirk through the veneration of Chinggis Khan.

To describe the Mongols in this way was a conscious decision made by Mamluk-era writers.

In their discussion of Chinggis Khan and the Yasa, some of them relied on earlier sources by Ibn al185
186
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Athīr, al-Nasawī and/or Juvaynī. Yet they added their own emphases and statements, stressing

elements as violence, infidelity and/or incompatibility with Islam. The importance of individual

agency here is clearest in the respective use by al-ʿUmarī and Ibn Kathīr of Juvaynī’s information on
Chinggis Khan and the Yasa, of which an Arabic translation circulated in the Mamluk sultanate.

Where Juvaynī described his masters’ laws as very compatible with Islam, Ibn Kathīr’s text contains

explicit condemnations of Chinggis Khan and the Yasa. This way of criticising the Yasa also appears,
for instance, in the older work of Ibn Wāṣil. Ibn Kathīr also includes more subtle digs – deriding the

Yasa’s physical appearance, for instance – while also enhancing the supposed position of the Yasa.

Another way in which authors level critique at the Yasa is by describing its rules – which they quite
likely invented themselves and which are implicitly but diametrically opposed to Sharia regulation,
leaving their readers to draw their own conclusions. Cases in point are the previously studied text
by Ibn ʿArabshāh, but also, as I have shown in this chapter, the work of al-Ṣafadī. The latter author

had another card up his sleeve, in which he was helped by the fact that the Yasa was as mysterious
to Mamluk-era writers as it is to scholars today. Where authors such as Ibn Kathīr, Ibn Taymiyya,
al-Dhahabī and al-Subkī can be described as serious, maybe even somewhat sober, critics of the
Yasa and Chinggis Khan, al-Ṣafadī introduces ridicule. By drawing out the ludicrous rule of the
nosebleed at dinner, he ridicules the legal code itself as well as its followers.

The Syrians and Egyptians thus were well aware of the Mongols’ own pride in their Yasa

and their great ancestor Chinggis Khan. Therefore, these two potent symbols served as an extension
of them, and by criticising them these authors could chastise their contemporary neighbours if they
so wished. This is most clear in the fatwas by Ibn Taymiyya, for whom the denunciation of the Yasa

and Chinggis Khan’s ‘prophethood’ served an immediate and practical goal: the call to jihad against
the invading Ilkhanids. For later authors, their exact aims are not always as apparent. I suspect,
however, that in most cases we can regard them as a reflection of general hostility towards the

Mongols, the Ilkhanids in particular, in which the symbols of Chinggis Khan and the Yasa function as
a pars pro toto. Even though several of the eighth/fourteenth-century texts I discussed were written

after the conversion of the Mongols of the Ilkhanate, the Mamluk-Ilkhanid peace agreement and the
khanate’s subsequent collapse into chaos several decades later (at which point they no longer

posed a threat to the sultanate) memories of the decades-long Mongol threat and the resulting fear
remained, especially for Syrian authors.

In any case, the stock of ideas on the un-Islamicness of the Yasa remained in use, and their

persistence and continued availability is perhaps made clearest by al-Maqrīzī’s use of them –

employing images of the Yasa (as well as of the perceived ethnic connection between the Mongols
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and the Turkic Mamluks) to make an internal political point. At the same time, several authors –

even if they are critical of the Mongols in other respects, such as al-ʿUmarī (see chapter 2) – do not

use these images. In the cases of al-ʿUmarī and al-Nuwayrī this appears to coincide with an external

set of sources from the Ilkhanate. A set of images thus existed that, although not used by everyone,
was available for those who found them useful. In this manner, Ibn ʿArabshāh could take recourse
to them in his discussion of a new episode of Turko-Mongol aggression, but they could even be
employed for purposes that had little to do with the Mongols.

As symbols, Chinggis Khan and the Yasa were useful tools for the Mamluk-era authors to

interpret, categorise and other the Mongols. The images of Chinggis Khan and the Yasa that they
cultivated correspond with both the existing ethnographic stereotypes of northern people and

ideas and images about the Mongols – especially those in the Ilkhanate – that were developed in

response to the conquests and contacts that the Mamluk sultanate had with them. The development
of these images forms the topic of the next chapter. With Chinggis Khan functioning as the distilled

essence of his people, and his Yasa as key part of Mongol culture, their perceived characteristics as
well as their use by contemporary Mongols, are echoed in and reflect on the latter as a whole.
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4. Mongols on the horizon
In both his history Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar and in his geography Taqwīm al-Buldān, Abū

al-Fidāʾ mentions the African people of the Damādam. They are described rather unkindly:

The Damādam are the Tatars (al-tatar) of [the peoples of] Black Africa (al-sūdān). They
attack them (kharajū ʿalayhim) and kill among them, like the Tatars did with the Muslims.
They are devoid of religion (muhmalūn fī adyānihim) and they have various idols and
customs. 1

Few things paint a clearer picture of recurrent images and stereotypes of a people than such

comparisons and parallels drawn with other groups. The image of the Mongols as a violent and
infidel people was apparently widespread enough that the author expected his audience in
seventh/fourteenth-century Egypt or Syria, after reading or hearing this description of the

Damādam, to immediately form an image of this faraway African people. The Mongols stood for the
enemy pur sang. Somewhat similarly, the Khwārazmian troops who were wreaking havoc in Syria
in the 630s and 640s (1240s) are described by al-Dhahabī as being ‘like the Tatars in perfidy (al-

ghadr), cunning (al-makr), killing (al-qatl), and looting (al-nahb)’. 2

The ideas about the Mongols projected by these comparisons with other peoples or enemy

groups are commonly found in Mamluk-era texts, as are various other recurring images of them. In

this chapter I will analyse the Mamluk-era images of the Mongols outside the Mamluk sultanate
with whom they were in contact: how do authors depict them, and why? To answer the last

question, showing the importance of social and political context for the development and use of
these images, I will look at various groups of Mongols, both from a temporal and geographical

perspective. The Mamluk sultanate, after all, had very different connections with different Mongol
groups and polities, from their primary enemy the Ilkhanate to their allies in the Golden Horde, as
well as the Mongol minority within the elite of their own sultanate. Distinguishing between the

Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, I:123. See also Abū al-Fidāʾ, Taqwīm al-Buldān, 163, which makes clear that he is
paraphrasing Ibn Saʿīd here. The edition of Ibn Saʿīd’s Kitāb al-Jughrāfiyā I had at my disposal lacks this mention,
but the manuscript used by Reinaud in his preparation of his edition of Taqwīm al-Buldān did include it (see Abū alFidāʾ, xlv, 164). See also al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā, V:337; al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 18.
2
Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām wa-Wafayāt alMashāhīr wa-l-Aʿlām, ed. Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf, vol. XIV (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 2003), 357. On the
Khwārazmians and their invasions of Syria, see R. Stephen Humphreys, From Saladin to the Mongols. The Ayyubids
of Damascus, 1193-1260 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1977), 269–71, 274–75, 284–87.
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representations of these various groups, with whom the Mamluks had diverse and at times

complicated relationships, sheds light on the various ways in which Mamluk-era authors employed

and developed stereotypes and why. In this chapter I investigate the depiction of the Mongols

outside the Mamluk realm, i.e. the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde, as well as their predecessors:
the first Mongol armies to conquer Muslim territory. I will focus on Mongols within the Mamluk
sultanate in chapter 5.

In this chapter I will first analyse the way the original Mongol conquests in the Islamic

world, still led by Chinggis Khan, are described by Mamluk-era authors. Although this took place

several decades before the Mamluk sultanate came into being, this episode was an important part

of the foundation of the stock images of the Mongols, together with evironmental theory. Second, I
will look into the way the Ilkhanids – the Mamluks’ most important enemy until the 720s/1320s –
are depicted in these sources. Third, I will discuss the manner in which they portray the Jochid

Mongols of the Golden Horde, an important Mamluk ally. The Chaghataid Khanate and the Yuan

dynasty I leave out, given their distant location and lack of immediate importance to the Mamluk
sultanate (and the resulting minor attention paid to them in the sources). Since the conquests of
Islamic lands under Chinggis Khan and the later armed conflicts between the Mamluks and the

Ilkhanids do receive elaborate attention in the sources, which is impossible to cover in its entirety, I
have selected a number of case studies. For the early Mongol conquests, this is the taking of the
Khwārazmian cities of Bukhara and Samarqand, the first two major Muslim cities seized by the

Mongol forces. For the Ilkhanate, I have chosen three key events. I will first look at the 656/1258

conquest of Baghdad by Hülegü: a watershed moment for the Islamic world as whole. Second, I will
study the battle of ʿAyn Jālūt in 658/1260 in which the Mamluks were victorious. Third, I will focus

on the 699/1299-1300 Ilkhanid occupation of Damascus, paying special attention to the Syrian and
Egyptian authors’ ideas on the Islamisation of the Ilkhanids, which took place in the same period
and played an important part in both parties’ ideological strategies. Mamluk-era authors are

significantly less elaborate in their discussion of the Golden Horde Mongols, who were much farther
away and on whom they consequently had less information, which allowed me to explore their
representation throughout my selection of source material.

These analyses will show that Syrian and Egyptian authors of the seventh/thirteenth and

eighth/fourteenth centuries authors drew from a stock of existing discourses and stereotypes.

Images established by older traditions such as environmental theory resurface, and Mamluk-era

writers rely on earlier authors for (part of) their information on these events. However, as is the
case with texts on the Yasa discussed in the previous chapter, they did not blindly follow these
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earlier authorities, but rather elaborated upon these ideas, developed new ones, and, moreover,

made conscious decisions on which images to use when. The emphasis Mamluk-era authors place

on violence, infidelity and treachery, among others, in their images of the Mongols under Chinggis
Khan and the Ilkhanids are thus the result of purposeful, deliberate decisions, influenced by the

social and political contexts in which they lived. The importance of these contexts and the resulting

decisions on the formation, selection and employment of these images of the Mongols are eminently
visible in the differences between the respective depictions of the enemy groups of early Mongols
and Ilkhanids on the one hand, and the allied Mongols of the Golden Horde on the other.

First Mongol conquests
Many Mamluk-era authors introduce the first Mongol incursion into Islamic lands as a traumatic

experience for the Muslim world as a whole. It is often the annals of the year 616 AH (1219-20 CE)
in which the histories elaborately discuss the Mongols for the first time, for it was in that year that
the Mongols crossed the Oxus river (Jayḥūn) into the Khwārazmian empire, and thereby into the

Islamic world. Ibn Wāṣil, in his annals for that year, begins his report of the Mongol conquests as
follows:

Never befell the Muslims a greater catastrophe than happened this year. During this year,
Muslims were killed and enslaved and their lands were conquered on a scale they had never
experienced before. (…) Part of that was the most significant event and the greatest
calamity: the appearance of the Tatars and their conquest in a short time of most of the
Muslim lands and their fortresses, the shedding of Muslim blood, and the capturing of
Muslim women and children. (…) Never were the Muslims afflicted by a greater disaster
than this one. 3

Statements of the sort are frequent in texts discussing the start of the Mongol invasions. 4 Even in

the brief discussions of the Mongol appearance in 616/1219-20, such as in al-ʿUmarī, the notion
that the Muslims had ‘never suffered such misfortune’ is present. 5

The sudden appearance of a heretofore unknown people required explanation, and the

previous chapters discussed how Muslim authors traced the Mongols’ provenance and how they

regarded their leader. They similarly wished to answer the question of why the Mongols crossed

the river, why they invaded the Islamic world. In answering these questions, as they did for their
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:34.
See for instance Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:86.
5
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, XXVII:235.
3
4
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discussion of the rise of Chinggis Khan, they frequently used the work of al-Nasawī, the secretary to

and biographer of Jalāl al-Dīn Khwārazm Shāh. The second popular source for these early conquests
was the history of the famous Iraqi historian Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh (The Complete

History). 6 If these texts themselves were not used, authors frequently drew on the work of

colleagues who previously based themselves on these earlier authorities. Their influence is visible

in the works of, among others, Ibn Wāṣil, Abū al-Fidāʾ, al-Nuwayrī, Ibn al-Dawādārī, and Ibn Kathīr:
a selection of Syrian and Egyptian authors from the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth

century who all paid significant attention to the Mongol conquest of Bukhara and Samarqand and

whose works I have used for this analysis. The importance of the two authorities is confirmed by alNuwayrī, who states that it has been difficult to investigate and verify the history of the Mongols,

but that it cannot be ignored. He has therefore based his discussion of their history on the works of
al-Nasawī’s biography of Jalāl al-Dīn and on Ibn al-Athīr. That is the only material written by

historians that he is aware of, he relates. He has, however, added information he received from

messengers and travellers. 7

In line with the works of al-Nasawī and Ibn al-Athīr, the immediate cause for the Mongols’

crossing of the Oxus river is generally considered to have been the murder of the traders in Utrar by
the Khwārazm Shāh’s governor there. In brief, Chinggis Khan, after his rise to power as discussed in
chapter 3, sent a group of traders carrying a vast amount of valuable goods to the Khwārazmian

empire, so they might trade it there. The Khwārazm Shāh’s governor in Utrar accused them of being
spies for the Mongols, and – with the approval of the Shāh – had them killed and seized their goods.
Chinggis Khan, naturally, was very upset, and sent messengers to the Shāh to inform him of what

happened and demand justice. Rather then placating the khan, the Khwārazm Shāh had one of the

three envoys killed and humiliated the other two by having their beards shaved. This then, was the

trigger for a Mongol attack on the Khwārazmian empire. 8 Additionally, some authors also suggest a

theory that the caliph al-Nāṣir li-Dīn Allāh (r. 575-622/1180-1225) was responsible for the Mongol
invasion, as he had supposedly written to Chinggis Khan after the Khwārazm Shāh’s had targeted
Iraq in 614/1217. 9

6
An English translation of this section of Ibn al-Athīr’s history is available in D.S. Richards, trans., The Chronicle of
Ibn Al-Athīr for the Crusading Period from al-Kāmil Fī al-Ta’rīkh. Part 3. The Years 589-629/1193-1231: The
Ayyubids after Saladin and the Mongol Menace (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008).
7
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:206. On his use of these texts, see also Amitai, ‘Al-Nuwayrī’, 27–31;
Angermann, ‘Das Unfassbare’.
8
See, among others, Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:38–40; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:166–67, 210–11; al-Subkī,
Ṭabaqāt, I:330–33; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:237–41; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:82–83.
9
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:39; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:217, 238–39. See also Biran, Chinggis Khan, 54–55;
Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 17.
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Basing themselves on Ibn al-Athīr’s history, Mamluk-era authors then relate how after the

initial military clashes between the Khwārazmians and the Mongols, Chinggis Khan and the Mongol

troops set forth to the city of Bukhara. After being besieged for three days, its population requested
and received an amān, a guarantee of safety. But, adds Ibn al-Dawādārī to the text of his source

material, ‘that was a lie of his, and a curse’ 10 – as would soon become apparent. Despite the city’s

surrender, the citadel held on and the Mongols forced the inhabitants of Bukhara to help defeat the

soldiers manning it. The population was ordered to fill the moat around the citadel, which they did,
with wood and dirt.

The filling of the moat is an interesting episode. Ibn al-Athīr reported that the Mongols

themselves joined in, with ‘the infidels even taking minbars and Qur’an chests and throwing them in
the moat’. 11 In her dissertation on al-Nuwayrī’s history of the Mongols, Anna Katharina Angermann
already noted that al-Nuwayrī – who follows Ibn al-Athīr very closely in his report on the early

Mongol conquests – reduces the emotional elements that are so present in Ibn al-Athīr’s work, with
his frequent supplications to God and presenting less of a religious perspective. 12 Similarly, where
Ibn al-Athīr fairly consistently mentions ‘the infidels’ whenever he refers to the Mongols, al-

Nuwayrī opts for the more basic ‘Tatars’. 13 The trend towards a less emotional representation of

events is visible in all these later authors, as well as their use of the term ‘Tatars’ instead of

‘infidels’. Nonetheless, the image of these early Mongols as violent infidels as presented by Ibn alAthīr is continued by the Mamluk-era authors. They, too, report the Mongols’ use of these sacred

objects to fill the ditch. 14 Ibn al-Dawādārī even adds various objects to the minbars and Qur’an

chests, emphasising the sacrilegiousness of events. He states that the Bukharans ‘even broke the
planks of minbars and mosque ceilings’, and even used ‘priceless books, copies of the Noble

[Qur’an], and splendid [Qur’an] chests’. 15 Although the locals themselves appear to be the ones
performing the work, the committed sacrilege is clearly the result of Mongol force.

To return to the narrative: eventually, the Mongols managed to conquer the citadel and

killed all those inside. Chinggis Khan then ordered the notables of Bukhara to hand over the bullion
that the Khwārazm Shāh had taken from the merchants in Utrar and sold to Bukharan and

10
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:241. ‘His’ here either refers to Chinggis Khan, or is a mistake for ‘them’ (wakāna kidhban minhu wa-laʿna).
11
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339.
12
Angermann, ‘Das Unfassbare’.
13
See for instance al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:212. Cf. Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339.
14
See for instance Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:42; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83. In Ibn Wāṣil’s version it
appears to be the locals themselves who include minbars and Qur’an chests, but that is still clearly the result of
Mongol force, as is the case in Ibn al-Dawādārī.
15
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:242.
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Samarqandi traders. They did so, after which they were ordered out of the city, stripped of their
possessions with only the clothes on their backs. In spite of the amān they had announced, the

Mongols then put the city to the sword and captured the women and children. The women were

violated while their men looked on, unable to defend them. Those who survived and surrendered

were taken captive, and, as Ibn Wāṣil relates, ‘they set the mosques, schools (madrasas) and Friday

mosques on fire’, 16 adding the Friday mosques to Ibn al-Athīr’s description of the destruction of the

city. 17 Special attention is thus paid to Islamic religious buildings in this report, both by the initial

source and the authors who used him. As in the episode with the moat, Ibn al-Dawādārī adds some
detail to his report on the violence against the population, relating that when the Mongols put the

people of Bukhara to the sword, they ‘captured the women and killed the child on the breast of his

father or mother’. 18 All this, of course, happened despite the amān the people of Bukhara had been

granted – a betrayal at which Ibn al-Dawādārī had already hinted at the amān’s first mention. Ibn

Kathīr, in the same vein, speaks of ‘trickery and treachery’, 19 as well as stating that Chinggis Khan
‘betrayed [Bukhara’s] people’. 20

The way these Mamluk-era authors treat their source material is meaningful. On the one

hand, as Angermann has shown for al-Nuwayrī, their approach is less emotional, more distant. The

supplications that pepper Ibn al-Athīr’s text have largely disappeared, as has his designation of the

Mongols as ‘infidels’. Both are readily explained by the temporal and geographical distance between
the later authors and the events. The Mamluk-era authors were used to the Mongols as an

important political and military actor – with the exception of Ibn Wāṣil, all authors in this

paragraph had been born after the Battle of ʿAyn Jālūt. The shock and surprise suffered by Ibn al-

Athīr – whose place of residence was not targeted by the Mongols during his lifetime although the

threat was acutely felt 21 – is clearly reflected in his repeated pleas to God, yet is absent in the

Mamluk-era discussion of the events in Bukhara. Similarly, although Ibn al-Athīr also uses the term

‘Tatar’ for the Mongols, he mostly refers to them as ‘infidels’ in this episode. Although the Mamluk-

era authors were no less convinced of the infidel status of the Mongols, they overwhelmingly refer

to them as ‘Tatars’. The term was more familiar to them than to Ibn al-Athīr, and they apparently

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:43.
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339–40, who speaks of the city, madrasas and mosques being set on fire, as
well as al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:212–13; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83.
18
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:242.
19
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83.
20
Ibn Kathīr, XIII:88.
21
D.S. Richards, “Introduction,” in The Chronicle of Ibn Al-Athīr for the Crusading Period from Al-Kāmil fī al-Ta’rīkh.
Part 3. The Years 589-629/1193-1231: The Ayyubids after Saladin and the Mongol Menace (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2008), 1.
16
17
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found it more useful in their discussion of events than the arguably vaguer ‘infidels’, although they

did not shy away from the latter when censuring the Mongols and their religious convictions.
While Mamluk-era authors chose to exclude some of Ibn al-Athīr’s material, they

occasionally added their own. These additions serve to emphasise aspects of the fall of Bukhara and
the accompanying Mongol behaviour they found important. This is the case with Ibn al-Dawādārī’s
addition to the description of the violence committed in Bukhara that children were killed at their
parent’s breast. Now, elsewhere in his discussion of the first Mongol incursions into the Muslim

world Ibn al-Athīr does not shy away from the gory details of Mongol violence. Ibn al-Dawādārī may
well have been inspired by those sections. Nonetheless, his insertion of this detail shows that he

found it relevant to emphasise ruthless Mongol violence against innocent children, with the added

cruelty of killing them in the arms of their parents. Ibn Wāṣil’s modest addition of ‘Friday mosques’
to the list of burnt down religious buildings similarly emphasises Mongol transgressions against

Islam, as does Ibn al-Dawādārī’s expanded list of sacred objects that fell prey to the Mongols’ wish
to fill in the moat.

However, it is in the accusation of treachery that the Mamluk voices are most clearly heard.

Both Ibn al-Dawādārī and Ibn Kathīr condemn the Mongol betrayal of the amān they had granted
the city’s inhabitants. And while the accusations of sacrilege and abhorrent violence are clearly

present in Ibn al-Athīr’s depiction of events, this appears to be new. That the Mongols broke their
promise is clearly evident from Ibn al-Athīr’s account, but the emphasis that it receives in the

Mamluk versions is an innovation. 22 The topos of Mongol trickery would prove to fall on fertile

ground, as is evident from Thomas Herzog’s analysis of the image of the Mongols in the Sīrat

Baybars. He describes how the Mongols are portrayed as formidable and dangerous enemies of the
bilād al-islām, the Islamic lands. Yet, the sīra’s focus ultimately lies on their trickery. 23 This image,

incorporated in a text that started to take shape in the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century,
was thus developed in the seventh/thirteenth- and first half of the eighth/fourteenth centuries.
Comparable addition of detail can be seen in the description of the Mongol conquest of

Samarqand, where the Mongols headed after taking Bukhara. The remaining Bukharans were made
to march with them. Whoever fell prey to exhaustion on the way was killed. At Samarqand, the

Mongols pretended to be a larger force than they were, in part by having the prisoners appear to be
troops as well by giving them banners – all in order to install fear in the ‘hearts of the Muslims’. 24
Cf. Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 114.
Herzog, ‘La mémoire’, 353–54.
24
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:340.
22
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The Khwārazmian troops in the city were reportedly too scared to confront the Mongols, but some

brave Samarqandi locals did go out to fight them. They were, however, lured into an ambush by the

Mongols, who had retreated only to trap the pursuing Samarqandi men. They were killed to the last
man, some seventy thousand of them, the historians report. 25 Figures of casualties are notoriously

problematic, often being in the realm of the improbable bordering on the impossible. A case in point
are the immense numbers of fatalities reported for the fall of Baghdad in 656/1258, which run in

the millions. A death toll of seventy thousand does not sound entirely implausible but remains

impossible to verify. In any case, this number can and should be read as an expression of the far-

reaching devastation and carnage. 26 To this number of fatalities, Ibn Kathīr adds, in his summarised
version of events, that the large-scale slaughter happened within a single hour, thereby
emphasising both the scale and efficiency of the massacre. 27

The soldiers within the city then panicked, and decided to ask for an amān, since they

figured that the Mongols would not harm them – after all, they were Turks: ‘We are of [the same]
ethnicity as they are, so they won’t kill us’ (see chapter 1). 28 They received the amān, and

approached the Mongols with their families and property. The Mongols ordered them to hand over
their weapons and possessions, after which they would be taken somewhere safe. Once they had

done so, however, the Mongols killed them to the last man and took their women. The remaining
population was ordered to leave the city, and the Mongols treated them as they did the people of
Bukhara. They plundered, killed, captured, and defiled. Afterwards, they set fire to the Friday
mosque. 29

Bukhara and Samarqand thus were the first two major Islamic cities to be taken by the

Mongols. Ibn Wāṣil includes these and the following early Mongol conquests of Islamic territory

under the heading ‘Recollection of the appearance of the Tatars and their conquering of most of the
Muslim lands’. He ends this section with the statement that

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, 1972, IV:43; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya,
XIII:88. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:340–41.
26
For a discussion of the problem of these contemporary numbers of casualties, see Jackson, The Mongols and the
Islamic World, 169–73. See also Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 108.
27
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:88.
28
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213. The edition of Ibn Wāṣil indicates that a similar phrase was included in
the margins of the manuscript (Mufarrij, IV:44), which was apparently also in the manuscript Ibn al-Dawādārī used
(Kanz al-Durar, VII:242). See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:341.
29
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213; Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:44. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh,
X:341. The mention of killing and plunder is absent in Ibn Wāṣil, but might well fall under ‘doing what they did to
the people of Bukhara’. According to Ibn Wāṣil, they also set fire to the rest of the town, while al-Nuwayrī, based
on Ibn al-Athīr, states that they ‘left [the rest of] the town as it was (see Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:44 n. 3). Ibn Kathīr’s
report on events in Samarqand after is relatively brief, as is Ibn al-Dawādārī’s after the killing of the soldiers.
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This is the account of this people and the beginning of their affair. We will – inshallah – later
mention newer events concerning them. (…) In the time of Islam before them – or even
before [the time of] Islam – nothing like this ever happened. They exterminated most of the
inhabited world in a very short period. Alexander, on the contrary, conquered the lands in
about fourteen years, and he did not behave like these people. He treated the people of each
kingdom with justice and kindliness. These [ones] conquered through bloodshed, the
destruction of lands and the killing of people. God is asked for aid, and asked that the
Muslims be victorious over them, and inflict their utter extermination and destruction. 30

This remark speaks volumes about Mamluk-era authors’ image of the Mongols under Chinggis

Khan. This, too, goes back to Ibn al-Athīr’s text, in which he unfavourably compares Chinggis Khan
to Alexander – a historical figure who figures in the Qur’an as Dhū al-Qarnayn (‘the two-horned’)

and was viewed as a wise monarch and pious ruler in the Arabic tradition. 31 But while Ibn al-Athīr

simply mentions that he did not kill anyone during his conquests but was simply ‘content to receive
the people’s obedience’, 32 Ibn Wāṣil elaborates on the differences between the two conquerors. He

thus underscores the excessive Mongol violence by contrasting it to Alexander’s justice and

kindness – which the Mongols evidently lack, as is clear from their repeated violation of amāns.
Beyond describing the early Mongols as excessively violent, Mamluk-era authors also

emphasise their status as infidels, and more in particular, as enemies of Islam. The reports in which

these images appear are based on the accounts of early Mongol conquests written by al-Nasawī and,

especially, Ibn al-Athīr. However, they did not blindly copy their predecessors, but rather developed
their own narratives using these sources. The depiction of the Mongols as violent infidels then, is

very much the choice of Syrian and Egyptian authors. It is reflected in what they choose to transmit,
but arguably even more so by what they add. I have already given a few examples of this, such as
Ibn al-Dawādārī and Ibn Kathīr explicitly pointing out the Mongol betrayal of the Bukharans by

violating the amān, as well as the former’s adding of more objects with religious value that were

thrown in the moat by the Mongols. Another straightforward example is the heading Ibn Wāṣil

chose for his section on the Mongol movements in Azerbaijan in 628 (1230-1): ‘Recollection of the

moving of the Tatars towards the lands in this year and what they did in bloodshed and depravity’ –

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:64.
On the traditions on Alexander in the Arab world, see Faustina Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus. A
Survey of the Alexander Tradition through Seven Centuries: From Pseudo-Callisthenes to Ṣūrī (Leuven: Peeters,
2010). See also the inscriptions calling Baybars the ‘Alexander of [his] time’ (Iskandar al-zamān). E.g. Thesaurus
d’Epigraphie Islamique (TEI), XIVe livraisons, 2017 (http://www.epigraphie-islamique.org), n° 2246; Aigle, The
Mongol Empire, 233–37.
32
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:334.
30
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the mention of bloodshed here is entirely his own. 33 Whether through selection from earlier

sources or by their own additions or explanations, several notions of the Mongols appear again and
again and are also visible in other Mamluk-era sources.

First, there is the recurring theme of Mongol shedding of Muslim blood and the capturing of

womenfolk and children, which is presented as unprecedented. Several authors quote or

paraphrase Ibn al-Athīr’s famous description of the Mongol invasion of the Islamic world in the year
617 (1220-1), or parts thereof. He compares Nebuchadnezzar’s slaughter of the Israelites and the
destruction of Jerusalem, 34 which he describes as one of the greatest disasters the histories

mention, to the Mongol attack on Muslims and the destruction of their cities – the latter being even

more calamitous according to the author. He also contrasts the Dajjāl, an apocalyptic figure that

could be described as the Muslim Antichrist, 35 with the Mongols: he will spare at least some, the
Mongols spare absolutely no one. 36 The passage is quoted by Ibn Kathīr 37 and the analogy is

incorporated by, for instance, al-Dhahabī 38 and Abū al-Fidāʾ. The latter’s incorporation of the

comparison into his own description of the conquest reads as follows:

In these lands they did everything from killing their people and capturing the children and
killing the ʿulamāʾ and the virtuous and the ascetics and the worshippers, and destroying the
mosques and setting fire to copies of the Qur’an. Nothing like it had been heard of since
before or after [the coming of] Islam. What Nebuchadnezzar did with the Children of Israel
(banū isrāʾīl) does not resemble a portion of what they did. Every city that they destroyed
was much larger than Jerusalem and every community of Muslims they killed was double
the number of Children of Israel that Nebuchadnezzar killed. 39

Abū al-Fidāʾ thus uses Ibn al-Athīr’s analogy in connection to what he considers to be the Mongols’
greatest sins: their spread of destruction and death in combination with their status as enemies of

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:314. Cf. Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:445, 448.
See 2 Kings 24-25; Jeremiah 39:1-10, 52:1-30.
35
For the Dajjāl, see David B. Cook, ‘Dajjāl’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Brill Online,
2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_25826.
36
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:333–34.
37
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:87.
38
al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:289. He includes only the bit on Nebuchadnezzar and leaves out the Dajjāl.
39
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:159. Nebuchadnezzar is a rather complex figure in Muslim tradition, but his
description mostly follows the Bible. See G. Vajda, ‘Buk̲h̲t-naṣ(ṣ)ar’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P.
Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_1513. He and Alexander were
considered to be two of the four rulers of Antiquity with world dominion (the other two being Nimrod and
Solomon), which is likely why Ibn al-Athīr found them useful in his comparison of the world-conquering Mongols.
See Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, 224.
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Islam, destroying the things it holds sacred and killing its leaders. These two elements return over
and over in the Mamluk-era descriptions of the early Mongol conquests.

Mongol violence was made evident in the reports on the taking of Bukhara and Samarqand

as we have seen above: it is clear in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s statement that babies were killed in their

parents’ arms; in Ibn Kathīr’s statement that the Mongols slaughtered seventy thousand men in a

single hour; and in the many other mentions of bloodshed and massacre. The theme reappears

throughout the reports of the early conquests, also in those that following Bukhara and Samarqand.

Like Ibn al-Athīr, several authors relate that during the Mongol taking of Beylagan (Baylaqān, in

Azerbaijan) they ‘put [its people] to the sword, not sparing anyone of the men, women or children.

They even split open the bellies of pregnant women and killed the foetuses. They raped women and
then killed them.’ 40

That this violence is regarded as intrinsically connected to the Mongols is visible in the

statement made by various authors that it is a Mongol ‘habit’. Ibn al-Dawādārī states about Persian

Mazandaran that the Mongols ‘killed everyone in it, according to their atrocious habit (ʿalā

ʿādatihim al-shunīʿa)’. 41 Other ‘habits’ they are reported to have had are destruction, plundering,

and taking captives. 42 It is then not surprising that various authors include phrases such as ‘God the

Exalted forsake them’ following these descriptions. 43 Their reports are shorter than those by Ibn al-

Athīr, yet they still emphasise the violence committed. Especially telling about the perceptions of

Mamluk-era authors with regard to the early Mongol conquests are the generalising analyses of the
Mongol approach to conquest, which is succinctly summed up by Ibn Kathīr:

Generally, they [the Mongols] do not enter a place without killing all those in there of the
combatants and men, and many of the women and children. They ruin what is in it it by
plunder if they need it, or by fire if they don’t, to the extent that they had gathered more silk
than they could carry, and threw it in the fire while they watched it. They destroyed houses,
and what they couldn’t raze they set on fire. The thing they set on fire the most were
mosques and Friday mosques. 44

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:219. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:352; Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij,
IV:52; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:90.
41
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42
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128.
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It is at this point that I am not entirely convinced by the argument presented by Daniel

Baraz in his book on perceptions of cruelty in premodern Europe. There he compares the European
descriptions to the way Mongol violence is presented in a handful of ‘Eastern’ sources. He argues

that the Western focus on cruelty is the result of cultural developments in the medieval West, and

that cruelty as a concept played a role in European sources’ representation of the Mongols it did not
have in contemporary Muslim sources. The ‘narrative of cruelty’ Baraz describes for his European

sources, that explicitly mention the term, is indeed absent from the Muslim sources. 45 Baraz’ claim

that cruelty as a concept played a role in European sources’ representation of the Mongols it did not
have in contemporary Muslim sources is convincing and lends strong support for his general

argument on narratives on cruelty in the European tradition. However, I think he underrepresents

the role Mongol violence and cruelty plays in the Muslim accounts, at least in the Mamluk sources –
likely the result of his limited selection of sources. Violence is considered an elemental part of
Mongol behaviour. And although it may be mentioned implicitly and in less detail than in the

Western texts, Mongol transgressions as rape with aggravating circumstances (in front of relatives
and/or followed by murder) 46 and the killing of women, old men and children – what Baraz refers

to as ‘the conventional signs of cruelty’ 47 – are recurring elements in Mamluk descriptions of

Mongol aggression. It is visible in the violation of Bukharan women while their families watch –

aggravated rape – in Ibn al-Athīr’s report, in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s addition of children being murdered

in their parents arms, but also in the Mongols’ perverse enjoyment of arson as described by Ibn
Kathīr. The cruelty may not be explicitly mentioned as such, but it is certainly there.

To return to Ibn Kathīr’s statement: his claim that the Mongols set mosques and Friday

mosques ‘on fire the most’ shows that he considers the Mongols to actively operate against Islam –

another recurring theme in the Mamluk sources. Religious places are not just unfortunate victims of
general rampant violence, but are actively targeted. The reports of events in Bukhara and

Samarqand relate how the Mongols targeted Islamic objects in general – minbars and Qur’an chests
were thrown in the moat – and Ibn al-Dawādārī chose to emphasise this by expanding on the

original information from Ibn al-Athīr. Not only minbars were dismantled to throw into the moat,

according to him, mosque ceilings suffered the same fate. And not only Qur’an chests were used, but
also copies of the Qur’an. The attack on the Islamic faith is thus depicted as evident and urgent.

Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 90–122. On the representation of Mongols in medieval European texts, see also
Maurizio Peleggi, ‘Shifting Alterity: The Mongol in the Visual and Literary Culture of the Late Middle Ages’, The
Medieval History Journal 4 (2001): 15–33; Jackson, Mongols and the West, 136–47.
46
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47
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Muslim authors show Islam or Muslims on the one hand, and the Mongols on the other, to

be in opposition to one another. The conflict is commonly reported as clashes beteen ‘Muslims’ and
‘Mongols’ (usually called ‘Tatars’) instead of as clashes between two peoples, polities or ethnicities.
To give just a handful of examples: when reporting the Mongol conquest of Anatolia, Abū Shāma

adds: ‘May God make its return to the Muslims easy.’ 48 In Hamadan, ‘the Tatars were superior to the

Muslims and annihilated them,’ relates al-Nuwayrī. 49 And Ibn al-Dawādārī states, regarding a

625/1227-8 battle between Jalāl al-Dīn and the Mongols, which was won by the Khwārazm Shāh,

that ‘God made Islam victorious over the depraved infidels, worshippers of statues and idols’. 50 This
opposition is not exclusively used for the Mongols. Quite the contrary, authors regularly describe

‘the Muslims’ in conflict with other parties, such as the Franks and the Georgians. 51 The frequently
recurring phrase does, however, emphasise the status of the Mongols as infidels and enemies of
Islam.

Many authors stressed that the Mongols were infidels. Abū Shāma refers to them as ‘the

infidels among the Turks (al-kuffār min al-turk)’, 52 for instance. Various other authors make use of

al-Nasawī’s and Ibn al-Athīr’s characterisations of Mongol culture. Al-Nasawī’s pun that ‘the

khanship is inherited from chief to chief (kābir), no, from infidel to infidel (kāfir)’, 53 is incorporated
by Abū al-Fidāʾ, and following the latter, by al-Dhahabī. 54 Others make enthusiastic use of Ibn al-

Athīr’s report that the Mongols revere the sun and do not consider anything to be haram: they will
eat the meat of any animal, including dogs and pigs. Marriage is unknown among them, and the

women sleep with various men, so their children do not know who their fathers are. 55 Ibn Kathīr

mentions the sun worship, as well as them not considering anything to be ritually forbidden: ‘They
will eat whatever they find in animals and carrion (mayyitāt), may God curse them.’ 56 Where Ibn
Kathīr leaves out Ibn al-Athīr’s description on Mongol marital life (or, rather, lack thereof), alDhahabī does include it. His portrayal of Mongol eating habits is even more damning than the

Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 173.
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:218. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:351.
50
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XXVII:236.
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original: ‘They will eat any animal,’ he writes, ‘and humans.’ 57 Ibn Wāṣil appears to concede that

they did believe in something, but it could hardly count as an actual religion: ‘They do not profess

any religion except that they acknowledge the creator, subḥānahu wa-taʿālā, and they glorify him,
and they do not believe in any law of the [Islamic] laws (lā yaʿtaqidūna sharīʿa min al-sharāʾiʿ).’ 58

The Mongols were indeed shamanists, with very different food taboos from the Muslims,

which from an Islamic perspective surely did qualify them as pagan infidels. The notion that Mongol
children did not know their fathers due to their mothers’ promiscuity, however, is clearly an

attempt to contrast the Mongols with Islamic values – very similar strategies are present in the

discussions of the Yasa (chapter 3) and the topic also arises in the Mamluk discussion of the Mongol

story of Alan Qo’a. They are quite typical topics of othering, and echo older descriptions of the

Turks of the Eurasian steppes, whose food habits were similarly questioned and who were also
accused of permissive sexual behaviour by Islamic authors. 59 Al-Dhahabī’s accusation of

cannibalism goes even beyond religious food taboos: human flesh is not even listed in the majority
of Islamic juridical texts as being among the foods that are forbidden for human consumption.

Rather, when legal scholars do discuss it, human flesh is classified as belonging to those things that
man instinctively finds disgusting. 60 The trope of cannibalism is a classic among accusations levied

at Others, and the fact that the Mongols supposedly considered human flesh as lawful food speaks

volumes.

Although this is the only mention of Mongol cannibalism that I have come across in Mamluk

sources, 61 authors also make mention of other elements of the early Mongols’ life style which depict
them as uncivilised barbarians: another recurring topos. I am using the term ‘barbarian’ here as an
analytical term for the way the Muslim sources describe the Mongols, as someone who is outside
the borders of civilisation, in this case the Islamic one, in which, in the words of Maria Boletsi,

‘[b]arbarism functions as the negative standard, against which civilization measures it virtue,
humanity, or level of sophistication’. 62 The barbarian and the civilised, Boletsi describes, are

al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:290; al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:237. The remark on women’s sexual behaviour is
omitted in the latter source.
58
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(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 212–20.
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interdependent notions: the ‘civilised’ sophistication, superiority and humanity of the ingroup

exists by the grace of the ‘barbarian’ other’s simplicity, inferiority and savagery. 63 The nomadic

Mongols are easily pictured in this manner. It is contained in the descriptions of their un-Islamic

and savage food practices as well as in their primitive religion. Ibn Wāṣil relates that the Mongols

were a ‘people of tents and poles’, who had ‘nothing but sheep and horses, the meat of which they

ate and whose milk they drank’. Those animals themselves were not fed; rather, they scratched the
ground with their hooves in order to get to the roots of plants, which they ate. 64 Such a picture of

the Mongols’ origins is also present in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s account of the Mongol origin story

(chapter 2). He paints a similar picture in his discussion of the early Mongol conquests, writing that
these people did not know fabric or clothing, nor any of the embellishment of the world.
Rather, they were like wild beasts running around on earth, not knowing anything but
animal skins, like beaver, sable and ermine(?), and the like. All the people from beyond the
river behind the Oxus are like that. 65
Even when comparing the Mongols of Chinggis Khan with the ‘rest of the Tatars’

(Introduction), who must have been just as barbaric in the eyes of the Mamluk-era authors if Ibn alDawādārī is to be believed, they take an exceptional position. ‘Their language was different from
that of the rest of the Tatars (al-tatār),’ writes Ibn Kathīr, ‘and they are the most courageous of

them and the most persevering in battle.’ 66 The depiction of the Mongols as courageous and

steadfast in battle is common. Al-Nuwayrī even relates a story, based on Ibn al-Athīr, of a Mongol
who committed suicide by banging his head on rock rather than be taken prisoner. 67 The Mongol

courage described in the context of these conquests resonates with the way the Mongols’ ethnic

characteristics are described in abstracto on the basis of climate theory. So does their barbarism:

any people from the far north (or the far south, for that matter) were by definition far removed
from the civilisation of the central climes.

But it is not just in courage that Chinggis Khan’s Mongols reportedly stand out among their

kin. According to Abū al-Fidāʾ, basing himself on al-Nasawī, they were ‘famous among the Tatars

Boletsi, 11.
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:36. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:334–35, on which he builds; and for
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(al-tatar) for wickedness (sharr) and perfidy (ghadr)’. 68 For many Mamluk-era authors, an

important aspect of this ‘wickedness and perfidy’ was the Mongols’ untrustworthiness: a fourth

theme that appears again and again. Ibn al-Dawādārī places extra emphasis on the amān given to

the people of Bukhara, and the fact that it was broken. Not only does he immediately state that the

amān as such was ‘a lie’, he also has the Mongols say to the general population: ‘We have given you
safety, so bring us the property of our enemy the sultan Khwārazm Shāh and his treasure.’ 69 But

while the people of Bukhara delivered, the Mongols never held up their end of the deal. Ibn Kathīr
therefore speaks of trickery, treachery, and betrayal. Similar stories are told about other places

than Bukhara: the Allans, after learning of the approach of the Mongols, had joined forces with a

group of Kipchaks who helped them fight the Mongols. When the initial battle yielded no victor, the

Mongols sent word to the Kipchaks, saying: ‘We and you are of one ethnicity (jins), and those Allans

do not belong to you, [which would mean] that you should help them (laysū minkum ḥattā

tanṣurūhum), and their religion is not like yours.’ 70 Rather, the Mongols suggested, the Kipchaks

would be rewarded, and promised their safety, if they were to abandon the Allans and leave them to
the Mongols to deal with. The Kipchaks agreed, but after the Mongols defeated the Allans, they

turned on the Kipchaks – who had considered themselves safe because of the peace deal. 71
The Mongols who conquered and raided the Islamic world are thus depicted as an

extraordinary enemy. Mamluk historians state that the carnage and destruction perpetrated by the
Mongols was unprecendented – not even infamous conquerors like Nebuchadnezzar came near.
And to their bloodthirst, plunder, and destruction they added a stark religious opposition. They
describe the Mongols not only as infidels, but also depict them as actively targeting symbols of
Islam. They also contrast Mongol practices with Muslim culture, emphasising their barbarian

tendencies. These images are already present in the works of authors such as Ibn al-Athīr and al-

Nasawī, who worked outside and before the later Mamluk sultanate, but whose works were gladly
drawn and expanded upon by Egyptian and Syrian authors from the 650s/1250s onwards, who

thereby reinforced and developed the ideas and images contained in them. Like them, the Mamluk-

era authors heavily and purposefully emphasise violence and infidelity, but the image of

Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153. Cf. Al-Nasawī, who writes ‘famous among the Turks’ (Sīrat, 39). Al-Dhahabī in
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69
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untrustworthiness – while certainly present in the contents of the earlier reports – is taken to a new
level of prominence by the later historians.

Ilkhanids
The first Mongol campaigns in Islamic territory, then, were met with shock and horror. At the time

of Chinggis Khan’s death in 1227, the Mongols had made significant inroads into the Islamic world.
In the years to come, the Mongol grasp on the centre of the Muslim land would only become

stronger. Chinggis Khan had granted an ulus, a territory, to each of his four sons by his chief wife
Börte: Jochi (although he predeceased his father), Chaghatai, Ögedei, and Tolui. This, at least in

theory, did not mean that the empire was now split up; it was considered to be the joint property of
the imperial family. 72 His third son Ögedei became Great Khan in 1229 (r. 1229-41), and he

continued the gradual expansion of the Mongol empire into Islamic territory. The great conquests

of Muslim lands, however, were brought about by Hülegü (d. 1265). Hülegü was sent to the Middle

East by his brother, the Great Khan Möngke (r. 1251-9), in order to deal with the Ismāʿīlīs, who had

been bothering the Mongols in Persia, and to acquire the submission of the Abbasid caliph. After

defeating the Ismāʿīlīs in Persia, 73 Hülegü continued on to Baghdad, which he infamously sacked in

656/1258. Hülegü, whose descendants would rule over a new Mongol state that would become

known as the Ilkhanate, consequently received extraordinarly bad press in the Mamluk sources. He
is described as a ‘tyrant’ (al-ṭaghiya Hūlākū), 74 and as is the case with his grandfather (see chapter

3), his name is regularly followed by exclamations as laʿanahu Allāh, ‘God curse him’, a curse that is

frequently extended to the Ilkhanid Mongols as a whole. In the following, I will discuss a number of
seminal moments in the encounters between the Ilkhanid Mongols and the states of the Middle

East: the fall of Baghdad, the Mongol invasion of Syria and the Mamluk victory at ʿAyn Jālūt, and the
Mongol occupation of Damascus, paying particular attention to the Islamisation of the Ilkhanid

Mongols and its effects on the way they were represented in the Mamluk sultanate. Through these
case studies, I will trace and analyse how images of the Ilkhanids were developed and employed.

Jackson, Mongols and the West, 41.
The Syrian branch held out a little longer, and would be defeated by the Mamluk sultan Baybars several years
later (Morgan, The Mongols, 151).
74
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Baghdad

Ibn Wāṣil and his colleagues may have been shocked by the events in the Khwārazmian empire and
the surrounding Islamic lands, the conquest of Baghdad and the murder of the Abbasid caliph al-

Mustaʿṣim bi-Llāh was an even greater horror: ‘Islam has not been struck by a greater catastrophe

than this one, nor one more significant.’ 75 Ibn Wāṣil was not alone in this sentiment. 76 In many

ways, the fall of Baghdad in and the murder of the caliph in Ṣafar 656 (February 1258) was a
watershed moment. 77

The fall of Baghdad and the murder of the al-Mustʿaṣim bi-Llāh is widely blamed by Sunni

historians on the betrayal by the latter’s Shiite vizier Muʾayyad al-Dīn ibn al-ʿAlqamī, who

supposedly invited the Mongols following a conflict between Sunnis and Shiites in Baghdad – an

accusation to which there appears to have been at least some truth. 78 As Ibn al-Dawādārī puts it:

‘Khāyin al-Dīn [‘traitor to the faith’] would have been a more appropriate name.’ 79 Some, like Ibn
Kathīr, also include Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (597-672/1201-74), the Shiite scholar in the service of

Hülegü, in the plot to have the caliph killed. According to him, Hülegü dreaded killing the caliph, but
Naṣīr al-Dīn made light of it and convinced him to do it. 80 On the exact cause of the caliph’s death –

by strangling, or being rolled in a carpet, kicked until he died, drowned in the Tigris – confusion

remains, 81 but the fact is that al-Mustaʿṣim bi-Llāh was the last caliph in Iraq. This symbolic yet vital

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:153.
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office remained empty for several years, until a number of alleged Abbasids showed up in Cairo and
the caliphate was reinstalled by Baybars. 82

Like Bukhara, Samarqand, and many other cities, Baghdad was thoroughly plundered and a

great many people were killed, as Abū Shāma reports: ‘They killed and looted and did as is their

custom in their conquests of the Persian lands (bilād al-ʿajam).’ 83 The Mamluk historians report the

horrors of the taking of Baghdad. There is no consensus on the number of days the violence lasted

before an amān was announced: was it seven days that Baghdad was put to the sword, ‘not sparing
old people or children’, 84 or around forty? 85 Nor is there agreement on the number of victims. Was

it eight hundred thousand, more than a million, 1,8 million, or two million? 86 The number of

casualties is unlikely to have actually been this high, 87 but as in the case of Samarqand, they do

reflect the sense of shock and the idea of the magnitude of this event. So do the more substantive

reports, which vividly describe gruesome scenes. Ibn Kathīr reports how the Mongols came into the
city and proceeded to kill anyone they could. People attempted to hide but the Mongols still found
them, opening up their hiding places by breaking into them or by using fire. They chased fleeing
people, killing them on the roofs, ‘until blood streamed into the alleys from the gutters’. 88 Al-

Dhahabī, too, speaks of slaughter until ‘until torrents of blood flowed’. 89 When amnesty had been
granted at last, Ibn Kathīr sketches dramatic scenes of people who, having hidden from the

massacre, reappeared like bodies being dug up from the grave. The large numbers of dead lying in

the streets in Iraq even caused an epidemic in Syria, he writes, due to the corrupted air they caused

and which spread to Syria. 90

Not only later, eighth/fourteenth-century authors such as Ibn Kathīr paint such a bloody

scene. On 3 Muḥarram 661 (17 November 1262), the newly instated Abbasid caliph al-Ḥākim bi-

Amr Allāh, the second in Cairo after the death of al-Mustanṣir a year earlier, delivered the khuṭba in
death, according to the Mongol habit to not spill the blood of kings and nobles (Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat alFikra, 37; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:258.).
82
On the reestablishment of the Abbasid caliphate, see for instance Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 56–63;
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 224–26, 244–54.
83
Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 198.
84
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 37–38, and following him al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:257–58.
85
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:156; Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:233; al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXIII:362; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh alIslām, XIV:673; al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl, I:89; al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, XXVII:367; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya,
XIII:202.
86
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:202. See also al-Dhahabī, who gives both the numbers 800 000 and one
million on separate occasions (al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIV:673, 820).
87
See Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 169–73.
88
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:201–2.
89
al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXIII:362. See also al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIV:673.
90
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:203–4.

171

which he endorsed Baybars and called for jihad. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir reports how he encouraged his

audience to take up arms and raise the banner of jihad, and to that purpose reminded them of the
Mongol invasion of Baghdad some years previously:

If only you had seen the enemies of Islam when they entered the House of Peace [dār alsalām, i.e. Baghdad], deeming it lawful [to shed] blood and [to take] property, and killing
men, heroes, and children, and disgracing the honour of the caliphate and the women (wahatakū ḥaram al-khilāfa wa-l-ḥarīm). They subjected those whom they spared to painful
torture, and the sound of crying and wailing rose high, and cries rose from terror on this
long day. How many an old man [had his] white hair painted by his blood! How many a child
cried while no mercy was shown to its crying! 91

As in the case of the Mongols under Chinggis Khan, Hülegü’s troops are depicted not only as

horrifically violent, but also as ‘enemies of Islam’. Again, this notion is widely supported in the other
sources. One that stands out is Ibn Kathīr. As I argued in chapter 3, he portrayed the Yasa as
decidedly un-Islamic. He does the same in other aspects of Mongol actions and history,

characterising Hülegü’s soldiers as ‘infidel, wicked, tyrannical, brutish troops, from those who do

not believe in God nor in the Last Day’. 92 In his tarjama of Hülegü himself, the Mongol leader is said

to be ‘a tyrannical (jabbāran), wicked (fājiran), infidel king’, who had ‘killed innumerable Muslims,

east and west’. His hatred for the man is so great that he adds the telling ‘lā raḥimahu Allāh’ – may

God have no mercy on him. 93

Other authors similarly portray Hülegü in a very negative light, but an intriguing exception

is found in al-ʿUmarī. He relates that Hülegü had intended to leave things as they were before the
conquest, and simply having the locals pay tribute and submit to the Mongols. However, this was

precluded, firstly by the fear of the locals, who refused to meet with him, and secondly, by his own

troops and their insistence on what he calls ‘mughūliyya’ – presumably the introduction of Mongol
traditions and practices. Hülegü’s initial plan thus failed, and, concludes al-ʿUmarī, ‘fate cannot

retract its arrows’. 94 Given the divergence of this story from the general Mamluk interpretation of

this episode, it is likely that this story originated in the Ilkhanate itself, in order to come to terms

with the fact that the founding member of the royal family had been responsible for carnage of such

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 143–44. On the legitimisation of Baybars in this speech, see Aigle, The
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dimensions, by which Islam had also been struck hard. And after all, al-ʿUmarī’s reliance on various
Ilkhanid informants in addition to his written sources has been shown to affect his representation
of the Mongols in other respects as well (see chapter 3). It is also reminiscent of al-Nuwayrī’s
account about Chinggis Khan, which was similarly influenced by Ilkhanid sources. In general,

however, the theme of the infidelity of Hülegü and his troops, and even worse, their enmity against
Islam and Muslims as well as their violence, are recurring themes in the descriptions of the
conquest of Baghdad and later Ilkhanid exploits, as I shall show below.

The Mongol incursion into Syria

In Dhū al-Ḥijja 657/December 1259, a group of Mongols crossed the Euphrates into Syria, where a
terrified population had been expecting their arrival. It marked the start of a key episode in

Mamluk-Ilkhanid relations: the Battle of ʿAyn Jālūt. The Mongols wreaked havoc in the periphery of
Aleppo, which was ruled by the Ayyubid governor al-Malik al-Muʿaẓẓam Tūranshāh. A few weeks
later, Hülegü and his far larger army crossed the river as well. Following Tūranshāh’s refusal to
surrender Aleppo, as the Mongols had demanded, they made their way towards the city, and

besieged it from 2 through 9 Ṣafar 658 (18-25 January 1260). On Sunday 9 Ṣafar, Hülegü and his

troops took Aleppo. 95 The Mongols captured and killed, describes Ibn Wāṣil, to the extent that ‘the

alleys and squares were filled with the dead, as they had done in Baghdad.’ 96 An amān for the
people of Aleppo was declared on 14 Ṣafar (30 January), although the citadel had not yet

surrendered – that would take another month. After Aleppo, the Mongols gained more Syrian cities,

many of which simply surrendered in order to avoid the fate of Aleppo. Having sent his general

Kitbugha Noyan out to the south with some ten to twelve thousand troops, Hülegü himself was little
involved in this. Instead, he set course towards Azerbaijan, leaving Kitbugha behind with some ten
thousand troops to control the country. 97
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See Morgan, The Mongols, 156; David O. Morgan, ‘The Mongols in Syria, 1260-1300’, in Crusade and Settlement,
ed. Peter W. Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 231–50. Amitai-Preiss, however, argues that
this is not a plausible explanation. Instead, he reasons, Hülegü’s withdrawal was indeed prompted by Möngke’s
death and the ensuing problems. However, he did not do so in order to be closer to Inner Asia where the troubles
95

173

The Mamluks were determined to resist the Mongols, and the Mamluk sultan al-Muẓaffar

Qutuz (r. 657-8/1259-60) lent the argument an element of personal vengeance by (likely

spuriously) claiming that he was a descendant of the Khwārazm Shāh. The later sultan Baybars, at
the time an influential amir, and his followers, who had been exiled following a power struggle,

returned from Syria, and the Egyptian armies – supplemented by Syrian troops who had fled across
the border – left Cairo on 15 Shaʿbān 658/26 July 1260. The offensive got off to a rather rocky start,
with several amirs reluctant to attack the Mongols in Syria. But eventually the army crossed into
Gaza – reaching an agreement of neutrality with the Franks – and continued northwards. The

Mongols had gathered at ʿAyn Jālūt, where the battle took place on 25 Ramaḍān 658 (3 September

1260), and the Mamluks – despite an initial setback in which the left flank of the Mamluk army was
defeated – eventually overpowered the Mongols, securing a victory that would prove to be a very

important one. Kitbugha was killed in battle, and Mamluk forces, led by Baybars, pursued the

fleeing Mongol troops. 98 It was this victory that had Abū Shāma observe how ‘the Mongols were

defeated and destroyed by sons of their own people of the Turks’ – a sentiment echoed by many
other authors from the sultanate. 99

Following the victory, Qutuz established his rule in Syria. At the same time, however, the

conflict between him and Baybars and the latter’s baḥriyya 100 followers flared up, after having been

temporarily quelled in the light of the Mongol threat. It ended in Qutuz’ murder, the circumstances
of which are not quite clear but in which Baybars certainly had a major hand. 101 In any event,

were unfolding, but rather to protect the pasture lands in Azerbaijan to which the Ilkhanids had a rather weak
claim in opposition to the Jochids of the Golden Horde, and where trouble might easily arise in the light of the
broader power struggles within the Mongol empire. For, in the decades following Chinggis Khan’s death, the
various uluses had increasingly adopted the characteristics of independent khanates, even if they – at least
nominally – were still subjected to the Great Khan. Additionally, Amitai-Preiss argues, Hülegü simply
underestimated the Egyptian response to the Mongol conquest of Syria, probably due to faulty information – an
argument that is also made by al-Nuwayrī (Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:263). Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 28–
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Baybars was elected sultan with the title al-Malik al-Ẓāhir. He embarked on the difficult mission of

stabilising and consolidating his rule in both Egypt and Syria, which was threatened by local rulers
and Bedouin tribes in Syria and various uprisings in Egypt. In the meantime, the Mongols

undertook another raid into Syria and eventually encountered the forces of Aleppo, Hama and
Homs. This battle, too, resulted in a Mamluk victory – in which, incidentally, a Mongol named

Kitbugha was captured, who would later go on to become a Mamluk sultan (see chapter 5). The

Mongols retreated towards Aleppo and occupied the city for four months, only abandoning it when
they learned of Mamluk forces heading towards them. 102

An analysis of the way in which this first Mongol incursion into Syria is portrayed, shows

very similar elements to those found in the depiction of the first Mongol conquests and that of

Baghdad. For one, there are the descriptions of the Mongols plundering and killing in Aleppo and

elsewhere in the land. Abū Shāma, for instance, reported on Mongols raiding the area around Gaza,
Hebron, and Kerak that ‘they killed, as is their habit (ʿalā ʿādatihim), the men, and captured the

youths and the women, and they herded along many prisoners, pillaged cows and sheep, and
[other] booty.’ 103

Another element that appears time and again is that of religious opposition. The Battle of

ʿAyn Jālūt is invariably described as being between Mongols (‘Tatars’) and ‘Muslims’ or ‘Islamic
armies’. 104 The victory is framed in much the same terms. Ibn al-Dawādārī, whose grandfather

apparently took part in the battle, describes the Mongols as ‘idol-worshiping infidels’, against whom
‘God made victorious the attack of the Qurʾān’. 105 The Damascenes, recalls Ibn Wāṣil, were very

grateful to God that the ‘Muslims were victorious and the infidels were defeated’, 106 a notion that is
also brought forward in various lines of poetry found in the sources, such as this one:

All the infidelity in the Sham has been annihilated and Islam was renewed in some of its
basins /
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With the king al-Muẓaffar, the most magnificent king, sword of Islam at its revival 107

Al-ʿUmarī similarly describes the Mamluk victory. Aided by God, they defeated Hülegü’s troops: ‘If
not for them [the Turkish mamluks], the people of the umma would have been broken and the

pillars of the religion weakened, and the horses of the sun worshippers would have reached the far
West, flattening all the mountain peaks in the world.’ 108

The encyclopaedist was not the only one to emphasise the importance of the Mamluks in

fighting the ‘infidel Tatars’: the conflict as well as the religious opposition was eagerly exploited by

the Mamluk elite. As Broadbridge has shown, Mamluk rulers – whose legitimacy suffered from their

slave background and a lack of lineage – developed an ideology of kingship that was founded on

Islamic religious ideals: the Mamluks served as the guardians of Islam, Muslims and the holy places.
They presented themselves to their subjects as protectors against the Mongols, and the fight on

behalf of Islam against the Mongols was thus an important aspect of their discourse of legitimacy.

The Mamluks therefore strongly emphasised jihad in their ideology of kingship. This Islamicallybased ideology, largely developed under Baybars, was expressed not only internally but to the

Mongols themselves as well. To this purpose, the Abbasid caliphate Baybars reinstated in Cairo
functioned as a potent religious symbol. 109 The enemy status of the Ilkhanids is consequently

emphasised in various inscriptions, mostly by Baybars, in Syria. They describe the sultan as the

‘annihilator of the Franks and Mongols (mubīd al-firanj wa-l-tatār)’. 110 The program is also very

visible in the rulers’ biographies by court secretaries as Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir and Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī, with
the latter reporting that Qalawun was very focused on thwarting the Mongol aim of conquering
Syria when he ascended the throne, 111 and speaks of the fight against them as ‘jihad against the

Tatar enemies of God’. 112
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It is, of course, to be expected that these elements of violence and unbelief are as present in

the reports on the Mongol incursions in Syria as they were in those about Baghdad – it concerns the
same armies on the same extended campaign. The taking of Baghdad and the murder of the caliph
were traumatic to the Egyptian and Syrian authors because of their symbolic status in the Islamic
world. They were therefore emotionally invested in these events. The attacks on Syria hit even

closer to home, the first wave as well as those in the 700s/1300s. The authors themselves or their

ancestors – such as Ibn al-Dawādārī’s grandfather – were much closer witnesses to the events. They

therefore have more information on the events in Syria, and a number of local stories give extra and
fascinating insight into the way the Mongols were viewed in Mamluk Syria and Egypt. These were
apparently circulating orally rather than being passed on between elite writers, since they are all
found in the works of only one or two authors, who have incorporated them into the various

histories, biographical dictionaries, and other texts they wrote. As such, they illuminate images of
the Mongols that were current among the general population of Egypt and/or Syria.

Some of the images echo those discussed above, such as the stark opposition between the

Mongols as unbelievers and the Muslims of Syria, for instance in al-Yūnīnī’s story about the father

of al-Jazarī, who – the author says – had included this in his own history. His father, crying over the
Mongol conquest of Damascus and the resulting arrogant behaviour of the Christians 113 on the

second Friday of Ramaḍān, was comforted by one al-Ḥajj Muḥammad al-ʿAṭṭār, a shaykh. He told al-

Jazarī’s father that all the prophets had gathered at the Dome of the Rock the preceding Friday,
asking God to reveal to the Muslims what the situation with the Mongols was. He had not

responded, but the following Friday, that is, the night before that day’s prayers, God had answered
and stated that ‘the month of Ramaḍān would not end without them being defeated and that [he]

and the Muslims in Damascus would celebrate with a new, Muslim sultan’. 114 This story is in clear
agreement with the wider held belief that God aided the Muslims in order to achieve victory over
this infidel enemy, and put to rest other religious ferment the Mongol incursions had caused.

Other stories tend to focus on the Mongols themselves, particularly their leaders Hülegü and

Kitbugha. Hülegü is often called a ‘tyrant’, and some stories are primarily concerned with his

brutality. Following the Mongol defeat at ʿAyn Jālūt, he had executed al-Nāṣir Yūsuf, the Ayyubid
ruler of Aleppo and Damascus who had been captured by the Mongols some time earlier. 115 Ibn
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Kathīr relates the various ways in which the reports say he was executed. According to one version,

he was shot with arrows while standing before Hülegü to ask for forgiveness. ‘But he did not forgive
him’, Ibn Kathīr writes, ‘until he had killed him.’ It was also said that Hülegü executed al-Nāṣir Yūsuf

by tying four tree tops together and tying al-Nāṣir’s extremities to them, and then cutting the knot

between the tree tops, tearing al-Nāṣir apart when they moved back. 116 Both options suggest

Hülegü had a cruel streak.

Perhaps slightly less cruel, but also decidedly unkind and unjust, is the Hülegü holding court

as presented by al-Nuwayrī. He relates a story about a group of people who came to him to ask for
the killing of a filemaker in retaliation for the latter’s murder of their relative. Hülegü asked about

the number of filemakers in the land, was informed that there were few, and – after thinking about

it for an hour – ordered a saddlemaker to be killed in his stead. One of Hülegü’s men asked him why,
and he answered that there were plenty of saddlemakers, but that losing one of only a few

filemakers might cause problems in times they are needed. When the relatives of the victim

objected, he released a cow for them and said: ‘Take that in the place of your comrade.’ A similar
story is included about an embroiderer who took out an archer’s eye. Hülegü did not have the
embroider’s eye taken out, because the latter needed both eyes for his work, while the archer
needed just the one. These, and other such judgments that are not related by the author, are

described by al-Nuwayrī as ‘strange judgments’ (aḥkām gharība). 117 Hülegü, apparently, cared little
for the suffering of the bereaved, suggesting they replace their loved one with a cow. Whether that
was sarcasm or ruthless pragmatism, Hülegü clearly does not care for proper justice, an evident

prerequisite for any good leader. The stories circulating about Hülegü thus showed him as a rather
cruel, ruthless man.

A third remarkable story is the eyewitness account given by Ṣārim al-Dīn Uzbek, mamluk of

al-Malik al-Ashraf of Homs, of his meetings with Hülegü in the days of the capture of Aleppo. Two
versions of this account exist, with some interesting differences: one that was originally

incorporated in the chronicle of Qirtay (or Qaratay) al-Khaznadārī and which has been preserved in

the work of Ibn al-Furāt, 118 and a second in Ibn al-Dawādārī. 119 The latter is quite a bit shorter, yet

the two appear to be independent versions. For instance, in Ibn al-Dawādārī, although his is the
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shorter version, Ṣārim al-Dīn Uzbek relates that he stayed with Hülegü for ten days in total, 120 as

well as giving details on the young, beardless look of the cut-off head (see below) – information

absent from Qirtay/Ibn al-Furāt. 121 The latter has a significantly longer, more detailed narrative.

Another clear difference between the two is their respective descriptions of Hülegü. Qirtay’s

description is fairly straightforward: the man is majestic, worthy of respect, and is short, with a flat

nose and wide face (see chapter 1). 122 Ibn al-Dawādārī, too, relates that he is majestic and short, but

is otherwise decidedly less complimentary, describing Hülegü as ‘without a distinct neck, and his

head sits on his shoulders like the head of a mule (ka-dimāgh al-baghl), his eyelids sit at the top of

his cheeks, as if his face is a shield of fire blazing from his eyes’. 123 But altogether, Hülegü, although
intimidating, is portrayed as courteous and dignified by Ṣārim al-Dīn in Qirtay, and similarly in Ibn

al-Dawādārī (although the focus there may be a bit more on the intimidating aspect, in part due its
relative brevity).

Perhaps more intriguing than the description of Hülegü are the ways in which the Mongols

are portrayed as a group. Both versions relate how Ṣārim al-Dīn and Hülegü were discussing the

impending conquest of Aleppo, when a Mongol man walked in brandishing a cut-off head. The head

turned out to be his son’s: the Mongol commander had cut it off himself, after discovering that his

son had fled when being under attack. 124 Ṣārim al-Dīn reflected on this incident, saying: ‘This made
me certain that they would take Aleppo and the citadel within a few days.’ 125 This anecdote ties in

with the widespread notion of the Mongols as incredibly courageous as well as ruthless: a Mongol
who does not live up to that standard – even if he is the son of one of their highest-ranking

commanders – is mercilessly decapitated, by his own father nonetheless. The importance of
courage trumps that of fatherly love.

Like courage, environmental theory’s ideas on northern barbarism also rear their head in

Qirtay’s version of Ṣārim al-Dīn’s report. The Mongols are again presented as uncivilised. Hülegü

requested Ṣārim al-Dīn to fetch his master, al-Malik al-Ashraf of Homs. When Ṣārim al-Dīn and al-

Ashraf arrived at the Mongol camp, the latter was shocked by the tent he was assigned: a sad thing
outfitted with a sheep, a cooking pot, and some firewood. In this tent, related Ṣārim al-Dīn, ‘dogs

Ibn al-Dawādārī, VIII:54.
Here, he mentions spending three nights eating and drinking with Hülegü and his wife Toquz Khātūn (Ibn Furāt
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would not agree to stay, wolves would not want to eat this sheep, and a nightman would not have

cut the firewood to light his cresset’. 126 Al-Ashraf is stricken. A slight of this sort likely indicates that

the rest of his stay in Hülegü’s camp will not pan out in his favour. Ṣārim al-Dīn, however, comforts
him: ‘Don’t cry, my Lord! By God, by God, by God, this is how the Tatars always live. This is their

state. By God, my Lord, they did not to this to humiliate you. This is the best way of life the Tatars
[know].’ 127 That this barbarism is not entirely negative is made clear by al-Ashraf’s remark. In a

statement reminiscent of Ibn Khaldūn’s later theories on ʿaṣabiyya, 128 he states: ‘This is the way

kings should be. In this state and with these men kings conquer lands.’ 129 As in Ibn al-Nafīs’

description of the Mongols – coming from the northern extremes, with great courage and military

prowess – the connection between these characteristics implicitly recurs here, fitting the Mongols
into longstanding ideas of environmental theory.

The Mongols’ barbarism also comes through in their boorishness, as is evident from a story

related by al-Dhahabī. According to him, the people in Damascus were, to a certain degree,

safeguarded from Mongol destruction and violence. This, he says, was out of respect for Hülegü,
because it reached us that when the keys to Damascus reached him [Hülegü] in Aleppo and
he was happy because of the conquests of the land, he hurled his hat and said to the
Mongols: ‘Trample on it.’ And thereupon they beat the drums and said: ‘Excuse me?’ He said:
‘This [cap] is Damascus. Whoever harms Damascus or its people will die.’130

According to al-Dhahabī, such an order was well worth laying down. The Mongols had been

misbehaving already, he relates. A Mongol would walk through the city and ‘dip his whip in the

yoghurt or the [pomegranate] molasses and lick it. The salesman called him names and shouted at
him, while he said nothing, and things like that.’ Not only did the Mongols behave in such an

uncivilised manner, even after Hülegü’s order, ‘the women were violated, and the abominations and
alcohol were manifest, and the Christians raised their heads [i.e. became arrogant]. The Tatars were
either infidels, Christians, or Zoroastrians, and among them the uttering of the shahada was very
rare.’ 131
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These stories show the Mongols as uncultured and uncivilised, in implicit but clear

opposition to the civilisation of Islam. Al-Yūnīnī, in his tarjama for Kitbugha, paints a very similar

picture of the Mongol general. He is widely maligned in the sources, which is to be expected given
his key role in the conquest and devastation of Syria. Al-Yūnīnī’s biographical notice includes an

anecdote about Kitbugha in Baalbek, which has previously been analysed by Amitai. 132 According to
al-Yūnīnī, Kitbugha relieved himself in a ravaged store, while people were watching and ‘his private
parts were exposed’. Another Mongol then wiped him once with a piece of cotton, and the general
then mounted his horse again. 133 As Amitai pointed out, while this anecdote may well accurately

reflect Mongol attitude towards bodily functions, al-Yūnīnī is expressing his disdain for and disgust
of the Mongols here by using a field frequently employed in othering: behaviour with regard to

cleanliness, bodily functions, and sexual intercourse. A proper Muslim would never reveal his ʿawra

in this manner, nor wipe with cloth instead of washing with water. 134 Like the Mongols in general,
Kitbugha is depicted here as uncivilised and contrasted with Islamic habits and values.

There are more elements which are commonly applied to the Ilkhanid Mongols that are

contained in the portrayal of Kitbugha. His courage and great skill at war are frequently

emphasised, 135 but so is his propensity for subterfuge and trickery. He tried to shorten sieges by

sending in the populace of a previously defeated city as refugees, in order to diminish food supplies,
reports Ibn Kathīr. 136 Another recurring story relates the siege of a fortress, and reports that

Kitbugha sent word to its defenders to tell them that their water is already running low, and that he
will simply continue the siege until water sources ran out. When he is told that the water supply is

quite in order, he answers that he does not believe that, and requests access for some of his men, so
they can verify that. These men, however, carry poisoned spears, with which they stir the water.
The water is poisoned, and the castle rapidly conquered. 137

Like the theme of Mongol infidelity and Mamluk jihad against them, Mongol trickery also

appears in the legitimating discourse of the Mamluk sultans. One of Baybars’ biographers, Ibn

Shaddād, stated in his Tārīkh that this sultan did ‘to [the Tatars – al-tatar] what Saul did to Goliath’
Amitai, ‘An Arabic Biographical Notice’. Amitai includes an English translation of the tarjama on pp. 224-228.
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– a clever reference to the battle at ʿAyn Jālūt, or Goliath’s Spring. In praising his efforts and conduct

in this war he mentions that Baybars at no point resorted to trickery or deception, but rather fought
a proper battle. 138 While that might have been true during battle itself, Baybars was not exactly

averse to subterfuge in general, as Amitai has shown, assassinating enemies and spreading

disinformation in order to gain the upper hand over the Ilkhanids. 139 While there is no direct

comparison with the Mongols’ battle tactics in Ibn Shaddād, the statement shows that the Mongols’
alleged tendency for trickery must have been regarded poorly, and was clearly in contrast to the

Mamluks’ own, proper fighting strategies. The opposition is even more evident in the descripton of
the 680/1281 Battle at Homs by Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī. He contrasted the Mamluks and the Mongols not

only by religion, but also stated that while the Muslim armies were fighting seriously, the Mongols

used trickery: ‘They took to trickery while we were serious in the battle. They were intent on deceit
while we did not slacken in the fight. They followed their habit to escape by flight, which means
they were defeated, and they thought the wind would bring them a trick.’ 140

Trickery of this sort evidently ties in with the reported unreliability of the Mongols under

Chinggis Khan mentioned earlier, reneging on professed safeguards during their initial conquest in
the Muslim world. There are similar accounts of Hülegü’s conquest of Aleppo. According to Abū
Shāma, ‘they guaranteed [the people of Aleppo] safety (amanūhum), and then betrayed them

(ghadarū bihim) and killed them’. 141 Ibn Kathīr states the same, and adds that when an amān was

given to Damascus, the people ‘feared deception, like Hülegü did with the people of Aleppo’. 142

Interestingly, Kitbugha – against all odds – apparently was the exception to prove the rule in this
respect: al-Yūnīnī wrote that ‘when he gave a guarantee of safety to someone, and wrote him an

amān, he had the greatest chance of carrying it out among the Tatars (al-tatar), in spite of his

propensity for subterfuge’. 143

Hülegü’s troops then, and their conquests and raid of the years 656-58/1258-60, were

described in the same manner as their predecessors who took Bukhara and Samarqand. Mamluk-

era authors routinely emphasise the Mongols’ infidel status and the ensuing religious opposition to
the Muslims, a tension exacerbated by the Mongols’ equal treatment of the different religions –

which led to riots in Damascus – and the inclination of some Mongol leaders, such as Kitbugha, to
ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. Aḥmad Ḥaṭīṭ (Wiesbaden:
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139
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Christianity. 144 There is, again, a focus on Mongol violence and destruction, although they are

admitted to be courageous. Notions of trickery and unreliability are similarly perpetuated, and
receive extra attention in some of the transmitted anecdotes that apparently circulated in the

Mamluk sultanate. The same applies to the descriptions of Mongol barbarism that some of these
stories relate: they suffer from a lack of shame, a lack of manners, and/or a lack of proper living
standards, and thereby mirror the values and achievements of Islamic civilisation. These two

images, of trickery and barbarism, appear to receive relatively more attention in the discussions of
the 656-58/1258-60 events than in those of the early Mongol conquests, which is understandable.

For one, the events of 656-58/1258-60 hit, literally, closer to home. Mamluk-era authors were more

invested in the caliphal capital and its symbolic and religious importance than in faraway Bukhara
and Samarqand. The Mongol attack on Syria was closer still, and feared or actual trickery and

betrayal posed an genuine danger for contemporary Syrian authors, and the stories continued to

resonate with their later colleagues. It is also one of the elements that is used to juxtapose the

Mamluks and the Mongols, which does not apply to the situation in the Khwārazmian empire. The
trope of barbarism tied in with longstanding ideas about the peoples from the far north, among

whom the Mongols were classed. Moreover, it is an attractive way to denigrate and slander an
enemy, opposing the ‘civilised us’ to the ‘barbarian’ other.

These images continue to be propagated in the reports on Mamluk-Mongol relations in the

decades between ʿAyn Jālūt and the Ilkhanid occupation of Damascus. This is the case both during
the periods of intermittent raids and skirmishes that Amitai has dubbed a ‘cold war’ 145 as in the

reports on the major Battle of Homs in 680/1281. The infidelity of the Mongols and their opposition
to Islam is emphasised at the Battle of Abulustayn in 675/1277, 146 at Homs, 147 and elsewhere. Ibn
ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, for instance, writes about Baybars’ hajj in 667/1269. Before the sultan set out

towards Mecca, word reached him that a group of Mongols (al-tatār) had set out towards the Hejaz,

apparently to spy on the area:

They rode on the road and with them was a group of Mongols (mughul) who did not know
God or His sanctuary, respecting neither pact with, nor safeguard for, the believer. How
many peoples (umam) have they destroyed! Their goal was to shed the blood of the pilgrims
Amitai, ‘An Arabic Biographical Notice’, 226; al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XXIV:240.
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in the sanctuary, but [news of] the movement of the sultan reached them so they
retreated. 148

Although the sultan had been prepared to combine jihad and hajj, according to his biographer, it

proved not to be necessary: ‘God kept these sacred places pure from their unclean (qadhara) blood
being shed or spilled there.’ 149

As this fragment shows, the topic of violence – particularly against Muslims – and

destruction also recurs. Abaqa, following Baybars’ invasion of Seljuq Rūm in 675/1277, 150

reportedly took revenge on the people of Kayseri (Qayṣariyya) for having been conquered by

Baybars by killing the Muslims there. Although the local qāḍīs and faqīhs tried to dissuade him by
arguing that these were ordinary people, unable to ward off an army and simply serving any king
who ruled over them, Abaqa had a large number of people killed. As in the fall of Baghdad,

extremely high death counts are reported (and as is the case with Baghdad, the accuracy of such

numbers provided by chronicles has been doubted). Ibn Shaddād, for instance, relates the death of

some hundred thousand people, or even half a million. 151 Some of Hülegü’s other heirs are

described in ways that fit this violent image as well: his son Mengü-Temür is a ‘tyrant’, 152 his

grandson and ilkhan Arghun (r. 683-90/1284-91) ‘a shedder of blood’. 153 During these decades,

however, the Mongols would be unsuccessful in their attempts to take Syria. In the meantime, they
grew more and more acculturated to the Persian, Muslim society in which they had settled, which
eventually resulted in the conversion and Islamisation of the Ilkhanids. How did that affect their
perception in the Mamluk sultanate?

Islamization and the 699/1299-1300 Mongol occupation of Damascus

Mongol troops in the Ilkhanate – the population of which was predominantly Muslim – had

gradually been converting to Islam before the rulers themselves did, but the first ilkhan to become
Muslim was Hülegü’s son Tegüder (r. 681-3/1282-4). 154 After a succession struggle following
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Abaqa’s death in 680/1282, Tegüder took the throne and converted to Islam, adopting the name

Aḥmad. Given the Mamluk elite’s reliance on their position as defenders of Islam, and the Mamluk-

era authors’ emphasis on Ilkhanid infidelity, such a conversion posed problems to the narrative.
Broadbridge has analysed how this problem was tackled by the Mamluk chancellery in their

contacts with the Ilkhanids. In the case of Tegüder, the freshly Muslim ilkhan apparently made an

active effort to support and spread Islam, 155 but it was to no avail, as was his attempt to reach out to
Qalawun – according to Abū al-Fidāʾ, the sultan simply did not trust the messengers. 156 It probably

did not help that Tegüder’s first message to Qalawun was not so much a friendly opening as it was
an ultimatum, as Adel Allouche has argued. 157 In their reply to Tegüder’s message, the Mamluk
chancellery also had to contend with the problem that the Mamluk sultan could now no longer

simply portray himself as the just Muslim ruler combating an infidel. They consequently introduced
the notion of religious seniority, an idea that would come to play an important role in MamlukMongol relations: Qalawun’s precedence in conversion placed him above Tegüder. 158 Tegüder,

however, was rapidly accused of going against Mongol tradition and Chinggis Khan’s legacy, and
was deposed and executed in 683/1284, at which point Arghun took the throne. 159 Several

Mamluk-era authors relate that it was not only Tegüder’s own conversion that ruffled feathers, but

that he also attempted to force the Mongol elite to convert. 160 After his brief reign, Tegüder Aḥmad

was succeeded by his nephew Arghun and neither he nor his brother and successor Geikhatu (r.

690-4/1291-5) followed Tegüder’s example. Yet the Islamisation of the Ilkhanid elite would prove

to be inevitable. Broadbridge has studied the manner in which the Mamluk elite resolved this

problem in their diplomatic contacts with the Ilkhanate. In this paragraph, I will look at how

Early Ilkhanate’, in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. Linda Komaroff (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 369–89. Pfeiffer
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authors in the Mamluk sultanate dealt with the conversion of Ilkhanid rulers and their continued
aggression against Mamluk territories in the light of this Islamisation.

The religious turning point for the Ilkhanids came with the reign of Arghun’s son Ghazan. He

converted to Islam in 694/1295, with the Islamisation of his troops being an important incentive, in

the context of his succession struggle with Baidu (r. 694/1295) following the death of Geikhatu (but

he nonetheless retained many Mongol traditions, as discussed in chapter 3). 161 While his

conversion was preceded by the adoption of Islam by some high-ranking Mongols, and was

certainly followed by that of others, the Islamisation of the Mongols of the Ilkhanate was definitely
not complete by then. 162 It was under this newly Muslim ruler that the Ilkhanids set out, again, for
Syria in Muḥarram 699 (October 1299), and on 27 Rabīʿ al-Awwal (22 December), the Mongols

defeated the Mamluk forces in the Battle of Wādī al-Khaznadār in the vicinity of Homs. The Mongols
occupied Damascus, 163 the inhabitants of which attempted to draw courage from Ghazan’s

conversion: if Ghazan was a good Muslim, and so were most of his troops, there was – hopefully –

no cause for worry. 164 As earlier, with Tegüder’s conversion, this posed a serious challenge to

Mamluk legitimacy, even more so since Ghazan himself actually adopted the role of guardian of
Islam against the Mamluks. 165

Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwa, discussed in the previous chapter, shows that the conversion of

Ghazan and other Ilkhanids was a contested issue in the Mamluk sultanate – such doubts were also
voiced by the Mamluk sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in his communication with Ghazan. 166 Ibn
Taymiyya also addressed the Ilkhanids’ violent and murderous behaviour against – their

supposedly fellow – Muslims, opening his first fatwa with the formulaic question what the fuqahāʾ

say about ‘these Tatars, who came in the year 699 [1299-1300] and did what made them notorious
in their killing of Muslims, capturing children, plundering any Muslim they could find, and
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disgracing the holiness of Islam by debasing the Muslims, and damaging the mosques.’ 167 The doubt

concerning Ghazan’s conversion is evident in the source material concerning the Ilkhanid

occupation of Damascus in 699/1300 as well. Amitai has pointed out that al-Nuwayrī does not

explicitly mention Ghazan’s conversion, stating that this may ‘possibly indicat[e] the nonchalance
with which European and Syrian contemporaries learnt of Ghazan’s conversion, or a deliberate
attempt to play down this change, even reflecting doubts as to its sincerity.’168 Nor is Ghazan’s

conversion mentioned in Abū al-Fidāʾ’s work. When al-Nuwayrī is forced to acknowledge Ghazan’s
claim, when discussing the latter’s firmān in which he proclaimed the laws of Islam and adherence
to the Sunna, he writes that this statement ‘conflicts with his actions’. 169

This tension, as well as other images of Mongols involved in this episode, emerges from

through the analysis of an important piece of historical evidence concerning the occupation of

Damascus – the account which Li Guo has called a ‘Damascus diary’. It has survived in al-Yūnīnī’s

Dhayl Mirʾāt al-Zamān but it was likely originally included by al-Jazarī in the latter’s Ḥawādith al-

Zamān, the surviving part of which ends in this very year. 170 Al-Dhahabī’s rendition of events is

closely related to this one, although his Tārīkh al-Islām also contains information not found in Dhayl

Mirʾāt al-Zamān. 171 The study and comparison of these two sheds light on the elements their

authors found important to emphasise, revealing the way they viewed and wished to portray the
Mongols.

When discussing the Mamluk defeat in the Battle of Wādī al-Khaznadār, al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī

continues the traditional opposition of Muslims (maysara al-muslimīn, ‘the left wing of the

Muslims’) and Mongols (al-tatār) in his description of the battle, 172 and so does al-Dhahabī. 173 Upon
hearing the news, panic flared in Damascus, but people tried to keep their hopes up by telling each
other that Ghazan ‘is a Muslim, and most of his army belongs to Islam, and they did not chase the
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defeated [Mamluks]’. 174 When the Mongols entered Damascus a little more than a week later, it

became clear that this was exactly what they wished to convey to the Syrian public. Ghazan’s firmān
is heavily Islamically framed: the Mamluks are portrayed as bad Muslims, the Ilkhanids as the
saviour of the suffering Muslims in Syria. Promises were made that no harm would befall the
civilian population, and the Mongol delegation performed the afternoon prayer. 175

But while the population was initially relieved by the contents of the firmān, they were

rapidly disappointed: the Mongols wreaked havoc on the areas surrounding Damascus, where they

looted and killed, and the Damascenes themselves were harassed for money and horses as well. 176
From this point onwards, the plunder only got worse, starting at Mount Sāliḥiyya. Al-Yūnīnī/al-

Jazarī pays particular attention to the looting of a mosque here: ‘They went into the mosque and

took its carpets, broke the lanterns and the pulpit, threw out the Qur’an chest and possibly walked

on it (rubbamā mashū ʿalayhā).’ 177 The Mongols appear to have a sixth sense for lootable property,

according to the author, ‘to the extent that if one of them came across a cellar or something hidden
[it was] as if he was the one who had been in charge of digging it, [judging] by the speed by which
he was guided to its location’. 178 Comparable events took place at a Ḥanbalī cloister in the area,

which ‘they entered through the qibla, violating its sanctity (wa-kharaqū ḥurmatahu)’. 179 Al-

Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī thus strongly emphasises the Mongols’ repeated violations of Islamic sacred

objects. This is, incidentally, much less the case in al-Dhahabī’s description of events: he mentions
that the Mongols took the carpets from the mosque, 180 and pays ample attention to the general
pillaging and maltreatment of the local population, yet the strong religious element is absent.

The countryside thus suffered from plunder and murder, but instances of looting were also

on the rise in Damascus proper, where the population was additionally confronted with an

exorbitant tax rise. The amount demanded was so high, that the city was simply unable to comply.
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The Mongols did not take kindly to the inhabitants’ inability to pay and began torturing prominent
citizens and confiscating whatever possessions they wished. 181 The Damascenes, plagued by the

continuous plunder and even arson, grew progressively more frightened, to the extent that hardly
anyone dared to attend the daily prayer sessions in the Umayyad Mosque. The Mongols, however,

maintained a constant presence there, as al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī relates: ‘The Mongols spent the night in
[the mosque] because of the mangonels, 182 and we were told that they violated its sanctity

(inhatakū ḥurmatahu): they drank wine and brought women with them at night and tainted it with

urine and filth.’183

Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī and al-Dhahabī thus show the chaos that reigned during the Mongol

occupation of Damascus in 699/1300, and the fear and suffering to which Damascenes were

subjected during this period, until the Mongols withdrew – first Ghazan and part of his troops

followed by the remainder a short while later. Several things stand out in these two closely related
versions of the Damascus diary’s account of Ilkhanid rule in Damascus. First, they emphasise the
hardships and cruelty suffered by the Syrians under Mongol occupation. There is murder in the

countryside, and extensive plunder. The astronomically high taxes levied on the Damascenes were
simply unpayable, yet the Mongols subjected several prominent residents to horrible torture and
humiliated and harassed other residents in order to collect payment. Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī in

particular appears to place plunder high on the list of Mongol priorities. Apart from relating their
talent for sniffing out loot, he also states that the Mongols used the situation at the citadel (which

continued to be held by the Mamluk commander Arjuwash) as an excuse to plunder: while claiming

they wanted to evacuate a neighbourhood close to the problem area, ‘their intention was to plunder
what was in it’. 184

Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī also framed this extensive looting in Islamic terms, paying extra

attention to Mongols looting mosques and cloisters. For even though they were supposedly Muslim
– and the author recounts Mongols praying on various occasions – his description of, and emphasis

on, the recurring desecrations of Muslim sacred objects is a clear indication that he sees these

Mongols as a menace to Islam, and as exceedingly poor Muslims at best. They trample on the Qur’an
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:110–11 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:149–50).
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182
An war apparatus resembling a catapult used to launch projectiles. These mangonels were being tampered with
by the Mamluk resistance lead by Arjuwash (Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’, 31–35).
183
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:117 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:152). Cf. alDhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XV:711.
184
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:117 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:155). On the
Ghazan’s withdrawal, see Amitai, Holy War, 32–35.
181

189

and/or its container; storm a mosque through its qibla (undoubtedly while wearing shoes); and

urinate and fornicate in the Umayyad Mosque, to name just a few examples. The depiction of the

Ilkhanids as infidels is also present in various fragments of poetry included in the text. Not only are
they ‘an army of tyrants’ and ‘a people like despicable dogs’, the root K-F-R – denoting unbelief – is
also frequently used when referring to the Ilkhanid invasion. 185

Unlike al-Yūnīnī, al-Dhahabī does not mention anything un-Islamic going on in the Umayyad

Mosque nor does he exhibit a similar Islamic focus in his description of the plunder. Nonetheless,
that should not be taken to mean that al-Dhahabī necessarily felt differently about the Mongol

conversion. Quite the contrary. Al-Dhahabī relates that Ibn Taymiyya told him about his meeting

with the Mongol general Qutlugh-Shāh (Khuṭlūshāh) 186 – who the shaykh described as ‘beardless,

pale, with a large face showing anger and meanness’ 187 – and about his meeting with Ghazan and
the various Jewish and Muslim dignitaries in his service. Clearly, al-Dhahabī still considers being
Muslim and being part of the Ilkhanid rule as irreconcilable, as he scathingly writes about the
Muslim dignitaries that ‘they were Tatars wearing turbans’. 188 Rather, I would argue that al-

Dhahabī and al-Yūnīnī had the same basis – quite likely an original by al-Jazarī. 189 Al-Yūnīnī’s

additions are more indicative of a widespread image of the Ilkhanid Mongols that he sought to
emphasise than that the lack of those additions in al-Dhahabī shows an absence or diminished
presence of those images.

A similar message of Mongol infidelity and their role as antagonistic to Islam is present in

the work of Ibn Taymiyya, who relates that the Mongols raped the ‘most beautiful Muslim women’

in the mosques. This did not only happen in the Umayyad Mosque, according to him, but in the AlAqsa Mosque in Jerusalem as well – rape here is aggravated by the location it took place. He also

relates that the Mongols razed the Friday mosque in Okaibe (al-ʿUqayba). 190 The Mongols were thus
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:112–13. The poetry is not included in the English translation.
See also al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:119 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography,
I:157–58). The version of al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī states that this information comes from al-Birzālī. Given the unique
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damaging and desecrating mosques, as well as raping, killing and capturing uncountable Muslims

and looting their goods – all the while claiming to be Muslims and following the tenets of Islam. 191

In Ibn Taymiyya’s second fatwa, Mongol untrustworthiness reappears: ‘They gave the people an

amān, and read it from the minbar in Damascus, but despite that they captured [a number of]
Muslims that has been said to be a hundred thousand, or [even] to exceed that.’ 192

That the Ilkhanid Mongols at this time were still regarded as infidels is also visible in poetry

al-Ṣafadī includes in his text, by one Shams al-Dīn al-Ṭayyibī, and in which Ghazan’s troops are

described as ‘armies of infidelity’ (juyūsh al-kufr), with their commander ‘the head of misguidance
(al-ḍalāl), with deviation in his mind’, and are being contrasted with Islam. 193 Al-Ṣafadī himself

acknowledges Ghazan’s status as a Muslim, but it does him little good. For despite being Muslim, alṢafadī relates, Ghazan was worse than his infidel predecessors against the Muslims, excepting

Hülegü. His troops, in the attack of 699/1300, 194 raped women, and generally wreaked havoc ‘like a
wolf among sheep’. 195 This does, incidentally, appear to clash somewhat with another statement of

his that Ghazan ‘refrained from blood but not from property’. 196 Al-Ṣafadī also discusses the

enormous plunder and taxation in Damascus, giving a sum of more than three billion dirhams as the
reported sum taken away by Ghazan, and similarly emphasising the various large sums taken by
others high up in the Mongol ranks. 197

The accusations levelled against Ghazan by the abovementioned authors are in line with the

official position, perhaps best evidenced by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s letter to the ilkhan written in the

autumn of 701/1301. The missive openly doubts Ghazan’s conversion to Islam, stating that the

latter ‘pretended to convert to Islam’ but that his ‘inner [conviction] was the opposite’. Additionally,
it chastised him for the Mongol behaviour in Al-Ṣāliḥiyya and elsewhere in Damascus and its

vicinity. ‘This’, the letter states, ‘is not the behaviour of Muslims.’ 198 That the Mamluk elite at this
time broadly considered the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict in religious terms is also evident in the

words of the Mamluk commander Arjuwash. When a group of Damascene dignitaries attempted to

convince him to yield the citadel which he was still holding, he responded that ‘[these dignitaries]
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are hypocrites and liars who have betrayed the Muslims and who surrendered the city to the

enemy’. 199 The images of Ghazan’s Ilkhanids offered by Egyptian and Syrian authors thus tied in

perfectly with the official Mamluk line, which was based on religious superiority of the Mamluk
sultan and his men and doubting Ghazan’s credentials as Muslim. 200

Despite the gradual Islamisation of the Ilkhanid Mongols, exemplified by the conversion of

the ilkhan himself, the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict remains portrayed as one of Muslims vs. Mongols.

Several battles in 702/1303 are described as such. 201 Nonetheless, some later authors, like al-

Ṣafadī, do credit Ghazan as being the motor behind the Islamisation of the Mongols. 202 Ghazan,

however, developed a preference for Shiism, which resonated with Mongol ideas on the importance
of lineage, although Rashīd al-Dīn managed to keep him from openly proclaiming this until he had

conquered Syria. And since that latter did not come to pass, neither did the former. His brother and
successor Öljeitü, whose Muslim name was Muḥammad Khudābandah, did convert to Shiism in
709/1309. 203

As Broadbridge has mentioned, this move was condemned in the Mamluk sultanate. 204

Öljeitü’s conversion was criticised by many authors, with Ibn al-Dawādārī speaking for instance of
his faith becoming ‘corrupt’. 205 Some authors place the blame on one or more Shia who had his
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from Damascus, Qibjaq swiftly changed allegiance to the Mamluk sultanate again. See also chapter 5.
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ear. 206 According to al-Ṣafadī, he did return to Sunnism before his death. 207 That was not necessarily

believed by all, however, as the author illustrates. One poet, he writes, said:

I saw a dirham of Kharbanda the Accursed (al-laʿīn), light in weight like his intellect /
On it was the name of the best of messengers [Muhammad] and his companions, but this
whole [return to] Sunnism fills me with suspicion. 208

Al-ʿUmarī, too, appears to report such a return to Sunnism: according to him, Öljeitü ordered before

his death to put the people of Bāb al-Azaj in Baghdad to the sword in order to prevent them from

having the khuṭba in the Shi’i manner. 209 Ibn Kathīr firmly disagrees. Öljeitü, he says, remained in
this ‘corrupted madhhab’ until his death, when ‘God relieved the worshippers and lands from

him’. 210 Why some authors insist on a return to Sunnism and others deny it, appears to be for the
most part based on conflicting messages from the Ilkhanate and/or whether they believed

messages of such a reconversion to Sunnism. The picture painted of Öljeitü is overwhelmingly

negative, although al-ʿUmarī puts in a good word for him when he says that the ilkhan attracted

people to the newly built city of Sulṭāniyya by his justice and benevolence towards its

inhabitants. 211 The generally poor press he receives is emphasised by al-Ṣafadī in his explanation
for the fact that he was frequently referred to as ‘Kharbandah’. He notes that it was meant as a

mockery: while Khudābandah is simply the Persian version of the Arabic ʿAbd Allāh, ‘servant of

God’, the word khar is Persian for ‘donkey’, so the man was called ‘assdriver’. 212 Given the fact that

he was the last ilkhan to wage war on the sultanate, combined with his Shiite convictions – anti-Shia
rhetoric is widespread in these sources – this was to be expected.
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For his son and successor Bū Saʿīd (or Abū Saʿīd) descriptions become significantly better: it

clearly helped that that he was Sunni, 213 and that it was during his reign that peace was concluded

between the Ilkhanate and the Mamluk sultanate in 723/1323 and the official rethoric shifted to
one of unity in religion, although competition for primacy in Islam between the sultan and the
ilkhan remained. 214 That Mamluk historians still regarded the Mongols and Islam as being

somewhat at odds up until the peace process, becomes clear from Ibn Kathīr’s report that in Dhū al-

Ḥijja 720 (January 1321) an ambassador, Majd al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn Muḥammad ibn Yāqūt al-Sallāmī,

came from the ‘king of the Tatars (al-tatar)’, in order to ‘make peace between the Muslims and the

Tatars (al-tatar)’. 215 Similarly, when relating the death of the Ilkhanid vizier Tāj al-Dīn ʿAlī Shāh
Jīlānī Tabrīzī (d. 724/1324), al-Ṣafadī states that ‘he was the one who wove friendship between
Islam and the Tatars (al-tatar)’. 216

The importance of the peace agreement to the Mamluks is evident in al-Ṣafadī’s discussion

of the various contacts al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had with foreign leaders. Among these relations, the

Mongol ones are clearly considered the most important. Mention is made of Frankish and Ethiopian
kings, but Öz-beg Khan of the Golden Horde (r. 712-42/1313-41) is mentioned by name, as well as

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s marriage to his daughter. The most important leader, however, is ilkhan Bū

Saʿīd. Al-Ṣafadī states that ‘they called each other brother, [their] word was one, and the kingdoms
were one’. 217 The last ilkhan before the crippling succession struggle and the resulting collapse of

the Ilkhanate that followed his death, is generally depicted as gentle, just, and generous. He is also

regarded as a good Muslim: not only was he guided by the Sharia and the Sunna, he also abolished

many taxes – the suggestion is that the taxes in question were un-Islamic – as well as going against
‘fornication (fawāḥish) and alcohol’. 218

Although Ghazan may have converted to Islam at the close of the seventh/thirteenth

century, the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict was still viewed through a prism of religious opposition. In so
far as these authors acknowledge Ghazan’s conversion, they point out that his actions went against

See for instance Ibn Kathīr (Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIV:77), who relates that he ‘became just and restored
Sunnism’.
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Islam, and some, like al-Yūnīnī and Ibn Taymiyya, made an active effort to emphasise this, as well as

the deliberate targeting of Islamic religious objects by the Mongols. And like before, the Mongols are
portrayed as violent, barbaric, and treacherous. In this manner, they are served up as the

photonegative of the image that the Mamluk rulers and the Egyptian and Syrian writers wished to

publicise of the sultanate: one of cultured and civilised defenders of Islam, its values, and its people.

Golden Horde
Contrary to the, at best, strained relations with the Ilkhanate, the Mamluk sultanate and the Golden
Horde, also known as the Jochid ulus, had a long-lasting alliance which started in the year 660

(1261-2) and continued until the 830s/1430s. During this time, there were some eighty missions

between the two realms, carried out by merchants, military men, scholars, and administrators.

Encouraged by these diplomatic relations, which required a decent background knowledge of the

ally, Mamluk secretaries and historians set to gathering and recording information on the Mongols
of the Golden Horde. 219 Yet, likely due to the remoteness of the khanate, and the fact that few

authors in Syria and Egypt had direct interactions with the Golden Horde, 220 there was not always

much information to fill many pages on the northern khanate with. Consequently, the information

the Mamluk sources contain on the Golden Horde is significantly less extensive compared to that on

the Ilkhanate and their perceptions of it. Yet they wrote down what they did know about the ‘Tatars
in the north’, and as a result of these friendly diplomatic relations, their representation of the
Mongols of the Golden Horde in the Mamluk sources is very different to that of the Ilkhanid
Mongols.

The relationship between the sultanate and the khanate began under the reign of Baybars

and Berke, respectively, and was important to both. Baybars was in dire need of a sufficient and

ongoing supply of military slaves from the Kipchak steppes in order to hold his ground against the

looming threat of the Ilkhanate, while Berke, as a Muslim ruler, needed access to the holy cities and
entry into the Muslim elite to be a credible Islamic power. Both were new to the throne and

suffered from legitimacy problems; their mutual support strengthened them. 221 As two Muslim
Favereau, ‘The Golden Horde and the Mamluks’, 95.
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realms, they opposed the non-Muslim rulership of the Ilkhanate. 222 As Broadbridge has shown,

Baybars, in his communication with Berke, heavily emphasised their shared religion. Although

relations remained good, the Islamic approach was less useful with Berke’s successor Möngke-

Temür (r. 665-79/1267-80), who was not Muslim. The latter’s successor Töde-Möngke (r. 679-

87/1280-87) did convert to Islam, and like in his contacts with the Ilkhanate, Qalawun styled

himself as religious senior, albeit this time in a friendly relationship. 223 In their depiction of the

Golden Horde Mongols, Mamluk historians and geographers similarly made an effort to emphasise
the Jochids’ Islamic credentials and paint a positive picture – even in the case of khans who were
not Muslim at all.

That being said, relations were not always smooth. In the first decade of the

eighth/fourteenth century, the shamanist Jochid khan Toqta (r. 690-713/1290-1312) called on al-

Nāṣir Muḥammad to join him in an attack against the Ilkhanate, but the Mamluk sultan refused: the
lull in hostilities between the sultanate and the Ilkhanate allowed for profitable trade. Under

Toqta’s successor Öz-beg relations were also strained, although a Jochid princess, Öz-beg’s niece

Tulunbay, was married to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in 720/1320 (he later divorced her and married her
to a Mongol Mamluk, to Öz-beg’s anger). Öz-beg, too, requested military help against the Ilkhanids,

but being in the midst of peace negotiations with Bū Saʿīd, the Mamluk sultan had little enthusiasm
for that and even alerted the ilkhan of Öz-beg’s plans. To add insult to injury, the sultan humiliated
a highly-ranked Golden Horde shaykh, which Öz-beg considered a personal affront. Yet, even

following these setbacks, Golden Horde-Mamluk relations would continue for more than a century

afterwards, in which the participants continued to employ the rhetoric and topoi of the first alliance
between Baybars and Berke. 224

Berke’s conversion

Marie Favereau has pointed out that the Mamluk historians were interested in four primary topics
regarding the Golden Horde: the embassies between the khanate and the Mamluk sultanate; the
lives of the khans and their families; conflicts in which the Golden Horde was involved; and the

222
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religion and religious deeds of important people in the khanate. 225 Within the last category, the

conversion of Berke Khan, the fourth khan of the Golden Horde, to Islam was probably the most
famous episode. The sources contain different versions of when and how Berke converted to

Islam. 226 Favereau has pointed out that it might be preferable to not speak of a ‘conversion’, as

Berke’s mother was a Khwārazmian princess and he may well have been raised a Muslim as well. 227
What has been dubbed his ‘conversion’ then, should be seen more as Berke’s official claiming of his

religious and political position, both within and without the Mongol empire. 228 The historians of the

Mamluk sultanate, however, learned of Berke’s Muslimness in the shape of reports of an actual

conversion. 229 Word of this conversion was enthusiastically received, as it paved the way for the

alliance between the sultanate and the Jochid ulus. Baybars’ secretary Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir relates how

Baybars had him write a letter to Berke in which the sultan called on the khan to wage jihad against
Hülegü, ‘since news of his conversion to Islam had repeatedly come’. 230

Later Mamluk-era authors regularly paid attention to Berke’s conversion, 231 and those

stories portray the Mongol ruler as pious and humble. Al-Dhahabī quotes the Iraqi historian Ibn al-

Fuwaṭī (642-723/1244-1323), who in turn claims to have been informed by ‘someone whose word
is without doubt’. Berke reportedly arrived after nightfall, in the snow, but waited outside and

prayed until morning. After sunrise, he entered and kissed Bakharzī’s foot. A group of Berke’s amirs
Favereau, ‘L’autre Dār al-islām’.
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also converted. Berke, relates Ibn al-Fuwaṭī, had sixty wives – 56 more than Islamic law allows.

Bakharzī ordered him to choose four and to divorce the others, which he dutifully did. 232 Baybars

al-Manṣūrī similarly reports that Berke waited outside the shaykh’s door for three days before
being allowed in, at which point he renewed his conversion (jaddada islāmahu). 233

Berke is also reported to have been a fervent builder of mosques and madrasas throughout

his kingdom, as being generous towards religious functionaries, and generally acting for the benefit
of Islam. His kin, too, converted, and Mamluk-era authors mention how a tent mosque was carried
around for his wife, and that he employed imams and muezzins. 234 His religious status is not just

mentioned but actually emphasised, in order to juxtapose him and the Mongols of the Golden Horde
with those of the Ilkhanate. Abū al-Fidāʾ refers to the Berke Khan of the Golden Horde as the ‘sultan
of the Muslim Tatars’ in his description of the citadel of ʿAllān, thereby contrasting them with the
Ilkhanid Mongols. 235 Abū al-Fidāʾ is paraphrasing Ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī here, who had originally

phrased this even more forcefully, stating that the citadel is in the domain of ‘Berke of the Muslim

Tatars’, whereas the area to its south ‘belongs to the son of Hülegü, the sultan of the infidel Tatars
(al-tatar al-kuffār)’. 236 Similarly, in his account of the exchange of the first embassies between

Berke and Baybars, Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir adds contrasting supplications: Berke, ‘may his greatness be
increased (zayyadat ʿaẓamatahu)’ 237 versus Hülegü, ‘may God humiliate him (khazāhu Allāh)’. 238

The juxtaposition of the ‘Muslim’ Golden Horde and the ‘infidel’ Ilkhanate is a key cause of

the Mamluk-era authors’ vastly more positive description of the Golden Horde. This is evident in

Ibn Kathīr’s assertion that although Berke loved the ʿulamāʾ and the pious, his defeat of Hülegü was

the greatest of his good deeds. 239 It is therefore of interest to investigate the Mamluk-era authors’
explanations for the exact cause of the conflict between Berke and Hülegü. Ayalon has pointed to
Ibn Shaddād’s and Ibn Wāṣil’s claims that the Mongols were obligated to send parts of whatever

they gained by conquest to the Jochids. Hülegü, however, did not send the required payments,
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which led to Berke seeking an alliance with Baybars. 240 The division that these two authors report,

either a third or a fifth of all spoils, show that they considered Berke to be a very important khan
within the Mongol Empire, almost or completely on equal footing with the Great Khan. 241 So,

according to Ibn Shaddād as quoted by al-Yūnīnī, when Hülegü did not send Berke his share of the
spoils when the latter succeeded Batu, Berke sent him messengers and sorcerers (the latter to

thwart Hülegü’s sorcerers). When Hülegü had the messengers and sorcerers killed, the conflict was

born. 242 Ibn Shaddād and Ibn Wāṣil thus ascribe a prominence to Berke within the constellation of
Mongol successor khanates that he did not necessarily have, but which legitimised his rule as well
as his conflict with the Ilkhanate, thus lending more weight to the Mamluk-Jochid alliance. This

inflation of Berke’s worldy position can also be discerned in some other authors, for instance in Ibn
ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, who described him as ‘the great of the kings of the Tatars’ (kabīr mulūk al-tatār), 243
and Abū al-Fidāʾ, who called him ‘the greatest of the Tatar kings’ (aʿẓam mulūk al-tatār). In

actuality, the source of the conflict between Berke and Hülegü lay primarily in Hülegü’s taking of an

area that the Jochids considered rightfully theirs – which is, incidentally, the explanation given by

al-ʿUmarī 244 – although Berke himself later gave religious justifications as well, as is evident in his

letters to Baybars. 245

Religious justifications for the conflict are given in Mamluk sources as well. Al-Yūnīnī, as

mentioned above, quoted Ibn Shaddād’s explanation, but stated that the most important reason for
the conflict was actually that Hülegü killed the caliph. 246 Probably basing himself on the Persian

Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part B)’, 174. Ayalon points out that Ibn Shaddād’s statement is found cited in alMufaḍḍal, but that the part of the chronicle it was originally part of was lost (174 n. 1). Ibn Shaddād is quoted by
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scholar al-Isfahānī, 247 al-ʿUmarī even reports that Bakharzī had encouraged Berke to contact the

caliph al-Mustaʿṣim, ‘and messengers, letters, gifts and presents were exchanged between the
two’. 248 As Klaus Lech has pointed out, Berke’s supposed contact with the caliph is absent in

virtually all other sources and highly unlikely to be factual. 249 Nonetheless, the story shows that the

notion that the Golden Horde-Ilkhanid conflict was based on religious difference had become

widespread and begun a life of its own.

Later khans

From an early moment on, then, the Mongols of the Golden Horde are considered as ‘the Muslims

among the Tatars’. 250 That is all the more interesting given that, while Berke laid the groundwork,

the Islamisation of Golden Horde was only definitively achieved under Öz-beg, decades later. 251 Yet
the non-Muslim khans who ruled in the intervening years are generally regarded favourably as
well. Ibn Kathīr relates that Berke’s successor Möngke-Temür was like him, evidently a

compliment. 252 Qalawun had good diplomatic contacts with the Muslim khan Töde-Möngke, but

there was less activity with his nephew Töle-Buqa (r. 686–90/1287–91), which is reflected in the

decrease of attention in the Mamluk sources. 253 This demonstrates that the positive depiction of the

Golden Horde was not so much caused by Berke’s conversion, which gave the khanate a more or

less Islamic status, but rather that the focus on the latter and the resulting positive press is the
result of the political relationship between the Mamluk and Jochid realms.

In the case of the last non-Muslim khan of the Golden Horde this lead to the occasional bout

of intellectual gymnastics in order to retain the Golden Horde’s Islamic credentials. Toqta may have
been a shamanist, but he is generally described positively. ‘Despite his unbelief’, wrote al-Ṣafadī,

‘there was justice in him.’ 254 According to the author, he even preferred Islam over other religions.

However, a significant part of his tarjama is actually not devoted to the khan himself but to his son,

who predeceased his father, and who had converted to Islam. The son’s praises are sung, and his

Al-ʿUmarī and other scholars give different versions of his full name. See Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, 32–
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premature death lamented. 255 In the same vein, Ibn Kathīr relates that Toqta ‘worshipped idols and

stars according to the religion of the Tatars’. Yet, while this same author can be seen fomenting

harshly against all sorts of Ilkhanid and general Mongol unbelief throughout his history, he takes

care here to emphasise that Toqta was particularly good to Muslims, more so than to other sects. 256
Fortunately for the Mamluk-era authors, the problem resolved itself after Toqta’s death. As

Ibn Kathīr happily notes, he was succeeded by his nephew Öz-beg Khan, who was Muslim and

spread Islam in his land – although that was not done without force. 257 Al-Ṣafadī paints an

extremely pious picture of Öz-beg. He supposedly worshipped in miḥrābs, prayer niches, at night,

and wore a girdle made of steel without gold, saying: ‘Gold is haram for men.’ He also frequented a

Sufi and was good to the poor. 258 Yet, there appears to be an echo of the aforementioned notion of a
certain incompatibility between original Mongol habits and being a proper Muslim. Öz-beg, relates
al-Ṣafadī, did not wear a sarāqūjā, a Mongol type of hat, nor ‘any of their emblems’, but rather that
goldless girdle. 259

Mamluk-era authors were thus more enthusiastic promotors of the idea of a Muslim Golden

Horde than they likely would have been without the existence of a fairly continuous and critical

Mamluk-Jochid alliance. The same attitude is visible in al-ʿUmarī’s section on the Mongol khanates.

He relates how the first Golden Horde ruler to convert to Islam was Berke, and that ever since the
light of Islam has spread among the Mongols. Nevertheless, writes al-ʿUmari,

despite the rise of Islam among this people, and their acknowledgement of the two
shahadas, they contradict [Islam’s] laws in many things. They don’t adhere to the Yasa of
Chinggis Khan like the others [i.e. the Great Khanate and the Chaghatai Khanate] do,
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although they do punish very harshly lying, adultery, and the breach of treaties and
contracts. 260

Several practices in the Golden Horde that he describes also clearly clash with Islamic Sharia:
If their kings are angry with one of their followers, they take his property and sell his
children. The same when someone commits theft, then the victim has the right to the
property of the thief and his children and sells them. If someone asks for the hand of
someone’s daughter and gives him a small gift, he marries her to him, and then never asks
about her again, as we mentioned for the kingdom of Transoxania [i.e. the Chaghatai
Khanate]. 261

This is the only text containing such a description of widespread failure to uphold Sharia

law by the rulers of the Golden Horde. To recall, al-ʿUmarī tends to use different sources for his

discussion of the various Mongol khanates in Masālik al-Abṣār than his colleagues do in their

respective works. They frequently refer back to predecessors or even contemporaries, and appear
to take part in a very similar and widespread discourse. Of course, there are differences in

emphasis: think of the differences in versions of the ‘Damascus diary’, or of Ibn Kathīr, who tends to
lean towards the harsher side of judgment, as does Ibn al-Dawādārī. Nonetheless, the images of the
Mongols – whether from the Ilkhanate or Golden Horde – appears to be fairly constant and

ubiquitous. Al-ʿUmarī, however, frequently draws on external, oral sources, often people who are

from these lands or have travelled there. The fact that he, based on these sources, regularly paints a
different picture of events, makes him the exception that proves the rule of Mongol portrayal in

Mamluk sources. As Favereau has pointed out, the attention paid by Mamluk-era authors to religion

in their information on and descriptions of the Golden Horde can be linked to the importance of

Islam as a binding factor between the Mamluk sultanate and the Jochid khanate. 262 The images of

the Golden Horde as an Islamised state headed by pious Muslim rulers – in which evident outliers
were still depicted as at least giving preferential treatment to Muslims – were clearly heavily

influenced by the Mamluk-Jochid alliance, and at least in part a product of wishful thinking and/or
propaganda objectives.
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Conclusion
When Abū al-Fidāʾ wrote that the ‘Damādam are the Tatars of Black Africa’, he echoed a common

image among Muslim authors of Mongols as violent infidels. The combination is ubiquitous in
seventh/thirteenth- and eighth/fourteenth-century Mamluk sources writing on the Mongols,

especially when describing the conquests under Chinggis Khan and the later Ilkhanid aggression in

the Middle East. Violence is considered a Mongol ‘habit’, at least as far as the early Mongols and the
Ilkhanids are concerned: virtually anything they can get their hands on they will kill, rape, plunder,

or destroy.

This image was already present in the works of earlier historians as Ibn al-Athīr and al-

Nasawī and Mamluk-era authors used their texts for their reports on the early Mongol conquests in

Islamic lands. For the early Mongols and the Ilkhanids, writers from Syria and Egypt actively

endorsed this image, calling particular attention to Mongol violence against Muslims and their

desecration of Islamic religious objects and places, which they appear to actively target – from

minbars and Qur’an chests in Bukhara in 616/1220 to the Umayyad Mosque in 699/1300. At times,

the Mamluk historians even add extra details on these matters to their source material in their

descriptions of events: this is clearly something they wish to emphasise, an image they wish to

project. Thus, from the very beginning, an opposition was created between the Mongols and Islam

and a significant portion of the representations of the early Mongols and the Ilkhanids is couched in
language that contrasts it to Islam and Islamic values. This is evident in the focus on Mongol violent
and/or destructive tendencies against Muslims or Islamic symbols, but also in food taboos,

recurring topoi such as sexual permissiveness (see chapters 2 and 3), and other instances of what
could be considered as un-Islamic behaviour.

The wars and battles that took place between the Mamluks and the Ilkhanid Mongols

between 658/1260 and 712/1312 were consistently framed accordingly – an approach that tied in

with the official Mamluk propaganda, that aimed to legitimise the ruling military elite, newcomers
to Islam themselves, by portraying them as the guardians of Islam against the infidel threat, of

which the Ilkhanids were by far the most important element. Some authors were actively involved
in the creation of this ideology, such as Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir and Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī. Others may not have

been involved, but their reports nonetheless echo this view (and some also reflect on the ethnic
relationship between the Mamluks and the Mongols). The fact that from the late 600s/1200s

onwards the Ilkhanid rulers were Muslim, did little to change the notion of opposition between

Mongols and Islam, and it remains apparent in the Mamluk sources until the conclusion of peace

between al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and Bū Saʿīd in the 720s/1320s.
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Mongol unbelief is also connected to their barbarism. That the early Mongols would

supposedly eat any animal, including pigs and dogs, or carrion, or even humans, says as much about
their paganism as about their savagery. On the one hand, this image – as well as notions of Mongol
courage (for which a certain admiration remains) and violence – reflect established stereotypes of

northern peoples deriving from environmental theory and contained in older texts about the

Mongols. On the other hand, the fact that later authors choose to add to, or alter, these food taboos

shows the importance they attached to it. The image does not resurface as a matter of inevitability,
rather, the image is consciously taken and employed. The active role these authors played in the
construction of images is especially evident in the portrayal of the Mongols, starting with the

conquests under Chinggis Khan, as unreliable and prone to treachery. Although the raw material is
there in the descriptions of Ibn al-Athīr, it is the Mamluk-era authors who develop it into a topos.
Various authors for various sieges describe that the Mongols give safeguards only to break them
later and turn to murder and pillaging; in sieges and battles they are said to resort to trickery.

Especially in the latter case, this is contrasted to the actions of the Mamluks.

In part, the depictions of the Mongols in the Mamluks sources are the result of the shock

that their unexpected and indeed violent invasions caused in the Muslim world. They testify to the
shock of the Mongol invasions in general, and in particular that of the highly symbolic fall of

Baghdad and murder of the caliph, which is visible in the elaborate descriptions of the carnage as

well as in the inflated number of dead and the number of days it lasted. The events in Syria, close to
home for those in Egypt, but lived experience for some of those in Syria, added even more fuel to
that fire. That these ideas on and images of the Mongols were consequently more widely spread

than just among the writing elite is clear from the stories that some authors, like al-Dhahabī and al-

Nuwayrī, include.

Apart from the shock of these invasions, the way Mongols were described in the

seventh/thirteenth- and eighth/fourteenth-century sources was also strongly influenced by other

aspects of the political context. This is eminently visible when comparing depictions of the enemy

Ilkhanids and the allied Jochids of the Golden Horde. Not only is Berke’s conversion elaborately

discussed, and is he portrayed as exceptionally pious, later Golden Horde rulers are also painted in
positive light – even if they were shamanist. Ilkhanids, on the other hand, could convert to Islam to
their heart’s content, but as long as hostilities continued, it was to little or no avail. These

tendencies in the sources become particularly evident if we look at the work of al-ʿUmarī, who –

likely due to his alternative selection of source material – functions as the exception to prove the

general rule.
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On the one hand, Islam was key to Mamluk-era authors’ cultural stuff, genuinely important

to them personally. Therefore it was a central part of their depiction of the Mongol Other as well, as

is also attested by the discussion of Mamluk-era depictions of the Yasa in chapter 3. Religion also
played a political role. Given their shared interests, the Mamluks and the Golden Horde may well

have allied, even if Berke had not converted. However, the fact that he was Muslim at the very least

made their rapproachement easier. 263 At the same time, Islam was also instrumental: not only in

the official rhetoric, as described by Broadbridge and others, which had the just Muslim rulers of
the Mamluk sultanate wage jihad against the Ilkhanid infidels, but also in the way Syrian and
Egyptian authors described the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde respectively. As long as the

Ilkhanids remained an enemy power, their infidelity was emphasised or their Islamic credentials
disputed. The opposite was true for the Golden Horde: Mamluk-era authors emphasised Islamic

elements in circumstances where historical circumstances not necessarily made that the most
obvious choice. This shows the significance of the political context for these writers and their

decisionmaking on the formation, selection and employment of images of the Mongols, which

largely converges with the official line communicated by the ruling Mamluk elite. With regard to the
latter, the importance attached to Islam was also opportune: given their perceived ethnic affiliation
to the Mongols, othering approaches that were primarily based on ethnic characteristics would be
problematic. The focus on Islam – although religion can also be part of ethnicity – diffuses that

source of potential tension. The same importance of social and political context in the development
of images of Mongols, as well as the key role played by Islam in this, is also visible in the depictions
of Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate, as the next chapter shows.

263

Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 83.
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5. Mongols in the sultanate
The Mamluk sultanate did not only encounter Mongols in the field of battle or in diplomatic

relations. Quite the contrary: part of the Mamluk armies consisted of Mongol soldiers and mamluks,
and Mongol amirs were part of the ruling elite. They came to the sultanate in various ways, as
imported slaves, but also as war captives and immigrants. In these capacities, they played a
significant role in the realm. Given the longstanding enmity between the sultanate and the

Ilkhanate, and the corresponding images and stereotypes, it is interesting to see how Mongols on
the Mamluk side of the border are represented. In this final chapter, I investigate the images of

Mongols living within the Mamluk sultanate in both written sources and material culture. I will

show that they were mostly considered to be a regular part of the Mamluk elite, although certain

stereotypical ideas on and suspicions against Mongols persisted. The latter were primarily

employed when the social and political contexts of the sultanate made that expedient, underlining

again the importance of these elements in the development and use of images of different groups of
Mongols.

The sultanate relied on its military, and therefore on the import of new slaves, for its

survival: young male slaves were imported, bought by amirs or the sultan, converted to Islam, 1 and

trained as soldiers. They were later manumitted, and could start their careers, during which some
of them climbed up to the position of high-ranking amir or even sultan. 2 While the Ayyubid

sultanate depended on the importation of military slaves from Central Asia and the Caucasus

through Mesopotamian routes, the Mongol conquests to the north and east of Syria hindered these
routes from the 1240s onwards, meaning the Mamluks had to find new slave supply routes.

Consequently, the sea route from the Black Sea area through the Bosporus to Egypt became vital to
the Mamluk sultanate – which required good relations with the Golden Horde, Byzantium, and the

Genoese, who ruled supreme in Black Sea-Mediterranean trade. In the early decades of the Mamluk

sultanate, the Golden Horde territory was the most important source for new military slaves, who
were primarily traded on the Crimean peninsula – one of the reasons why good relations with the

According to Islamic law, Muslims could not be enslaved. In practice, however, slavers and slave-buyers were less
than careful when investigating the religious origins of their slaves. Conversion of slaves was frequently
encouraged and/or forced by both Muslim and Christian slave owners, but a conversion did not in itself command
manumission. See Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 18–26, 152–62.
2
For this training period, see for instance Levanoni, A Turning Point, 14–19; Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 20–23, 40–
56.
1
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Golden Horde were so important. 3 The Black Sea area had been an important source for enslaved

people in the Mediterranean from Antiquity onwards and remained so well into early modern

times. 4

The slaves traded through this route were mostly Turkish, but included some Mongols as

well. 5 Those slaves qualified to become mamluks were light-skinned men from lands to the north of

Syria and Egypt. Dark-skinned slaves, from India or Africa, could become household slaves or

eunuchs, for instance, but not mamluks. 6 As discussed in chapter 1, these northern, light-skinned
men were considered to possess exceptional courage and war-skills, making them particularly
suited for the role of military slave in the eyes of their contemporaries in the Islamic world,

including the Mamluk sultanate. In the first Mamluk period, the majority of new mamluks were

imported from the Black Sea area, but in the late eighth/fourteenth century, there was a shift in

Mamluk slave-buying from the Kipchak steppe to Circassians from the Caucasus. 7 Up until then,

however, men from the Kipchak steppe – primarily Turks and, to a lesser extent, Mongols –
dominated the Mamluk ranks.

Scholars are, however, rather in the dark about the exact proportions of the various ethnic

groups in the first Mamluk period. It is not easy to discover the ethnic background of individual
mamluks, as these are infrequently given by the sources, 8 and the vast majority of them bore

Turkish names, which had replaced their original ones. 9 According to Ayalon, even having a nisba of

a certain region does not necessarily indicate that a mamluk actually came from there: the nisba

Reuven Amitai, ‘Diplomacy and the Slave Trade in the Eastern Mediterranean: A Re-Examination of the MamlukByzantine-Genoese Triangle in the Late Thirteenth Century in Light of the Existing Early Correspondence’, Oriente
Moderno 88, no. 2 (2008): 349–68; Andrew Ehrenkreutz, ‘Strategic Implications of the Slave Trade between Genoa
and Mamluk Egypt in the Second Half of the Thirteenth Century’, in The Islamic Middle East, 700-1900: Studies in
Economic and Social History (Princeton: The Darwin Press, Inc., 1981), 336–37, 340–42; Northrup, From Slave to
Sultan, 284–85; Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 3–4, 167–68.
4
William McKee Evans, ‘From the Land of Canaan to the Land of Guinea: The Strange Odyssey of the “Sons of
Ham”’, American Historical Review 85, no. 1 (1980): 23–24; Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 2.
5
Amitai, ‘Diplomacy and the Slave Trade’, 350–51; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 120–22.
6
Ayalon, ‘Mamlūkiyyāt’, 324; Rabbat, ‘The Changing Concept’, 82; Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 50.
Even when black slaves were exclusively employed as soldiers, as happened the Fatimid era, they were not
referred to as mamluks (Rabbat, ‘The Changing Concept’, 82).
7
For a discussion of the reasons behind this shift, see Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 135–36, 182–84,
414. She argues that
8
David Ayalon, ‘Mamlūk: Military Slavery in Egypt and Syria’, in Islam and the Abode of War: Military Slaves and
Islamic Adversaries (Aldershot: Variorum, 1994), 8; Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 36–37. Mazor has conducted a
prosopographical study of some 170 Manṣūriyya mamluks (i.e. the body of mamluks acquired by al-Manṣūr
Qalāwūn). The sources offer information on the ethnic background for thirty of them, most of them the highestranking amirs of that period (39).
9
David Ayalon, ‘Names, Titles and “Nisbas” of the Mamluks’, Israel Oriental Studies 5 (1975): 193–95.
3
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might instead refer to a patron or could even be a nickname. 10 In recent years, some authors have

begun the daunting task of trying to untie this knot. 11 What is clear, in any case, is that men who
were ethnically Mongol (or from tribes closely related to and associated with them, such as the

Mongolic tribe of the Oirats) 12 made up a significant part of the mamluk ranks. This significance, as

Amitai points out, immediately becomes clear in the often quoted statement that Qalawun acquired
some twelve thousand ‘Turkish, Mongol, and other mamluks’, 13 in which their second place after

the Turks indicates their importance (even if it reveals little about the size of this group). 14 Their

significance is also visible in one of the example sales contracts given by al-Asyūṭī, in which he
states: ‘And if the sold is a Turkish mamluk, write “a whole Turkish Mongol mamluk (jamīʿ al-

mamlūk al-turkī al-mughulī), or something else (aw ghayrahu)”.’ 15 Apparently a Mongol mamluk

was a sight common enough for al-Asyūṭī to make an example out of it.

Many Mongols thus ended up in the sultanate as mamluks, traded through Black Sea or

other routes. But there were other ways as well for Mongols to end up in the Mamluk sultanate.
Some arrived as captives from battles between the Mamluks and the Ilkhanate. 16 Ibn Shaddād

relates how Mongol captives on horseback were led through the streets of Cairo by mamluks on 21
Jumāda al-Thāniyya 671 (13 January 1273), on the occasion of sultan Baybars’ return from battle

with the Mongols at the Euphrates. Possibly, this procession included as many as two hundred new
Mongol slaves, as that is the number of captives reportedly taken there. 17 Enslaving captives from

battle opens the distinct possibility of less than unwavering loyalty on the side of the new mamluk.
That this practice was not always without its problems is illustrated by an early case of a Mongol

captive incorporated into the ranks of the royal mamluks by Qutuz. This captive was a youth who
10

Ayalon, 219–23. Various amīrs with the nisba ‘al-Tatarī’ indeed appear in biographical dictionaries, without there
being further indication of their ethnic origins. See for instance Sayf al-Dīn Balbān al-Tatarī (Khalīl ibn Aybak alṢafadī, Aʿyān al-ʿAṣr wa-Aʿwān al-Naṣr, ed. Fuat Sezgin and Māzin Yūsuf ʿAmmāwī, vol. I [Frankfurt am Main:
Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe University, 1990], 260–61).
11
See Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 36–40, as well as the work by Koby Yosef.
12
The Mongolic-speaking Oirat tribe was originally one of the so-called ‘forest peoples’ with whom the Mongol
tribe had various social ties, and they were incorporated into the Mongol federation under Chinggis Khan. See
Golden, ‘Inner Asia’, 24; Ishayahu Landa, ‘Oirats in the Ilkhanate and the Mamluk Sultanate in the Thirteenth to the
Early Fifteenth Centuries: Two Cases of Assimilation into the Muslim Environment’, Mamlūk Studies Review 19
(2016): 149–50.
13
Nāṣir al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥīm Ibn al-Furāt, Tārīkh Ibn Al-Furāt, ed. Qusṭanṭīn Zurrayk, vol. VIII
(Beirut: Jāmiʿa Bayrūt al-ʾAmīrkiya, n.d.), 97.
14
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 103; Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’, 124; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 120.
See also Barker, ‘Egyptian and Italian Merchants’, 133.
15
al-Asyūṭī, Jawāhir al-ʿUqūd, I:97. Similarly, he uses a Mongol mamluk in an example on salam (forward buying)
(I:149).
16
Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 120.
17
Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh, 56–57.
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had come to Cairo with envoys from Hülegü. The latter were promptly executed, but Qutuz ‘spared
a youth from among envoys and included him in a group of his [own] mamluks’. 18 This, however,

did not turn out particularly well for him: during the Battle of ʿAyn Jālūt, the Mongol youth

attempted to shoot his new master, the sultan. Someone near Qutuz managed to intervene just in
time, and killed the youth. 19

Other Mongol captives, however, went on to occupy high positions within the Mamluk

sultanate and played important roles in its history. Apart from the later sultan al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Zayn
al-Dīn Kitbugha (r. 694-6/1294-6), whom I shall discuss extensively below, famous examples are

amirs such as Sayf al-Dīn Sallar al-Manṣūrī and Sayf al-Dīn Qibjaq al-Manṣūrī. Both were captured at
the Battle of Elbistan (Abulustayn) in 675/1277 and went on to hold high positions, with Sallar

rising to the position of nāʾib al-salṭana, effectively ruling the country with his fellow amir Baybars
al-Jashnākīr, as the young sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was still little more than a puppet in his

second reign. 20 Qibjaq al-Manṣūrī, however, at one point did desert to the Ilkhanate. This Mongol

mamluk had defected in order to avoid arrest by Lajin’s viceroy Mengu-Timur – which he quickly

regretted when the sultan and his viceroy were both murdered – and who was part of the Mongol
occupational force of 699/1299-1300. Following the Mongol departure from Damascus, Qibjaq

swiftly changed allegiance to the Mamluk sultanate again, and he appears to have worked with the
Mamluks against the Ilkhanids. 21 This episode is not only framed by al-Ṣafadī in something of a

‘covert operations’-framework rather than analysed in light of Qibjaq’s Mongol background – he

relates an episode in which the sultan Qalawun purportedly predicted his flight based on the

reading of a sheep’s shoulder blade. 22 Amitai came to a similar conclusion in his study of the Mongol
occupation of Damascus. Qibjaq appears to have almost immediately regretted his flight, and in the
long run – despite the fact that he was reunited with his father and brothers and was given the

sister of one of Ghazan’s wives in marriage – Qipjaq’s loyalty to the sultanate predominated. Amitai
rightly poses the question which ‘component or components of these “Mamluk” loyalties were the
most decisive’. In any case, the Mamluks recognised it as such, and (probably taking into account

Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAlī al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-Sulūk li-Maʿrifat Duwal al-Mulūk, ed. Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Qādir
ʿAṭā, vol. I (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1997), 515–16. On Qutuz and the executed envoys, see Broadbridge,
Kingship and Ideology, 28–30.
19
al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-Sulūk, I:516.
20
Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 123–24.
21
Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’. See also Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 132–33.
22
al-Ṣafadī, Aʿyān al-ʿaṣr, 1990, II:344.
18
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that he had fled the sultanate under threat) allowed him to reintegrate, albeit not into the high
position that he used to hold. 23

A third way for a Mongol to end up in the Mamluk sultanate, not as enslaved mamluks but

rather as free soldiers or amirs, was as a member of a wāfidiyya group. 24 During the first Mamluk

era, various groups seeking refuge entered the sultanate. In present-day literature, these refugees
are usually called the wāfidiyya, ‘those coming, arriving in a group’. The term wāfidiyya is used by

some Mamluk-era authors, although other forms of the same root such as wufūd or wāfidūn are

more common. The wāfidiyya groups that came to the sultanate in the eighty or so years following

Baybars’ ascension to the throne had various backgrounds, but among them were groups of

Mongols, both from the Golden Horde and from the Ilkhanate. 25 Most of them were integrated into
the personal troops of the amirs and into the ḥalqa, the Mamluk army corps reserved for nonmamluk soldiers. 26

Slave trade, capture, and seeking refuge were thus the ways in which the Mamluk sultanate

gained its Mongol mamluks, soldiers, and amirs. This was, however, not the only way in which
ethnic Mongols became part of the Mamluk elite. There was frequent intermarriage between

members of the wāfidiyya and their offspring and the Mamluk nobility. 27 Three of Baybars’ wives
were daughters of wāfidī amirs. 28 Similarly, Qalawun took several daughters of wāfidūn as wives,

including the daughter of Sayf al-Dīn Karmun, leader of the 661/1263 wāfidiyya, in 664/1265-6, 29
and Ashlun Khatun, the later mother of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, who was the daughter of a Mongol

wāfid who had come with Ḥusām al-Din Bijar al-Rūmi in 675/1277. 30 That means that one of the

greatest Mamluk sultans was half-Mongol, on his mother’s side, and he himself married (and later
Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’, 24, 38–39 (quote on p. 38).
Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’, 126; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 119–20.
25
For an overview of the wāfidiyya groups coming from Mongol-controlled territory (both Mongols and others) by
year, see Nakamachi Nobutaka, ‘The Rank and Status of Military Refugees in the Mamluk Army: A Reconsideration
of the Wāfidiyah’, Mamlūk Studies Review 10, no. 1 (2006): 57–60. He does not include a final wave of wāfidiyya in
741/1340-1, for which see Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 101–2.
26
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 98–99; Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’, 134; Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 71.
27
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 90. Amitai (‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 135) has pointed to the desirability of a study
into the gender and family aspects of Mamluk politics.
28
They were the daughters of Sayf al-Din Nūkāy al-Tatarī, Sayf al-Din Karay al-Tatarī, and Sayf al-Din Dumājī alTatarī. See Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh, 233; al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, X:212.
29
Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī, Al-Faḍl al-Maʾthūr, 203–7; Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 102.
30
Abū al-Fidāʾ (Al-Mukhtaṣar, IV:30) gives his name as Saktay ibn Qarājīn ibn Janʿan, while Ibn al-Furāt (Tārīkh,
VIII:172) calls him Subkāy ibn Qarājīn ibn Jinkān Noyan. See also Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 116–18. For other
examples of Mamluk marriages to Mongol brides, see for instance Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, AlDurar al-Kāmina fī Aʿyān al-Miʾa al-Thāmina, ed. Muḥammad Sayyid Jād al-Ḥaqq, vol. I (Cairo: Dār al-Kutub alḤadītha, 1966), 370.
23
24
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divorced) the Chinggisid princess Tulunbay. The same was the case for some of the awlād al-nās,

the free offspring of the amirs.

There was thus a significant Mongol presence in the upper ranks of the Mamluk sultanate in

its first period. New Mongol mamluks came into the country on a regular basis, and some of them
rose to great heights. 31 Under al-Manṣūr Lajin, for instance, Sallar was the ustadār, Qipjaq al-

Manṣūrī was viceroy in Syria, and al-Ḥājj Bahadur held the function of ḥājib (chamberlain). 32 For alNāṣir’s Muḥammad’s third reign, Sayf al-Dīn Aytamish al-Nāṣirī comes to mind, who played an

important role as envoy to the Ilkhanate, 33 as well as Qusun and Bashtak, who were the two most
powerful amirs at the time of al-Nāṣir’s death. 34 Due to constraints of time and space, I have not
studied the individual prominent Mongol amirs in depth, such as Sallar or Qibjaq. A thorough

investigation of their tarjamas in the various biographical dictionaries, as well as their appearances
in other sources, in comparison with those of amirs of non-Mongol descent in similar positions,
would make for a valuable addition to this research. But it would appear from the material

concerning them that I have come across that their image in the Mamluk sultanate agrees with my

analysis that a Mongol background of members of the Mamluk elite was not necessarily considered

to be problematic. In a very recent contribution to the scholarly field, which I could unfortunately

not fully engage with in this study due to time constraints, Koby Yosef argued differently,

contending that Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate were widely considered to be treacherous,

disloyal and untrustworthy. 35 His argument, which focuses on Mongol wāfidiyya and war captives,

is based in part on different source material, and he and I come to different conclusions with regard

to the image Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate had.

Although, as I argue in this chapter, Mamluk Mongols did not necessarily have a poor image

in the sultanate, political circumstances could trigger the use of negative stereotypes of the Mongols
and make matters of ethnicity a topic of debate. In this final chapter, I investigate the way Mongol
Mamluks were perceived by means of three case studies. First, I will look into the way authors

portray several Mongol wāfidiyya groups. One of these groups, the Oirat wāfidiyya of 695/1296, is

closely connected to the Mongol Mamluk sultan Kitbugha. He is the object of my second case study. I
Amitai (‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’) offered a few brief biographies of Mongol Mamluks in high places.
Rukn al-Dīn Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Kitāb al-Tuḥfa al-Mulūkiyya fī al-Dawla al-Turkiyya, ed. ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Ṣāliḥ
Ḥamdān (Cairo: Dār al-Miṣriyya al-Lubnāniyya, 1987), 148–49; Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 38.
33
Little, ‘Notes on Aitamiš’; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 124–25.
34
J. Van Steenbergen, ‘The Amir Qawṣūn, Statesman or Courtier? (720-741 AH/1320-1341 AD)’, in Egypt and Syria
in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras, ed. U. Vermeulen and J. Van Steenbergen, vol. III (Leuven: Uitgeverij
Peeters, 2001), 460–63.
35
Yosef, ‘Cross-Boundary Hatred’.
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argue that the reports on the wāfidiyya and those on Kitbugha and his reign show that their ethnic

backgrounds per se need not be an issue. Problems instead arose due to jinsiyya – favouritism based

on ethnicity shown by Kitbugha to the Oirats – and the Oirat refusal to convert to Islam, in addition

to the factionalism in which some members of the elite considered Kitbugha a usurper to the throne
which should be al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s by right. In this context, authors could dig up and use

existing Mongol stereotypes, but the political and social circumstances were more important in this
regard than ethnic background itself. This is illustrated by my third and final case study of the

famous Mamluk basin commonly known as the Baptistère de Saint Louis and its ‘little brother’, the

so-called Vasselot Bowl. I will argue that these objects depict the Mamluk military and courtly elite,

including Mongol mamluks, showing the wealth and strength of the ethnically mixed ruling class.

The wāfidiyya Mongols
The largest groups of wāfidiyya Mongols arrived in Egypt during the reigns of Baybars and al-Malik
al-ʿĀdil Kitbugha. Over the years, some smaller groups of wāfids arrived as well, such as an Oirat

called al-Shaykh ʿAlī, who had converted to Islam and came to Egypt in 681/1282-3 (during the

reign of al-Malik al-Manṣūr Qalawun), with a group of Mongols, 36 as well as two groups of Mongols
during the second and third reigns of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, in 704/1304 and 717/1317

respectively. 37 In this section I will focus on the large groups of Mongols entering the sultanate

under Baybars and Kitbugha, since they received the most attention in contemporary sources. The

first one of those arrived in 660/1262, three groups followed shortly thereafter in 661/1263

(sources frequently describe them as one group). 38 These were all from the Golden Horde. The last
large group reached the sultanate in 695/1296, consisting of Oirats, a tribe closely related to the

Mongols, from the Ilkhanate. I will discuss the groups from 660/1262 and 661/1263 together – as
they arrived shortly after each other and sources frequently discuss them together, especially the
latter three from 661/1263 39 – and the Oirats of 695/1296 separately.

Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 217. Other brief mentions of smaller groups of wāfids are for instance a
group of some two hundred horsemen with their families arriving in 704/1304 (Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd alWahhāb al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab, ed. Ibrahim Shams al-Dīn, vol. XXXII [Beirut: Dār al-Kutub alʿIlmiyya, 2004], 61) and the commander Tati with some hundred horsemen and their houses in 717/1317 (alNuwayrī, XXXII:195). For a complete list of wāfidiyyas to the Mamluk sultans (including non-Mongol ones), see
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 57–60.
37
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 101; Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 59; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, 2004, 32:61, 195.
38
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 60.
39
See for instance Ibn Shaddād (Tārīkh, 337–38), who lists the wāfidiyya Mongols who came to the sultanate
under Baybars’ reign together in larger section entitled ‘On those who came to him [Baybars]’. See also
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 56–57.
36

213

Why did these Mongols come to the Mamluk sultanate? Ayalon appears to link the relatively

large influx of Mongol wāfidūn during the reigns of Baybars and Kitbugha to their supposed

admiration and resulting generous reception of the Mongols and their shared ethnic background,

respectively. 40 Nakamachi Nobutaka disagrees with these elements of Ayalon’s analysis of the

Mongol wāfidiyya, and rightly argues that attention must be paid to the internal situation in the

Mongol khanates, the ‘push factors’, rather than solely focusing on the possible ‘pull factor’ of the

Mamluk sultanate. 41 Although some also mention pull factors, 42 the external factors are in fact the
causes primarily cited by contemporary authors as explanations for the Mongol immigration.

The position of wāfidiyya Mongols and their ability to rise to high ranks has similarly been a

matter of debate. Ayalon argued that the military status of these wāfidiyya was relatively low, with

few chances for promotion, due to their arrival to the sultanate as free soldiers rather than as
slaves. Unlike the Mongol mamluks, he argued, the wāfidiyya Mongols hardly rose above the

position of amir of ṭablkhāna, also known as amir of forty. 43 In a detailed article on the placement of
ordinary wāfidiyya soldiers and the careers of their commanders, Nakamachi argues that their

status was considerably higher than Ayalon claims. At least in the early Mamluk period, he states,

the dichotomy between mamluks and free soldiers was not as significant as Ayalon argued, and was
consequently not a major deciding factor in the position of the wāfidiyyūn. 44 Amitai responded to
Nakamachi, arguing that while it is likely that the division between the Mamluk elite and the

wāfidiyya was not as clear-cut as has been assumed, the immigrants were never part of the circles
where the true power lay. 45 As Amitai’s arguments show, career opportunities for the wāfidiyyūn

indeed appear to have been limited. Moreover, as in the case of the royal mamluks, the wāfidiyya’s
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 34; David Ayalon, ‘Wāfidiyya’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman
et al. (Brill Online, 2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_7813.
41
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 55–56, 61–62.
42
According to Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 138), word of Baybars’ kindness and generosity towards the
Mongols spread, resulting in them arriving ‘group after group’. See also al-Nuwayrī, who follows Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir
(Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab, ed. Najīb Muṣṭafā Fawwāz
and Ḥikmat Kashlī Fawwāz, vol. XXX [Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2004], 38).
43
Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’; Ayalon, ‘Wāfidiyya’. He criticised Poliak’s argument that the Mongol wāfidiyya enjoyed
high positions in the sultanate due to the vassal status of the Mamluks to the Golden Horde (see A.N. Poliak, ‘Le
Caractère Colonial de l’État Mamelouk dans ses Rapports avec la Horde d’Or’, Revue Des Études Islamiques 9
(1935): 231–48). Amir of ṭablkhāna, or amir of forty, was one of the officer ranks in the Mamluk sultanate. It
meant that an amir had the right to keep at least forty mamluks, as well as a musical band (the ṭablkhāna). The
other two ranks were amir of ten and amir of hundred (Lewicka, Šāfi‘ Ibn ‘Alī’s Biography, 204 n. 7). Nakamachi
(‘Rank and Status’, 66) argues that in some cases the rank of ṭablkhāna was honorary and did not always mean
that one would have forty mamluks, which would mean that it is not necessarily helpful in determining an amir’s
status.
44
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’.
45
Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 128–29.
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position was dependent on their personal relationship with the sultan who took them in 46 – the

potential for problems in this dependence becomes very clear in the case of the Oirat wāfidiyya and
their relationship with Kitbugha, which I shall discuss below.

These scholarly debates have mostly focused on the earlier waves of Mongol immigrants,

paying relatively little attention to the Oirat group of 695/1296. This changed recently with a study

of the Oirat wāfidiyya conducted by Ishayahu Landa in the context of his broader research into the

Oirat tribe. Researching the way in which the Oirats assimilated into both the Mamluk sultanate and

the Ilkhanate, he looks at both the Oirats in the Mamluk capital and those settled on the Syrian

coast, showing how the Oirats were recognisable as a group for some time, but mostly assimilated
into the host society relatively quicky, a process in which their (eventual) conversion to Islam
played a key role. In his analysis, he makes occasional mention of the Oirats’ reputation in the

sultanate, particularly of their beauty, as well as recognising the generally perceived problem that
they, initially, were non-Muslims. 47 Some other scholars have also briefly remarked on the Oirats’
generally poor reputation, 48 but an elaborate analysis has not been carried out. Remarks on the
image of the wāfidiyyūn of the 660s/1260s are rare. Here, I will investigate and compare the

reputations of the first wave of Mongol wāfidiyya and the Oirats, and explore the motivations
behind the narratives on them, in order to determine what images of these immigrants were
current and why. I will argue that the representation of these respective groups is primarily

determined by social and political circumstances, with religion also playing an role – mechanisms
similar to those seen in chapter 4 with regard to the Ilkhanids and the Golden Horde.

The first wave of Mongol wāfidiyyas

Baybars’ panegyrical biographer Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir relates how, in 660/1262, word

came from the governor of Damascus that scouts had come across a group of Mongols making their
way to Cairo. They were troops from the Golden Horde, sent to Hülegü by Berke Khan as

reinforcements. When conflict broke out between the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde, 49 Berke

ordered his troops to return to him, but if that proved to be impossible, to go to Egypt instead.

Consequently, some two hundred troops, led by Saraghan Agha, and their families came to Cairo.

There the sultan welcomed them on Saturday 26 Dhū al-Ḥijja (11 November 1262), according to
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir under great popular interest, and bestowed robes of honour, horses, and other
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 75–76.
Landa, ‘Oirats’.
48
See for instance Irwin, ‘Futuwwa’, 164.
49
On this conflict, see for instance Morgan, The Mongols, 143–44.
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gifts on them. The crowds of people who came out to see them, reports Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, as well as
the number of soldiers that they say, ‘overwhelmed the minds [of the wāfidūn]’. A great banquet
was held in the neighbourhood of Al-Lūq, which was also the area where the authorities settled

them. The sultan gave amirates to the Mongol leaders, and placed the ordinary soldiers who were

not assigned to their original commander with his Baḥrī regiment and among his own mamluks. 50
There is relatively little information on this first group of Mongol wāfidūn, with the

exception of Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, who speaks of them quite elaborately. His account is followed – in

more brevity – by al-Nuwayrī. 51 Another independent tradition on the provenance of these Mongols
exists, based on Abū Shāma’s account. He briefly mentions the arrival of the same group in

Damascus, but states that they were from among Hülegü’s troops, who had fled and scattered after
Berke defeated Hülegü, with this specific group seeking refuge in Syria. The text then turns to the

details of the conflict between Berke and Hülegü. 52 This version of events is followed by Mufaḍḍal

ibn Alī al-Faḍāʾil 53 and Ibn al-Dawādārī, 54 among others. Given his high position at the Mamluk

court, the abundance of detail, and the following embassy to Berke, Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s account is

most likely to contain the better informed background story, especially given Abū Shāma’s apparent
distance from the source of at least part of his information. 55

In Dhū al-Qaʿda 661 (September 1263), letters arrived from Syria, reporting the approach of

another group of some 1300 Mongol riders. The sultan rode out to meet them, and on seeing him,

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir reports, the Mongols dismounted and kissed the ground. Two more groups soon

followed, the first of which was headed by Karmun Agha. Like those before them, they were given a

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 135–38, 180. Al-Nuwayrī (Nihāyat al-Arab, XXX:90) has based his report on
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s text. For the amirates and placement of the wāfidūn, see also Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh, 337–38;
Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 62–68; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 128; Broadbridge, ‘Mamluk Legitimacy’,
96–97. See also Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 98.
51
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXX:37–38.
52
Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 220. See Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’, 142.
53
Mufaḍḍal ibn Abī al-Fadāʾil, 'Al-Nahj al-Sadīd wa-l-Durr al-Farīd fīmā baʿda Tārīkh Ibn al-ʿAmīd' (ed. in ‘Histoire
des Sultans Mamlouks'), ed. E. Blochet, in Patrologia Orientalis, ed. R. Graffin and F. Nau, vol. XII (Paris: FirminDidot, 1919), 442–43.
54
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VIII:90–91. Al-Yūnīnī (Dhayl, I:496–97) relates both Abū Shāma’s report on the
wāfidiyya’s arrival in Damascus and Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s account of their welcome in Cairo (II:156), but does not
appear to regard them as the same group. Al-Maqrīzī (Kitāb al-Sulūk, I:544–45), on the other hand, combines the
two stories, describing the group as Berke’s soldiers who had been sent to Hülegü, but were recalled after enmity
between the two arose. He then turns to a discussion of this enmity, which appears to be based on Abū Shāma’s
version.
55
The details Abū Shāma gives on the conflict between Berke and Hülegü come from ‘someone [he] trust[s], based
on someone he trusts, who met with one of the youths captured by the Tatars’ (Tarājim, 220).
50

216

warm welcome and were granted amirates, robes of honour, and other gifts. 56 ‘Then’, Ibn ʿAbd al-

Ẓāhir writes, ‘the sultan suggested Islam to them and they became Muslims by his noble hand and
they were all circumcised.’ 57

In Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s biography of Baybars, the wāfidiyya Mongols function primarily as a

vehicle for praise lavished on Baybars, especially in his account on those arriving in 661/1263. He

relates that the Mongols kissed the ground in front of Baybars, and then continues with rhetoric on

how Baybars is elevated above other kings, and describes wāfidūn praising the sultan’s

generosity. 58 His focus on praising Baybars by means of the wāfidiyya Mongols is also visible in Ibn
ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s assertion that the first group to arrive was overwhelmed by the number of people
and soldiers who came out to see them. The existence of so many troops and the presence of so

many of his subjects clearly reflects positively on Baybars. Additionally, it is possible that Ibn ʿAbd
al-Ẓāhir intends to insinuate here that the Mongols are somewhat provincial, but that cannot be
concluded with certainty based on just this one sentence.

In addition to these two phrases, it is especially the poetry Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir composed that

serves a laudatory function. Following his report of the first group of 661/1263, after relating how

the wāfidiyya Mongols saw the heads of Kitbugha Noyan and other Mongols fallen in Syria put up on

the city walls, he includes a poetic tribute to Baybars that contains the following verses:

There were heads of the fallen on the battlements / and [other] heads prostrating in the
dust
When the Tatars arrived in robes of honour you gave them / all of them were [your]
protégés and slaves
They saw the heads of those from them on the wall / impaled on lances, swaying
Those had resisted, while these submitted / this – this is good fortune 59

In similar vein, to the report of the arrivals of the second and third groups of this year he added the

lines:

Oh owner of the world / who has brought righteousness to the peoples
You who has with justice / obliterated the tyranny among us
You to whom the Tatars / are driven as booty, like sheep

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 177–81; al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl, I:534; Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 84;
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, al-Tuḥfa, 51; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXX:55–56; al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-Sulūk, I:561.
57
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 180. See also Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 84–85; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat
al-Arab, XXX:56; al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-Sulūk, I:561.
58
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 178–80.
59
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, 179.
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They feared your swords, which will / drive them towards vengeance
All of them came to your door / seeking shelter there, as a sanctuary
They felt safe there from what they feared / of calamities and illness
They took Your Honour as protection / and kissed the dust your horses [trod upon]
They offer their right hand for guidance / while for a long time it was coloured by blood
You gave them the share / that is for those whose hearts have been reconciled
Oh King of the Ages, may you always / have kings among your servants! 60

These poems clearly aim to praise Baybars: as befits a good ruler, he is resolute against his

enemies but merciful to those who submit to him. In doing so, however, the verses offer some

insight into the way Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir regarded the Mongols – both the wāfidiyya and in general – as

they are used as a vehicle for his praise. Baybars is depicted as dominating over them, both as

vanquished enemies and as shepherded dependents. The Mongols are presented as a ferocious

people, against whom vengeance is required, whose hands were covered in blood, and who are
powerful enough to be considered as ‘kings among [Baybars’] servants’.

The above statements reflect on both the Mongols in general and those of the wāfidiyya

groups in particular. A number of remarks made by Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir and others, pertain solely to
the immigrant Mongols. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir declares that the wāfidiyya ‘remained in good favour’. 61

Moreover, they are presented as good Muslims. Some of the Mongols present in the Middle East at

this time had already converted to Islam, 62 but whether the first Mongol wāfidiyya group were

Muslims already or converted upon arrival to the sultanate is not entirely clear. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir

writes that ‘their Islam was (or: became) good (ḥasuna islām jamīʿihim)’. 63 Al-Nuwayrī, who based

himself on Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s text, is more explicit: ‘They converted to Islam and their Islam was

good (aslamū wa ḥasuna islāmuhum)’. 64 This is one of the few, if not the sole, judgements uttered by
al-Nuwayrī with regard to this group. This may simply reflect his copying from Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir,
but given that he both rephrased and elaborated on the statement in question while drastically

summarising Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s text and cutting out other elements reflecting on the Mongols, it
may well be the case that this perception of the wāfidiyya Mongols was still current when he

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, 180–81. This poem is quoted by Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 85.
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 180.
62
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir (136), for instance, relates that in 660/1262 the sultan received information from a number of
Mongols who had been captured by his scouts (apparently for this purpose), and who were then released on
account of their being Muslims.
63
Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 138.
64
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composed his encyclopaedia some six decades later (between 714-31/1314-30). 65 The other

wāfidiyya groups of 661/1263 similarly converted to Islam and were circumcised. 66 The Mamluk

sultanate thus ended up with a few thousand Muslim Mongols in its service.

Nonetheless, Baybars was somewhat apprehensive of another wave of immigration, when

both a group of Mongols and a group of Turks and people from Baghdad, led by Jalāl al-Dīn ibn al-

Duwaydār, were making their way to the sultanate in 662/1264. Baybars supposedly told his amirs

that ‘in these [people], coming in large numbers from all directions, there is something suspicious’,

and that they should prepare for the eventuality of battle. 67 This may have been because they came
from the Ilkhanate and Jalāl al-Dīn was initially allied to Hülegü, 68 rather than being Golden Horde

troops, or an expression of general unease about more immigrating Mongols. After all, the Mongols
were considered to be fierce and violent. It turned out, however, that Jalāl al-Dīn had himself come

into conflict with Hülegü, and he was hospitably received. 69 Little more is said about the Mongols,

but they too appear to have been well received. 70 Regarding Jalāl al-Dīn, Baybars’ initial suspicions

eventually proved justified, as he was arrested in 665/1267 on charges of espionage. 71 The Mongols
however, are not mentioned. Presumably, like their predecessors, they had been incorporated into

various parts of the Mamluk armies, and were not involved in the espionage.

Not much is said by Mamluk-era authors on these first waves of Mongol immigrants as a

group. Occasionally, however, they make mention of one of their members. 72 Those instances, too,

support this picture of integration. Sayf al-Dīn Karmun Agha, for instance, is mentioned in Shāfiʿ ibn

ʿAlī’s account of Qalawun’s marriage to one of Karmun’s three daughters. He is described as brave,

the most powerful and most beautiful among the Mongols (tatār) whom he led, who had come to

Baybars with a bright and smiling face, who made him one of his most important amirs of ṭablkhāna
and gave him ‘good things’, as befit his station. 73 He died on 3 Dhū al-Qaʿda 664 (6 August 1266) in
Damascus, 74 after his return from the conquest of Safed, which had surrendered in Shawwāl (July)

M. Chapoutot-Remadi, ‘Al-Nuwayrī’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online,
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66
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of that year. The sultan witnessed his funeral procession, and he was buried at the edge of Mīdān al-

Ḥaṣṣā. 75 This Mongol individual, leader of the third Mongol wāfidiyya to enter the sultanate, was
apparently well integrated into the Mamluk military apparatus and elite.

In Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s work, and to a certain extent elsewhere, the first wave of immigrant

Mongols is presented as belonging to a ferocious people, but submissive to Baybars. Ibn ʿAbd al-

Ẓāhir thus uses them in the service of furthering Baybars’ glory. Moreover, he describes them as

good Muslims. Elsewhere they received relatively little attention, but those sources, too, refer to

them as good Muslims. The authorities incorporated the immigrant Mongols into various military
regiments, and their leaders joined the Mamluk elite – although likely in its lower ranks 76 – as

amirs. They were integrated into the Mamluk apparatus, and presumably rapidly came to form an
everyday part of the rank and file of the Mamluk armies, which is how they mostly appear in the
sources.

The Oirats

Mamluk-era authors regarded the Oirat wāfidiyya as significantly more problematic than the groups

arriving in the 660s/1260s. During the reign of the Mongol Mamluk sultan Kitbugha, in the year

695/1296, a group of Oirat Mongols (al-ūyrātiyya) headed towards Syria. Their leader Turaghay

(Türaqai) 77 became embroiled in the then-volatile Ilkhanid political situation, and ended up on the
wrong side of Ghazan, the new ilkhan. He and his followers crossed the Euphrates into Syria, and

the officials there informed Kitbugha of their approach, and the sultan sent the amirs ʿAlam al-Dīn

Sanjar al-Dawādārī, Shams al-Dīn Sunqur al-Aʿsar, and Shams al-Dīn Qara Sunqur al-Manṣūrī out
consecutively in order to meet them. 78 According to various historians, there were some ten

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXX:85. Mīdān al-Ḥaṣṣā was an area to the south of the old city which was used by
the Mamluks as exercise grounds, polo field, and campsite (Ross Burns, Damascus. A History [London: Routledge,
2005], 211).
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thousand 79 or eighteen thousand 80 households, consisting of men, women, children, and livestock.

On 23 Rabīʾ al-Awwal 695 (30 January 1296), Sunqur al-Aʿsar arrived in Damascus with the Oirat

leaders and elders, some 113 men, including their commanders Turaghay, Ulus, and Kuktay. 81 They
were fêted by the viceroy in Damascus, put up in the Ablāq Palace, and received gifts of money.

After a week or two, Qara Sunqur al-Manṣūrī and the Oirat leaders set out for Egypt, while Sanjar alDawādārī remained with the rest of the Oirats. The sultan ordered him to settle the Oirats on the
Syrian coast, so they set out towards the coast where they eventually settled in the area of Atlit.

When they passed Damascus they camped at Al-Marj, and none of them were allowed into the city.
Instead, the marketers were ordered to go out to them in order to trade with them there. 82 This

procedure was repeated at all stops along the way. 83

Once they arrived in Egypt, the sultan Kitbugha treated the Oirats very well – an approach

that would prove to be the start of problems and tensions. They received honorary robes, amirates

for their leaders, iqtāʿs (land allocation), and other gifts. 84 They were settled in the neighbourhood
of Al-Ḥusayniyya. 85 As Landa has pointed out, Kitbugha’s treatment of the Oirats led to discontent

among the amirs. 86 Their complaints are reflected in al-Nuwayrī’s report that Kitbugha

‘exaggerated in bestowing honours on them (bāligha fī ikrāmihim)’. Moreover, he made them amirs

‘even though they were infidels (wa-hum ʿalā dīn al-kufra)’. 87 Similarly, Baybars al-Manṣūrī

criticises Kitbugha for moving too quickly in conferring amirates upon the Oirat leaders, stating that
it would have been right to promote them step by step, acting slowly until they converted to Islam,
at which point those who deserved it could be raised to the amirate. 88 I will discuss the perceived
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reasons for Kitbugha’s favouritism below, but first I will look into the ways the Oirats in Cairo are
portrayed by Mamluk-era authors.

First, the sources regard the Oirat heathenness as a major issue. Not only were non-Muslims

not supposed to be granted amirates, as al-Nuwayrī pointed out, the Oirats also did not fast during

Ramaḍān and ate in public. 89 Additionally, al-Nuwayrī reports that rather than slaughtering their

horses by slitting their throats, in the Islamic way, they would tie them up and hit them in the face

until they died, and then ate the meat. 90 The Cairene author al-Yūsufī (d. 759/1357-8), whose work
Al-Nuzhat al-Nāẓir fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Nāṣir (A Spectator’s Stroll Through the Life of al-Malik al-

Nāṣir) was quoted extensively by al-ʿAynī, 91 gives some information on the Oirat wāfidiyya that is

not found in other sources of the same time period. He relates that some amirs spoke to Kitbugha
about the necessity of the Oirats’ conversion. The sultan reportedly discussed the issue with

Turaghay, but he had no interest in converting, and Kitbugha ordered the amirs to be patient and

not to bother the Oirats about it. 92

Second, their preferential treatment by Kitbugha had, according to their contemporaries,

gone to the new Mongol amirs’ heads. They relate how they started to sit at the Bāb al-Qulla 93

among the senior amirs – which was evidently not their place, as amirs of ṭablkhāna or less – and

did so ‘while they were in a dense group of Tatars (wa-hum bi-kithāfat al-tatār) and [had] the

rudeness of infidels. They did not know the customs of ādab [roughly: etiquette], nor did they find

the correct way.’ 94 According to al-Yūsufī and al-Maqrīzī – the latter likely basing himself on the
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former – they had bad morals, were unfriendly, and ‘filthy souls’. 95 These authors thus presented
the Oirats as arrogant, barbaric, and hateful.

Third, there was a certain level of suspicion surrounding the Oirats, and it can be deduced

from various sources that they were regarded as untrustworthy. That the lower-ranking Oirats

were not allowed to go into any of the cities they passed while crossing Syria on their way to the

coast suggests this. However, this may well have been part of standard procedure with large

immigrant groups of the sort, seeing as the same measures were taken during the settlement of the
Khwārazmian wāfidiyya several decades earlier. 96 The Oirat elite in Cairo, emerges from the

sources, was also widely mistrusted. Al-ʿAynī, possibly basing himself on al-Yūsufī, relates that one
day Kitbugha was drinking qumiz, fermented mare’s milk, with the Oirats. In that conversation,

which some other amirs overheard, the Oirats are reported to have said that they came to Egypt

planning to rule it, that they had not expected to encounter a strong army, and that if they could,
they would return to the Ilkhanate. According to al-Yūsufī, reports of this conversation reached

Lajin and Qara Sunqur, and it was one of the reasons that they agreed to depose Kitbugha. When

Lajin himself became sultan, he and the amirs agreed to arrest the Oirat commander Turaghay and
other leaders. They were sent to Alexandria, where most of them were apparently killed, but Ulus

was eventually released and came back to Cairo. The other Oirats were divided over several amirs
and other leaders, while others were sent to Syria. 97 A number of them was also killed during
Lajin’s reign. 98

After Lajin’s murder, when al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had returned to the throne for what would

prove to be his second reign out of three, the remaining Oirats were reportedly jealous of the

privileged position of the Burjiyya mamluks and longed for the days under Kitbugha, who had given

them all sorts of good things. Conspiring with one of the sultan’s mamluks, Buraltay (or Burantay)

al-ʿĀdilī, they planned to kill Sallar (who was of Oirat ethnicity himself) 99 and Baybars al-Jashnākīr,
to return Kitbugha to the throne, and to take revenge for the Oirat amirs who had been killed. The

Oirat commander Ulus was one of the leaders. They attacked while the army was at Tal al-ʿAjūl on
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its way to Syria – the Ilkhanid Mongols were moving to attack – in 699/1299. The plot failed, and
the Oirat leaders and Buraltay were executed and the others were imprisoned. 100

As Ayalon already noted, the Oirats appear in the sources a few more times. 101 One of these

instances again shows an Oirat reputation for plots and untrustworthiness. In Dhū al-Ḥijja 709

(May 1310), al-Maqrīzī reports, the Oirats were banned from serving al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. The
Oirats apparently first served amirs, but ‘plotted against their masters and left for the sultan in

Karak’, where he was staying during the reign of Baybars al-Jashnākīr. After al-Nāṣir’s return to the

throne, the Oirats served him and ‘stood above the sultanic mamluks’. Those mamluks took offence,
and they incited the sultan against them. The arguments they apparently used revolved around the
Oirats ‘having plotted against their masters’, i.e. being untrustworthy, ‘and that there was no good
in them’. The sultan eventually banned them from his service. 102

The Oirats in the Mamluk sultanate clearly had a decidedly poor image. However, the

sources do mention at least one good quality the Oirats supposedly possessed: their looks. Scholars
have frequently remarked that the Mamluk-era authors considered the Oirats to be extraordinarily

beautiful. 103 Al-Nuwayrī (copied by Ibn al-Furāt) states that they were ‘among the most beautiful

people’, and that soldiers and others married Oirat girls. 104 This stereotype is still present in

significantly later authors, such as al-Maqrīzī. 105

Even this complimentary stereotype, however, was not without complications: the Oirat

reputation for beauty is closely connected to another aspect of Oirat-Mamluk relations that several
sources refer to. Apparently, due to their beauty, Oirat children were popular objects of

(homoerotic) pederasty. According to al-Maqrīzī, ‘the amirs were tempted by them and they fought

over their children, male and female’, even importing more Oirat children from Syria. 106 Although
sexual relations between young boys and adult men were certainly not unheard of in the military
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circles of the Mamluk sultanate, and most definitely did exist before the arrival of the Oirats, this

sexual reputation of the Oirats is noteworthy. 107 More curious, however, is the accusation levelled

at the Oirats in the history of Ibn al-Dawādārī.

Ibn al-Dawādārī relates that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had sent the amir Ḥusām al-Dīn Azdamur

al-Mujīrī to Ghazan as a messenger in 701/1301. In his account of al-Mujīrī’s conversation with the
ilkhan – reportedly as told to Ibn al-Dawādārī’s father in the author’s presence – he includes the

following dialogue:

[Ghazan] was not disquieted by anything from me, but by one statement. That was when he
asked me: ‘How could your amirs leave women and use youths [instead]?’ He meant by that
the beardless. (…) I said: ‘May God protect the khan! Our situation is that we did not know
anything about that [in the past], but this came newly into existence in our land when
Turaghay came to us from you. He brought in youths from the children of the Tatars and the
people (al-nās) were distracted by them from the women.’ When he heard that answer that
was painful for him and it enraged him. 108

According to this anecdote, the Oirats not only had a reputation for being exceedingly beautiful,

they were also held responsible for the introduction of homoerotic pederasty into the Mamluk

sultanate. As Landa points out, behaviour that Islamic law condemned was hereby blamed on the
immigrants. 109

The Oirats eventually did convert to Islam, 110 but even in al-Maqrīzī’s time, they were

apparently regarded as malicious, violent, prone to gangsterism, and courageous – or rather, ‘they

are still described’ as such (wa-mā bariḥū yūṣifūna), in al-Maqrīzī’s sceptical phrase. 111 The sources
show that the primary problems that the Oirats’ contemporaries – both members of the military

elite and historians – see in them, are their heathenness and Kitbugha’s favouritism towards them,
on account of which they supposedly grew arrogant and which caused competition and conflict

with other groups and factions in the Mamluk elite. That favouritism, according to the Mamluk-era

authors, was based on ethnic solidarity (jinsiyya) between the Oirat Mongol sultan Kitbugha and the

wāfidiyya Oirats and eventually (partly) caused the ousting of Kitbugha, which I will discuss in more
Landa, ‘Oirats’, 188–89.
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detail below. 112 Additionally, they were seen as untrustworthy by the Mamluk military elite and

although they were considered to be extremely handsome, that had the downside of causing a

perceived strong correlation between the Oirats and pederasty.

The Oirats are thus depicted as heathens, and untrustworthy. While both accusations are

clearly related to specific historical experiences contemporaries they had in encounters with them,

the Mamluk-era authors placed a strong emphasis on it. Al-Nuwayrī’s description of the Oirat way

of slaughter, contrasting it to the Islamic way, is reminiscent of Mamluk-era authors’ treatment of
the Yasa and its supposed regulations. That Oirat unbelief is strongly linked to their Mongol

background is also evident in al-Jazarī’s report that there was quite some excitement in Damascus
on account of the Oirat approach, ‘because the enemies of the faith are coming to the faith of God
and his prophet’. 113 As well as the reports of unbelief, the Oirats’ reported untrustworthiness

similarly resonates with the stock of stereotypical images of the Mongols. Al-Maqrīzī’s statement
that the Oirats are ‘still described’ as violent and courageous also reflects the way in which these

authors, and possibly wider Mamluk society, attributed stereotypical images of the Mongols to this

specific group. Lastly, the stereotype of being uncivilised is also levelled at them. They do not
behave according to etiquette and have bad morals.

This image of the Oirats stands in sharp contrast to that of the earlier Mongol wāfidiyya of

the early 660s/1260s. Although the sources present the first group as belonging to the ferocious

Mongols (at least in Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir’s work), they are mostly said to be good Muslims. The relative
silence of the sources, as well as the occasional mention that does appear, points to a fairly rapid

and successful integration into the Mamluk military apparatus. How different is the discourse on
the Oirats! The question is how this divergence can be explained. And as in the case of the vastly

different representations of the Ilkhanid Mongols and the Golden Horde, respectively, the answer

lies for the most part in the political circumstances in which the authors composed their narratives.
To that point it is noteworthy that the Oirats are consistently called ‘Oirats’. Authors noted

that the Oirats are a Mongol tribe, but they tend to call them ‘Oirats’ rather than ‘Mongols’. This is

indicative of two things. First, the accusations against and images of the Oirats remain restricted to
this group; authors do not extend them to other Mongol Mamluks. Second, it reflects the political
reality that they remained active as a group for longer – even when they were split up among
various amirs and regiments – than the members of the first Mongol wāfidiyya wave, 114 as is
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evidenced by the fact that they pop up occasionally in the sources for a longer period of time. They

generally appear to have been less integrated than the earlier wāfidiyya Mongols. Some individuals
from among the Oirats, however, did have successful careers in the Mamluk sultanate, such as the
amir Qararnah. 115 That at least some of the Oirat group activity consisted of plotting fed into the

existing stereotype of Mongol untrustworthiness, and this image of them was used by sultanic

mamluks in their own interests in their successful attempt to remove Oirats from the circles around
al-Nāṣir Muḥammad.

Oirat unbelief was an issue that was in part political as well. Al-Jazarī’s report shows that

the Oirat conversion to Islam was expected. 116 In the Mamluk sultanate, people expected the Oirats,
seeing as they were Mongols, to be pagan. But they were also supposed to easily and readily

convert, as their predecessors had done. While their unbelief is definitely connected to their Mongol
background, in the case of the Oirats it is primarily the continued infidelity itself that causes

trouble, rather than the Mongol aspect. And the presence of such a group of pagans in the upper

circles of the Mamluk sultanate was a problem, as is evident in Baybars al-Manṣūrī’s criticism of

Kitbugha for promoting the Oirats too quickly. Rather, he should have waited with amirates until
they had converted to Islam. 117 Apart from the general desirability of having infidels convert to
Islam, these Mamluk-era authors must have been well aware of the potential difficulties the

existence of non-Muslim amirs could pose for a sultan and sultanate whose ideology revolved

around the idea that they served as protectors of Islam. The final, and possibly biggest, political

trouble that the Oirats were involved in, however, was their relationship with the sultan Kitbugha.

His treatment of them, which is widely described as being preferential and emanating from feelings
of jinsiyya, ethnic solidarity, posed a threat to the interests of other parties and was therefore seen

as a major problem. I will delve deeper into this issue in my discussion of Kitbugha’s sultanate
below.

While the wāfidiyya Mongols from the 660s/1260s were considered to be members of a

fierce ethnic group, they became Muslims upon their arrival to the Mamluk sultanate, and overall
rapidly integrated into the (lower ranks) of the Mamluk military elite. As a group, they disappear
swiftly from the sources, 118 rendering it likely that they formed an everyday part of the Mamluk
armies and were also considered as such. The Oirat wāfidiyya, on the other hand, received
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spectacularly bad press in the Mamluk sources. The vices of which they are accused, such as

infidelity, barbarity, untrustworthiness, and violence go back to images of the Mongols that had
been developed in the preceding decades, as discussed in chapter 4. Apparently, when other

political actors felt threatened by the Oirats and the privileged treatment they received, they took
recourse to these stock images in response to these political circumstances. The accusation of

causing pederasty and does not appear to necessarily be linked to their Mongol heritage, but more
to their general bad name on account of their own behaviour and their elevated position, which
went against all customs, in a politically volatile period.

Al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Zayn al-Dīn Kitbugha – a Mongol Mamluk sultan
While wāfidiyya amirs seldom rose above the position of amir of ṭablkhāna, another Mongol

Mamluk rose to the sultanate in 694/1294: al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Zayn al-Dīn Kitbugha. He came to the

throne from his position as a very powerful amir, but as was the case with many Mamluk sultans,

his beginnings were decidedly humbler. He was a Mongol soldier captured at the first Battle of

Homs (5 Muḥarram 659/11 December 1260), still a youth, around the time his puberty set in. 119 He

became a mamluk of Qalawun, when he was still an amir. After Kitbugha was manumitted, Qalawun

elevated him to the amirate, and he eventually reached the position of amir of one thousand.

Kitbugha was thus one of the Manṣūrī amirs. After the death of Qalawun, his son al-Ashraf Khalīl (r.

689-93/1290-3) took the throne, and Kitbugha grew increasingly powerful during his reign. 120

Amir Mazor examined the Manṣūrī regiment in detail, paying elaborate attention to Kitbugha’s rise

to power. 121 I will give a brief overview of events here, focusing on the events relevant to the image

of Kitbugha and his reign that was developed.

Al-Ashraf Khalīl ruled for just a few years, as he was killed during a hunt in mid-Muḥarram

693 (December 1293) by a coalition of Manṣūrī amirs led by a Mongol amir named Badr al-Dīn

Baydara. Baydara was named the new sultan. However, a group of other amirs and mamluks

headed by Ḥusām al-Dīn Lajin al-Rūmī Ustadār and Kitbugha went to avenge al-Ashraf Khalīl, which
led to a battle in the days following the murder. 122 Many on Baydara’s side speedily defected to
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Tārīkh, VIII:166–71. According to some of the chroniclers, however, Kitbugha was actually involved in the murder
119

228

Kitbugha’s group, leaving the former with few allies. Baydara and his remaining troops initially

managed to flee, but Kitbugha and his soldiers caught up with him and killed him in the same way

he had killed al-Ashraf Khalīl, while the remainder of his coalition scattered. Sanjar al-Shujāʿī had
remained in Cairo as al-Ashraf Khalīl’s deputy, and he now stopped Kitbugha’s coalition from

crossing to the eastern side of the Nile, forcing them first to negotiate about a new sultan. They

agreed to crown Qalawun’s young son: the first reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, then nine years old.

Kitbugha was to be viceroy, al-Shujāʿī vizier, Lajin al-Rūmī atabek, and Baybars al-Jashnākīr

ustadār. 123

Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad may have been sultan, but he was only a boy and the real power lay

with the viceroy Kitbugha and his vizier al-Shujāʿī. 124 In the words of Ibn al-Furāt: ‘Al-Malik al-Nāṣir
ruled only in name.’ 125 Tensions arose between Kitbugha and al-Shujāʿī, when the latter wished to

rule independently and secretly planned to arrest Kitbugha. His plans, however, were betrayed by

two of his men, Qunghur and his son Jawurshi. 126 According to al-Jazarī, the amir Sayf al-Dīn

Qunghur al-Tatarī, when he came from the ‘Tatar (tatar) lands’ during the reign of Baybars, had

been given a good iqṭāʿ by the sultan. He had been blessed with twelve sons, all of them extremely

good, the most beautiful of people in looks, and the most perfect in character. Six of them were in

the service of al-Ashraf Khalīl, five in that of al-Shujāʿī, and one was still too young. Qunghur had a

high position with al-Shujāʿī, and was privy to the matters of the state because of his sons.

Prompted to do so by feelings of jinsiyya (ḥamalathu al-jinsiyya), ethnic solidarity, he went to tell

Kitbugha about the plot against him. 127 Kitbugha informed the amirs supporting him, and they went
to the citadel, where al-Shujāʿī was. After a seven-day siege of the citadel, during which many of his
followers abandoned him, al-Shujāʿī surrendered and was killed on his way to prison. With the
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demise of al-Shujāʿī, Kitbugha was now the sole regent for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. All this happened in

Ṣafar 693 (January 1294). 128

During ʿĪd al-Fiṭr of that year (25 August 1294), two members of the group who had killed

al-Ashraf, Lajin al-Ṣaghīr and Qara Sunqur, came out of hiding. At Kitbugha’s prompting, they were
pardoned by the young sultan and restored to their former positions. This, combined with the fact

that Kitbugha had divided them up, led to a revolt of the Ashrafiyya mamluks. The revolt was struck
down rapidly, and Kitbugha oversaw the beheading of some of them, while others were crucified or
had one or more body parts cut off. This event led to Kitbugha declaring himself sultan and

removing the puppet al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, who was confined to some rooms in the citadel with his
mother. Kitbugha took the throne in the first half of Muḥarram 694 (November/December 1294)
and adopted the title al-Malik al-ʿAdil. 129 Kitbugha thus came to power in a context of factional

struggle and by deposing the boy sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, who was felt by many to be the

rightful ruler – a factor that would influence the description of his reign. Moreover, once sultan,

Kitbugha was rapidly confronted with a major crisis. The granaries had been emptied under al-

Ashraf Khalīl, 130 and in 693, 694 and 695 the Nile fell short, causing a massive rise in prices, to the

extent that an irdabb 131 of grain in Cairo cost 180 dirhams (or thereabouts) at one point in 695 (up
from 25, according to al-Jazarī). The resulting famine and the related epidemics claimed tens of

thousands of lives. Kitbugha divided the poor among the amirs and soldiers to feed. 132 The situation

128
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in Syria was similarly dire: the rains failed to materialise, and prices rose drastically, as they did in
the Hijāz. 133

When the Oirats arrived, Kitbugha made some politically disastrous moves. First, he rushed

the bestowal of amirates on the Oirat commanders. By not demanding that they first convert to
Islam, he made himself and his position very vulnerable. 134 Even Abū al-Fidāʾ, in his otherwise

rather brief report on the Oirat immigration, mentions that Kitbugha ‘advanced [the Oirats] over

others’. 135 Baybars al-Manṣūrī states that, when the amirs saw how Kitbugha favoured these Oirats,
contrary to the rules, and gave them precedence, they loathed his actions. This, Baybars writes, in

combination with the resulting arrogance of the Oirats and Kitbugha’s usurpation of the sultanate,
made the amirs angry with him. 136 The reason Kitbugha favoured the Oirats, according to many

authors, is ethnic solidarity. Ibn al-Dawādārī writes that when Kitbugha ordered amirs to go meet

the Oirats in Syria, he did so ‘because he felt sympathy [towards them] because of his ethnicity (fainnahu ḥanna bi-jinsihi), because he was Oirat, and these people were his tribe and his people’. 137
Similarly, Baybars al-Manṣūrī puts it down to Kitbugha’s ‘character and ethnic solidarity

(jinsiyyatihi)’. 138 Kitbugha’s preferential treatment of the Oirats, those of his own ethnicity, was one

of the two primary reasons for his deposition, according to contemporary authors. 139

Additionally, Kitbugha’s personal mamluks are described by both Baybars al-Manṣūrī and

al-Yūsufī as being greedy and arrogant. 140 They isolated Kitbugha from other amirs, monopolising

any advisory roles. Kitbugha, moreover, did not realise he had to bring an end to this behaviour.

This led to a further increase of rancour towards the sultan. 141 According to Baybars,

The hatred against him in their hearts was undeniable and the hearts shunned him because
of these matters, and these deeds were added to what happened to the population [in terms
of famine]. So they regarded his face as and his appearance as an evil omen, and they knew
the danger in his negligence, and they grieved for the time of al-Nāṣir and his days, which
were good ones. 142

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXXI:182; al-Jazarī, Tārīkh, I:280–83; Ibn al-Furāt, Tārīkh, VIII:210–12.
Landa, ‘Oirats’, 162 n. 51.
135
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, IV:44.
136
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 310; Baybars al-Manṣūrī, al-Tuḥfa, 146.
137
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VIII:361.
138
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, al-Tuḥfa, 146. See also al-ʿAynī, ʿIqd al-Jumān, III:312; Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, Al-Durar alKāmina, III:350.
139
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXXI:188; Ibn al-Furāt, Tārīkh, VIII:205; Ayalon, ‘The Wafidiya’, 91; Landa, ‘Oirats’,
162–63 n. 53; Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 91, 95.
140
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 310; al-ʿAynī, ʿIqd al-Jumān, III:307. See Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 91, 95.
141
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra, 310; Baybars al-Manṣūrī, al-Tuḥfa, 146.
142
Baybars al-Manṣūrī, al-Tuḥfa, 146.
133
134

231

Kitbugha’s position grew weaker and weaker.

On 17 Shawwāl (or 15) 695 (18/16 Aug 1296), Kitbugha set out for Syria, visiting parts of

the Mamluk territory and meeting with his officials (and replacing some of them) in Damascus. 143

Lajin, viceroy of Egypt, was with him. He stayed in Syria until Muḥarram of the next year, when he
embarked on the return to Egypt. On this journey, a number of highly placed amirs, among whom
were Lajin and Badr al-Dīn Baysari, conspired to depose Kitbugha. They killed two of Kitbugha’s

mamluks, and Kitbugha fled to Damascus with a handful of his mamluks. Lajin was declared sultan,
taking on the title ‘al-Manṣūr’. In Damascus, Kitbugha recognised the end of his sultanship fairly

quickly when his amirs in Damascus swore to Lajin one by one. Kitbugha then submitted to Lajin,

stating ‘He is my khushdāsh’, 144 and he was appointed to the citadel of Salkhad (Ṣarkhad), for which

he left on 19 Rabīʿ al-Awwal 696 (15 January 1297). 145 He would continue to play a small role the
sultanate from there, and eventually died on 10 Dhū al-Ḥijja (26 Jul 1303). 146

Kitbugha’s rise to power meant that, between 694/1294 and 696/1296, Egypt and Syria

were ruled by a Mongol Mamluk – one who had even fought for the Ilkhanids against the Mamluk
Al-ʿAynī quotes al-Yūsufī’s report that the people of Damascus initially refused to come out to decorate the city
and celebrate Kitbugha’s arrival, and had to be ordered to do so by the vicegerent and governor of Damascus (alʿAynī, ʿIqd al-Jumān, III:307). It is hard to verify this statement, but to my knowledge, none of the other chroniclers
report it – even those who are very critical of Kitbugha, such as Baybars al-Manṣūrī – and, as mentioned above,
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forces in 658/1260. The Mamluk-era authors were well aware of his Mongol background, as is

evident from their discussion of the position of the Oirats during Kitbugha’s reign, as I shall discuss
below. The matter also surfaces in a fascinating anecdote. The sultan Kitbugha had an infamous

namesake in the Mongol commander Kitbugha Noyan, who arrived in Syria with Hülegü’s troops,

and who was killed at ʿAyn Jālūt. This parallel did not go unnoticed by contemporary Muslim

writers, and various sources relate a story using this coincidence in order to explain Kitbugha’s rise
to the throne as an event that was predicted by the Ilkhanids themselves and decreed by God.

According to the story, when Hülegü and his troops arrived in Syria and he was planning to

conquer Egypt as well, he asked Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī, the famous astrologer and polymath, to write

down the names of all his commanders and to deduce who among them would rule over Egypt. 147

According to one version of the story, that of Ibn al-Dawādārī, another diviner, ‘al-bakhshī’, 148 had

informed Hülegü that he would not be the one to rule Egypt. 149 Ṭūsī did as he was asked, and came

to the conclusion that the only name among them to rule over Egypt was ‘Kitbugha’. It so happened,

the story relates, that Hülegü had an in-law called Kitbugha Noyan, whom he then made

commander over the army that was later defeated at ʿAyn Jālūt. But Kitbugha Noyan fell during that
battle, and thus never ruled Egypt, while a youth from among his troops, also called Kitbugha, was
captured. Al-Jazarī states that they failed to calculate when exactly a king named Kitbugha would
rule, al-Nuwayrī writes that God postponed the kingship of this name – in any case, it would take

another thirty-five years for a Kitbugha to rule over Egypt. 150 Both al-Jazarī and Ibn al-Dawādārī
praise God for making the Kitbugha ruling Egypt ‘one of the kings of Islam’. While Ibn al-Jazarī
leaves it at that, Ibn al-Dawādārī adds a telling little sentence here, stating that: ‘The name

[Kitbugha] ruled, but he was of the Islamic kings, even though he was a Mongol (wa-in kāna kāna

(sic) min al-tatār). God had honoured him with Islam, God be praised.’ 151 Whether Ibn al-Dawādārī

meant a perceived incompatibility of Islam and Mongols as pertaining to the 690s/1290s or his own

time, several decades later, is not immediately clear, but it definitely reveals traces of a discourse in
which Mongols are typically considered not to be Muslim.
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Biographical dictonaries and some other sources give descriptions of Kitbugha, both

physical and of his character. He is reported to have been of brown (or, even, ‘very brown’) skin, 152

with small eyes, 153 and little facial hair, just a small beard under his chin, 154 having a delicate

voice, 155 with a thick neck, 156 and of short 157 or medium height. 158 He is reported to have been

known for his faith and piety, 159 being a good Muslim (ḥasan al-islām). 160 He was courageous, 161
humble, 162 with a good character, 163 calm, 164 noble, 165 kind to the population, 166 and just. 167 Ibn

Kathīr mentions that ‘he was among the best of kings, and the most just, and the most pious’. 168

‘Nothing was heard about him but good things,’ summarised Baybars al-Manṣūrī, when discussing
Kitbugha’s life after his reign had come to an end. 169 However, according to al-ʿUmarī, he did lack
opinion and determination. 170 This may well be a reference to the accusation that his mamluks

having the upper hand over him, as mentioned above.

Yet while the biographers generally speak well of Kitbugha’s individual character, his reign

regularly receives poorer treatment, especially by authors who supported al-Nāṣir Muḥammad,

whom he dethroned. The political context again played an important role. Ibn al-Dawādārī, an

advocate of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, whom he calls ‘the brightly shining star’, referred to the usurpers
Kitbugha and al-Muẓaffar Baybars as ‘the deceited’ and ‘the humiliated tyrant’, respectively. 171 His
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aversion to Kitbugha is also visible in the line of poetry he quotes when relating Kitbugha’s

enthronement, playing on his royal title ‘al-ʿĀdil’ when he writes: ‘The unjust is called the just (al-

ʿādil).’ 172 He chastises Kitbugha for taking something, namely the rule, that belongs to a family,

namely that of Qalawun, saying that fate is ridiculing him for ‘embellishing himself with something

preposterous’. 173 And while Baybars al-Manṣūrī recalls Kitbugha’s generosity and good reputation,
he, also a staunch supporter of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, 174 clearly has similar thoughts about

Kitbugha’s elevation to the sultanate. He wrote that ‘Satan made it look good to those mamluks and

youths around Kitbugha to make him sultan’. 175 These feelings were apparently shared by al-Nāṣir
Muḥammad himself, who – according to al-Ṣafadī – hated him, and stated that he would not lightly

forget the man who shipped him off to Karak, and ‘grabbed his pearl earring from his ear and put it
in his own pocket’. 176 At least for some authors, Kitbugha had a severe legitimacy problem and that

– despite his generally appreciated character traits – affected his treatment in the sources.

Kitbugha had a number of problems as sultan. There was the bad luck of a devastating

famine during his reign, which as Mazor has stated ‘brought about severe demoralization’ among

his subjects and affected the press his sultanate received. 177 There was also the matter of his shaky
legitimacy due to his usurpation. His advancement of his own mamluks, and their greed, was also

an issue according to contemporaries. What is presented as his largest fault, however, was his
favouritism towards the Oirat wāfidiyya. This favouritism is largely blamed on jinsiyya, ethnic

solidarity, by the sources. Ibn al-Dawādārī, for instance, states that Kitbugha ‘felt sympathy for

them, because of his ethnicity (jins), for he was Oirat, and they were his tribe and his people’. 178
It is difficult to determine the true extent of the influence of a common ethnic origin on

loyalties between mamluks, amirs, and sultans. On the one hand, as discussed in the Introduction,
ethnicity was considered a relevant factor in the Mamluk sultanate. However, both Mazor and

Amitai have argued against overstressing the importance of ethnic solidarity within the elite of the
Mamluk sultanate. Many close friendships crossed ethnic boundaries while many animosities

played out between members of the same ethnic group (e.g. Kitbugha and Baydara), in matters of
Ibn al-Dawādārī, VIII:357.
Ibn al-Dawādārī, VIII:358.
174
He remained loyal to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad throughout his first two reigns, as well as playing a role in al-Nāṣir’s
return to the sultanate in 709/1310. See Holt, ‘Literary Offerings’, 4; Shah Morad Elham, Kitbuġā und Lāğīn.
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loyalty other aspects – khushdāshiyya, loyalty to patron and sultan, and Islam – played a much more

important role. 179 That jinsiyya played at least some role in the Mamluk sultanate is also evident in
Qunghur al-Tatarī’s warning to Kitbugha, revealing al-Shujāʿī’s plot against him. 180 Yet, as both

Mazor and Amitai emphasise: the ethnic solidarity between Kitbugha and the Oirats appears to be

fairly unique, in any case in its extent. 181 The rarity of such an important role played by jinsiyya in

politics may actually be part of the reason why it bothered other political actors so much.

The years 694-6/1294-6 were eventful, filled with a dramatic famine and political tensions.

The trauma of those years is unmistakable in al-Yūsufī’s quotation of the following lines by Shams
al-Dīn ibn Dāniyāl:

Lord, relieve us of the torture / for we have been ruined in the Mongol land
To us came the Mongols and the high prices, so we cried out / and we were cooked in the
Mongol lands. 182

Ibn Dāniyāl’s verses reflect the general unfavourable opinion the public in the Mamluk sultanate
had of the Mongols. The Oirat wāfidiyya, the Mongols who came, and the Mongol Mamluk sultan,

who turned the sultanate into ‘Mongol lands’ – add an economic crisis to the mix and the disaster is

complete. Kitbugha’s reputation as a sultan thus suffered from a combination of ecological

calamities and political problems, with the Oirats playing a significant role in the latter. Yet, a close

reading of the sources shows that the problem with the reign of Kitbugha and the Oirat wāfidiyya

Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 166–70; Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 131–37. A similar argument is made by
Willem Flinterman (‘The Cult of Qalāwūn’, 49) in his discussion of the upper Mamluk strata during the reign of
Qalawun. As also noted in the Introduction, this is still a topic of scholarly discusison, with some historians arguing
that jinsiyya did play an important role in solidarity relations. For this position, see Yosef, ‘Dawlat al-atrāk’. He
briefly discusses the Kitbugha’s reign, as well as those of the other sultans between the three reigns of al-Nāṣir
Muḥammad (395–97). While the notion of jins, as he shows, was at times employed in the sources when criticising
those ‘usurpers’, I would argue Yosef does not sufficiently take into account the political circumstances (i.e. alNāṣir Muḥammad’s return to the throne and his dynastic policies, as well as the authors’ relation with him). See
also Flinterman’s argument, who draws attention to the fact that the Qalawunids do not appear to have been
particularly concerned about any ‘purity’ of ethnic lineage (57-59).
180
Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 167–68. Mazor mentions a few other examples of conflicts in which ethnic affinity
played a (possible) role.
181
Amitai, ‘Mamluks of Mongol Origin’, 130–31; Mazor, The Rise and Fall, 168–70. Mazor includes an interesting
quotation from Ibn Taghribirdi, who remarked on Qalawun that one of his virtues was that he ‘never preferred
anyone due to his affiliation to a certain ethnic origin but he preferred only those in whom he discerned
excellency’. ‘This remarkable note’, Mazor states ‘clearly testifies that discrimination on ethnic grounds, which
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al-ʿAynī, ʿIqd al-Jumān, III:306. These lines are also quoted by al-Maqrīzī, Khiṭaṭ, II:413. Cf. Yosef, ‘Dawlat alatrāk’, 395–96.
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problem is not their jins in itself, i.e. their Mongolness. Rather, it is Kitbugha’s jinsiyya towards

them, the ethnic solidarity, that makes in part for his poor reputation as a ruler. The Oirat

reputation, too, suffered because of this show of jinsiyya. They constituted a threat to other political
players and factions in the upper Mamluk echelon. And while it was the jinsiyya rather than the jins
that was the primary problem, their opponents had access to a stock of anti-Mongol images to
which they gladly made recourse in addressing the problem.

Mongol Mamluks in art – the Baptistère de Saint Louis and the Vasselot Bowl

Mongol Mamluks do not only appear in texts from the Mamluk period, but also in visual art. In the

early Mamluk period figurative art was quite widespread, 183 and in some cases it depicted Mamluk

amirs. During the reign of al-Ashraf Khalīl, for example, paintings of all the amirs could be found in
the īwān al-ashrafī, depicting them with their rank (emblem) above their heads. 184 Among these,

Mongol amirs must have been included, but unfortunately, none of those paintings has survived.

Fortunately, there is at least one alternative source for depictions of Mongol mamluks: metalwork,
specifically two pieces by the craftsman Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn known as the Baptistère de Saint

Louis (fig. 5.1) and Vasselot Bowl (fig. 5.2), both of which can be found in the Louvre today. Some of

the men depicted on these objects have a distinct physiognomy, with wider faces and slanted eyes,
that strike the modern eye as a stereotypical depiction of Mongolic people. 185 Judging by the

physical descriptions of the Mongols as an ethnic group, with their ‘big chests and heads, thin lower
[limbs], narrow eyes, and big backsides’ according to Ibn al-Nafīs, 186 it would appear that the

basin’s contemporaries would have had the same association. It was not an uncommon idea in the
Mamluk sultanate that Mongol ancestry could be seen in someone’s facial characteristics. The

Mongol amir Aytamish was described as such by al-Yūsufī, who wrote that it ‘showed from his face

when he was a youth that he was Tatar’. 187

In this section I will argue that these two objects depict the Mamluk khāṣṣakiyya and other

scenes depicting the Mamluk elite. The khāṣṣakiyya was an elite group of freedmen (former

Nasser Rabbat, ‘In Search of a Triumphant Image: The Experimental Quality of Early Mamluk Art’, in The Arts of
the Mamluks in Egypt and Syria - Evolution and Impact, ed. Doris Behrens-Abouseif (Goettingen: V&R unipress;
Bonn University Press, 2012), 23.
184
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mamluks) who formed the sultan’s retinue, which consisted of various specific posts, and from

among whom most of the amirs were promoted. 188 In these scenes, Mongol members of the

khāṣṣakiyya and amirs are depicted among their Turkic and Caucasian/Anatolian colleagues. The

bowl and basin represent the sovereignty of the Mamluk sultan and the strength of the sultanate,
and in doing so presents an ethnically mixed corps forming one, strong group at the head of the

realm. The men of Mongol provenance are depicted with all the characteristics of any khawāṣṣ or

otherwise high-ranking position, showing their integration in the Mamluk ranks. These depictions

thus confirm the image of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate as by and large well-integrated, as seen
in the textual sources.

As one of the absolute masterpieces of a tradition, in conjunction with the mystery

surrounding its production and appearance in France, the Baptistère de Saint Louis has been the
topic of ample scholarly discussion, although many questions remain unanswered. While earlier

scholars considered the Baptistère to have been made for a Mamluk patron, 189 the latest theories,
especially those by Rachel Ward, J.M. Rogers, and Sophie Makariou, 190 have focused on a Latin

Christian European influence on and/or intended audience for the basin. As I argue that the basin

and bowl had a Mamluk patron – possibly al-Nāṣir Muḥammad – and communicated a legitimating

message in the Mamluk sultanate, I will address why I consider a Mamluk patron more likely than a

European one. I will therefore first briefly describe the Baptistère and the Vasselot Bowl, then argue
for a Mamluk patron rather than a European, and finally analyse the imagery depicted on the
metalworks and its message(s) in the context of the Mamluk sultanate.
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Figure 5.1. The Baptistère de Saint Louis. Photo: Musée du Louvre, www.louvre.fr/oeuvre-notices/bassin-ditbaptistere-de-saint-louis.

Figure 5.2. Vasselot Bowl, Musée du Louvre. Photo: author.
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The Baptistère and the Vasselot Bowl: description and context

The art of the early Mamluk period is especially famous for its splendid metalwork, 191 and the

Baptistère de Saint Louis is easily its most famous and intricate example. It is unclear how the

Baptistère ended up in France, although it likely got there before 1440. 192 The name derives from

its use as a baptismal font for royal children, as mentioned by Piganiol de la Force, who first

described the basin as part of the treasure of the Sainte-Chapelle of the Château de Vincennes in

1742. 193 Moreover, the canonised Louis IX (r. 1226-70) never had anything to do with the basin. 194
It is a large brass basin inlaid with silver and gold (height: 24,4 cm; diameter: 50,4 cm) and it is

copiously decorated: there are friezes with extraordinarily detailed depictions of various animals,

plants, and geometrical patterns, and an impressive number of intricate figurative scenes depicting
members of the Mamluk elite. These are found both on the inside of the basin and on the outer
central band and the roundels that interrupt it.

Such basins were made in Ayyubid times as well, and were intended for ceremonial hand-

washing (ablution) and usually came with a matching ewer. 195 They were frequently commissioned
by Mamluk sultans and amirs, and often had the names and titles of patrons inscribed on them. 196

Compositions and motifs from the Ayyubid period were also continued into Mamluk era metalwork,

Esin Atıl, Art of the Mamluks. Renaissance of Islam (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1981), 50.
Makariou, Le Baptistère, 8. Rice (Le Baptistere, 9) points out that the Baptistère is not listed in the inventory of
the property of Charles V (r. 1364-1380).
193
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194
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until the second quarter of the eighth/fourteenth century.
These included courtly images of warriors, hunters, and
dancers; real and imaginary animals; and personified

planets and zodiac constellations. 197 The techniques for

inlaying brass with silver and gold were imported to Syria

and Egypt in the seventh/thirteenth century, coming from
Mosul, 198 although they probably were originally

developed in East Iran. 199 Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn signed

Figure 5.3. Principal signature of Muḥammad
ibn al-Zayn (detail). Photo: author.

the Baptistère multiple times: one principal signature

under the rim and five smaller ones within the imagery
(fig. 5.3). It is not the only surviving work by his hand:

apart from the Vasselot Bowl, another piece likely made by
him, as suggested by Jonathan M. Bloom, is the so- called
Mayer Basin. Parallels between the Baptistère and the

Mayer Basin abound, but as the latter unfortunately lacks
any inlay, a study of facial features and their meaning is
not possible. 200

Figure 5.4. Rider (ES) stabbing a bear (detail).
Photo: author.
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2012), 99.
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The Bapistère’s outside shows several dozen men involved in various scenes, depicted in

great detail and with truly spectacular skill. There are four roundels with horsemen, three of which

are hunting while the fourth is holding a polo stick (fig. 5.4). In between the roundels there are four
oblong scenes, depicting men on foot holding various attributes, ranging from weaponry such as
swords, bows, and maces, to hunting animals and prey, to cups and plates – the attributes of the

khāṣṣakiyya. These panels and roundels are enclosed by the friezes, decorated with animals and

smaller roundels. These smaller roundels have blazons on them, identified by David Storm Rice, in
his pioneering 1951 monograph, as a lion rampant and a tamgha. 201 At a later stage, however,

fleurs-des-lys were etched over them. 202 The background is lavishly decorated with what Rice has

called ‘the “emancipated” background scroll’, 203 vegetation and animal life. In my analysis, I will
make use of Rice’s schematic division of the Baptistère into cardinal directions (fig. 5.5).

Figure 5.5. Rice's diagram of the Baptistère (Le Baptistere, 13). For reference, the horserider in fig. 4, also depicted in front
in fig. 1, is roundel ES.

A tamgha was a sign that could function as personal arms. See G. Leiser, ‘Tamgh
̲ ̲ a’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam,
Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012). On the matter of tamghas in the Mamluk sultanate, see
also the doubts voiced by Estelle Whelan, ‘Representations of the Khāṣṣakīyah and the Origins of Mamluk
Emblems’, in Content and Context of Visual Arts in the Islamic World: Papers from a Colloquium in Memory of
Richard Ettinghausen, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 2-4 April 1980, ed. Priscilla P. Soucek (University
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988), 228–29.
202
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203
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On the inner rim of the vessel, there are another four oblong panels. Two of these depict

mounted men involved in battle, the other two show hunting scenes. Between each pair is a

roundel, making for a total of four. Two of those now show the French coat of arms, superimposed

later, 204 while the other two display a seated, crowned figure, flanked by two men. The one on the
viewer’s left is carrying a pen-box (dawāt), 205 while the one on the right bears a sword – the pen

and sword being the symbols of government. The bottom of the basin is decorated with fish

ornamentation. 206 Both these elements, fish on the bottom and running animal friezes, are common
decorative elements in Mamluk metalwork. 207 The same goes for the general design of the object:

this same arrangement, with the two friezes, four panels and four roundels, all divided by vertical
loops, is found in various other basins, like the Mayer Basin and a basin made for al-Nāṣir

Muḥammad. 208 What the Baptistère does not contain, however, are the epigraphic bands typically

found on Mamluk metalwork, which usually identified the patron and/or intended recipient and
thereby also helped in dating the object. 209

The Vasselot Bowl is significantly smaller than the Baptistère (height: 10,3 cm; diameter:

17,2 cm), but its imagery is reminiscent of that on the basin. Three roundels contain a seated figure
holding a cup. Between the three roundels are panels with five figures each. One panel depicts five

men, sitting crosslegged and holding various attributes: from left to right they are an axe, a pen box,
a sword, a bow, and a food dish (fig. 5.2, left side). The second panel shows five men hunting geese

(fig. 5.2, right side). The third panel shows four musicians and a dancer. The inside, as with the

Baptistère, is decorated with fish. 210 Like the Baptistère, it has no identifying inscriptions.

The imagery on the Vasselot Bowl is not as detailed as that on the Baptistère, due to its

smaller size, although it is still impressive. The work on the larger basin, however, is of spectacular

detail. At least in part due to its outstanding quality, it has triggered many questions and much

This happened sometime after 1791, as Millin’s gravures show an empty field (Aubin-Louis Millin, Antiquités
Nationales ou Recueil de Monumens [...], vol. II (Paris: M. Drouhin, 1791), fig. 10, p. 62).
205
The term dawāt can denote both a box for writing tools – which it is in the case of the Baptistère – as well as an
ink-holder. See E. Baer, ‘Dawāt’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online,
2012); Baer, Metalwork, 67.
206
For a discussion of the theme of fish and other animals on the inner bottom of Persian and Mamluk metalwork,
see Eva Baer, ‘“Fish-Pond” Ornaments on Persian and Mamluk Metal Vessels’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies 31, no. 1 (1968): 14–27.
207
D.S. Rice, ‘Two Unusual Mamlūk Metal Works’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 20, no. 1
(n.d.): 489. For more information on animal friezes, see Baer, Metalwork, 175–87.
208
Bloom, ‘A Mamluk Basin’. Basin in British Museum, no. OA 1851.1-4.1: Barrett, Islamic Metalwork, fig. 28; Ward,
‘Brass, Gold and Silver’, fig. 4. See also Oleg Grabar, ‘Reflections on Mamluk Art’, Muqarnas 2 (1984): 2–3.
209
Rice, ‘Blazons’, 367; Blair and Bloom, Art and Architecture, 99.
210
See also Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 20–21.
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discussion over the past decades. As of yet, no external information on the basin has been

discovered – no mentions in chronicles, sultans’ biographies, or elsewhere. 211 Scholars have
therefore debated what the panels depict, when it was made, and for whom.

As mentioned above, while some earlier scholars suggested Mamluk patrons, others now

favour European patronage. The first to suggest this was Ward. For one, she says, the pointed shape
of the shields that are currently covered by French arms suggest to her a European shield rather
than a Mamluk one, as well as the blazon of the lion rampant, rather than passant, on the small
roundels. Accordingly, she identifies the blazon that Rice called a tamgha as a key, a common

heraldic symbol in the European tradition. Additionally, she argues that as the seated rulers on the
interior band are wearing crowns, they must be foreign, for the Mamluk sultans did not wear

crowns. She regards the figures on the Baptistère as based on Christian models: the hunter killing a

dragon reflects St George; the figures wearing hats are of Christian provenance. The Mongol-looking
figures, on the other hand, are based on images from Maqāmāt manuscripts. Finally, Ward points to

the inscriptions on the basin. Not only did Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn sign his work six times -

metalwork was usually signed only once, if at all 212 – he also identified the two penboxes and a
vessel by inscribing them as such. According to Ward the artist did this to replace the Mamluk

titular inscriptions that would normally be found on these objects by a mundane text, as the regular
inscriptions would be considered improper on an object for a foreign, non-Muslim patron. 213

Recently, Sophie Makariou agreed with Ward that the basin was created in Damascus for a foreign
recipient. She even suggests an intended patron: the Cypriot court of the Lusignan family. 214

However, if one takes the elements of the Baptistère on which this argument is based and

analyses them in the light of the broader Islamic and Mamluk art tradition, it becomes evident that

there is no need to look to Europe in order to explain them. Rather, they all have antecedents within
the Mamluk and/or Islamic tradition. Ward thus argues that the various inscriptions on the basin

are a replacement of Mamluk titular inscriptions, which would have been unsuitable for a European

Arab biographers rarely included artists, except for calligraphers, in their biographical dictionaries. Rice,
‘Blazons’, 367; Doris Behrens-Abouseif, ‘Mamluk Perceptions of Foreign Arts’, in Behrens-Abouseif, The Arts of the
Mamluks, 302.
212
Many of those writing on the Baptistère have pointed to this unusually high number of signatures. See for
instance Makariou, Le Baptistère, 7–8. For a short discussion of signatures on metalwork, see for instance L.A.
Mayer, Islamic Metalworkers and Their Works (Geneva: Albert Kundig, 1959), 11–13; Eva Baer, Metalwork in
Medieval Islamic Art (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1983), 217–18.
213
Ward, ‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’.
214
Makariou, Le Baptistère, 15–18.
211
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recipient. 215 The penboxes read dawāh and dawah (sic), while the vessel reads ‘Ana makhfiya li-

ḥaml al-ṭaʿām’ (I am a vessel to carry food) (fig. 5.6). 216 Rice has stated that this type of explanatory
inscriptions is not unusual on metalwork from the seventh/thirteenth century, 217 but according to
L.A. Mayer, this was reserved for objects that were not easily recognisable. 218
These inscriptions, especially the makhfiya one,

can also be seen in a different light. Various examples

exist of Islamic metalwork with inscriptions that ‘talk’
to the the viewer in the first person. 219 To name but a

few examples: a North Mesopotamian incense burner

dated 641 AH (1243-4 CE) states ‘Within me is hell fire:
without float the sweetest odours’; 220 a Jazīra

candlestick dated to 717 AH (1317-8) states ‘I preserve
the fire and its constant glow. Dress me in yellow

garments. I am never present in an assembly without
giving the night the appearance of day’; 221 and the

inscription on a small brass Mamluk bowl starts with ‘I

give the thirsty to drink’. 222 As such, it is possible to see

the penbox and vessel inscriptions as further instances
of the extraordinary detail on the Baptistère, in which
Ibn al-Zayn reflects wider traditions in metalwork,
rather than as substitutes for royal inscriptions.

Similarly, the signatures of Ibn al-Zayn on the cups and

Figure 5.6. Man holding vessel reading 'Ana
makhfiya li-ḥaml al-ṭaʿām' (detail). Photo: author.

Ward, ‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 118–19. This decorative element has caught the eye of other scholars as
well, among whom Oleg Grabar. The statement on the vessel confused Grabar, who suggested that the inscriptions
on the penboxes and vessel ‘probably commemorate some concrete event that escapes us’ (‘Reflections on
Mamluk Art’, 6). Another interpretation was put forward by Allan (‘Muhammad Ibn Al-Zain’), who has suggested
that Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn signed the cups and thrones on the Baptistère to indicate that he produced those as
well.
216
The word makhfiya usually denotes a container with a lid (Rice, Le Baptistere, 21).
217
Rice, 21.
218
Mayer, ‘Review’, 615.
219
Baer, Metalwork, 214–17.
220
Barrett, Islamic Metalwork, xiii, Pl. 15(c). See also Ward, Islamic Metalwork, 83 fig. 61.
221
Ballian, ‘Three Medieval Islamic Brasses’, 130–31.
222
‘Ich tränke die Durstigen und gar oft habe ich aufgenommen Seltenheiten von Düften und Palmblüten’ as
quoted in von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, 108, 111. A lengthy, late Mamluk example can be found on another
bowl, the vernacular poetry on which starts with ‘I am a bowl which looks like the full moon’. See Doris BehrensAbouseif, ‘Veneto-Saracenic Metalware, a Mamluk Art’, Mamlūk Studies Review 9, no. 2 (2005): 159–60.
215
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thrones should not be regarded as banal calligraphy
either. Rather, his multiple signatures are likely an
expression of his – entirely justified – pride in this
masterpiece. 223

Studying the wider Islamic metalwork

tradition also counters some of the other

suggestions made by Ward and other scholars.
Ward argues that the enthroned rulers in the

roundels are foreign, as they are wearing crowns
and Mamluk sultans did not wear those. 224 While

there are indeed examples of Mamluk metalwork

made for European patrons that include depictions
of rulers wearing crowns, 225 this need not be the

case here. As Rice has pointed out, the motif of a

ruler seated on his throne, flanked by two servants,

Figure 5.7. Motif of the seated ruler on the lion throne,
flanked by two servants. Detail from a
seventh/thirteenth-century Jazīra candlestick. Photo:
Metropolitan Museum of Art (see note 226).

is very common on all sorts of Islamic artwork. The

motif appears on metalwork from all over the Middle East in this period: on metalwork from the

Jazīra area (fig. 5.7), 226 on Iranian pieces, 227 but also on the stylistically very different Anatolian

This is also how Atıl (Art of the Mamluks, 78) interprets the signatures, and Blair and Bloom (Art and
Architecture, 99) also describe Ibn al-Zayn as ‘justly proud of his work’ as explanation for signing it in six different
places, probably following Rice (Le Baptistere, 12). See also Bloom, ‘A Mamluk Basin’, 16. While decidedly rare,
multiple signatures on metalwork is not unheard of: the craftsman Zayn al-ʿĀbdīn al-Zaradkāsh signed the window
grille he made for sultan Qaytbay (r. 872-901/1468-96) no fewer than sixteen times (Luitgard Mols, ‘Mamluk
Metalwork Fittings in Their Artistic and Architectural Context’ [Leiden University, 2006], 287–88).
224
Ward, ‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 117.
225
Mols, ‘Arabic Titles’, 204. See also the depiction of Roger II of Sicily in this style on the muqarnas ceiling in the
Cappella Palatina in Palermo.
226
See for instance a ewer by Aḥmad al-Dhakī al-Mawṣilī, dated to 620/1223 (Baer, Metalwork, 220 fig. 182);
Candlestick dated to 622/1225 (fig. 5.7) (Baer, 32 fig. 22; Candlestick with Enthronement Scene, second quarter
seventh/thirteenth century, 91.1.563, Metropolitan Museum of Art,
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/444563); Basin and ewer by ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallah al-ʿAlawī alNaqqash al-Mawṣilī (Becken [Gefäß], 1275 1251, 1275 1251, Ident.Nr. I. 6581, Museum für Islamische Kunst der
Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, http://www.smbdigital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collection&objectId=1525418&viewType=detailView;
Kanne [Gefäß], 1275 1251, 1275 1251, Ident.Nr. I. 6580, Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu
Berlin, http://www.smbdigital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collection&objectId=1525417&viewType=detailView;
von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, 91–92).
227
E.g. an Iranian candlestick, late seventh/thirteenth to early eighth/fourteenth century (L’Islam Dans Les
Collections Nationales [Paris: Editions des musées nationaux, 1977], fig. 154); Inlaid brass bowl, late
eighth/fourteenth century (Barrett, Islamic Metalwork, fig. 36; Ward, Islamic Metalwork, 99 fig. 77). A late
223
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material of the mid-seventh/thirteenth century. 228 The rulers depicted on this metalwork wear

different types of headwear – while the composition is a constant, the details vary – but some of
them wear a head covering very similar to the ‘crown’ on the Baptistère. 229 Moreover, on the

Vasselot Bowl, seated rulers are also depicted, one of whom is also wearing a crown. 230 The others

wear other head coverings, including turbans. When comparing the crowned ruler’s dress to that of
the other seated figures (both the other rulers and members of the court), little difference is found,
so there is no reason to think the men on the

Vasselot Bowl or the Baptistère are of any but
Mamluk provenance. The crown alone is thus

insufficiently indicative of a European patron.

Additionally, Ibn al-Zayn shows a great mastery

of depicting varied ethnic facial characteristics –
as I will discuss in detail below – yet the

enthroned rulers on the Baptistère look anything
but European. Quite the contrary, only one of the

two rulers depicted retains the inlay, but this face
is closer to that of the Mongol men in the panels

as discussed below (see fig. 5.8). If this ruler was

indeed meant to represent a Latin king, Ibn alZayn would likely have differentiated him

Figure 5.8. Seated ruler on the lion throne, flanked by two
servants. Detail of the Baptistère, roundel INE. Photo:
author.

physiognomically as well, rather than by
headdress alone.

Another recurring theme in metalwork from this period – in Egypt and Syria, in

Mesopotamia, and in Persia – is the roundel with a rider, who is usually hunting. 231 It frequently
seventh/thirteenth-century brass tray is also identified by Ward as being from West-Iran (Islamic Metalwork, 87
fig. 66), although Barrett sees it as Syrian (Islamic Metalwork, xv, fig. 23).
228
von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, fig. 59.
229
See for example a brass tray, from West-Iran/Syria, late seventh/thirteenth century (Barrett, Islamic Metalwork,
fig. 23; Ward, Islamic Metalwork, 87 fig. 66).
230
Four such scenes also appear in the external roundels on the abandoned basin in the L.A. Mayer Memorial
Institute, closely related to the Baptistère. One of these depicts the ruler holding a cup, with a servant bearing a
pen box to his right side and one holding a sword to his left, as also seen on the Baptistère itself. Bloom, ‘A
Mamluk Basin’, 15 (fig. on p. 24). On one of the other three roundels, the servants are also holding a pen box and
sword, but the ruler has raised his hand to his chest (fig. on p. 26).
231
Rice, ‘The Seasons and the Labors’, 28–30. One of the hunters depicted here is brandishing a polo stick (fig. 19).
For examples see also Amal A. El Emary, ‘Studies in Some Islamic Objects Newly Discovered at Qūṣ’, Annales
Islamologiques 7 (1967): 122–27; Inkwell, Iran, seventh/thirteenth century (Tintenfass [Schreibzeug], Ident.Nr.
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occurs on pieces that also have the seated ruler. 232 Hunting in general was a popular theme on

medieval Islamic metalwork: it is not only found in roundels, but frequently the main topic of the
figurative decoration. 233 Makariou states that the four horseriders on the Baptistère are found in

the roundels normally reserved for radiating inscriptions. 234 While roundels on this type of basin

indeed often hold radiating inscriptions, they frequently do not, as in fig. 5.9, which shows a basin

made for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, the roundels on which are filled with horsemen. 235 Numerous other,
similar examples exist. 236 As with the motif of the seated ruler, Ibn al-Zayn is firmly embedded in
the wider regional metalwork

tradition with his use of roundels
with horsemen.

Ibn al-Zayn’s basin is

clearly part of an extensive

metalwork tradition, as Rice has
also pointed out, adding that he

gave ‘them a new life and a very
personal expressive force’. 237
These elements are thus not

Figure 5.9. A gold and silver-inlaid brass basin made for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad.
Photo: Christies (see note 235).

indicative of a European patron.

Ward also points to the lack of

1890,431, Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, http://www.smbdigital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collection&objectId=1525421&viewType=detailView;
von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, 85–86). A Jazīran example is the seventh/thirteenth-century Candlestick with
Enthronement Scene. A Mamluk example is the early eighth/fourteenth-century Candlestick, 91.1.524,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/444526.
232
Two Jazīra examples from the third quarter of the seventh/thirteenth century are ʿAlī ibn ʿAbdallah al-ʿAlawī alNaqqash al-Mawṣilī’s basin and ewer (Becken [Gefäß]; Kanne [Gefäß]; von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, 91–92);
Brass tray, West-Iran/Syria, late seventh/thirteenth century (Ward, Islamic Metalwork, 87 fig. 66).
233
Baer, Metalwork, 218–35.
234
Makariou, Le Baptistère, 12.
235
A Gold and Silver-Inlaid Brass Basin Made for the Mamluk Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun, First half of
the eighth/fourteenth century, Sale 12241, Christie’s,
http://www.christies.com/LotFinder/lot_details.aspx?intObjectID=6024811.
236
See for instance the candlestick from note 231 (MMA 91.1.524), or MMA 91.1.605, a tray from the Mamluk
sultanate made for the ruler of Yemen, al-Muʾayyad Dāwūd ibn Yūsuf (r. 696-721/1296-1322). See also BehrensAbouseif (‘The Baptistère’, 4–5), who argues that the roundels depict various elements of the furūsiyya tradition, in
this case archery, polo, and hunting (although it must be noted here that the archer is also hunting). For a short
overview on the furūsiyya tradition in general and furūsiyya in the Mamluk sultanate in particular, see G. Douillet
and D. Ayalon, ‘Furūsiyya’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0226.
237
Rice, Le Baptistere, 6–7.
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calligraphy on the basin and the heraldry. While the lack of calligraphic inscriptions referring to the
sultan or another patron is indeed atypical for the Mamluk period, by itself it does not convincingly
prove that the basin was made for a foreign patron, or that it cannot have been made for a Mamluk

one. While inscriptions were definitely an important element in Mamluk metalwork, especially in
thulūth style, 238 figurative decorations were also part of the tradition. Examples entirely without

text survive, such as a late seventh/thirteenth-century

base of a candlestand, decorated with a floral scroll and
ducks. 239 Figurative art was frequently used not only in
metalwork and manuscript miniatures, but also in

murals and textiles, for instance, including in public

spaces. 240 In the eighth/fourteenth century, during the

third reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, the emphasis

shifted away from traditional decorations, among

which were figurative scenes, fine inscriptions, and

geometric designs, turning instead to calligraphy and
other decorations. 241 Later objects are thus

considerably less likely to have figurative depictions, 242
but this style of decoration was still very popular in the
early Mamluk period. 243

More complicated is the matter of the heraldry.

As Ward has pointed out, while theoretically blazons

Figure 5.10. Emblem of the amir Tuquztamur. Detail
from a ewer, Museum for Islamic Art, Cairo. Photo:
Farah de Haan (see note 246).

could be depicted on any shape, 244 Mamluk blazons were overwhelmingly used on round shields.
The pointed shape of the shields currently covered by French arms therefore suggest to her a

European shield rather than a Mamluk one, as does the blazon of the lion rampant. 245 Both are

indeed atypical for the Mamluk period, but this too, is not a decisive argument for a European

Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 50–51; Baer, Metalwork, 190–91, 297.
Base of Candlestand, late seventh/thirteenth century (M12, New York, Madina Collection; Atıl, Art of the
Mamluks, 67).
240
Rabbat, ‘In Search of a Triumphant Image’, 23.
241
Rabbat, 29–30; von Gladiß, Glanz und Substanz, 104; Ward, ‘Brass, Gold and Silver’, 59–62, 67. Figural scenes
are found on only two out of the 46 objects dedicated to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad that were described by Ward, both
of which she dates to an early period in his reign (59).
242
Grabar, ‘Reflections on Mamluk Art’, 7.
243
Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 51.
244
See also Rice, ‘Blazons’, 376.
245
Ward, ‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 115–16.
238
239
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recipient. As Mayer has also pointed out, the kite-shaped ‘Norman’ shield may not have been

common, but definitely existed and is found in a number of arms granted just before the turn of the

century, for example to the amirs Tuquztamur (fig. 5.10) or and Qara Sunqur. 246 The lion rampant is

even rarer, although this too might be not entirely absent in the Mamluk period. 247 This matter has

not yet been cleared up, and the same goes for the second conundrum of the lion- and tamgha
emblems that have been covered by another emblem, a fleur-de-lys – according to Makariou

following a confiscation. 248 Some aspects of the Baptistère’s decoration are thus atypical for the
Mamluk period and cannot, at this point, be definitively explained. Altogether, however, the

evidence for a Mamluk patron is stronger than that for a European one, and the imagery on the

basin – as well as on the Vasselot Bowl – and the emanating messages should therefore be analysed
in a Mamluk context.

Imagery and messages

Like the matter of patronage, the question what the images on the Baptistère depict, and who the

men in them are, has led to extensive scholarly debate – a debate closely connected to the issues of
patronage, dating and purpose. Rice argued that there are two groups depicted: armed Mamluk
amirs with a ‘Tatar’ physique, and indigenous servants. 249 Regarding the inner panels, Rice saw

Mamluk amirs during the hunt, but he was particularly interested in the battle scenes. He suggested
that the enemy in these scenes may be the Ilkhanid Mongols and consequently dated it to 1290-

1310. 250 Behrens-Abouseif pointed out that the attributes the unarmed men are carrying – such as a
L.A. Mayer, Mamluk Costume (Geneva: Albert Kundig, 1952), 48. He also states that top is always rounded,
never straight or concave, but fig. 5.10 shows that the latter form also existed. The ewer, basin, and vase made for
Tuquztamur in the Cairo Museum for Islamic Art have the inventory numbers 15125, 15038, and 15089. See also
Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 92–93.
247
The collection of the Museum for Islamic Art in Cairo contains a lamp with a lion rampant depicted on top of the
‘napkin’, the emblem for a jamadār. The calligraphy on the lamp reads ‘mimmā ʿumila bi-rasm al-janāb al-ʿālī almawlawī al-amīrī al-kabīrī raʾs nawba al-jamadārī al-ẓāhirī’ al-shamsī Shams al-Dīn Altunbughā: ‘From among
what was made by order of His Honour, the lord, the great amir, the raʾs nawba, al-jamadārī al-Ẓāhirī al-Shamsī
Shams al-Dīn Altunbughā. I thank Howayda Al-Harithy for her help with the calligraphy. Mohamed Mostafa
(‘Neuerwerbungen des Museums für Islamische Kunst in Kairo’, in Aus der Welt der islamischen Kunst. Festschrift
für Ernst Kühnel zum 75. Geburtstag am 26.10.1957, ed. Richard Ettinghausen [Berlin: Verlag Gebr. Mann, 1959],
92) has identified this amir as one of those involved in the murder of al-Ashraf Khalīl, who was then executed by alNāṣir Muḥammad in the same year, 693/1293. See Ibn al-Furāt, Tārīkh, 8:187–88; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām,
XV:688. The lamp must therefore have been made by then at the latest. However, Estelle Whelan
(‘Representations’, 229, 241 n. 97) has expressed doubt that this lamp was actually made in the Mamluk period.
248
Makariou, Le Baptistère, 10, 16–17.
249
Rice, Le Baptistere, 12–13.
250
Rice, 25. This dating was also based on his theory that the basin was created for the abovementioned amir
Sallar, whom he identified on the basin. He stated that he based this on his clothes, physique, and the description
246
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cup and pitcher, a bird of prey, a food vessel – identify them as Mamluk amirs performing high-

ranking functions as cup-bearer, master of the hunt, and taster, respectively. This is an important
point, as such functions were never bestowed on indigenous servants. 251 Regarding the

physiognomical differences between the men depicted, she argues that the artist is depicting the

various ethnic groups that were present among the early Mamluk court, designating the portrayed

men as ‘Mongol’ and ‘non-Mongol’. 252 Nasser Rabbat similarly saw two distinct ethnic groups and
speaks of Turks and Mongols. 253

Rogers was the first scholar to posit a threefold ethnic division. 254 He differentiates between

‘Mongols, Turks and “Franks”; ‘these last are the hatted or helmeted figures on the exterior with

long hair and conspicuously stubbled chins’. 255 Atıl has made a similar comment with regard to the
Vasselot Bowl, referring also to the Baptistère, stating that:

The artist has attempted to differentiate facial features of the figures and to identify them
racially. Some are of Central Asian or Turkish origin, while others are more Mediterranean
or a blend of both types. He is obviously ‘portraying’ members of the ruling class as
accurately as his medium allows. 256

The Vasselot Bowl, possibly due to its smaller scale, has slightly less detailed faces than the

Baptistère, but on both it indeed appears that Ibn al-Zayn has depicted members of the Mamluk

elite of different ethnic origins.

Of the nineteen men on the Baptistère’s external panels (the twentieth figure is a little boy

whose face is too small to hold ethnic features), seventeen men have recognisable facial features. 257
The easiest to distinguish, those who have stood out to observers for more than a century, are the
figures with a Mongol physiognomy (fig. 5.11). Chapter 1 discussed how Ibn al-Nafīs described

Mongols as having ‘narrow eyes’ and ‘flat noses’, while northern people in general were described
of his fesse-blazon, and consequently dated it to 1290-1310 (Rice, ‘Blazons’, 377–78; Rice, Le Baptistere, 16–17)
See also Blair and Bloom, Art and Architecture, 99.
251
Behrens-Abouseif, ‘The Baptistère’, 3.
252
Behrens-Abouseif stresses that the term ‘Mongol’ as she uses it designates the figures with Central Asian facial
characteristics, but that these might also have been of Turkic descent (Behrens-Abouseif, 8 n. 7).
253
Rabbat, ‘In Search of a Triumphant Image’, 26. Ward (‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 113) simply speaks of
‘two distinct groups’ divided by ‘ethnic type and costume’, giving the panels ESE and ESW as examples for the two
groups.
254
Rogers (‘Court Workshops’, 253) himself states that this has ‘often been remarked’, but I have found no other
literature in which the three different ethnic groups depicted are recognised as such.
255
Rogers, 253.
256
Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 75.
257
In two cases, the inlay has fallen out.
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by various Muslim authors as having a broad face. And, according to Ibn Khaldūn, they tend to
‘hairlessness’. 258 Seven men on the external panels have a Mongol appearance, with a thin

moustache and small goatee, broad faces, slanted eyes, and, in four cases, beauty spots. They also

appear to have relatively small noses (although, unlike some of the others, none of the Mongol-

looking men are pictured en profil). A study of the depiction of the Mongols in comparison to other

ethnic groups in other medieval Islamic sources indicates a similar tradition. Although I have been
unable to find much material for comparison, what did turn up has proven noteworthy. The early

eighth/fourteenth-century miniatures accompanying Rashīd al-Dīn’s Jamīʾ al-Tavārīkh in the Diez
albums depict many Mongols with relatively little facial hair – usually just a thin moustache and a

small goatee, although there are exceptions – and with wide faces and narrow eyes. 259 That this was
not just a stylistic feature for the drawing of people is clear from Diez A fol. 70, S. 4 (fig. 5.14), which
depicts not only Mongol troops, but also three Arab inhabitants (the caliph?) fleeing Baghdad. Their

faces are narrower, with rounder eyes, and full beards. 260

Figure 5.11. Mongol men on the Baptistère (detail). Photo: author.

Their facial characteristics are thus reminiscent of those with the clearest ‘non-Mongol’ look

about them on the Baptistère: they have full beards, rounder eyes, relatively slim faces, and a

relatively large nose. However, since Arabs could never be Mamluk amirs, they must represent

another ethnic background. Given origins of Mamluks in the sultanate – Turkic, Mongol, and other

Similarly, in at least two cases of Mongol Mamluks, al-Ṣafadī mentions their sparse facial hair: Kitbugha (alṢafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī, XXIV:240; al-Ṣafadī, Aʿyān al-ʿaṣr, II:367) and Sallar (al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt,
XVI:34; al-Ṣafadī, Aʿyān al-ʿaṣr, I:416).
259
Diez A fol. 70, S. 4, S. 9 no. 2, S. 20, fol. 71, S. 47, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Preußischer Kulturbesitz.
http://orient-digital.staatsbibliothek-berlin.de/receive/SBBMSBook_islamhs_00003261. The Arabic manuscript in
Edinburgh unfortunately lacks the sections on the Mongols.
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For more on the the illustrations of Rashīd al-Dīn’s Jamīʾ al-Tavārīkh in the Diez albums and elsewhere, see for
instance Mazhar Şerket İpşiroğlu, Saray-Alben : Diez’sche Klebebände aus den Berliner Sammlungen : Beschreibung
und stilkritische Anmerkungen (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1964), 15–32; Sheila Blair, ‘Illustrating History:
Rashid al-Din and His Compendium of Chronicles’, Iranian Studies 60, no. 6 (2017): 819–42.
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than that mostly Rūmīs and Circassians – a heritage in Anatolia or the Caucasus would be most

likely (fig. 5.12). For the remaining four men have facial characteristics that appear to occupy a

middle ground, as Atıl pointed out in regard to the Vasselot Bowl, between the Mongols and the

Caucasians/Anatolians: their beards are fuller than those of the Mongols but not as luscious as
those of the Caucasians/Anatolians, and their faces are wider than the latter. Given the ethnic

makeup of the Mamluk elite, in which men of Turkic origins played an important role, these men
likely represent the Turkic component (fig. 5.13).

Figure 5.12. Caucasian/Anatolian men on the Baptistère (detail). Photo: author.

Figure 5.13. Turkic men on the Baptistère (detail). Photo: author.

Like the men in the panels, those on the external roundels and on the inner rim represent

mamluks of different ethnic backgrounds. Two of the mounted men in the roundels have Turkic

facial characteristics, a third is clearly Mongol. 261 The ethnic origins of the men in the hunting and

battle scenes on the inner rim are somewhat harder to tell, as more inlay has fallen out and they are
somewhat smaller than those on the outer rim and consequently less detailed. In three out of

twelve cases, the inlay has fallen out. Another man is wearing a mail face cover obscuring his facial
The facial inlay of the fourth horseman has fallen out, but the width of the space left behind by the inlay
suggests that he, too, may have had Mongol facial characteristics.
261
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Figure 5.14. Diez A fol. 70, S. 4. Photo: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Preußischer Kulturbesitz (see note 259).
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features. Of the remaining eight, one man is Caucasian/Anatolian, three are Mongol, two are Turkic,
and two are either Turkic or Mongolian (their facial characteristics could denote either).

One thing that should be noted, is that they mostly appear in mixed groups. There is a

certain clustering of men with Mongol faces and of those with Caucasian/Anatolian faces, but they
are in no way separated (see table 5.1). 262
Panel

Mongol

Turkic

Caucasian/Anatolian

Unknown

ENW

-

1

3

-

3

1

1

ENE
ESE

ESW

Total

4
-

7

-

2
4

Table 5.1. Ethnicities depicted on the Baptistère de Saint Louis

-

1

2

1

6

2

-

The men depicted are clearly carrying out highly-ranked court functions. The non-armed men are
holding attributes related to some of the most important positions at Mamluk court, such as cup-

bearer (sāqī), taster (jāshnakīr), and amīr shikār, who was in charge of birds of prey. The armed are
also portraying various functions, those related to weaponry – like the silāḥdār (sword-bearer),

jumaqdār (mace-bearer), bunduqdār (master archer), and the tabardār (axe-bearer) – but also the

jamadār (keeper of the wardrobe). 263 One could argue that the dawādār (secretary) is also
represented, next to the seated rulers.

The Vasselot Bowl shows similar imagery on the panel showing the seated men with

attributes. They represent, from left to right, the tabardār, the dawādār, the bunduqdār, the

silāḥdār, and the jāshnakīr. Their faces are less detailed than those on the Baptistère, and the

individual faces are therefore not as differentiated, but as Atıl pointed out, the different ethnic

backgrounds of the men are still represented. As Estelle Whelan has argued, the Vasselot Bowl

thereby fits in an existing tradition of what she describes as khāṣṣakiya imagery. 264 In the Middle

East, this elite group serving as the sultan’s bodyguard was depicted both with and without ruler on

Cf. Behrens-Abouseif (‘The Baptistère’, 3), who speaks of amirs with Mongol features carrying weapons in ESW
and ENE, and of ‘non-Mongol’ amirs on the other two panels (ENW and ESE). While none of the men with
attributes appear to be of Mongol descent, one of the armed groups is clearly mixed in term of ethnic origins.
263
Behrens-Abouseif, 3–6; Rogers, ‘Court Workshops’, 253–54; Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 77.
264
The term khāṣṣakiya only came in use in the Mamluk era, but a tradition of a body much like the khāṣṣakiya,
albeit without that name, can be traced back to earlier times than the Mamluk era, especially to the east of Egypt,
in Iran and Mesopotamia. Whelan, ‘Representations’, 219–21. See also Atıl, Art of the Mamluks, 20.
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a variety of mediums, Whelan described, including, from the seventh/thirteenth century onward,

silver-inlaid brass vessels. 265 As with the motif of the seated ruler and the roundels with horsemen,

Ibn al-Zayn is thus once again participating in a wider cultural tradition on both the Vasselot Bowl
and the Baptistère. For, although Whelan does not mention it, the Baptistère too is showing this
khāṣṣakiya imagery: high-ranking Mamluks bearing attributes of various courtly offices.

Both the bowl and the basin also show hunting scenes. On the Baptistère hunting takes

place on the inner rim, in the panels IS and IE, while battle scenes are depicted on IN and IW. As

mentioned above, hunting was a popular decorative theme, 266 and an important part of the courtly

and furūsiyya tradition. In hunting scene IS a Turkic-looking hunter stabs a feline with a lance, while

a Mongol one raises his sword against a bear. A third rider, whose facial inlay has been lost, is

holding a bird of prey. Hunting scene IE shows an archer of unknown ethnic origin, and two Turkish
or Mongolian (these two are hard to identify as either one or the other) hunters fighting lions. The

Vasselot Bowl’s hunting panel similarly shows a mixed group of hunters, this time four mamluks of
Turkish or Mongol background, and one with Caucasian/Anatolian origins. 267 With regard to the

battle scenes on the Baptistère, Rice has suggested that the enemy might be the Ilkhanid Mongols,
but this is by no means certain. 268 Richard Ettinghausen, in his review of Rice’s book, already

pointed out that, in any case, the enemy is not identifiable as Ilkhanid Mongols by their dress. 269

Unfortunately, the enemy shot through the throat by an arrow in IN has lost his facial inlay, while
the man shooting him is wearing a mail face cover, and it is not entirely clear to which party the

Mongol rider on the right belongs. Regrettably, they have all lost the inlay in their legs, which might
have held a blazon at one time, and by which we could have at least identified if they are a Mamluk

or an enemy soldier. In IW depicts a Caucasian/Anatolian rider, with a blazon on his boot aiming an

arrow at a warrior with Mongol facial characteristics, and another Mongol mamluk (he also has a

blazon on his boot, identifying him as a Mamluk soldier rather than an enemy) brandishing a sword.
With the present evidence, it is – sadly – impossible to say whether the Mamluks are depicted

fighting the Ilkhanid Mongols here. What can be concluded, however, is that these are Mamluk

soldiers, among whom are Mongol mamluks, involved in warfare – an important element of
Mamluk legitimacy.

Whelan, ‘Representations’, 219–24.
Baer, Metalwork, 218–35.
267
The musicians appear to consist of three men of Caucasian/Anatolian origin (one has lost his facial inlay but is
recognizable by the outlines of his long beard) and two of Mongol/Turkish background.
268
Rice, Le Baptistere, 25.
269
Richard Ettinghausen, ‘Review: Le Baptistère de St. Louis, by D.S. Rice’, Ars Orientalis. The Arts of Islam and the
East 1 (1954): 248–49.
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The Baptistère thus shows the Mamluk elite in its highest positions and in all its glory,

holding their weaponry, lavishly decorated metalwork and glass objects, and wearing rich attire.
Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn portrayed them with good characteristics of any high-ranking mamluk:

knowledgeable at arms, courageous in the hunt and battle, and loyal in service to their sultan. 270

These mamluks are depicted not only in incredible detail, but also explicitly as being of varied

ethnic descent. Mongols, Turks, and Caucasians/Anatolians are depicted as one group, filling the

highest courtly ranks together. The basin shows the strength and wealth of the Mamluk sultanate,
and in this sense has a legitimating purpose. And in this display of strength, the basin also brings
home the message that the Mamluks are of different ethnic descents, yet make up one, strong
group. A

comparable
message is

broadcast by the
Vasselot Bowl.

While it is more
representative
of the court

scene tradition
inherited from
the Ayyubid

period, given the
inclusion of

musicians and

dancers, which

Figure 5.15. Hunting scene on the Vasselot Bowl. Photo: author.

are absent on the Baptistère, 271 it depicts a similar admixture of Mamluk ethnic backgrounds with

the men depicted carrying out similar functions as well as the popular hunt (fig. 5.15).

While the imagery on these objects is clear, the question remains when the Baptistère was

made, and – related to that – who was its patron. Based on a number of characteristics, I tentatively
suggest a dating to the second or early third reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, with him possibly being

See also Bloom, ‘A Mamluk Basin’, 18–20; Blair and Bloom, Art and Architecture, 99, the latter describing the
panels as 'showing the good Mamluk life'.
271
Behrens-Abouseif (‘The Baptistère’, 5–6), has pointed to the absence of musicians and dancers on the
Baptistère – traditional courtly scenes on metalwork – which she saw as an argument for her idea that the basin
does not simply show court scenes, but rather a tournament, organised by Baybars (whom she regarded as the
basin’s patron), who was not particularly fond of musicians, dancers, and other entertainers.
270
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the patron or recipient. Ward and Makariou, on account of the particular shape of the basin – with a

strong hull and flat lip – have argued that it cannot be earlier than the eighth/fourteenth century. 272
The development away from figurative decorations, and toward calligraphy, during al-Nāṣir

Muḥammad’s third reign would suggest an early eighth/fourteenth-century dating rather than a

later one. Another indication for this dating is the way the men on the Baptistère and the Vasselot

Bowl wear their hair: Ettinghausen called attention to the fact that the men on the Baptistère wear

their hair long, curled up in the neck. In 715/1315, however, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad cut his hair short
and the amirs followed his example. 273 The men on both objects wear their hair long, suggesting a

production date prior to that year for both pieces. Moreover, there are similarities between

especially the Baptistère and some of the other metalwork made for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad early in

his reign. This
includes the

basin made for

him (fig. 5.9) that

has horseriders
in the roundels,
but also a ewer

showing hunting
scenes and lone

seated rulers (fig.
5.16), the

outlines of which
look stylistically

Figure 5.16. Ewer made for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad with hunting scenes and seated rulers (detail of MMA
91.1.571. Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art.

very similar to those on the Baptistère (virtually all inlay has, regrettably, been lost). These works
show al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s interest in the topics and motifs depicted on these works and the

Ward, ‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 119–21; Makariou, Le Baptistère, 9–10.
Ettinghausen, ‘Review’, 247; Mayer, Mamluk Costume, 17–18; al-Ṣafadī, Kitāb al-Wāfī bi-l-Wafayāt, XVI:255; alMaqrīzī, Kitāb al-Sulūk, II:506. Ward (‘The “Baptistère de Saint Louis”’, 115) has argued that there was no Mamluk
portraiture tradition, meaning that these depictions cannot be used as portraits to date the basin with by looking
at clothing and/or hair. Yet, while portraiture was indeed not a widespread genre as in the Latin West, portraiture
paintings did indeed exist according to written sources. Ibn al-Dawādārī (Kanz al-Durar, VIII:345) stated that in the
īwān al-ashrafī ‘all amirs were depicted, every amir with his emblem (rank) above his head’. The question of
whether the men depicted here where meant to be specific individuals cannot be answered at this point, but a
close study of descriptions of facial characteristics and emblems in biographical dictionaries and elsewhere might
yield interesting conclusions on this matter.
272
273
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Baptistère. Whether the sultan was indeed the patron or recipient of the basin or the bowl cannot
be determined at this point, but an early eighth/fourteenth-century dating appears likely.

On the one hand, the Baptistère de Saint Louis is unique in its quality and detail, but on the

other hand, both the basin and the Vasselot Bowl by the same maker stand in an older, widespread
tradition with depictions of hunting scenes, seated rulers, and khāṣṣakiyya imagery. Through these

images, they send a message, one for which no calligraphy was needed. They show the Mamluk

court, its highest positions in all its glory – with lavishly decorated metalwork and glass objects,
rich attire – and in all its detail – various ethnicities, personal facial characteristics, courtly

functions, and blazons are shown. The message was one of strength and wealth of the Mamluk

sultanate, legitimating the position of the sultan, and one of unity among the (former) mamluks and
amirs of different ethnic backgrounds. Mamluks of Mongol origin take their place among those of

Turkic and Caucasian/Anatolian descent and are all shown together in service to the sultan, in their
functions of cupbearer, master of the hunt, and so on.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have analysed the representation of Mongol Mamluks by looking at the Mongol

wāfidiyyas, the sultan al-Malik al-ʿĀdil Kitbugha, and the depiction of Mongol amirs in Mamluk art.

As was the case with the representations of the Mongols of the Ilkhanate and Golden Horde
respectively, political and social contexts determined the way in which Mongols within the

sultanate were portrayed. Although the tension between the Mamluk sultanate and the Ilkhanid
neighbour is visible in the nervousness that surrounded some of the wāfidiyya arrivals, the first

group of Mongol wāfidiyya received not only a warm welcome, but mostly positive press, being

shown as good Muslims and well-integrated into Mamluk society. The Oirats, and linked to them,

the sultan Kitbugha, were a different story. The combination of continued Oirat refusal to convert to

Islam and Kitbugha’s favouritism towards them, which included a blatant disregard for the

established mores of the sultanate, made both the Oirats and Kitbugha wildly unpopular. The Oirats

integrated at a slower pace than their predecessors, and continued to act as a group, attempting to
further their interests and thereby formed a threat to others and their concerns.

In both cases stock images were used for these groups of immigrating Mongols for political

purposes, albeit in very different ways. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir portrays the Mongols in general as

ferocious fighters, yet these ones have submitted to Baybars, the sultan whom he aims to glorify. He
similarly grants Baybars a significant role in the conversion to Islam of at least part of the first

wāfidiyya groups: under his guidance, they now move from infidelity, typical for Mongols, into the
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light of Islam. Mongol stereotypes here function as vehicle for praise for the Mamluk sultan. In case
of the Oirats, it is the other way around. In light of political tensions in which they were involved,

stock images of the Mongols – as untrustworthy, infidels, barbaric, violent and courageous – make

an appearance. As in the case of the respective descriptions of the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde,

political context and the authors’ purposes are key to the images of Mongols that appear in the text.
The respective descriptions of the earlier wāfidiyya groups and those of the Oirats also shows, like

in chapter 4, the key role that Islam could play in this discourse. The enduring refusal of the Oirats
to convert inevitably cast them in the role of Other, which was then gladly used in denouncing
them.

In this political context, Kitbugha’s jinsiyya towards the Oirats is strongly condemned,

incidentally showing again that ethnicity did play a role in the Mamluk sultanate, although the

extent to which it did is still a matter of debate. His sultanate was mired with factional struggles, in
which the Oirats also played a role, and he additionally had to contend with the major social

problems caused by a protracted famine. In this crisis situation, authors could find it expedient to

take recourse to his ethnic background, exemplified by Ibn Daniyāl’s complaint of being ‘cooked in

the Mongol lands’. But it is important to note that it was primarily the ethnic solidarity that drew

criticism, rather than his Oirat Mongol ethnicity itself.

It would appear that generally speaking, the Mamluks of Mongol descent were considered

to be part of the amirs, mamluks, or other troops like any other. Similarly, the marriages between
the Mamluk elite, including sultans, and daughters of wāfidī amirs suggest that the Mamluks

considered the wāfidiyya Mongols to be reliable supporters, 274 as do the high positions held by

ethnically Mongol amirs such as Sallar. The imagery on the Baptistère de Saint Louis and the

Vasselot Bowl confirm this overall image of the Mongol Mamluks being part and parcel of the
institution. And this makes sense: a significant minority of the Mamluk military and its elites

consisted of mamluks and others, like wāfidiyya and awlād al-nās, of (partially) Mongol provenance.
Estranging them by employing a divisive narrative would have had devastating consequences for

the sultanate as a whole. Stereotypes and stock images of Mongols were thus employed primarily
when that was politically or otherwise expedient, and not as a matter of course.

274

Nakamachi, ‘Rank and Status’, 73.
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Conclusion
Following the rapid Mongol conquest of large parts of Eurasia, authors in the Islamic world,

including the Mamluk sultanate sought to make sense of this people, their appearance on the scene
of history, and the dynasties they came to form. In this light, an image of the Mongols as ‘violent

infidels’ quickly arose and became widespread in the Islamic world. However, a closer inspection of
the representation of Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate shows that the complexities of its social and
political contexts led to the appearance of a variety of images of Mongols. On the one hand, these

images show a certain discursive consistency, 1 but, at the same time, the agency and purposes of

individual authors played an important part in their development.

In their attempts to make sense of the Mongols, Mamluk-era authors were involved in

categorisation. Social scientists have stressed the importance of categorisation, in addition to

identification, in the dialectics of ethnicity. Categorisation, even if it does not necessarily reflect the

identification of the categorised group in question, helps bring order to a complicated world. As the
Mongols were a ‘new’ people, Mamluk-era authors could not simply rely on their predecessors’

work for information about them, but had to work creatively. Mamluk-era authors in part made

sense of the Mongols by placing them into the general Islamic worldview that consisted of both a

division of peoples into offspring of the sons of Noah and the arrangement of the world into climes.
They thus categorised the Mongols as descending from Japheth, and especially as being closely

related to the more familiar and similarly northern Turks. In this manner they reused existing ideas
and stereotypes to classify and interpret the Mongols as a people.

With this classification came, for authors in the Mamluk sultanate, insight into the Mongols’

innate characteristics: stereotypes are an important element in the creation of cultural

distinctiveness. Building on a longstanding tradition of environmental theory, the Mongols’ origin in

the cold north was considered to lie at the root of their violence and courage. Their northern origin

was also connected to their infidelity and barbarism. As is generally the case with stereotypes of

outsiders, the violence and infidelity of the Mongols are clearly negative, as is mostly the case for

their barbarism, although their courage – a stereotype also projected on the Turks – is positive. The

arrangement of the Mongols into the Islamicate worldview thus laid the groundwork in the Mamluk

sultanate for stock images of the Mongols as an ethnic group.
1

Said, Orientalism, 273.
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These basic images appear time and again in the work of Mamluk-era authors: when they

write about historical events in which the Mongols were involved, particularly episodes of military
aggression, when they discuss aspects of Mongol culture such as the Yasa, in reports on Mongols

immigrating to the sultanate, and so on. At the same time, more contextualised images came to be

developed, as Mamluk-era authors also sought explanations on a historical level: why did they

come, how did they conquer so much of the world? To this purpose, they employed earlier texts, but
in their use of them, Mamluk-era authors placed their own emphases and at times elaborated on

their source material in order to do so. The general trend is that they underscore elements of

Mongol violence and cruelty, particularly against Muslims, and their crimes against Islam, as well as

spotlighting Mongol untrustworthiness and trickery – images that would live on in the popular epic

known as the Sīrat Baybars. 2

Stereotypes, however, are much more informative about the categorisers – even if they

might be somehow rooted in reality – than about the categorised. They show what the categorisers
find important in themselves. Similarly, it is the people themselves who decide what cultural stuff
functions as an ethnic marker. In their descriptions of Mongol conquests and Mongol history,

authors also included stories, anecdotes and information on Mongol cultural practices. Here they

paid attention to many of the same elements as their colleagues of classical antiquity and medieval
Europe did in their writing about different ethnic groups. Topics such as language, food, sexuality,

law and religion frequently appear in discussions of the Mongols and historical events in which they

played a role. 3

These are all matters in which Mongol practices could be opposed to Islamic ones, thus

serving to other the Mongols. Language not only functioned as an indicator of ethnic background, it

could also be used to oppose the Mongols to Islamic culture. Al-Ṣafadī’s statement that Ghazan

would pretend not to understand Arabic even though he could, revolves around the suggestion that

Mongol custom or law is somehow incompatible with Islam, for otherwise he would not have

hesitated to speak the language of Islam. Food practices and dietary taboos are a recurring element
in othering discourses and similarly occur in Mamluk-era depictions of Mongols. They appear in

particular in description of the early Mongols, which show them as barbarians eating haram foods –

pork, dog, carrion – or even, according to al-Dhahabī, human flesh. Dietary taboos reappear in the

slaughtering practices of the Oirats in the Mamluk sultanate, which go against Sharia regulations.

Sexuality is also a recurring topic: Mongol women, and Chinggis Khan’s mother (or ancestress) in
2
3

See Herzog, ‘La mémoire’.
See Nippel, ‘Ethnic Images’, 35; Geary, ‘Ethnic Identity’, 19–21.
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particular, are portrayed as promiscuous and their society as either supportive of this (the men

apparently lacking sexual jealousy) or insufficiently corrective. The importance of law as cultural
stuff is visible in the significance of the Yasa to the dynasties in the Mongol successor khanates

themselves as well as in the attention paid to it in the Mamluk sources, in which elements such as
sexuality and food taboos also appear. Moreover, the importance of Mamluk-era authors’ own

Islamic frame of reference is distinctly visible in their depiction of Chinggis Khan and Yasa as a

negative mirror image of the prophet Muhammad and the Qur’an respectively. Religion thus plays a
special role in Mamluk discourse on the Mongols. Not only are the latter frequently described as
sun worshippers in the background information given on them and are they often referred to as

infidels, many of the other elements of their image – including all those mentioned in this paragraph

– can be related to Islam and mirrored in it.

The focus on Islam in the image of the Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate has various causes

and reasons. For one, Islam simply was a very important element of the authors’ own culture and
identity, a key part of their cultural stuff. Not only were they Muslims living in a world that was

culturally shaped by Islamic mores and ideas, from dietary practices to sexual morals, many of them
were in fact religious scholars. Islam thus was a key cultural marker for these authors. However, the

focus on Islam served other purposes as well. The condemnation of the Mongols could not be solely
based on perceived ethnic characteristics, due to the supposedly close ethnic relations between the
Mongols and the Turks. As the Mamluk elite in this period was predominantly of Turkish descent
and even included a significant number of ethnic Mongols – who had arrived there either as

mamluks, immigrants, or were offspring of Mongol women – that would have caused problems

within the sultanate. A focus on Islam solved the problem of this potential tension of collective

ethnic categorisations of the Mongols and Turks. Not only were the Mamluks Muslim and therefore

on the right side, this approach also tied in with the Mamluks’ own legitimising ideology in which

they presented themselves as protectors of Islam. The key enemy against which they promised to

protect their subjects were the infidel Mongols. 4 The close ethnic relationship between the Mongols
and the mostly Turkish Mamluks, as expounded by Ibn al-Nafīs, could even be of help in this sense.
With Islam as the primary distinction between the two, that also meant that the border could be

crossed relatively easily upon conversion, allowing for a fairly smooth integration, as in the case of
Mongol mamluks and the Mongols of the early wāfidiyya (while the lack thereof made that

supremely difficult, as was the case with the Oirats).
4

See Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology.
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However, an insider-outsider dichotomy that hinged on Islam was also potentially

problematic. While early relations between the sultanate and the Ilkhanate were easily described in
a framework of jihad against infidels while those with the Golden Horde could be formulated in

terms of a Muslim alliance, later religious developments in the respective khanates challenged this.
While a number of ilkhans converted to Islam from the 680s/1280s onwards, a number of Berke’s
successors chose Mongol shamanism over Islam. Yet Mamluk-era authors, despite these historical

circumstances, broadly continued the existing discourse. As long as the enmity between the

sultanate and the Ilkhanate lasted, the ilkhans’ Islamic credentials were disputed, aided, in part, by
Shia inclinations on their side. The reverse held true for representations of the Golden Horde.

Although Berke Khan had been Muslim, many of his successors were not. Nonetheless, Mamluk-era
authors emphasised Islamic elements in the Golden Horde even if its ruler was not Muslim,

influenced by the friendly relations between the northern khanate and the sultanate. So on the one

hand, Islam and being Muslim was an important part of the identity of Mamluk-era authors, and the
conversion (or lack thereof) of Mongols mattered, such as in the case of the Oirat wāfidiyya. On the

other hand, however, religion could be used in a more flexible manner when political circumstances

called for that.

The images of Mongols that were current in the Mamluk sultanate between the middle of

the seventh/thirteenth century and middle of the eighth/fourteenth century thus had a certain

discursive consistency, as Edward Said termed it. Describing European Orientalism, he stated that
this ‘consistency was a form of cultural praxis, a system of opportunities for making statements’.

Moreover, he emphasises, such representations operate ‘for a purpose, according to a tendency, in a
specific historical, intellectual, and even economic setting’. 5 The discourse on the Mongols in the

Mamluk sultanate was greatly influenced by the historical and intellectual contexts in which its

authors worked.

Part of the intellectual context were of course the older theories and texts that offered

source material and/or laid the basis for some of the stock images and stereotypes that were

developed further within the sultanate. However, the intellectual context of the sultanate itself also

played a key role. Many authors were closely connected to the Mamluk ruling elite, professionally
and at times even on a personal level. Many ʿulamāʾ, including a significant portion of the authors

discussed in this dissertation, were employed in the Mamluk administration, both in secretarial and

religious positions, and they helped in developing their legitimisation strategies – mostly based on

religion. Broadbridge described how the Mamluk assertion of legitimacy was based on an ideology
5

Said, Orientalism, 273.
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that was formed by a large collaboration of minds that included the sultan and his advisors as well

as the religious scholars who served the sultanate. 6 Although, as Amitai points out, these scholars

were certainly no slavish followers of the Mamluks and relations could be strained, 7 the interests of

the sultanate clearly influenced these authors’ approaches to the Mongols and the political context

explains the different images created of the Mongols of the Ilkhanate and those of the Golden Horde,
respectively. Scholarly pursuits and political purpose thus interacted.

Another aspect of the intellectual context is the close interrelationship that some authors

had, which influenced both source material and interpretations. The Syrian historians shared
material to the extent that it is not always clear who wrote what first, Ibn Kathīr’s personal

relationship to Ibn Taymiyya is reflected in the former’s work, and al-Ṣafadī was close to al-ʿUmarī,

al-Dhahabī, and al-Subkī, to name but a few examples. This, too, furthered the development of a

discursive consistency on the topic of the Mongols, in which the political and social contexts caused
a distinction to be made between various groups of both inside and outside Mongols.

It is important to emphasise, however, that this discourse was not something that was

somehow ‘followed’ by these authors. Rather, it was created by them and it was employed by them.

Some of the stock images of the Mongols were developed based on environmental theories’ and

corresponding ideas about northern peoples that were centuries old. Yet, as Nirenberg has argued,
the simple existence of those stereotypes says little about how people employ them. Mamluk-era

authors used extant stereotypes for the Mongols because they found them meaningful and useful.

Other elements of the Mongol image in the Mamluk sultanate were created by them. A flexible use
of sources was key here. Not only were the Mongols moved into the existing structures of ethnic

thinking, extant texts were adapted, commented upon, and sections of them were (de)selected. For

instance, the image of the Mongol enemy as antagonist to Islam as well as that of their penchant for
trickery and deceit were constructed in this manner, by spotlighting historical information to that
idea, by emphasising and making explicit those aspects, and by interpolations and the addition of
details that drove the message home. This agency is similarly seen very clearly in Mamluk-era

authors’ treatment of Mongol cultural stuff and the way they used those elements to construct

images of the Mongols. This is especially visible in their discussions on the Yasa, but also in the

narratives on Chinggis Khan and his ancestors.

Individual agency is also visible in both the differences between authors’ respective

descriptions of the Mongols and in the way in which some of them employed images of the Mongols
6
7

Broadbridge, ‘Mamluk Legitimacy’, 91–92.
Amitai, Holy War, 94–98.

265

for other objectives, beyond describing the Mongols themselves. One element that influenced

differences between authors’ respective descriptions and areas of focus when discussing the

Mongols, was the diversity in genres: geographic texts warrant a different approach to Mongols
than chronicles, a sultan’s biography has a different focus than a fatwa. In other instances,

variations appear to derive from a diversity of source material available to and/or selected by the

author. Al-Nuwayrī and especially al-ʿUmarī, although they in part adhere to the general discourse,

at times depart from it in a manner that appears to be influenced by outside, Ilkhanid material.

Especially al-ʿUmarī’s frequent reliance on such sources, often oral informants, and the resulting

differences between his texts and those of others shed light on the discursive consistency present in

the sultanate. Yet even when authors have the same material at their disposal, as is the case with
the Arabic translation of Juvaynī, their individual backgrounds, ideas, style and leanings are of

import. Ibn Kathīr was an especially harsh critic of virtually all things Mongol, as was Ibn al-

Dawādārī who – even in the years after the peace treaty with the Ilkhanate – wished that ‘God the

Exalted preserve [Egypt and Syria] from their evil and corruption, and make them dār al-islām until
Judgment Day’. 8

The goals for which images of the Mongols could be used similarly differed and were

dependent on individual authors’ concerns and decisions. In general, as mentioned above, these

descriptions were part of, and/or related to, a wider political discourse in which the Mamluks were

presented as civilised defenders of Islam against infidel Ilkhanid Mongols and thus served a

purpose in that context. Images were, however, used in more specific manners as well. Ibn ʿAbd alẒāhir and Ibn al-Nafīs, for instance, aptly employed stock images of the Mongols to legitimise the

rule of Baybars and, especially in the case of Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, to the greater honour and glory of

the sultan. In a like manner, when the social and political contexts made that opportune, images of
the Mongols could be used within Mamluk politics to oppose Kitbugha’s rule and, especially, the

position of the Oirat wāfidiyya in the sultanate. And later, of course, there was al-Maqrīzī’s infamous

use of the Mongol Yasa to criticise internal development in the Mamluk sultanate. Images of the

Mongols could thus also be employed for purposes that were only indirectly connected to them, or
actually not at all, but served internal debates instead.

The representation of the Mongols in this manner was very much a domain of the

intellectual and political elite, and the question to what extent these ideas were present among the
general population of Egypt and Syria is not immediately answerable. However, some of the

Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٣. He also tends to refer to the Mongols as al-ʿaduww al-makhdhūl, ‘the
forsaken enemy’ (see also Haarmann, ‘Großer Vater Mond’, 128.).
8
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anecdotes and stories incorporated by Mamluk-era authors appear to have circulated among the
general population and contain images that concur with those developed by these authors.

Similarly, Herzog’s analysis of the Sīrat Baybars, although dating to a slightly later period, divulges
some elements of the Mongol image among ordinary Syrians and Egyptians, and the notions of

violence, infidelity and trickery are present in both registers. Yet, as befits the genre, the overall

image is much less detailed and, due to the integration of the Mongols into Persian culture and

society by the time the narrative took shape, the two peoples appear to have merged and the role of
primary enemy is played by the Franks. 9 The latter especially suggests that this sīra is not entirely

representative of the image of the Mongols in the Mamluk sultanate in the first century of its
existence, when the Mongols were by far the bigger threat.

The images of the Mongols as they appeared in the texts of the scholarly elite in the first

century of the Mamluk sultanate, however, I have expounded in this dissertation. They show that a

discourse on the Mongols was developed that generally tied in with the concerns and programme of
the Mamluk military elite, including the differentiation between various groups of Mongols under
debate. At the same time, there was ample variation: across genres, between authors, and with

regard to the latters’ aim. The images of the Mongols were thus actively constructed and used for a
variety of purposes in response to, and in interaction with, the sultanate’s complex ethnic and

political contexts. Through these conclusions, this research adds to the still small field of studies on

ethnicity and ethnic representation in the medieval Middle East. While substantial attention has

been paid to developments in ethnic identification and categorisation in medieval Europe, similar
research on the Middle East is still in its early days. This, while the ethnic contexts of the region
were often complex, as was the case in this instance: local Syrians and Egyptians, rulers with a

different ethnic background, and various groups of Mongols all came into play. In the way Mamlukera authors approached these issues, they were concerned with very similar cultural stuff as their

European contemporaries were, and this dissertation has brought these processes to the fore. Many
questions about ethnicity in the medieval Middle East yet await an answer, matters of
identification, salience, integration, and representation alike.

The images of Mongols as developed by authors in the first Mamluk era remained relevant.

For later authors, after the peace treaty with the Ilkhanids and its later collapse in 736/1335, they
were still useful: in order to explain historical events, for contemporary concerns, and because
some fear of Mongol aggression evidently remained, as is evidenced by Ibn al-Dawādārī’s

supplication. Timur Lenk’s appearance in Syria in 803/1400-1 proved that the latter was justified.
9

Herzog, ‘La mémoire’.
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Although a thorough analysis of the (re)use of images of the Mongols in later Mamluk texts for

Timur and his troops yet remains to be done, the texts by Ibn ʿArabshāh, for instance, suggest that –

as was the case in diplomacy as described by Broadbridge – older images of the Mongols were

indeed recycled. For where al-Dimashqī still complained about a dearth of information about the

Mongols, who ‘were not mentioned on the tongues of the people’, this generation of scholars came

fully prepared. And it lasted beyond that. The durability of the images of the Mongols developed in

this period is evident in today’s condemnations by politicians, journalists and authors in the Middle
East of present-day enemies as ‘the new Tatars’ or ‘the Mongols of this age’.
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Summary: Mongols in Mamluk Eyes. Representing Ethnic
Others in the Medieval Middle East
In the seventh century AH, or the thirteenth century CE, the Islamic world was shaken by the

sudden invasion of the Mongols and their subsequent conquest of large parts of Islamic territory.

Not only did the local population suffer the shock of many deaths, vast destruction, and extensive

plunder, the Muslim world was faced with a spiritual disaster as well: the fall of Baghdad to Hülegü
(c. 613-63/1217-65) and his armies and their murder of the Abbasid caliph al-Mustaʿṣim (r. 640-

56/1242-58) sent shockwaves through the Islamic world. Mongol dynasties would rule parts of the
Islamic world for centuries to come. But although Hülegü and his successors of the Ilkhanate made

various attempts to expand their realm to the Mediterranean coast, the Mamluk rulers of Egypt and

Syria managed to prevent that, regularly waging war against them for decades.

The ruling elite of the Mamluk sultanate (648/1250-922/1517) was formed by men who

had come to Egypt as military slaves, so-called mamluks (mamlūk, pl. mamālīk), and had been taken

predominantly from Turkic areas in Central Asia. The establishment of Mamluk rule in Egypt – Syria
at that time still being ruled by the Ayyubids, the Mamluks’ predecessors – coincided with the

Mongol advance into the Middle East. They first defeated the Mongols at the battle of ʿAyn Jālūt

(Goliath’s Spring), in the Jezreel Valley in the Galilee on 25 Ramaḍān 658/3 September 1260. Yet,

while the Ilkhanate remained the primary enemy of the Mamluk sultanate until the peace

agreement of 723/1323, the Mamluks developed and maintained friendly diplomatic relations with
another Mongol khanate, the Golden Horde, from the early 660s/1260s onwards. They shared an

enemy in the Ilkhanate – against whom they were the Mamluks’ most important ally – traded, and

exchanged diplomatic missions.

This dissertation investigates, analyses and contextualises the representation of the

Mongols in Mamluk Syria and Egypt, c. 656-761/1260-1360. There was a basic image of the

Mongols as ‘violent infidels’, but a closer study shows that representations of the Mongols were

more elaborate and intricate than that. The formation of images and stereotypes of the Mongols in

the Mamluk sultanate took place in complicated and diverse cultural and political contexts, and was
therefore far from straightforward and unanimous. There are various reasons for this complexity

and diversity. For one, the Mongols were a ‘new’ people in the Islamic world, arriving suddenly and

unexpectedly. Mamluk-era authors could therefore not simply rely on earlier texts to make sense of

them, but had to work creatively in combining existing stereotypes of other peoples and ideas on

ethnicity with new information. Second, the Mamluk sultanate made for an ethnically complicated
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context for such image formation. The Mamluk elite itself was predominantly of Turkish descent –

most mamluks being imported from Turkic Central Asia, and Mamluk rule often being referred to as

dawlat al-atrāk (‘the dynasty/state of the Turks’) – and the Turks and the Mongols were widely

regarded as closely related ethnically: wholesale condemnation of anything Mongol based on ethnic
stereotypes would cause problems. Moreover, there were ethnic Mongols present in the upper

Mamluk echelons, either because they had been imported as mamluks themselves, or because they
had arrived as immigrants. The population over which they ruled, however, including most of the
authors who wrote about the Mamluks and the Mongols, were local Syrians and Egyptians. Third,

the Mamluk sultanate had different relationships with the Mongols of the Ilkhanate and those of the
Golden Horde, respectively. This was further complicated by the Ilkhanid conversion to Islam

around the turn of the century – an important part of Mamluk rhetoric against the Ilkhanids had

been based on an image of the Mamluks as defenders of Islam and Muslims against the infidel
Ilkhanids. Mamluk-era authors thus wrote about Mongols, who formed a key Other, in a

complicated social and historical context.

Given these circumstances, the development of ideas on and stereotypes of Mongols in the

first century of the Mamluk sultanate is a highly relevant case study into processes of image

formation, selfing and othering. This study analyses how these images were developed from

existing discourses combined with new information, but also investigates when, where and why

they were used. In this way, it brings to light the variations in representations of the Mongols across

genres, periods, authors and groups of Mongols, thus showing the agency and creativity of authors,
as well as offering an analysis of images’ differing functions and effects, in a variety of contexts –

political and otherwise.

Chapter 1 explores how Mamluk-era authors made sense of the previously unknown

Mongols by incorporating them into existing traditions, both climate- and humoral theory and the

biblical division of peoples between the sons of Noah, connecting them to other northern peoples,
including the Turks. It also shows how environmental theory was used to explain perceived

physical and mental characteristics of the Mongols. This incorporation of the Mongols into existing
ideas on northern peoples served as the basis for Mamluk-era images of the Mongols: courageous

and savage, with wide chests, broad faces and narrow eyes.

The next two chapters analyse how authors made use of Mongol cultural stuff. Origin

stories, an important part in the creation of ethnic identity, were used to malign the Mongols, as I

argue in chapter 2. The Mongols’ own narrative of Chinggis Khan’s ancestress Alan Qo’a and her

reported immaculate conception was used to paint Chinggis Khan’s male ancestor (or even himself)
290

as a bastard child – and the Mongols as fools for believing the story of a sun-ray induced pregnancy.
Another, non-indigenous, story about Mongol origins was recounted by Ibn al-Dawādārī, who used
it to paint an image of the Mongols that emphasizes the same characteristics (courage, strength,

savagery) that were derived from the environmental theories as discussed in chapter 1. Moreover,
he used the myth to explain contemporary circumstances and concerns, particularly the shared
heritage and enmity between the Turks and Mongols.

Arguably the most famous part of Mongol cultural stuff was the Yasa – a supposed legal

code, promulgated by Chinggis Khan, about which many questions remain in today’s scholarship.

Mamluk-era authors made enthusiastic use of the Yasa and its founder in their othering strategies,

depicting Chinggis Khan and his Yasa as photonegatives of the prophet Muhammad and the Sharia.
In Chapter 3, I argue that authors did so from a very early stage in Mamluk-Ilkhanid relations:

rather than from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards, as previous scholarship has asserted, the

Sharia and the Yasa were contrasted in the late seventh/thirteenth-century already. The discourse

of opposing the Yasa and Islamic rules and mores was then developed in more detail in the

eighth/fourteenth century. Chapters 2 and 3 also stress the importance of individual authors’

agency, and show how they purposefully used their source material to bring a message across,
which at times resulted in different images of the Mongols or their culture.

Differences in the depiction of Mongols not only depended on individual authors, but also

on to which group of Mongols they belonged, which is especially visible in the different

representations of the hostile Ilkhanids and the friendly Golden Horde, respectively. Chapter 4

investigates how Mamluk-era authors portrayed the first Mongol armies, the later Ilkhanate and

Golden Horde. Using a series of chronological case studies, I explore how writers in Egypt and Syria

used the works of their predecessors and from thereon further developed images and stereotypes.
From their descriptions of these early Mongols through the Mamluk-Ilkhanid war, aspects as

courage, violence, infidelity and savagery were taken and expanded upon and joined by images of

subterfuge and trickery. The Mongols of the Golden Horde, however, received drastically different
press. Their Muslim khans, especially Berke (r. 655-64/1257-66) were praised for their piety, but
even in the case of khans who were not Muslim, authors made an effort to connect them to Islam

nonetheless, for instance by emphasizing their advancement of Islam and/or Muslims over other
religions and their adherents. Depictions of Mongols were thus strongly influenced by political
concerns.

The importance of context in the use of images of ethnic Others is similarly evident in the

case of Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate. In chapter 5, I use three case studies to investigate
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the way in which Mamluk Mongols were represented. The reports around the various groups of

Mongol immigrants, wāfidiyya, to the sultanate as well as the reign of the Mongol Mamluk sultan

Kitbugha (r. 694-6/1294-6) show that their ethnic backgrounds were not necessarily problematic.
Problems instead arose due to jinsiyya – favouritism based on ethnicity shown by Kitbugha to the

Oirat wafidiyya of 695/1296 – and the Oirat refusal to convert to Islam, in addition to the

factionalism in which some members of the elite considered Kitbugha a usurper to the throne. That
tensions regarding Mongol Mamluks should be sought in these issues, rather than in their jins

(ethnicity) itself, is exemplified by the metalwork produced by Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn, particularly
in the basin now known as the Baptistère de Saint Louis. This work – which I consider to have been

made for a Mamluk audience rather than a European one, as has been argued in the past – depicts
the military and courtly elite of the Mamluk sultanate: the khāṣṣakiyya. Among them are ethnic

Mongols, recognizable by their faces that follow the physical descriptions of Mongols as found in
the ethnographic tradition discussed in chapter 1.

This study thus reveals the development of representations of Mongols by authors in the

Mamluk sultanate, thereby contributing to the developing field of research into ethnicity in the

medieval Middle East, showing how contemporary scholars were actively involved in processes of

ethnic identification, categorisation and othering. Through their intellectual efforts, which included
the gathering of new information, (de)selection and use of existing sources, these scholars

developed a discourse on the Mongols that generally tied in with the concerns and programme of
the Mamluk military elite. That meant that different images were created for different groups of

Mongols, in which Islam played the role of an important cultural marker. Yet, although there was a
certain discursive consistency to the way the Mongols were represented in the Mamluk sultanate,

there was also ample variation: across genres, between authors, and with regard to the latters’ aim.
The images of the Mongols were thus actively constructed and used for a variety of purposes in
response to, and in interaction with, the sultanate’s complex ethnic and political contexts.
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Samenvatting: Mongolen in Mamlukse ogen. Het verbeelden
van etnische Others in het middeleeuwse Midden-Oosten
In de zevende eeuw AH, ofwel de dertiende eeuw CE, werd de islamitische wereld opgeschrikt door

de plotselinge invasie van de Mongolen en hun daaropvolgende verovering van grote delen van het
islamitische gebied. De lokale bevolking leed onder grote aantallen doden, ongekende vernietiging
en grootschalige plundering. Daarnaast zag ze zich ook nog geconfronteerd met de mentale klap
van de val van Bagdad, dat in handen viel van Hülegü (c. 613-63/1217-65) en zijn legers. De

daaropvolgende moord op de Abbasidische kalief al-Mustaʿṣim (reg. 640-56/1242-58)

veroorzaakte een schokgolf in de islamitische wereld. Vanaf dat moment zouden Mongoolse

dynastieën nog eeuwenlang over delen van de moslimwereld heersen. Maar hoewel Hülegü en zijn
opvolgers in het Ilkhanaat pogingen bleven doen om hun grondgebied uit te breiden tot de
mediterrane kust, wisten de Mamlukse heersers over Egypte en Syrië dat te voorkomen.

Decennialang voerden de Mamlukken en de Ilkhanidische Mongolen regelmatig oorlog tegen elkaar.
De heersende elite van het Mamlukse sultanaat (648/1250-922/1517) werd gevormd door

mannen die als militaire slaven naar Egypte waren gekomen, zogenaamde mamlukken (mamlūk,
mv. mamālīk). Zij waren voornamelijk afkomstig uit Turkstalige gebieden in Centraal-Azië. De

vestiging van de Mamlukse heerschappij in Egypte – Syrië was op dat moment nog altijd in handen
van de Ayyubiden, de voorgangers van de Mamlukken – viel samen met de Mongoolse opmars in

het Midden-Oosten. De eerste keer dat de Mamlukken de Mongolen versloegen was in de slag bij

ʿAyn Jālūt (Bron van Goliath), in de Vlakte van Jizreël in Galilea op 25 ramadan 658/3 september

1260. Het Ilkhanaat zou de voornaamste vijand van het Mamlukse sultanaat blijven tot er in

723/1323 een vredesverdrag werd gesloten. Tegelijkertijd ontwikkelden en onderhielden de

Mamlukken vanaf de vroege jaren 660/1260 vriendschappelijke diplomatieke relaties met een

ander Mongools khanaat, de Gouden Horde. In het Ilkhanaat deelden zij een vijand, en de Gouden

Horde was voor de Mamlukken daarin dan ook hun belangrijkste bondgenoot. Daarnaast werd er
gehandeld, en waren er diplomatieke missies over en weer.

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt, analyseert en contextualiseert de beeldvorming over de

Mongolen in Mamluks Syrië en Egypte, ca. 656-761/1260-1360. Er bestond een basisbeeld van de
Mongolen als ‘gewelddadige ongelovigen’, maar nadere studie laat zien dat beelden van de

Mongolen breder en complexer waren. De vorming van dergelijke beelden en stereotypen in het

Mamlukse sultanaat vond plaats in gecompliceerde en diverse culturele en politieke contexten, en
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ze waren daardoor verre van eenvoudig en eensluidend. Deze complexiteit en diversiteit hadden

verschillende oorzaken.

Om te beginnen waren de Mongolen een ‘nieuw’ volk in de islamitische wereld, dat

plotseling en onverwacht arriveerde. Auteurs in het Mamluks Syrië en Egypte konden dus niet

leunen op oudere teksten om te begrijpen waar ze mee te maken hadden, maar moesten in plaats
daarvan op creatieve wijze aan de slag om bestaande ideeën over etniciteit en stereotypen van

andere volkeren te combineren met nieuwe informatie. Ten tweede vormde het sultanaat zelf een
etnisch gecompliceerde context voor het vormen van dergelijke beelden. De Mamlukse elite was

zelf voornamelijk van Turkse afkomst. De meeste mamlukken werden uit Turks Centraal-Azië

gehaald, en naar de Mamlukse heerschappij werd dan ook vaak verwezen als dawlat al-atrāk (‘de

dynastie/staat van de Turken’). Mongolen en Turken werden algemeen beschouwd als nabije

etnische verwanten. Een algehele afkeuring van alles van Mongools was op basis van etnische

stereotypen zou dus problemen veroorzaken. Bovendien waren er ook etnische Mongolen te vinden
binnen de Mamlukse elite. Zij waren ook als mamlukken geïmporteerd of waren als immigranten

naar het sultanaat gekomen. De bevolking waarover de Mamlukken heersten, inclusief de meeste
auteurs die over de Mamlukken en de Mongolen schreven, bestond echter uit lokale Syriërs en

Egyptenaren. Ten derde had het Mamlukse sultanaat dus verschillende relaties met de Mongolen
van het Ilkhanaat en met die van de Gouden Horde. Er traden nog meer complicaties op toen de

Ilkhaniden zich rond de eeuwwisseling tot de islam bekeerden. Een groot deel van de Mamlukse
retoriek tegen de Ilkhaniden was namelijk gebaseerd op een beeld van de Mamlukken als

verdedigers van de islam en moslims tegen de ongelovige Ilkhaniden. Auteurs in het Mamlukse

sultanaat schreven dus over de Mongolen, die een zeer belangrijke Other of Ander vormden, in een
complexe sociale en historische context.

Gezien deze omstandigheden is de ontwikkeling van ideeën en stereotypen van de

Mongolen in de eerste eeuw van het Mamlukse sultanaat een zeer relevante casestudy naar

processen van beeldvorming, selfing, en othering. Deze studie analyseert hoe deze beelden werden

ontwikkeld vanuit bestaande discoursen die gecombineerd werden met nieuwe informatie, maar

onderzoekt ook wanneer, waar en waarom ze werden gebruikt. Op die manier breng ik de variaties
in beelden van Mongolen aan het licht, tussen genres, periodes, auteurs en verschillende groepen

Mongolen. Op die manier is niet alleen de agency en creativiteit van auteurs zichtbaar, maar bied ik

ook een analyse van de verschillende functies en effecten van deze beelden, in verschillende
contexten, zowel politiek als daarbuiten.
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Hoofdstuk 1 onderzoekt hoe auteurs in de Mamlukse periode proberen de tot dan toe

onbekende Mongolen te begrijpen door hen te incorporeren in bestaande tradities, zowel de
klimaattheorie en humorenleer als de op de Bijbel gebaseerde verdeling van volkeren in

afstammelingen van de zoons van Noach. Hierbij verbonden ze de Mongolen aan andere noordelijke
volkeren, waaronder de Turken. Dit hoofdstuk laat ook zien hoe deze, op de fysieke omgeving

gebaseerde, theorieën gebruikt werden om vermeende lichamelijke en mentale kenmerken van de
Mongolen te verklaren. Deze opname van de Mongolen in bestaande ideeën over noordelijke

volkeren dienden vervolgens als basis voor de beelden van de Mongolen in het Mamlukse sultanaat:
moedig en barbaars, met een grote borstkas, brede gezichten en smalle ogen.

De twee hoofdstukken die daarop volgen analyseren hoe auteurs gebruikmaakten van

Mongoolse culturele elementen. Oorsprongsverhalen, een belangrijk element in de vorming van
etnische identiteit, werden gebruikt om de Mongolen te beschimpen, zoals ik in hoofdstuk 2

beargumenteer. Het Mongoolse verhaal van Chinggis Khans voorouder Alan Qo’a en de daarin

vermelde onbevlekte ontvangenis van haar kinderen werd gebruikt om haar zoon, en dus Chinggis
Khans mannelijke voorouder, als bastaardkind af te schilderen. Daarbij werden de Mongolen zelf

neergezet als dwazen vanwege hun geloof in dit verhaal van een door een zonnestraal veroorzaakte
zwangerschap. Een ander verhaal, dat niet van de Mongolen zelf was, werd verteld door Ibn al-

Dawādārī, die het gebruikte om een beeld van de Mongolen te schetsen dat dezelfde kenmerken
benadrukte (moed, kracht, barbaarsheid) als die die naar voren kwamen uit de in hoofdstuk 1

besproken theorieën. Bovendien gebruikte hij het verhaal om contemporaine omstandigheden en
zaken te verklaren, in het bijzonder de gedeelde achtergrond van, en de vijandschap tussen, de
Turken en de Mongolen.

Wellicht het beroemdste onderdeel van de Mongoolse cultuur was de Yasa, een vermeend

wetboek dat uitgevaardigd zou zijn door Chinggis Khan. Tot de dag van vandaag bestaan er onder
historici over deze Yasa veel onbeantwoorde vragen. Auteurs in het Mamlukse sultanaat maakten
echter enthousiast gebruik van de mysterieuze Yasa en zijn grondlegger in hun othering

strategieën. Zij presenteerden Chinggis Khan en zijn Yasa als fotonegatieven van de profeet

Mohammed en de sharia. In hoofdstuk 3 stel ik dat deze auteurs dat vanaf een zeer vroeg moment

in Mamluks-Ilkhanidische betrekkingen deden. Het is niet pas vanaf de negende/vijftiende eeuw
dat de sharia en de Yasa worden gecontrasteerd, zoals eerder onderzoek heeft bepleit, maar dit
gebeurde al in de late zevende/dertiende eeuw. Dit discours, waarin de islamitische regels en

mores tegenover die van de Yasa werden gezet, werd vervolgens in de achtste/veertiende eeuw

verder ontwikkeld. De hoofdstukken 2 en 3 benadrukken daarnaast het belang van de individuele
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agency van auteurs, en laten zien hoe zij hun bronmateriaal doelbewust inzetten om hun boodschap
over te brengen. Dat resulteerde soms in verschillende weergaves van de Mongolen en hun cultuur.
Verschillen in de weergave van Mongolen kwamen niet alleen voort uit de keuzes van

individuele auteurs, maar waren ook afhankelijk van de groep Mongolen waartoe ze behoorden. Dit

is met name zichtbaar in de verschillende voorstellingen van respectievelijk de vijandige Ilkhaniden
en de vriendschappelijke Gouden Horde. Hoofdstuk 4 onderzoekt hoe auteurs in het Mamlukse

sultanaat de eerste Mongoolse legers, het latere Ilkhanaat, en de Gouden Horde neerzetten. Door

middel van een serie van chronologische casestudy’s kijk ik hoe auteurs in Egypte en Syrië het werk
van hun voorgangers gebruikten en van daaruit beelden en stereotypen verder ontwikkelden. Uit
hun beschrijvingen van deze vroege Mongolen en de Mamluks-Ilkhanidische oorlog werden

aspecten als moed, geweld, ongelovigheid en barbaarsheid gehaald en daar werd op voortgebouwd.
Hier werden beelden van bedriegerij en listigheid aan toegevoegd. De Mongolen van de Gouden

Horde kregen echter een geheel andere behandeling. Hun islamitische khans, in het bijzonder Berke
(reg. 655-64/1257-66) werden geprezen om hun vroomheid, maar zelfs in gevallen van khans die
geen moslim waren, deden auteurs moeite om hen toch aan de islam te verbinden. Dat deden zij
bijvoorbeeld door hun bevordering van de islam en/of moslims boven andere religies en hun

aanhangers te benadrukken. De beschrijvingen van Mongolen werden dus sterk beïnvloed door
politieke overwegingen.

Het belang van context in het gebruik van beelden van etnische Others is op vergelijkbare

wijze zichtbaar in het geval van de Mongolen in het Mamlukse sultanaat. In hoofdstuk 5 gebruik ik
drie casestudy’s om te onderzoeken op welke wijze Mongoolse Mamlukken werden afgeschilderd.
De verslagen over de verschillende groepen Mongoolse immigranten, wāfidiyya, in het sultanaat,

evenals de regering van de Mongools Mamlukse sultan Kitbugha (reg. 694-96/1294-96), laten zien

dat hun etnische achtergrond niet per definitie problematisch was. In plaats daarvan ontstonden

problemen als gevolg van jinsiyya – voortrekkerij gebaseerd op etniciteit, zoals Kitbugha tegenover

de Oirat-Mongoolse wāfidiyya van 695/1296 aan de dag legde – en de weigering van de Oirats om

zich tot de islam te bekeren. Daarbij kwam nog het factionalisme: sommige leden van de Mamlukse
elite beschouwden Kitbugha als een usurpator. Dat deze spanningen rond Mongoolse Mamlukken
dan ook verklaard moeten worden vanuit deze kwesties, en niet vanuit hun jins (etniciteit) zelf,

wordt geïllustreerd door het metaalwerk gemaakt door Muḥammad ibn al-Zayn, in het bijzonder in
het bekken dat we nu kennen als de Baptistère de Saint Louis. Dit object – waarvan ik meen dat het
gemaakt is voor een Mamluks publiek in plaats van Europees, zoals in het verleden wel gesteld is –
toont de militaire en hoofse elite van het Mamlukse sultanaat: de khāṣṣakiyya. Onder hen zijn
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etnische Mongolen, te herkennen aan hun gezichten die afgebeeld zijn op een manier die

overeenkomt met de fysieke beschrijvingen van de Mongolen zoals die te vinden zijn in de
etnografische traditie besproken in hoofdstuk 1.

Dit onderzoek toont hiermee de ontwikkeling van beeldvorming over de Mongolen door de

auteurs van het Mamlukse sultanaat. Hiermee levert deze studie een bijdrage aan het zich

ontwikkelende veld van onderzoek naar etniciteit in het middeleeuwse Midden-Oosten. Het laat

zien hoe auteurs in deze tijd actief waren in processen van etnische identificatie, categorisering en
othering. Door middel van hun intellectuele inspanningen, waaronder het verzamelen van nieuwe

informatie en het (de)selecteren en gebruiken van bestaande bronnen, ontwikkelden deze auteurs
een discours over de Mongolen dat over het algemeen aansloot bij de belangen en het programma

van de Mamlukse militaire elite. Dat betekende dat er verschillende beelden werden gecreëerd voor
verschillende groepen Mongolen, waarin islam als een belangrijk cultureel kenmerk fungeerde.

Tegelijkertijd, ook al was er een zekere discursieve consistentie in de manier waarop de Mongolen
in het Mamlukse sultanaat werden neergezet, was er ook aanzienlijke variatie: tussen genres,

tussen auteurs, en tussen de doelen van die laatsten. De beelden van de Mongolen werden dus

actief geconstrueerd en gebruikt voor diverse doeleinden in antwoord op, en in interactie met, de
complexe etnische en politieke contexten van het sultanaat.
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