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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.
10
11
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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.
14
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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.
19
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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.
24
25
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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
Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 9–10, 43–44; Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 10–12.
33
Arikha, Passions and Tempers, 9–10; Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 12–13.
34
Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 6–7.
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
Pre-Modern Societies, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub and Richard J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 291–93.
31
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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
See Al-Azmeh, ‘Barbarians in Arab Eyes’, 7.
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
al-ʿIlmiyya, 2010), 66–67. See also Meserve, ‘Inhospitable Land’, 73–74. This view, that people’s characteristics
change when they move to a different environment, was also present in medieval Europe. See for instance Joseph
Ziegler, ‘Physiognomy, Science, and Proto-Racism 1200-1500’, in The Origins of Racism in the West, ed. Miriam
Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac, and Joseph Ziegler (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 195–99; Weeda,
‘Images of Ethnicity’, 131–32.
39
al-Dimashqī, Kitāb Nukhbat al-Dahr, 30. See also 274-75.
40
Olsson, ‘The World in Arab Eyes’, 492; Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿIbar, I:65–68. See also al-Dimashqī (Kitāb Nukhbat
al-Dahr, 275), who describes the people of the sixth clime as being 'like wild animals' and the Slavs of the seventh
clime as 'like cattle'.
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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.
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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
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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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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
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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),
a secretary of the Saljūq dynasty: ‘God has created them in the shape of lions: with wide faces and flat noses.’
From Kitāb Tafḍīl al-Atrāk ʿalā Sāʾir al-Ajnād, as translated and quoted by Frenkel, The Turkic Peoples, 76.
69
Meyerhof and Schacht, Theologus Autodidactus, 66–67, ٤٢.
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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.
72
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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
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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’.
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Somogyi, ‘Adh-Dhahabi’s “Ta’rikh al-Islam”’, 598.
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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
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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

71

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
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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).
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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.
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Mirʾāt al-Zamān fī Tārīkh al-Aʿyān, vol. I (Hyderabad: Majlis Dāʾira al-Maʿārif al-ʿUthmāniyya, 1954), 367; Ibn alDawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VIII:51. See also Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part C1)’, 121; Haarmann, ‘Ideology and
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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.
114
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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
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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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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.
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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
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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
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 121–33. Her analysis is a great example of the desideratum expressed by Walter Pohl
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
Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, 13.
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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.
31
See Lech, 18–21, 29–41.
32
For Juvaynī’s writing on the Mongols, see for instance Morgan, ‘Persian Perceptions’, 204–6. For his career under
the Ilkhanids, see for instance Gilli-Elewy, ‘Baghdad between Cairo and Tabriz’, 343–48.
33
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, III:100 (ed. Lech, Das mongolische Weltreich, ٢-٣/92). The word farjī could also
mean an opening in her tent (see Aigle’s translation, The Mongol Empire, 127), but in this context the reading
‘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
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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.
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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
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46
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47
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48
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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
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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
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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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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
Ibn al-Dawādārī, VII:217. Cf. Durar al-Tījān, ٥١. See also Kanz al-Durar, VII:224, where Ibn al-Dawādārī says that
they all begin with Chinggis Khan and do not transcend that.
65
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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
‘Ulū Khān Aṭā Bitikjī’ (٥٥), which is also simply described as ‘in their language’, and in Kanz al-Durar (VII:218) it says
that ‘it is called in the Turkish language “Ulū Ay Aṭam Bitikī”’, meaning ‘the Book of the Great Father’.
70
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٥.
71
Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 99.
72
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٥٦-٥٨; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:218. Among the others attending
these gatherings were Jamāl al-Dīn ibn Zaytūn al-Balālīqī, Manṣūr al-Adīb al-ʿAbbāsī, and Jamāl al-Dīn al-Samlūṭī.
Ibn al-Dawādārī notes that Ibn Dāniyāl was missing from the group when the reading of the Turkish book took
place. This may have been because he died around this time, in 710/1310 (Faḍl Allāh ibn Abī al-Fakhr al-Ṣuqāʿī, Tālī
Kitāb Wafayāt Al-Aʿyān, ed. Jacqueline Sublet [Damascus: Institut Français de Damas, 1974], 158; Safi Mahfouz and
Marvin Carlson, trans., Theatre from Medieval Cairo. The Ibn Dāniyāl Trilogy [New York: Martin E. Segal Theatre
Center Publications, 2013], xx).
73
Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 102.
74
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, 56. See also Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’.
75
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
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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
appendix in ‘the Turkish book’ (٦٦). As in the case with the genealogies (see below), the version given in Kanz alDurar, is probably the correct one, for reasons of chronology. See also Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 21 n. 97.
77
An English translation of the first, Turkish part of the legend is given in Frenkel, ‘The Turks’, 60–66.
78
Haarmann, ‘Alṭun Ḫān’, 21–22.
79
See Van den Bent, ‘Mongol Origins in Mamluk Texts’. The term comes from Mongol yasu. Sneath, Headless
State, 106.
80
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.
82
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.
91
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
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:230.
97
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.
98
Asharmāq in Durar al-Tījān, Aydarmāq in Kanz al-Durar.
99
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٦-٦٧; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:231.
100
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٧.
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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.
107
Haarmann (‘Großer Vater Mond’, 132) renders it as Tüngā Khātūn.
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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
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:233–34. Cf. Durar al-Tījān, ٦٩-٧٠.
110
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٧٠.
111
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:234–35. Cf. Durar al-Tījān, ٦٨.
112
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:235.
113
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:235–37; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Durar al-Tījān, ٦٨-٧٢.
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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.
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116
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:236. This detail, which is in the section reputedly related by Sulaymān ibn
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
Haarmann, ‘Turkish Legends’, 104.
114
115

102

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”.
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120
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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,
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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
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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
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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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