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4. Mongols on the horizon
In both his history Al-Mukhtaṣar fī Akhbār al-Bashar and in his geography Taqwīm al-Buldān, Abū

al-Fidāʾ mentions the African people of the Damādam. They are described rather unkindly:

The Damādam are the Tatars (al-tatar) of [the peoples of] Black Africa (al-sūdān). They
attack them (kharajū ʿalayhim) and kill among them, like the Tatars did with the Muslims.
They are devoid of religion (muhmalūn fī adyānihim) and they have various idols and
customs. 1

Few things paint a clearer picture of recurrent images and stereotypes of a people than such

comparisons and parallels drawn with other groups. The image of the Mongols as a violent and
infidel people was apparently widespread enough that the author expected his audience in
seventh/fourteenth-century Egypt or Syria, after reading or hearing this description of the

Damādam, to immediately form an image of this faraway African people. The Mongols stood for the
enemy pur sang. Somewhat similarly, the Khwārazmian troops who were wreaking havoc in Syria
in the 630s and 640s (1240s) are described by al-Dhahabī as being ‘like the Tatars in perfidy (al-

ghadr), cunning (al-makr), killing (al-qatl), and looting (al-nahb)’. 2

The ideas about the Mongols projected by these comparisons with other peoples or enemy

groups are commonly found in Mamluk-era texts, as are various other recurring images of them. In

this chapter I will analyse the Mamluk-era images of the Mongols outside the Mamluk sultanate
with whom they were in contact: how do authors depict them, and why? To answer the last

question, showing the importance of social and political context for the development and use of
these images, I will look at various groups of Mongols, both from a temporal and geographical

perspective. The Mamluk sultanate, after all, had very different connections with different Mongol
groups and polities, from their primary enemy the Ilkhanate to their allies in the Golden Horde, as
well as the Mongol minority within the elite of their own sultanate. Distinguishing between the

Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, I:123. See also Abū al-Fidāʾ, Taqwīm al-Buldān, 163, which makes clear that he is
paraphrasing Ibn Saʿīd here. The edition of Ibn Saʿīd’s Kitāb al-Jughrāfiyā I had at my disposal lacks this mention,
but the manuscript used by Reinaud in his preparation of his edition of Taqwīm al-Buldān did include it (see Abū alFidāʾ, xlv, 164). See also al-Qalqashandī, Ṣubḥ al-Aʿshā, V:337; al-ʿAynī, Al-Sayf al-Muhannad, 18.
2
Shams al-Dīn Abī ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn ʿUthmān al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām wa-Wafayāt alMashāhīr wa-l-Aʿlām, ed. Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf, vol. XIV (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 2003), 357. On the
Khwārazmians and their invasions of Syria, see R. Stephen Humphreys, From Saladin to the Mongols. The Ayyubids
of Damascus, 1193-1260 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1977), 269–71, 274–75, 284–87.
1
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representations of these various groups, with whom the Mamluks had diverse and at times

complicated relationships, sheds light on the various ways in which Mamluk-era authors employed

and developed stereotypes and why. In this chapter I investigate the depiction of the Mongols

outside the Mamluk realm, i.e. the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde, as well as their predecessors:
the first Mongol armies to conquer Muslim territory. I will focus on Mongols within the Mamluk
sultanate in chapter 5.

In this chapter I will first analyse the way the original Mongol conquests in the Islamic

world, still led by Chinggis Khan, are described by Mamluk-era authors. Although this took place

several decades before the Mamluk sultanate came into being, this episode was an important part

of the foundation of the stock images of the Mongols, together with evironmental theory. Second, I
will look into the way the Ilkhanids – the Mamluks’ most important enemy until the 720s/1320s –
are depicted in these sources. Third, I will discuss the manner in which they portray the Jochid

Mongols of the Golden Horde, an important Mamluk ally. The Chaghataid Khanate and the Yuan

dynasty I leave out, given their distant location and lack of immediate importance to the Mamluk
sultanate (and the resulting minor attention paid to them in the sources). Since the conquests of
Islamic lands under Chinggis Khan and the later armed conflicts between the Mamluks and the

Ilkhanids do receive elaborate attention in the sources, which is impossible to cover in its entirety, I
have selected a number of case studies. For the early Mongol conquests, this is the taking of the
Khwārazmian cities of Bukhara and Samarqand, the first two major Muslim cities seized by the

Mongol forces. For the Ilkhanate, I have chosen three key events. I will first look at the 656/1258

conquest of Baghdad by Hülegü: a watershed moment for the Islamic world as whole. Second, I will
study the battle of ʿAyn Jālūt in 658/1260 in which the Mamluks were victorious. Third, I will focus

on the 699/1299-1300 Ilkhanid occupation of Damascus, paying special attention to the Syrian and
Egyptian authors’ ideas on the Islamisation of the Ilkhanids, which took place in the same period
and played an important part in both parties’ ideological strategies. Mamluk-era authors are

significantly less elaborate in their discussion of the Golden Horde Mongols, who were much farther
away and on whom they consequently had less information, which allowed me to explore their
representation throughout my selection of source material.

These analyses will show that Syrian and Egyptian authors of the seventh/thirteenth and

eighth/fourteenth centuries authors drew from a stock of existing discourses and stereotypes.

Images established by older traditions such as environmental theory resurface, and Mamluk-era

writers rely on earlier authors for (part of) their information on these events. However, as is the
case with texts on the Yasa discussed in the previous chapter, they did not blindly follow these
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earlier authorities, but rather elaborated upon these ideas, developed new ones, and, moreover,

made conscious decisions on which images to use when. The emphasis Mamluk-era authors place

on violence, infidelity and treachery, among others, in their images of the Mongols under Chinggis
Khan and the Ilkhanids are thus the result of purposeful, deliberate decisions, influenced by the

social and political contexts in which they lived. The importance of these contexts and the resulting

decisions on the formation, selection and employment of these images of the Mongols are eminently
visible in the differences between the respective depictions of the enemy groups of early Mongols
and Ilkhanids on the one hand, and the allied Mongols of the Golden Horde on the other.

First Mongol conquests
Many Mamluk-era authors introduce the first Mongol incursion into Islamic lands as a traumatic

experience for the Muslim world as a whole. It is often the annals of the year 616 AH (1219-20 CE)
in which the histories elaborately discuss the Mongols for the first time, for it was in that year that
the Mongols crossed the Oxus river (Jayḥūn) into the Khwārazmian empire, and thereby into the

Islamic world. Ibn Wāṣil, in his annals for that year, begins his report of the Mongol conquests as
follows:

Never befell the Muslims a greater catastrophe than happened this year. During this year,
Muslims were killed and enslaved and their lands were conquered on a scale they had never
experienced before. (…) Part of that was the most significant event and the greatest
calamity: the appearance of the Tatars and their conquest in a short time of most of the
Muslim lands and their fortresses, the shedding of Muslim blood, and the capturing of
Muslim women and children. (…) Never were the Muslims afflicted by a greater disaster
than this one. 3

Statements of the sort are frequent in texts discussing the start of the Mongol invasions. 4 Even in

the brief discussions of the Mongol appearance in 616/1219-20, such as in al-ʿUmarī, the notion
that the Muslims had ‘never suffered such misfortune’ is present. 5

The sudden appearance of a heretofore unknown people required explanation, and the

previous chapters discussed how Muslim authors traced the Mongols’ provenance and how they

regarded their leader. They similarly wished to answer the question of why the Mongols crossed

the river, why they invaded the Islamic world. In answering these questions, as they did for their
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:34.
See for instance Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:86.
5
al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār, XXVII:235.
3
4
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discussion of the rise of Chinggis Khan, they frequently used the work of al-Nasawī, the secretary to

and biographer of Jalāl al-Dīn Khwārazm Shāh. The second popular source for these early conquests
was the history of the famous Iraqi historian Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh (The Complete

History). 6 If these texts themselves were not used, authors frequently drew on the work of

colleagues who previously based themselves on these earlier authorities. Their influence is visible

in the works of, among others, Ibn Wāṣil, Abū al-Fidāʾ, al-Nuwayrī, Ibn al-Dawādārī, and Ibn Kathīr:
a selection of Syrian and Egyptian authors from the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth

century who all paid significant attention to the Mongol conquest of Bukhara and Samarqand and

whose works I have used for this analysis. The importance of the two authorities is confirmed by alNuwayrī, who states that it has been difficult to investigate and verify the history of the Mongols,

but that it cannot be ignored. He has therefore based his discussion of their history on the works of
al-Nasawī’s biography of Jalāl al-Dīn and on Ibn al-Athīr. That is the only material written by

historians that he is aware of, he relates. He has, however, added information he received from

messengers and travellers. 7

In line with the works of al-Nasawī and Ibn al-Athīr, the immediate cause for the Mongols’

crossing of the Oxus river is generally considered to have been the murder of the traders in Utrar by
the Khwārazm Shāh’s governor there. In brief, Chinggis Khan, after his rise to power as discussed in
chapter 3, sent a group of traders carrying a vast amount of valuable goods to the Khwārazmian

empire, so they might trade it there. The Khwārazm Shāh’s governor in Utrar accused them of being
spies for the Mongols, and – with the approval of the Shāh – had them killed and seized their goods.
Chinggis Khan, naturally, was very upset, and sent messengers to the Shāh to inform him of what

happened and demand justice. Rather then placating the khan, the Khwārazm Shāh had one of the

three envoys killed and humiliated the other two by having their beards shaved. This then, was the

trigger for a Mongol attack on the Khwārazmian empire. 8 Additionally, some authors also suggest a

theory that the caliph al-Nāṣir li-Dīn Allāh (r. 575-622/1180-1225) was responsible for the Mongol
invasion, as he had supposedly written to Chinggis Khan after the Khwārazm Shāh’s had targeted
Iraq in 614/1217. 9

6
An English translation of this section of Ibn al-Athīr’s history is available in D.S. Richards, trans., The Chronicle of
Ibn Al-Athīr for the Crusading Period from al-Kāmil Fī al-Ta’rīkh. Part 3. The Years 589-629/1193-1231: The
Ayyubids after Saladin and the Mongol Menace (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008).
7
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:206. On his use of these texts, see also Amitai, ‘Al-Nuwayrī’, 27–31;
Angermann, ‘Das Unfassbare’.
8
See, among others, Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:38–40; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:166–67, 210–11; al-Subkī,
Ṭabaqāt, I:330–33; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:237–41; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:82–83.
9
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:39; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:217, 238–39. See also Biran, Chinggis Khan, 54–55;
Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 17.
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Basing themselves on Ibn al-Athīr’s history, Mamluk-era authors then relate how after the

initial military clashes between the Khwārazmians and the Mongols, Chinggis Khan and the Mongol

troops set forth to the city of Bukhara. After being besieged for three days, its population requested
and received an amān, a guarantee of safety. But, adds Ibn al-Dawādārī to the text of his source

material, ‘that was a lie of his, and a curse’ 10 – as would soon become apparent. Despite the city’s

surrender, the citadel held on and the Mongols forced the inhabitants of Bukhara to help defeat the

soldiers manning it. The population was ordered to fill the moat around the citadel, which they did,
with wood and dirt.

The filling of the moat is an interesting episode. Ibn al-Athīr reported that the Mongols

themselves joined in, with ‘the infidels even taking minbars and Qur’an chests and throwing them in
the moat’. 11 In her dissertation on al-Nuwayrī’s history of the Mongols, Anna Katharina Angermann
already noted that al-Nuwayrī – who follows Ibn al-Athīr very closely in his report on the early

Mongol conquests – reduces the emotional elements that are so present in Ibn al-Athīr’s work, with
his frequent supplications to God and presenting less of a religious perspective. 12 Similarly, where
Ibn al-Athīr fairly consistently mentions ‘the infidels’ whenever he refers to the Mongols, al-

Nuwayrī opts for the more basic ‘Tatars’. 13 The trend towards a less emotional representation of

events is visible in all these later authors, as well as their use of the term ‘Tatars’ instead of

‘infidels’. Nonetheless, the image of these early Mongols as violent infidels as presented by Ibn alAthīr is continued by the Mamluk-era authors. They, too, report the Mongols’ use of these sacred

objects to fill the ditch. 14 Ibn al-Dawādārī even adds various objects to the minbars and Qur’an

chests, emphasising the sacrilegiousness of events. He states that the Bukharans ‘even broke the
planks of minbars and mosque ceilings’, and even used ‘priceless books, copies of the Noble

[Qur’an], and splendid [Qur’an] chests’. 15 Although the locals themselves appear to be the ones
performing the work, the committed sacrilege is clearly the result of Mongol force.

To return to the narrative: eventually, the Mongols managed to conquer the citadel and

killed all those inside. Chinggis Khan then ordered the notables of Bukhara to hand over the bullion
that the Khwārazm Shāh had taken from the merchants in Utrar and sold to Bukharan and

10
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:241. ‘His’ here either refers to Chinggis Khan, or is a mistake for ‘them’ (wakāna kidhban minhu wa-laʿna).
11
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339.
12
Angermann, ‘Das Unfassbare’.
13
See for instance al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:212. Cf. Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339.
14
See for instance Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:42; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83. In Ibn Wāṣil’s version it
appears to be the locals themselves who include minbars and Qur’an chests, but that is still clearly the result of
Mongol force, as is the case in Ibn al-Dawādārī.
15
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:242.
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Samarqandi traders. They did so, after which they were ordered out of the city, stripped of their
possessions with only the clothes on their backs. In spite of the amān they had announced, the

Mongols then put the city to the sword and captured the women and children. The women were

violated while their men looked on, unable to defend them. Those who survived and surrendered

were taken captive, and, as Ibn Wāṣil relates, ‘they set the mosques, schools (madrasas) and Friday

mosques on fire’, 16 adding the Friday mosques to Ibn al-Athīr’s description of the destruction of the

city. 17 Special attention is thus paid to Islamic religious buildings in this report, both by the initial

source and the authors who used him. As in the episode with the moat, Ibn al-Dawādārī adds some
detail to his report on the violence against the population, relating that when the Mongols put the

people of Bukhara to the sword, they ‘captured the women and killed the child on the breast of his

father or mother’. 18 All this, of course, happened despite the amān the people of Bukhara had been

granted – a betrayal at which Ibn al-Dawādārī had already hinted at the amān’s first mention. Ibn

Kathīr, in the same vein, speaks of ‘trickery and treachery’, 19 as well as stating that Chinggis Khan
‘betrayed [Bukhara’s] people’. 20

The way these Mamluk-era authors treat their source material is meaningful. On the one

hand, as Angermann has shown for al-Nuwayrī, their approach is less emotional, more distant. The

supplications that pepper Ibn al-Athīr’s text have largely disappeared, as has his designation of the

Mongols as ‘infidels’. Both are readily explained by the temporal and geographical distance between
the later authors and the events. The Mamluk-era authors were used to the Mongols as an

important political and military actor – with the exception of Ibn Wāṣil, all authors in this

paragraph had been born after the Battle of ʿAyn Jālūt. The shock and surprise suffered by Ibn al-

Athīr – whose place of residence was not targeted by the Mongols during his lifetime although the

threat was acutely felt 21 – is clearly reflected in his repeated pleas to God, yet is absent in the

Mamluk-era discussion of the events in Bukhara. Similarly, although Ibn al-Athīr also uses the term

‘Tatar’ for the Mongols, he mostly refers to them as ‘infidels’ in this episode. Although the Mamluk-

era authors were no less convinced of the infidel status of the Mongols, they overwhelmingly refer

to them as ‘Tatars’. The term was more familiar to them than to Ibn al-Athīr, and they apparently

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:43.
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:339–40, who speaks of the city, madrasas and mosques being set on fire, as
well as al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:212–13; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83.
18
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:242.
19
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:83.
20
Ibn Kathīr, XIII:88.
21
D.S. Richards, “Introduction,” in The Chronicle of Ibn Al-Athīr for the Crusading Period from Al-Kāmil fī al-Ta’rīkh.
Part 3. The Years 589-629/1193-1231: The Ayyubids after Saladin and the Mongol Menace (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2008), 1.
16
17
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found it more useful in their discussion of events than the arguably vaguer ‘infidels’, although they

did not shy away from the latter when censuring the Mongols and their religious convictions.
While Mamluk-era authors chose to exclude some of Ibn al-Athīr’s material, they

occasionally added their own. These additions serve to emphasise aspects of the fall of Bukhara and
the accompanying Mongol behaviour they found important. This is the case with Ibn al-Dawādārī’s
addition to the description of the violence committed in Bukhara that children were killed at their
parent’s breast. Now, elsewhere in his discussion of the first Mongol incursions into the Muslim

world Ibn al-Athīr does not shy away from the gory details of Mongol violence. Ibn al-Dawādārī may
well have been inspired by those sections. Nonetheless, his insertion of this detail shows that he

found it relevant to emphasise ruthless Mongol violence against innocent children, with the added

cruelty of killing them in the arms of their parents. Ibn Wāṣil’s modest addition of ‘Friday mosques’
to the list of burnt down religious buildings similarly emphasises Mongol transgressions against

Islam, as does Ibn al-Dawādārī’s expanded list of sacred objects that fell prey to the Mongols’ wish
to fill in the moat.

However, it is in the accusation of treachery that the Mamluk voices are most clearly heard.

Both Ibn al-Dawādārī and Ibn Kathīr condemn the Mongol betrayal of the amān they had granted
the city’s inhabitants. And while the accusations of sacrilege and abhorrent violence are clearly

present in Ibn al-Athīr’s depiction of events, this appears to be new. That the Mongols broke their
promise is clearly evident from Ibn al-Athīr’s account, but the emphasis that it receives in the

Mamluk versions is an innovation. 22 The topos of Mongol trickery would prove to fall on fertile

ground, as is evident from Thomas Herzog’s analysis of the image of the Mongols in the Sīrat

Baybars. He describes how the Mongols are portrayed as formidable and dangerous enemies of the
bilād al-islām, the Islamic lands. Yet, the sīra’s focus ultimately lies on their trickery. 23 This image,

incorporated in a text that started to take shape in the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century,
was thus developed in the seventh/thirteenth- and first half of the eighth/fourteenth centuries.
Comparable addition of detail can be seen in the description of the Mongol conquest of

Samarqand, where the Mongols headed after taking Bukhara. The remaining Bukharans were made
to march with them. Whoever fell prey to exhaustion on the way was killed. At Samarqand, the

Mongols pretended to be a larger force than they were, in part by having the prisoners appear to be
troops as well by giving them banners – all in order to install fear in the ‘hearts of the Muslims’. 24
Cf. Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 114.
Herzog, ‘La mémoire’, 353–54.
24
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:340.
22
23
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The Khwārazmian troops in the city were reportedly too scared to confront the Mongols, but some

brave Samarqandi locals did go out to fight them. They were, however, lured into an ambush by the

Mongols, who had retreated only to trap the pursuing Samarqandi men. They were killed to the last
man, some seventy thousand of them, the historians report. 25 Figures of casualties are notoriously

problematic, often being in the realm of the improbable bordering on the impossible. A case in point
are the immense numbers of fatalities reported for the fall of Baghdad in 656/1258, which run in

the millions. A death toll of seventy thousand does not sound entirely implausible but remains

impossible to verify. In any case, this number can and should be read as an expression of the far-

reaching devastation and carnage. 26 To this number of fatalities, Ibn Kathīr adds, in his summarised
version of events, that the large-scale slaughter happened within a single hour, thereby
emphasising both the scale and efficiency of the massacre. 27

The soldiers within the city then panicked, and decided to ask for an amān, since they

figured that the Mongols would not harm them – after all, they were Turks: ‘We are of [the same]
ethnicity as they are, so they won’t kill us’ (see chapter 1). 28 They received the amān, and

approached the Mongols with their families and property. The Mongols ordered them to hand over
their weapons and possessions, after which they would be taken somewhere safe. Once they had

done so, however, the Mongols killed them to the last man and took their women. The remaining
population was ordered to leave the city, and the Mongols treated them as they did the people of
Bukhara. They plundered, killed, captured, and defiled. Afterwards, they set fire to the Friday
mosque. 29

Bukhara and Samarqand thus were the first two major Islamic cities to be taken by the

Mongols. Ibn Wāṣil includes these and the following early Mongol conquests of Islamic territory

under the heading ‘Recollection of the appearance of the Tatars and their conquering of most of the
Muslim lands’. He ends this section with the statement that

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, 1972, IV:43; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya,
XIII:88. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:340–41.
26
For a discussion of the problem of these contemporary numbers of casualties, see Jackson, The Mongols and the
Islamic World, 169–73. See also Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 108.
27
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:88.
28
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213. The edition of Ibn Wāṣil indicates that a similar phrase was included in
the margins of the manuscript (Mufarrij, IV:44), which was apparently also in the manuscript Ibn al-Dawādārī used
(Kanz al-Durar, VII:242). See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:341.
29
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:213; Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:44. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh,
X:341. The mention of killing and plunder is absent in Ibn Wāṣil, but might well fall under ‘doing what they did to
the people of Bukhara’. According to Ibn Wāṣil, they also set fire to the rest of the town, while al-Nuwayrī, based
on Ibn al-Athīr, states that they ‘left [the rest of] the town as it was (see Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:44 n. 3). Ibn Kathīr’s
report on events in Samarqand after is relatively brief, as is Ibn al-Dawādārī’s after the killing of the soldiers.
25
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This is the account of this people and the beginning of their affair. We will – inshallah – later
mention newer events concerning them. (…) In the time of Islam before them – or even
before [the time of] Islam – nothing like this ever happened. They exterminated most of the
inhabited world in a very short period. Alexander, on the contrary, conquered the lands in
about fourteen years, and he did not behave like these people. He treated the people of each
kingdom with justice and kindliness. These [ones] conquered through bloodshed, the
destruction of lands and the killing of people. God is asked for aid, and asked that the
Muslims be victorious over them, and inflict their utter extermination and destruction. 30

This remark speaks volumes about Mamluk-era authors’ image of the Mongols under Chinggis

Khan. This, too, goes back to Ibn al-Athīr’s text, in which he unfavourably compares Chinggis Khan
to Alexander – a historical figure who figures in the Qur’an as Dhū al-Qarnayn (‘the two-horned’)

and was viewed as a wise monarch and pious ruler in the Arabic tradition. 31 But while Ibn al-Athīr

simply mentions that he did not kill anyone during his conquests but was simply ‘content to receive
the people’s obedience’, 32 Ibn Wāṣil elaborates on the differences between the two conquerors. He

thus underscores the excessive Mongol violence by contrasting it to Alexander’s justice and

kindness – which the Mongols evidently lack, as is clear from their repeated violation of amāns.
Beyond describing the early Mongols as excessively violent, Mamluk-era authors also

emphasise their status as infidels, and more in particular, as enemies of Islam. The reports in which

these images appear are based on the accounts of early Mongol conquests written by al-Nasawī and,

especially, Ibn al-Athīr. However, they did not blindly copy their predecessors, but rather developed
their own narratives using these sources. The depiction of the Mongols as violent infidels then, is

very much the choice of Syrian and Egyptian authors. It is reflected in what they choose to transmit,
but arguably even more so by what they add. I have already given a few examples of this, such as
Ibn al-Dawādārī and Ibn Kathīr explicitly pointing out the Mongol betrayal of the Bukharans by

violating the amān, as well as the former’s adding of more objects with religious value that were

thrown in the moat by the Mongols. Another straightforward example is the heading Ibn Wāṣil

chose for his section on the Mongol movements in Azerbaijan in 628 (1230-1): ‘Recollection of the

moving of the Tatars towards the lands in this year and what they did in bloodshed and depravity’ –

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:64.
On the traditions on Alexander in the Arab world, see Faustina Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus. A
Survey of the Alexander Tradition through Seven Centuries: From Pseudo-Callisthenes to Ṣūrī (Leuven: Peeters,
2010). See also the inscriptions calling Baybars the ‘Alexander of [his] time’ (Iskandar al-zamān). E.g. Thesaurus
d’Epigraphie Islamique (TEI), XIVe livraisons, 2017 (http://www.epigraphie-islamique.org), n° 2246; Aigle, The
Mongol Empire, 233–37.
32
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:334.
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the mention of bloodshed here is entirely his own. 33 Whether through selection from earlier

sources or by their own additions or explanations, several notions of the Mongols appear again and
again and are also visible in other Mamluk-era sources.

First, there is the recurring theme of Mongol shedding of Muslim blood and the capturing of

womenfolk and children, which is presented as unprecedented. Several authors quote or

paraphrase Ibn al-Athīr’s famous description of the Mongol invasion of the Islamic world in the year
617 (1220-1), or parts thereof. He compares Nebuchadnezzar’s slaughter of the Israelites and the
destruction of Jerusalem, 34 which he describes as one of the greatest disasters the histories

mention, to the Mongol attack on Muslims and the destruction of their cities – the latter being even

more calamitous according to the author. He also contrasts the Dajjāl, an apocalyptic figure that

could be described as the Muslim Antichrist, 35 with the Mongols: he will spare at least some, the
Mongols spare absolutely no one. 36 The passage is quoted by Ibn Kathīr 37 and the analogy is

incorporated by, for instance, al-Dhahabī 38 and Abū al-Fidāʾ. The latter’s incorporation of the

comparison into his own description of the conquest reads as follows:

In these lands they did everything from killing their people and capturing the children and
killing the ʿulamāʾ and the virtuous and the ascetics and the worshippers, and destroying the
mosques and setting fire to copies of the Qur’an. Nothing like it had been heard of since
before or after [the coming of] Islam. What Nebuchadnezzar did with the Children of Israel
(banū isrāʾīl) does not resemble a portion of what they did. Every city that they destroyed
was much larger than Jerusalem and every community of Muslims they killed was double
the number of Children of Israel that Nebuchadnezzar killed. 39

Abū al-Fidāʾ thus uses Ibn al-Athīr’s analogy in connection to what he considers to be the Mongols’
greatest sins: their spread of destruction and death in combination with their status as enemies of

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:314. Cf. Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:445, 448.
See 2 Kings 24-25; Jeremiah 39:1-10, 52:1-30.
35
For the Dajjāl, see David B. Cook, ‘Dajjāl’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, ed. Kate Fleet et al. (Brill Online,
2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_25826.
36
Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:333–34.
37
Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:87.
38
al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:289. He includes only the bit on Nebuchadnezzar and leaves out the Dajjāl.
39
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:159. Nebuchadnezzar is a rather complex figure in Muslim tradition, but his
description mostly follows the Bible. See G. Vajda, ‘Buk̲h̲t-naṣ(ṣ)ar’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P.
Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_1513. He and Alexander were
considered to be two of the four rulers of Antiquity with world dominion (the other two being Nimrod and
Solomon), which is likely why Ibn al-Athīr found them useful in his comparison of the world-conquering Mongols.
See Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, 224.
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Islam, destroying the things it holds sacred and killing its leaders. These two elements return over
and over in the Mamluk-era descriptions of the early Mongol conquests.

Mongol violence was made evident in the reports on the taking of Bukhara and Samarqand

as we have seen above: it is clear in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s statement that babies were killed in their

parents’ arms; in Ibn Kathīr’s statement that the Mongols slaughtered seventy thousand men in a

single hour; and in the many other mentions of bloodshed and massacre. The theme reappears

throughout the reports of the early conquests, also in those that following Bukhara and Samarqand.

Like Ibn al-Athīr, several authors relate that during the Mongol taking of Beylagan (Baylaqān, in

Azerbaijan) they ‘put [its people] to the sword, not sparing anyone of the men, women or children.

They even split open the bellies of pregnant women and killed the foetuses. They raped women and
then killed them.’ 40

That this violence is regarded as intrinsically connected to the Mongols is visible in the

statement made by various authors that it is a Mongol ‘habit’. Ibn al-Dawādārī states about Persian

Mazandaran that the Mongols ‘killed everyone in it, according to their atrocious habit (ʿalā

ʿādatihim al-shunīʿa)’. 41 Other ‘habits’ they are reported to have had are destruction, plundering,

and taking captives. 42 It is then not surprising that various authors include phrases such as ‘God the

Exalted forsake them’ following these descriptions. 43 Their reports are shorter than those by Ibn al-

Athīr, yet they still emphasise the violence committed. Especially telling about the perceptions of

Mamluk-era authors with regard to the early Mongol conquests are the generalising analyses of the
Mongol approach to conquest, which is succinctly summed up by Ibn Kathīr:

Generally, they [the Mongols] do not enter a place without killing all those in there of the
combatants and men, and many of the women and children. They ruin what is in it it by
plunder if they need it, or by fire if they don’t, to the extent that they had gathered more silk
than they could carry, and threw it in the fire while they watched it. They destroyed houses,
and what they couldn’t raze they set on fire. The thing they set on fire the most were
mosques and Friday mosques. 44

al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:219. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:352; Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij,
IV:52; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:90.
41
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:250.
42
Plunder and destruction are mentioned, for instance, by al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:219. See also Ibn alAthīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:353. All three are mentioned as such by Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:89–90,
128.
43
See for instance Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:128.
44
Ibn Kathīr, XIII:86–87.
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It is at this point that I am not entirely convinced by the argument presented by Daniel

Baraz in his book on perceptions of cruelty in premodern Europe. There he compares the European
descriptions to the way Mongol violence is presented in a handful of ‘Eastern’ sources. He argues

that the Western focus on cruelty is the result of cultural developments in the medieval West, and

that cruelty as a concept played a role in European sources’ representation of the Mongols it did not
have in contemporary Muslim sources. The ‘narrative of cruelty’ Baraz describes for his European

sources, that explicitly mention the term, is indeed absent from the Muslim sources. 45 Baraz’ claim

that cruelty as a concept played a role in European sources’ representation of the Mongols it did not
have in contemporary Muslim sources is convincing and lends strong support for his general

argument on narratives on cruelty in the European tradition. However, I think he underrepresents

the role Mongol violence and cruelty plays in the Muslim accounts, at least in the Mamluk sources –
likely the result of his limited selection of sources. Violence is considered an elemental part of
Mongol behaviour. And although it may be mentioned implicitly and in less detail than in the

Western texts, Mongol transgressions as rape with aggravating circumstances (in front of relatives
and/or followed by murder) 46 and the killing of women, old men and children – what Baraz refers

to as ‘the conventional signs of cruelty’ 47 – are recurring elements in Mamluk descriptions of

Mongol aggression. It is visible in the violation of Bukharan women while their families watch –

aggravated rape – in Ibn al-Athīr’s report, in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s addition of children being murdered

in their parents arms, but also in the Mongols’ perverse enjoyment of arson as described by Ibn
Kathīr. The cruelty may not be explicitly mentioned as such, but it is certainly there.

To return to Ibn Kathīr’s statement: his claim that the Mongols set mosques and Friday

mosques ‘on fire the most’ shows that he considers the Mongols to actively operate against Islam –

another recurring theme in the Mamluk sources. Religious places are not just unfortunate victims of
general rampant violence, but are actively targeted. The reports of events in Bukhara and

Samarqand relate how the Mongols targeted Islamic objects in general – minbars and Qur’an chests
were thrown in the moat – and Ibn al-Dawādārī chose to emphasise this by expanding on the

original information from Ibn al-Athīr. Not only minbars were dismantled to throw into the moat,

according to him, mosque ceilings suffered the same fate. And not only Qur’an chests were used, but
also copies of the Qur’an. The attack on the Islamic faith is thus depicted as evident and urgent.

Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 90–122. On the representation of Mongols in medieval European texts, see also
Maurizio Peleggi, ‘Shifting Alterity: The Mongol in the Visual and Literary Culture of the Late Middle Ages’, The
Medieval History Journal 4 (2001): 15–33; Jackson, Mongols and the West, 136–47.
46
Baraz, Medieval Cruelty, 95.
47
Baraz, 117.
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Muslim authors show Islam or Muslims on the one hand, and the Mongols on the other, to

be in opposition to one another. The conflict is commonly reported as clashes beteen ‘Muslims’ and
‘Mongols’ (usually called ‘Tatars’) instead of as clashes between two peoples, polities or ethnicities.
To give just a handful of examples: when reporting the Mongol conquest of Anatolia, Abū Shāma

adds: ‘May God make its return to the Muslims easy.’ 48 In Hamadan, ‘the Tatars were superior to the

Muslims and annihilated them,’ relates al-Nuwayrī. 49 And Ibn al-Dawādārī states, regarding a

625/1227-8 battle between Jalāl al-Dīn and the Mongols, which was won by the Khwārazm Shāh,

that ‘God made Islam victorious over the depraved infidels, worshippers of statues and idols’. 50 This
opposition is not exclusively used for the Mongols. Quite the contrary, authors regularly describe

‘the Muslims’ in conflict with other parties, such as the Franks and the Georgians. 51 The frequently
recurring phrase does, however, emphasise the status of the Mongols as infidels and enemies of
Islam.

Many authors stressed that the Mongols were infidels. Abū Shāma refers to them as ‘the

infidels among the Turks (al-kuffār min al-turk)’, 52 for instance. Various other authors make use of

al-Nasawī’s and Ibn al-Athīr’s characterisations of Mongol culture. Al-Nasawī’s pun that ‘the

khanship is inherited from chief to chief (kābir), no, from infidel to infidel (kāfir)’, 53 is incorporated
by Abū al-Fidāʾ, and following the latter, by al-Dhahabī. 54 Others make enthusiastic use of Ibn al-

Athīr’s report that the Mongols revere the sun and do not consider anything to be haram: they will
eat the meat of any animal, including dogs and pigs. Marriage is unknown among them, and the

women sleep with various men, so their children do not know who their fathers are. 55 Ibn Kathīr

mentions the sun worship, as well as them not considering anything to be ritually forbidden: ‘They
will eat whatever they find in animals and carrion (mayyitāt), may God curse them.’ 56 Where Ibn
Kathīr leaves out Ibn al-Athīr’s description on Mongol marital life (or, rather, lack thereof), alDhahabī does include it. His portrayal of Mongol eating habits is even more damning than the

Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 173.
al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:218. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:351.
50
Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VII:289.
51
See for instance Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:49; Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, IV:34–35.
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Abū Shāma, Tarājim, 165.
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al-Nasawī, Sīrat, 38–39.
54
Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:278. See also al-ʿUmarī, Masālik al-Abṣār,
XXVII:236.
55
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in chapter 3.
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original: ‘They will eat any animal,’ he writes, ‘and humans.’ 57 Ibn Wāṣil appears to concede that

they did believe in something, but it could hardly count as an actual religion: ‘They do not profess

any religion except that they acknowledge the creator, subḥānahu wa-taʿālā, and they glorify him,
and they do not believe in any law of the [Islamic] laws (lā yaʿtaqidūna sharīʿa min al-sharāʾiʿ).’ 58

The Mongols were indeed shamanists, with very different food taboos from the Muslims,

which from an Islamic perspective surely did qualify them as pagan infidels. The notion that Mongol
children did not know their fathers due to their mothers’ promiscuity, however, is clearly an

attempt to contrast the Mongols with Islamic values – very similar strategies are present in the

discussions of the Yasa (chapter 3) and the topic also arises in the Mamluk discussion of the Mongol

story of Alan Qo’a. They are quite typical topics of othering, and echo older descriptions of the

Turks of the Eurasian steppes, whose food habits were similarly questioned and who were also
accused of permissive sexual behaviour by Islamic authors. 59 Al-Dhahabī’s accusation of

cannibalism goes even beyond religious food taboos: human flesh is not even listed in the majority
of Islamic juridical texts as being among the foods that are forbidden for human consumption.

Rather, when legal scholars do discuss it, human flesh is classified as belonging to those things that
man instinctively finds disgusting. 60 The trope of cannibalism is a classic among accusations levied

at Others, and the fact that the Mongols supposedly considered human flesh as lawful food speaks

volumes.

Although this is the only mention of Mongol cannibalism that I have come across in Mamluk

sources, 61 authors also make mention of other elements of the early Mongols’ life style which depict
them as uncivilised barbarians: another recurring topos. I am using the term ‘barbarian’ here as an
analytical term for the way the Muslim sources describe the Mongols, as someone who is outside
the borders of civilisation, in this case the Islamic one, in which, in the words of Maria Boletsi,

‘[b]arbarism functions as the negative standard, against which civilization measures it virtue,
humanity, or level of sophistication’. 62 The barbarian and the civilised, Boletsi describes, are

al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:290; al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:237. The remark on women’s sexual behaviour is
omitted in the latter source.
58
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:36.
59
Frenkel, ‘The Turks’, 213–16.
60
Zoltán Szombathy, ‘Eating People Is Wrong: Some Eyewitness Reports of Cannibalism in Arabic Sources’, in
Violence in Islamic Thought. From the Qur’ān to the Mongols, ed. Robert Gleave and István T. Kristó-Nagy
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 212–20.
61
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interdependent notions: the ‘civilised’ sophistication, superiority and humanity of the ingroup

exists by the grace of the ‘barbarian’ other’s simplicity, inferiority and savagery. 63 The nomadic

Mongols are easily pictured in this manner. It is contained in the descriptions of their un-Islamic

and savage food practices as well as in their primitive religion. Ibn Wāṣil relates that the Mongols

were a ‘people of tents and poles’, who had ‘nothing but sheep and horses, the meat of which they

ate and whose milk they drank’. Those animals themselves were not fed; rather, they scratched the
ground with their hooves in order to get to the roots of plants, which they ate. 64 Such a picture of

the Mongols’ origins is also present in Ibn al-Dawādārī’s account of the Mongol origin story

(chapter 2). He paints a similar picture in his discussion of the early Mongol conquests, writing that
these people did not know fabric or clothing, nor any of the embellishment of the world.
Rather, they were like wild beasts running around on earth, not knowing anything but
animal skins, like beaver, sable and ermine(?), and the like. All the people from beyond the
river behind the Oxus are like that. 65
Even when comparing the Mongols of Chinggis Khan with the ‘rest of the Tatars’

(Introduction), who must have been just as barbaric in the eyes of the Mamluk-era authors if Ibn alDawādārī is to be believed, they take an exceptional position. ‘Their language was different from
that of the rest of the Tatars (al-tatār),’ writes Ibn Kathīr, ‘and they are the most courageous of

them and the most persevering in battle.’ 66 The depiction of the Mongols as courageous and

steadfast in battle is common. Al-Nuwayrī even relates a story, based on Ibn al-Athīr, of a Mongol
who committed suicide by banging his head on rock rather than be taken prisoner. 67 The Mongol

courage described in the context of these conquests resonates with the way the Mongols’ ethnic

characteristics are described in abstracto on the basis of climate theory. So does their barbarism:

any people from the far north (or the far south, for that matter) were by definition far removed
from the civilisation of the central climes.

But it is not just in courage that Chinggis Khan’s Mongols reportedly stand out among their

kin. According to Abū al-Fidāʾ, basing himself on al-Nasawī, they were ‘famous among the Tatars

Boletsi, 11.
Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, IV:36. See also Ibn al-Athīr, Al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, X:334–35, on which he builds; and for
instance al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXII:237; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:290.
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(al-tatar) for wickedness (sharr) and perfidy (ghadr)’. 68 For many Mamluk-era authors, an

important aspect of this ‘wickedness and perfidy’ was the Mongols’ untrustworthiness: a fourth

theme that appears again and again. Ibn al-Dawādārī places extra emphasis on the amān given to

the people of Bukhara, and the fact that it was broken. Not only does he immediately state that the

amān as such was ‘a lie’, he also has the Mongols say to the general population: ‘We have given you
safety, so bring us the property of our enemy the sultan Khwārazm Shāh and his treasure.’ 69 But

while the people of Bukhara delivered, the Mongols never held up their end of the deal. Ibn Kathīr
therefore speaks of trickery, treachery, and betrayal. Similar stories are told about other places

than Bukhara: the Allans, after learning of the approach of the Mongols, had joined forces with a

group of Kipchaks who helped them fight the Mongols. When the initial battle yielded no victor, the

Mongols sent word to the Kipchaks, saying: ‘We and you are of one ethnicity (jins), and those Allans

do not belong to you, [which would mean] that you should help them (laysū minkum ḥattā

tanṣurūhum), and their religion is not like yours.’ 70 Rather, the Mongols suggested, the Kipchaks

would be rewarded, and promised their safety, if they were to abandon the Allans and leave them to
the Mongols to deal with. The Kipchaks agreed, but after the Mongols defeated the Allans, they

turned on the Kipchaks – who had considered themselves safe because of the peace deal. 71
The Mongols who conquered and raided the Islamic world are thus depicted as an

extraordinary enemy. Mamluk historians state that the carnage and destruction perpetrated by the
Mongols was unprecendented – not even infamous conquerors like Nebuchadnezzar came near.
And to their bloodthirst, plunder, and destruction they added a stark religious opposition. They
describe the Mongols not only as infidels, but also depict them as actively targeting symbols of
Islam. They also contrast Mongol practices with Muslim culture, emphasising their barbarian

tendencies. These images are already present in the works of authors such as Ibn al-Athīr and al-

Nasawī, who worked outside and before the later Mamluk sultanate, but whose works were gladly
drawn and expanded upon by Egyptian and Syrian authors from the 650s/1250s onwards, who

thereby reinforced and developed the ideas and images contained in them. Like them, the Mamluk-

era authors heavily and purposefully emphasise violence and infidelity, but the image of

Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:153. Cf. Al-Nasawī, who writes ‘famous among the Turks’ (Sīrat, 39). Al-Dhahabī in
turn used Abu al-Fidāʾ, and relates that they were ‘a people known for wickedness and perfidy’ (Siyar, XXII:227;
Tārīkh al-Islām, XIII:19, 279).
69
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untrustworthiness – while certainly present in the contents of the earlier reports – is taken to a new
level of prominence by the later historians.

Ilkhanids
The first Mongol campaigns in Islamic territory, then, were met with shock and horror. At the time

of Chinggis Khan’s death in 1227, the Mongols had made significant inroads into the Islamic world.
In the years to come, the Mongol grasp on the centre of the Muslim land would only become

stronger. Chinggis Khan had granted an ulus, a territory, to each of his four sons by his chief wife
Börte: Jochi (although he predeceased his father), Chaghatai, Ögedei, and Tolui. This, at least in

theory, did not mean that the empire was now split up; it was considered to be the joint property of
the imperial family. 72 His third son Ögedei became Great Khan in 1229 (r. 1229-41), and he

continued the gradual expansion of the Mongol empire into Islamic territory. The great conquests

of Muslim lands, however, were brought about by Hülegü (d. 1265). Hülegü was sent to the Middle

East by his brother, the Great Khan Möngke (r. 1251-9), in order to deal with the Ismāʿīlīs, who had

been bothering the Mongols in Persia, and to acquire the submission of the Abbasid caliph. After

defeating the Ismāʿīlīs in Persia, 73 Hülegü continued on to Baghdad, which he infamously sacked in

656/1258. Hülegü, whose descendants would rule over a new Mongol state that would become

known as the Ilkhanate, consequently received extraordinarly bad press in the Mamluk sources. He
is described as a ‘tyrant’ (al-ṭaghiya Hūlākū), 74 and as is the case with his grandfather (see chapter

3), his name is regularly followed by exclamations as laʿanahu Allāh, ‘God curse him’, a curse that is

frequently extended to the Ilkhanid Mongols as a whole. In the following, I will discuss a number of
seminal moments in the encounters between the Ilkhanid Mongols and the states of the Middle

East: the fall of Baghdad, the Mongol invasion of Syria and the Mamluk victory at ʿAyn Jālūt, and the
Mongol occupation of Damascus, paying particular attention to the Islamisation of the Ilkhanid

Mongols and its effects on the way they were represented in the Mamluk sultanate. Through these
case studies, I will trace and analyse how images of the Ilkhanids were developed and employed.

Jackson, Mongols and the West, 41.
The Syrian branch held out a little longer, and would be defeated by the Mamluk sultan Baybars several years
later (Morgan, The Mongols, 151).
74
al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXIII:180.
72
73

169

Baghdad

Ibn Wāṣil and his colleagues may have been shocked by the events in the Khwārazmian empire and
the surrounding Islamic lands, the conquest of Baghdad and the murder of the Abbasid caliph al-

Mustaʿṣim bi-Llāh was an even greater horror: ‘Islam has not been struck by a greater catastrophe

than this one, nor one more significant.’ 75 Ibn Wāṣil was not alone in this sentiment. 76 In many

ways, the fall of Baghdad in and the murder of the caliph in Ṣafar 656 (February 1258) was a
watershed moment. 77

The fall of Baghdad and the murder of the al-Mustʿaṣim bi-Llāh is widely blamed by Sunni

historians on the betrayal by the latter’s Shiite vizier Muʾayyad al-Dīn ibn al-ʿAlqamī, who

supposedly invited the Mongols following a conflict between Sunnis and Shiites in Baghdad – an

accusation to which there appears to have been at least some truth. 78 As Ibn al-Dawādārī puts it:

‘Khāyin al-Dīn [‘traitor to the faith’] would have been a more appropriate name.’ 79 Some, like Ibn
Kathīr, also include Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (597-672/1201-74), the Shiite scholar in the service of

Hülegü, in the plot to have the caliph killed. According to him, Hülegü dreaded killing the caliph, but
Naṣīr al-Dīn made light of it and convinced him to do it. 80 On the exact cause of the caliph’s death –

by strangling, or being rolled in a carpet, kicked until he died, drowned in the Tigris – confusion

remains, 81 but the fact is that al-Mustaʿṣim bi-Llāh was the last caliph in Iraq. This symbolic yet vital

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:153.
See for instance al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl, I:85; Rukn al-Dīn Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat al-Fikra fī Tārīkh al-Hijra, ed.
Donald S. Richards (Beirut: Orient-Institut der DMG; Berlin: Das arabische Buch, 1998), 37.
77
On the capture of Baghdad by Hülegü, see for instance Jackson, The Mongols and the Islamic World, 126–30.
78
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al-Abṣār, XXVII:366–67; Ibn Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:201. On Ibn al-ʿAlqamī’s alleged treason, see for
instance al-Dhahabī, Siyar, XXIII:180, 361–62; al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XIV:671–73. See also Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij,
VI:278 n. 986. On al-ʿAlqamī and his treason, see Anja Pistor-Hatam, ‘Ursachenforschung und Sinngebung. Die
mongolische Eroberung Bagdads in Ibn Ḫaldūns zyklischem Geschichtsmodell’, in Die Mamluken: Studien zu ihrer
Geschichte und Kultur. Zum Gedenken an Ulrich Haarmann (1942–1999), ed. Stephan Conermann and Anja PistorHatam (Hamburg: EB-Verlag, 2003), 317–21; J.A. Boyle, ‘Ibn al-Alḳamī’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition,
ed. P. Bearman et al. (Brill Online, 2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3072.
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account of the Mongol conquest of Baghdad is based on the work of one ‘Ibn Wāṣil, ṣāḥib tārīkh Baghdād’. It is
unclear which work this is exactly (see also Frenkel, The Turkic Peoples, 113 n. 384). The Ibn Wāṣil of this text
relates an oral report of one amir Jamāl al-Dīn Abū al-Manṣūr Sulaymān ibn al-ʿAdl Fajr al-Dīn Abū al-Qasam ʿAbd
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office remained empty for several years, until a number of alleged Abbasids showed up in Cairo and
the caliphate was reinstalled by Baybars. 82

Like Bukhara, Samarqand, and many other cities, Baghdad was thoroughly plundered and a

great many people were killed, as Abū Shāma reports: ‘They killed and looted and did as is their

custom in their conquests of the Persian lands (bilād al-ʿajam).’ 83 The Mamluk historians report the

horrors of the taking of Baghdad. There is no consensus on the number of days the violence lasted

before an amān was announced: was it seven days that Baghdad was put to the sword, ‘not sparing
old people or children’, 84 or around forty? 85 Nor is there agreement on the number of victims. Was

it eight hundred thousand, more than a million, 1,8 million, or two million? 86 The number of

casualties is unlikely to have actually been this high, 87 but as in the case of Samarqand, they do

reflect the sense of shock and the idea of the magnitude of this event. So do the more substantive

reports, which vividly describe gruesome scenes. Ibn Kathīr reports how the Mongols came into the
city and proceeded to kill anyone they could. People attempted to hide but the Mongols still found
them, opening up their hiding places by breaking into them or by using fire. They chased fleeing
people, killing them on the roofs, ‘until blood streamed into the alleys from the gutters’. 88 Al-

Dhahabī, too, speaks of slaughter until ‘until torrents of blood flowed’. 89 When amnesty had been
granted at last, Ibn Kathīr sketches dramatic scenes of people who, having hidden from the

massacre, reappeared like bodies being dug up from the grave. The large numbers of dead lying in

the streets in Iraq even caused an epidemic in Syria, he writes, due to the corrupted air they caused

and which spread to Syria. 90

Not only later, eighth/fourteenth-century authors such as Ibn Kathīr paint such a bloody

scene. On 3 Muḥarram 661 (17 November 1262), the newly instated Abbasid caliph al-Ḥākim bi-

Amr Allāh, the second in Cairo after the death of al-Mustanṣir a year earlier, delivered the khuṭba in
death, according to the Mongol habit to not spill the blood of kings and nobles (Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Zubdat alFikra, 37; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:258.).
82
On the reestablishment of the Abbasid caliphate, see for instance Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 56–63;
Aigle, The Mongol Empire, 224–26, 244–54.
83
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XIII:202.
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which he endorsed Baybars and called for jihad. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir reports how he encouraged his

audience to take up arms and raise the banner of jihad, and to that purpose reminded them of the
Mongol invasion of Baghdad some years previously:

If only you had seen the enemies of Islam when they entered the House of Peace [dār alsalām, i.e. Baghdad], deeming it lawful [to shed] blood and [to take] property, and killing
men, heroes, and children, and disgracing the honour of the caliphate and the women (wahatakū ḥaram al-khilāfa wa-l-ḥarīm). They subjected those whom they spared to painful
torture, and the sound of crying and wailing rose high, and cries rose from terror on this
long day. How many an old man [had his] white hair painted by his blood! How many a child
cried while no mercy was shown to its crying! 91

As in the case of the Mongols under Chinggis Khan, Hülegü’s troops are depicted not only as

horrifically violent, but also as ‘enemies of Islam’. Again, this notion is widely supported in the other
sources. One that stands out is Ibn Kathīr. As I argued in chapter 3, he portrayed the Yasa as
decidedly un-Islamic. He does the same in other aspects of Mongol actions and history,

characterising Hülegü’s soldiers as ‘infidel, wicked, tyrannical, brutish troops, from those who do

not believe in God nor in the Last Day’. 92 In his tarjama of Hülegü himself, the Mongol leader is said

to be ‘a tyrannical (jabbāran), wicked (fājiran), infidel king’, who had ‘killed innumerable Muslims,

east and west’. His hatred for the man is so great that he adds the telling ‘lā raḥimahu Allāh’ – may

God have no mercy on him. 93

Other authors similarly portray Hülegü in a very negative light, but an intriguing exception

is found in al-ʿUmarī. He relates that Hülegü had intended to leave things as they were before the
conquest, and simply having the locals pay tribute and submit to the Mongols. However, this was

precluded, firstly by the fear of the locals, who refused to meet with him, and secondly, by his own

troops and their insistence on what he calls ‘mughūliyya’ – presumably the introduction of Mongol
traditions and practices. Hülegü’s initial plan thus failed, and, concludes al-ʿUmarī, ‘fate cannot

retract its arrows’. 94 Given the divergence of this story from the general Mamluk interpretation of

this episode, it is likely that this story originated in the Ilkhanate itself, in order to come to terms

with the fact that the founding member of the royal family had been responsible for carnage of such

Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Al-Rawḍ al-Zāhir, 143–44. On the legitimisation of Baybars in this speech, see Aigle, The
Mongol Empire, 249–50. This speech would later be reused under al-Ashraf Khalīl, see Broadbridge, Kingship and
Ideology, 47.
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dimensions, by which Islam had also been struck hard. And after all, al-ʿUmarī’s reliance on various
Ilkhanid informants in addition to his written sources has been shown to affect his representation
of the Mongols in other respects as well (see chapter 3). It is also reminiscent of al-Nuwayrī’s
account about Chinggis Khan, which was similarly influenced by Ilkhanid sources. In general,

however, the theme of the infidelity of Hülegü and his troops, and even worse, their enmity against
Islam and Muslims as well as their violence, are recurring themes in the descriptions of the
conquest of Baghdad and later Ilkhanid exploits, as I shall show below.

The Mongol incursion into Syria

In Dhū al-Ḥijja 657/December 1259, a group of Mongols crossed the Euphrates into Syria, where a
terrified population had been expecting their arrival. It marked the start of a key episode in

Mamluk-Ilkhanid relations: the Battle of ʿAyn Jālūt. The Mongols wreaked havoc in the periphery of
Aleppo, which was ruled by the Ayyubid governor al-Malik al-Muʿaẓẓam Tūranshāh. A few weeks
later, Hülegü and his far larger army crossed the river as well. Following Tūranshāh’s refusal to
surrender Aleppo, as the Mongols had demanded, they made their way towards the city, and

besieged it from 2 through 9 Ṣafar 658 (18-25 January 1260). On Sunday 9 Ṣafar, Hülegü and his

troops took Aleppo. 95 The Mongols captured and killed, describes Ibn Wāṣil, to the extent that ‘the

alleys and squares were filled with the dead, as they had done in Baghdad.’ 96 An amān for the
people of Aleppo was declared on 14 Ṣafar (30 January), although the citadel had not yet

surrendered – that would take another month. After Aleppo, the Mongols gained more Syrian cities,

many of which simply surrendered in order to avoid the fate of Aleppo. Having sent his general

Kitbugha Noyan out to the south with some ten to twelve thousand troops, Hülegü himself was little
involved in this. Instead, he set course towards Azerbaijan, leaving Kitbugha behind with some ten
thousand troops to control the country. 97

Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:193–97; Abū al-Fidāʾ, Al-Mukhtaṣar, III:239–41; al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:260–
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two other brothers, Arigh Böke and Qubilai. Another reason for his departure has been suggested by David
Morgan, who claims that inadequate pasture land in Syria, and hence insufficient fodder, forced Hülegü’s retreat.
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ed. Peter W. Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 231–50. Amitai-Preiss, however, argues that
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death and the ensuing problems. However, he did not do so in order to be closer to Inner Asia where the troubles
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The Mamluks were determined to resist the Mongols, and the Mamluk sultan al-Muẓaffar

Qutuz (r. 657-8/1259-60) lent the argument an element of personal vengeance by (likely

spuriously) claiming that he was a descendant of the Khwārazm Shāh. The later sultan Baybars, at
the time an influential amir, and his followers, who had been exiled following a power struggle,

returned from Syria, and the Egyptian armies – supplemented by Syrian troops who had fled across
the border – left Cairo on 15 Shaʿbān 658/26 July 1260. The offensive got off to a rather rocky start,
with several amirs reluctant to attack the Mongols in Syria. But eventually the army crossed into
Gaza – reaching an agreement of neutrality with the Franks – and continued northwards. The

Mongols had gathered at ʿAyn Jālūt, where the battle took place on 25 Ramaḍān 658 (3 September

1260), and the Mamluks – despite an initial setback in which the left flank of the Mamluk army was
defeated – eventually overpowered the Mongols, securing a victory that would prove to be a very

important one. Kitbugha was killed in battle, and Mamluk forces, led by Baybars, pursued the

fleeing Mongol troops. 98 It was this victory that had Abū Shāma observe how ‘the Mongols were

defeated and destroyed by sons of their own people of the Turks’ – a sentiment echoed by many
other authors from the sultanate. 99

Following the victory, Qutuz established his rule in Syria. At the same time, however, the

conflict between him and Baybars and the latter’s baḥriyya 100 followers flared up, after having been

temporarily quelled in the light of the Mongol threat. It ended in Qutuz’ murder, the circumstances
of which are not quite clear but in which Baybars certainly had a major hand. 101 In any event,

were unfolding, but rather to protect the pasture lands in Azerbaijan to which the Ilkhanids had a rather weak
claim in opposition to the Jochids of the Golden Horde, and where trouble might easily arise in the light of the
broader power struggles within the Mongol empire. For, in the decades following Chinggis Khan’s death, the
various uluses had increasingly adopted the characteristics of independent khanates, even if they – at least
nominally – were still subjected to the Great Khan. Additionally, Amitai-Preiss argues, Hülegü simply
underestimated the Egyptian response to the Mongol conquest of Syria, probably due to faulty information – an
argument that is also made by al-Nuwayrī (Nihāyat al-Arab, XXVII:263). Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 28–
29. He elaborates on the matter of Mongol logistical problems on pp. 225–29. On the Mongol general Kitbugha,
see Amitai, ‘An Arabic Biographical Notice’, 221–23. On the Mongols officials and administration during this period,
see Reuven Amitai, ‘Mongol Provincial Administration: Syria in 1260 as a Case-Study’, in In Laudem
Hierosolymitani. Studies in Crusades and Medieval Culture in Honour of Benjamin Z. Kedar, ed. Iris Shagrir, Ronnie
Ellenblum, and Jonathan Riley-Smith (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 117–43.
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Baybars was elected sultan with the title al-Malik al-Ẓāhir. He embarked on the difficult mission of

stabilising and consolidating his rule in both Egypt and Syria, which was threatened by local rulers
and Bedouin tribes in Syria and various uprisings in Egypt. In the meantime, the Mongols

undertook another raid into Syria and eventually encountered the forces of Aleppo, Hama and
Homs. This battle, too, resulted in a Mamluk victory – in which, incidentally, a Mongol named

Kitbugha was captured, who would later go on to become a Mamluk sultan (see chapter 5). The

Mongols retreated towards Aleppo and occupied the city for four months, only abandoning it when
they learned of Mamluk forces heading towards them. 102

An analysis of the way in which this first Mongol incursion into Syria is portrayed, shows

very similar elements to those found in the depiction of the first Mongol conquests and that of

Baghdad. For one, there are the descriptions of the Mongols plundering and killing in Aleppo and

elsewhere in the land. Abū Shāma, for instance, reported on Mongols raiding the area around Gaza,
Hebron, and Kerak that ‘they killed, as is their habit (ʿalā ʿādatihim), the men, and captured the

youths and the women, and they herded along many prisoners, pillaged cows and sheep, and
[other] booty.’ 103

Another element that appears time and again is that of religious opposition. The Battle of

ʿAyn Jālūt is invariably described as being between Mongols (‘Tatars’) and ‘Muslims’ or ‘Islamic
armies’. 104 The victory is framed in much the same terms. Ibn al-Dawādārī, whose grandfather

apparently took part in the battle, describes the Mongols as ‘idol-worshiping infidels’, against whom
‘God made victorious the attack of the Qurʾān’. 105 The Damascenes, recalls Ibn Wāṣil, were very

grateful to God that the ‘Muslims were victorious and the infidels were defeated’, 106 a notion that is
also brought forward in various lines of poetry found in the sources, such as this one:

All the infidelity in the Sham has been annihilated and Islam was renewed in some of its
basins /
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With the king al-Muẓaffar, the most magnificent king, sword of Islam at its revival 107

Al-ʿUmarī similarly describes the Mamluk victory. Aided by God, they defeated Hülegü’s troops: ‘If
not for them [the Turkish mamluks], the people of the umma would have been broken and the

pillars of the religion weakened, and the horses of the sun worshippers would have reached the far
West, flattening all the mountain peaks in the world.’ 108

The encyclopaedist was not the only one to emphasise the importance of the Mamluks in

fighting the ‘infidel Tatars’: the conflict as well as the religious opposition was eagerly exploited by

the Mamluk elite. As Broadbridge has shown, Mamluk rulers – whose legitimacy suffered from their

slave background and a lack of lineage – developed an ideology of kingship that was founded on

Islamic religious ideals: the Mamluks served as the guardians of Islam, Muslims and the holy places.
They presented themselves to their subjects as protectors against the Mongols, and the fight on

behalf of Islam against the Mongols was thus an important aspect of their discourse of legitimacy.

The Mamluks therefore strongly emphasised jihad in their ideology of kingship. This Islamicallybased ideology, largely developed under Baybars, was expressed not only internally but to the

Mongols themselves as well. To this purpose, the Abbasid caliphate Baybars reinstated in Cairo
functioned as a potent religious symbol. 109 The enemy status of the Ilkhanids is consequently

emphasised in various inscriptions, mostly by Baybars, in Syria. They describe the sultan as the

‘annihilator of the Franks and Mongols (mubīd al-firanj wa-l-tatār)’. 110 The program is also very

visible in the rulers’ biographies by court secretaries as Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir and Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī, with
the latter reporting that Qalawun was very focused on thwarting the Mongol aim of conquering
Syria when he ascended the throne, 111 and speaks of the fight against them as ‘jihad against the

Tatar enemies of God’. 112
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It is, of course, to be expected that these elements of violence and unbelief are as present in

the reports on the Mongol incursions in Syria as they were in those about Baghdad – it concerns the
same armies on the same extended campaign. The taking of Baghdad and the murder of the caliph
were traumatic to the Egyptian and Syrian authors because of their symbolic status in the Islamic
world. They were therefore emotionally invested in these events. The attacks on Syria hit even

closer to home, the first wave as well as those in the 700s/1300s. The authors themselves or their

ancestors – such as Ibn al-Dawādārī’s grandfather – were much closer witnesses to the events. They

therefore have more information on the events in Syria, and a number of local stories give extra and
fascinating insight into the way the Mongols were viewed in Mamluk Syria and Egypt. These were
apparently circulating orally rather than being passed on between elite writers, since they are all
found in the works of only one or two authors, who have incorporated them into the various

histories, biographical dictionaries, and other texts they wrote. As such, they illuminate images of
the Mongols that were current among the general population of Egypt and/or Syria.

Some of the images echo those discussed above, such as the stark opposition between the

Mongols as unbelievers and the Muslims of Syria, for instance in al-Yūnīnī’s story about the father

of al-Jazarī, who – the author says – had included this in his own history. His father, crying over the
Mongol conquest of Damascus and the resulting arrogant behaviour of the Christians 113 on the

second Friday of Ramaḍān, was comforted by one al-Ḥajj Muḥammad al-ʿAṭṭār, a shaykh. He told al-

Jazarī’s father that all the prophets had gathered at the Dome of the Rock the preceding Friday,
asking God to reveal to the Muslims what the situation with the Mongols was. He had not

responded, but the following Friday, that is, the night before that day’s prayers, God had answered
and stated that ‘the month of Ramaḍān would not end without them being defeated and that [he]

and the Muslims in Damascus would celebrate with a new, Muslim sultan’. 114 This story is in clear
agreement with the wider held belief that God aided the Muslims in order to achieve victory over
this infidel enemy, and put to rest other religious ferment the Mongol incursions had caused.

Other stories tend to focus on the Mongols themselves, particularly their leaders Hülegü and

Kitbugha. Hülegü is often called a ‘tyrant’, and some stories are primarily concerned with his

brutality. Following the Mongol defeat at ʿAyn Jālūt, he had executed al-Nāṣir Yūsuf, the Ayyubid
ruler of Aleppo and Damascus who had been captured by the Mongols some time earlier. 115 Ibn

There were selling and drinking wine out in the open and bespattering Muslim worshippers returning from the
Friday prayers. Following the defeat of the Mongols at ʿAyn Jālūt, the Muslim population took revenge, destroying
churches and houses. See also, for instance, Ibn Wāṣil, Mufarrij, VI:212; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, VIII:52; Ibn
Kathīr, Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIII:219. See also Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 45–46.
114
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl, I:634–35.
115
See Amitai-Preiss, Mongols and Mamluks, 29–30, 33.
113

177

Kathīr relates the various ways in which the reports say he was executed. According to one version,

he was shot with arrows while standing before Hülegü to ask for forgiveness. ‘But he did not forgive
him’, Ibn Kathīr writes, ‘until he had killed him.’ It was also said that Hülegü executed al-Nāṣir Yūsuf

by tying four tree tops together and tying al-Nāṣir’s extremities to them, and then cutting the knot

between the tree tops, tearing al-Nāṣir apart when they moved back. 116 Both options suggest

Hülegü had a cruel streak.

Perhaps slightly less cruel, but also decidedly unkind and unjust, is the Hülegü holding court

as presented by al-Nuwayrī. He relates a story about a group of people who came to him to ask for
the killing of a filemaker in retaliation for the latter’s murder of their relative. Hülegü asked about

the number of filemakers in the land, was informed that there were few, and – after thinking about

it for an hour – ordered a saddlemaker to be killed in his stead. One of Hülegü’s men asked him why,
and he answered that there were plenty of saddlemakers, but that losing one of only a few

filemakers might cause problems in times they are needed. When the relatives of the victim

objected, he released a cow for them and said: ‘Take that in the place of your comrade.’ A similar
story is included about an embroiderer who took out an archer’s eye. Hülegü did not have the
embroider’s eye taken out, because the latter needed both eyes for his work, while the archer
needed just the one. These, and other such judgments that are not related by the author, are

described by al-Nuwayrī as ‘strange judgments’ (aḥkām gharība). 117 Hülegü, apparently, cared little
for the suffering of the bereaved, suggesting they replace their loved one with a cow. Whether that
was sarcasm or ruthless pragmatism, Hülegü clearly does not care for proper justice, an evident

prerequisite for any good leader. The stories circulating about Hülegü thus showed him as a rather
cruel, ruthless man.

A third remarkable story is the eyewitness account given by Ṣārim al-Dīn Uzbek, mamluk of

al-Malik al-Ashraf of Homs, of his meetings with Hülegü in the days of the capture of Aleppo. Two
versions of this account exist, with some interesting differences: one that was originally

incorporated in the chronicle of Qirtay (or Qaratay) al-Khaznadārī and which has been preserved in

the work of Ibn al-Furāt, 118 and a second in Ibn al-Dawādārī. 119 The latter is quite a bit shorter, yet

the two appear to be independent versions. For instance, in Ibn al-Dawādārī, although his is the
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shorter version, Ṣārim al-Dīn Uzbek relates that he stayed with Hülegü for ten days in total, 120 as

well as giving details on the young, beardless look of the cut-off head (see below) – information

absent from Qirtay/Ibn al-Furāt. 121 The latter has a significantly longer, more detailed narrative.

Another clear difference between the two is their respective descriptions of Hülegü. Qirtay’s

description is fairly straightforward: the man is majestic, worthy of respect, and is short, with a flat

nose and wide face (see chapter 1). 122 Ibn al-Dawādārī, too, relates that he is majestic and short, but

is otherwise decidedly less complimentary, describing Hülegü as ‘without a distinct neck, and his

head sits on his shoulders like the head of a mule (ka-dimāgh al-baghl), his eyelids sit at the top of

his cheeks, as if his face is a shield of fire blazing from his eyes’. 123 But altogether, Hülegü, although
intimidating, is portrayed as courteous and dignified by Ṣārim al-Dīn in Qirtay, and similarly in Ibn

al-Dawādārī (although the focus there may be a bit more on the intimidating aspect, in part due its
relative brevity).

Perhaps more intriguing than the description of Hülegü are the ways in which the Mongols

are portrayed as a group. Both versions relate how Ṣārim al-Dīn and Hülegü were discussing the

impending conquest of Aleppo, when a Mongol man walked in brandishing a cut-off head. The head

turned out to be his son’s: the Mongol commander had cut it off himself, after discovering that his

son had fled when being under attack. 124 Ṣārim al-Dīn reflected on this incident, saying: ‘This made
me certain that they would take Aleppo and the citadel within a few days.’ 125 This anecdote ties in

with the widespread notion of the Mongols as incredibly courageous as well as ruthless: a Mongol
who does not live up to that standard – even if he is the son of one of their highest-ranking

commanders – is mercilessly decapitated, by his own father nonetheless. The importance of
courage trumps that of fatherly love.

Like courage, environmental theory’s ideas on northern barbarism also rear their head in

Qirtay’s version of Ṣārim al-Dīn’s report. The Mongols are again presented as uncivilised. Hülegü

requested Ṣārim al-Dīn to fetch his master, al-Malik al-Ashraf of Homs. When Ṣārim al-Dīn and al-

Ashraf arrived at the Mongol camp, the latter was shocked by the tent he was assigned: a sad thing
outfitted with a sheep, a cooking pot, and some firewood. In this tent, related Ṣārim al-Dīn, ‘dogs

Ibn al-Dawādārī, VIII:54.
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would not agree to stay, wolves would not want to eat this sheep, and a nightman would not have

cut the firewood to light his cresset’. 126 Al-Ashraf is stricken. A slight of this sort likely indicates that

the rest of his stay in Hülegü’s camp will not pan out in his favour. Ṣārim al-Dīn, however, comforts
him: ‘Don’t cry, my Lord! By God, by God, by God, this is how the Tatars always live. This is their

state. By God, my Lord, they did not to this to humiliate you. This is the best way of life the Tatars
[know].’ 127 That this barbarism is not entirely negative is made clear by al-Ashraf’s remark. In a

statement reminiscent of Ibn Khaldūn’s later theories on ʿaṣabiyya, 128 he states: ‘This is the way

kings should be. In this state and with these men kings conquer lands.’ 129 As in Ibn al-Nafīs’

description of the Mongols – coming from the northern extremes, with great courage and military

prowess – the connection between these characteristics implicitly recurs here, fitting the Mongols
into longstanding ideas of environmental theory.

The Mongols’ barbarism also comes through in their boorishness, as is evident from a story

related by al-Dhahabī. According to him, the people in Damascus were, to a certain degree,

safeguarded from Mongol destruction and violence. This, he says, was out of respect for Hülegü,
because it reached us that when the keys to Damascus reached him [Hülegü] in Aleppo and
he was happy because of the conquests of the land, he hurled his hat and said to the
Mongols: ‘Trample on it.’ And thereupon they beat the drums and said: ‘Excuse me?’ He said:
‘This [cap] is Damascus. Whoever harms Damascus or its people will die.’130

According to al-Dhahabī, such an order was well worth laying down. The Mongols had been

misbehaving already, he relates. A Mongol would walk through the city and ‘dip his whip in the

yoghurt or the [pomegranate] molasses and lick it. The salesman called him names and shouted at
him, while he said nothing, and things like that.’ Not only did the Mongols behave in such an

uncivilised manner, even after Hülegü’s order, ‘the women were violated, and the abominations and
alcohol were manifest, and the Christians raised their heads [i.e. became arrogant]. The Tatars were
either infidels, Christians, or Zoroastrians, and among them the uttering of the shahada was very
rare.’ 131
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These stories show the Mongols as uncultured and uncivilised, in implicit but clear

opposition to the civilisation of Islam. Al-Yūnīnī, in his tarjama for Kitbugha, paints a very similar

picture of the Mongol general. He is widely maligned in the sources, which is to be expected given
his key role in the conquest and devastation of Syria. Al-Yūnīnī’s biographical notice includes an

anecdote about Kitbugha in Baalbek, which has previously been analysed by Amitai. 132 According to
al-Yūnīnī, Kitbugha relieved himself in a ravaged store, while people were watching and ‘his private
parts were exposed’. Another Mongol then wiped him once with a piece of cotton, and the general
then mounted his horse again. 133 As Amitai pointed out, while this anecdote may well accurately

reflect Mongol attitude towards bodily functions, al-Yūnīnī is expressing his disdain for and disgust
of the Mongols here by using a field frequently employed in othering: behaviour with regard to

cleanliness, bodily functions, and sexual intercourse. A proper Muslim would never reveal his ʿawra

in this manner, nor wipe with cloth instead of washing with water. 134 Like the Mongols in general,
Kitbugha is depicted here as uncivilised and contrasted with Islamic habits and values.

There are more elements which are commonly applied to the Ilkhanid Mongols that are

contained in the portrayal of Kitbugha. His courage and great skill at war are frequently

emphasised, 135 but so is his propensity for subterfuge and trickery. He tried to shorten sieges by

sending in the populace of a previously defeated city as refugees, in order to diminish food supplies,
reports Ibn Kathīr. 136 Another recurring story relates the siege of a fortress, and reports that

Kitbugha sent word to its defenders to tell them that their water is already running low, and that he
will simply continue the siege until water sources ran out. When he is told that the water supply is

quite in order, he answers that he does not believe that, and requests access for some of his men, so
they can verify that. These men, however, carry poisoned spears, with which they stir the water.
The water is poisoned, and the castle rapidly conquered. 137

Like the theme of Mongol infidelity and Mamluk jihad against them, Mongol trickery also

appears in the legitimating discourse of the Mamluk sultans. One of Baybars’ biographers, Ibn

Shaddād, stated in his Tārīkh that this sultan did ‘to [the Tatars – al-tatar] what Saul did to Goliath’
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– a clever reference to the battle at ʿAyn Jālūt, or Goliath’s Spring. In praising his efforts and conduct

in this war he mentions that Baybars at no point resorted to trickery or deception, but rather fought
a proper battle. 138 While that might have been true during battle itself, Baybars was not exactly

averse to subterfuge in general, as Amitai has shown, assassinating enemies and spreading

disinformation in order to gain the upper hand over the Ilkhanids. 139 While there is no direct

comparison with the Mongols’ battle tactics in Ibn Shaddād, the statement shows that the Mongols’
alleged tendency for trickery must have been regarded poorly, and was clearly in contrast to the

Mamluks’ own, proper fighting strategies. The opposition is even more evident in the descripton of
the 680/1281 Battle at Homs by Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī. He contrasted the Mamluks and the Mongols not

only by religion, but also stated that while the Muslim armies were fighting seriously, the Mongols

used trickery: ‘They took to trickery while we were serious in the battle. They were intent on deceit
while we did not slacken in the fight. They followed their habit to escape by flight, which means
they were defeated, and they thought the wind would bring them a trick.’ 140

Trickery of this sort evidently ties in with the reported unreliability of the Mongols under

Chinggis Khan mentioned earlier, reneging on professed safeguards during their initial conquest in
the Muslim world. There are similar accounts of Hülegü’s conquest of Aleppo. According to Abū
Shāma, ‘they guaranteed [the people of Aleppo] safety (amanūhum), and then betrayed them

(ghadarū bihim) and killed them’. 141 Ibn Kathīr states the same, and adds that when an amān was

given to Damascus, the people ‘feared deception, like Hülegü did with the people of Aleppo’. 142

Interestingly, Kitbugha – against all odds – apparently was the exception to prove the rule in this
respect: al-Yūnīnī wrote that ‘when he gave a guarantee of safety to someone, and wrote him an

amān, he had the greatest chance of carrying it out among the Tatars (al-tatar), in spite of his

propensity for subterfuge’. 143

Hülegü’s troops then, and their conquests and raid of the years 656-58/1258-60, were

described in the same manner as their predecessors who took Bukhara and Samarqand. Mamluk-

era authors routinely emphasise the Mongols’ infidel status and the ensuing religious opposition to
the Muslims, a tension exacerbated by the Mongols’ equal treatment of the different religions –

which led to riots in Damascus – and the inclination of some Mongol leaders, such as Kitbugha, to
ʿIzz al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī ibn Ibrahīm Ibn Shaddād, Tārīkh al-Malik al-Ẓāhir, ed. Aḥmad Ḥaṭīṭ (Wiesbaden:
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Christianity. 144 There is, again, a focus on Mongol violence and destruction, although they are

admitted to be courageous. Notions of trickery and unreliability are similarly perpetuated, and
receive extra attention in some of the transmitted anecdotes that apparently circulated in the

Mamluk sultanate. The same applies to the descriptions of Mongol barbarism that some of these
stories relate: they suffer from a lack of shame, a lack of manners, and/or a lack of proper living
standards, and thereby mirror the values and achievements of Islamic civilisation. These two

images, of trickery and barbarism, appear to receive relatively more attention in the discussions of
the 656-58/1258-60 events than in those of the early Mongol conquests, which is understandable.

For one, the events of 656-58/1258-60 hit, literally, closer to home. Mamluk-era authors were more

invested in the caliphal capital and its symbolic and religious importance than in faraway Bukhara
and Samarqand. The Mongol attack on Syria was closer still, and feared or actual trickery and

betrayal posed an genuine danger for contemporary Syrian authors, and the stories continued to

resonate with their later colleagues. It is also one of the elements that is used to juxtapose the

Mamluks and the Mongols, which does not apply to the situation in the Khwārazmian empire. The
trope of barbarism tied in with longstanding ideas about the peoples from the far north, among

whom the Mongols were classed. Moreover, it is an attractive way to denigrate and slander an
enemy, opposing the ‘civilised us’ to the ‘barbarian’ other.

These images continue to be propagated in the reports on Mamluk-Mongol relations in the

decades between ʿAyn Jālūt and the Ilkhanid occupation of Damascus. This is the case both during
the periods of intermittent raids and skirmishes that Amitai has dubbed a ‘cold war’ 145 as in the

reports on the major Battle of Homs in 680/1281. The infidelity of the Mongols and their opposition
to Islam is emphasised at the Battle of Abulustayn in 675/1277, 146 at Homs, 147 and elsewhere. Ibn
ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, for instance, writes about Baybars’ hajj in 667/1269. Before the sultan set out

towards Mecca, word reached him that a group of Mongols (al-tatār) had set out towards the Hejaz,

apparently to spy on the area:

They rode on the road and with them was a group of Mongols (mughul) who did not know
God or His sanctuary, respecting neither pact with, nor safeguard for, the believer. How
many peoples (umam) have they destroyed! Their goal was to shed the blood of the pilgrims
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in the sanctuary, but [news of] the movement of the sultan reached them so they
retreated. 148

Although the sultan had been prepared to combine jihad and hajj, according to his biographer, it

proved not to be necessary: ‘God kept these sacred places pure from their unclean (qadhara) blood
being shed or spilled there.’ 149

As this fragment shows, the topic of violence – particularly against Muslims – and

destruction also recurs. Abaqa, following Baybars’ invasion of Seljuq Rūm in 675/1277, 150

reportedly took revenge on the people of Kayseri (Qayṣariyya) for having been conquered by

Baybars by killing the Muslims there. Although the local qāḍīs and faqīhs tried to dissuade him by
arguing that these were ordinary people, unable to ward off an army and simply serving any king
who ruled over them, Abaqa had a large number of people killed. As in the fall of Baghdad,

extremely high death counts are reported (and as is the case with Baghdad, the accuracy of such

numbers provided by chronicles has been doubted). Ibn Shaddād, for instance, relates the death of

some hundred thousand people, or even half a million. 151 Some of Hülegü’s other heirs are

described in ways that fit this violent image as well: his son Mengü-Temür is a ‘tyrant’, 152 his

grandson and ilkhan Arghun (r. 683-90/1284-91) ‘a shedder of blood’. 153 During these decades,

however, the Mongols would be unsuccessful in their attempts to take Syria. In the meantime, they
grew more and more acculturated to the Persian, Muslim society in which they had settled, which
eventually resulted in the conversion and Islamisation of the Ilkhanids. How did that affect their
perception in the Mamluk sultanate?

Islamization and the 699/1299-1300 Mongol occupation of Damascus

Mongol troops in the Ilkhanate – the population of which was predominantly Muslim – had

gradually been converting to Islam before the rulers themselves did, but the first ilkhan to become
Muslim was Hülegü’s son Tegüder (r. 681-3/1282-4). 154 After a succession struggle following
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Abaqa’s death in 680/1282, Tegüder took the throne and converted to Islam, adopting the name

Aḥmad. Given the Mamluk elite’s reliance on their position as defenders of Islam, and the Mamluk-

era authors’ emphasis on Ilkhanid infidelity, such a conversion posed problems to the narrative.
Broadbridge has analysed how this problem was tackled by the Mamluk chancellery in their

contacts with the Ilkhanids. In the case of Tegüder, the freshly Muslim ilkhan apparently made an

active effort to support and spread Islam, 155 but it was to no avail, as was his attempt to reach out to
Qalawun – according to Abū al-Fidāʾ, the sultan simply did not trust the messengers. 156 It probably

did not help that Tegüder’s first message to Qalawun was not so much a friendly opening as it was
an ultimatum, as Adel Allouche has argued. 157 In their reply to Tegüder’s message, the Mamluk
chancellery also had to contend with the problem that the Mamluk sultan could now no longer

simply portray himself as the just Muslim ruler combating an infidel. They consequently introduced
the notion of religious seniority, an idea that would come to play an important role in MamlukMongol relations: Qalawun’s precedence in conversion placed him above Tegüder. 158 Tegüder,

however, was rapidly accused of going against Mongol tradition and Chinggis Khan’s legacy, and
was deposed and executed in 683/1284, at which point Arghun took the throne. 159 Several

Mamluk-era authors relate that it was not only Tegüder’s own conversion that ruffled feathers, but

that he also attempted to force the Mongol elite to convert. 160 After his brief reign, Tegüder Aḥmad

was succeeded by his nephew Arghun and neither he nor his brother and successor Geikhatu (r.

690-4/1291-5) followed Tegüder’s example. Yet the Islamisation of the Ilkhanid elite would prove

to be inevitable. Broadbridge has studied the manner in which the Mamluk elite resolved this

problem in their diplomatic contacts with the Ilkhanate. In this paragraph, I will look at how
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authors in the Mamluk sultanate dealt with the conversion of Ilkhanid rulers and their continued
aggression against Mamluk territories in the light of this Islamisation.

The religious turning point for the Ilkhanids came with the reign of Arghun’s son Ghazan. He

converted to Islam in 694/1295, with the Islamisation of his troops being an important incentive, in

the context of his succession struggle with Baidu (r. 694/1295) following the death of Geikhatu (but

he nonetheless retained many Mongol traditions, as discussed in chapter 3). 161 While his

conversion was preceded by the adoption of Islam by some high-ranking Mongols, and was

certainly followed by that of others, the Islamisation of the Mongols of the Ilkhanate was definitely
not complete by then. 162 It was under this newly Muslim ruler that the Ilkhanids set out, again, for
Syria in Muḥarram 699 (October 1299), and on 27 Rabīʿ al-Awwal (22 December), the Mongols

defeated the Mamluk forces in the Battle of Wādī al-Khaznadār in the vicinity of Homs. The Mongols
occupied Damascus, 163 the inhabitants of which attempted to draw courage from Ghazan’s

conversion: if Ghazan was a good Muslim, and so were most of his troops, there was – hopefully –

no cause for worry. 164 As earlier, with Tegüder’s conversion, this posed a serious challenge to

Mamluk legitimacy, even more so since Ghazan himself actually adopted the role of guardian of
Islam against the Mamluks. 165

Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwa, discussed in the previous chapter, shows that the conversion of

Ghazan and other Ilkhanids was a contested issue in the Mamluk sultanate – such doubts were also
voiced by the Mamluk sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in his communication with Ghazan. 166 Ibn
Taymiyya also addressed the Ilkhanids’ violent and murderous behaviour against – their

supposedly fellow – Muslims, opening his first fatwa with the formulaic question what the fuqahāʾ

say about ‘these Tatars, who came in the year 699 [1299-1300] and did what made them notorious
in their killing of Muslims, capturing children, plundering any Muslim they could find, and

Allsen, Culture and Conquest, 30–32; DeWeese, ‘Islamization’, 124; Roman Hautala, ‘Comparing the Islamisation
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discussion of Ghazan’s conversion, see Melville, ‘Pādshāh-i Islām’. See also Amitai-Preiss, ‘Ghazan, Islam and
Mongol Tradition’; Amitai, Holy War, 68–71.
162
Melville, ‘Pādshāh-i Islām’, 171–72.
163
On this episode, see Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’; Joseph Somogyi, ‘Adh-Dhahabī’s Record of the
Destruction of Damascus by the Mongols in 699-700/1299-1301’, in Ignace Goldziher Memorial Volume, ed.
Samuel Löwinger and Joseph Somogyi, vol. I (Budapest: s.n., 1948), 356–58.
164
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:98 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:134); alDhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām, XV:704; Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-Durar, IX:18. See also Amitai, ‘The Mongol Occupation’,
28.
165
Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 64–80. See also Amitai, Holy War, 72–78.
166
Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 80–85.
161

186

disgracing the holiness of Islam by debasing the Muslims, and damaging the mosques.’ 167 The doubt

concerning Ghazan’s conversion is evident in the source material concerning the Ilkhanid

occupation of Damascus in 699/1300 as well. Amitai has pointed out that al-Nuwayrī does not

explicitly mention Ghazan’s conversion, stating that this may ‘possibly indicat[e] the nonchalance
with which European and Syrian contemporaries learnt of Ghazan’s conversion, or a deliberate
attempt to play down this change, even reflecting doubts as to its sincerity.’168 Nor is Ghazan’s

conversion mentioned in Abū al-Fidāʾ’s work. When al-Nuwayrī is forced to acknowledge Ghazan’s
claim, when discussing the latter’s firmān in which he proclaimed the laws of Islam and adherence
to the Sunna, he writes that this statement ‘conflicts with his actions’. 169

This tension, as well as other images of Mongols involved in this episode, emerges from

through the analysis of an important piece of historical evidence concerning the occupation of

Damascus – the account which Li Guo has called a ‘Damascus diary’. It has survived in al-Yūnīnī’s

Dhayl Mirʾāt al-Zamān but it was likely originally included by al-Jazarī in the latter’s Ḥawādith al-

Zamān, the surviving part of which ends in this very year. 170 Al-Dhahabī’s rendition of events is

closely related to this one, although his Tārīkh al-Islām also contains information not found in Dhayl

Mirʾāt al-Zamān. 171 The study and comparison of these two sheds light on the elements their

authors found important to emphasise, revealing the way they viewed and wished to portray the
Mongols.

When discussing the Mamluk defeat in the Battle of Wādī al-Khaznadār, al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī

continues the traditional opposition of Muslims (maysara al-muslimīn, ‘the left wing of the

Muslims’) and Mongols (al-tatār) in his description of the battle, 172 and so does al-Dhahabī. 173 Upon
hearing the news, panic flared in Damascus, but people tried to keep their hopes up by telling each
other that Ghazan ‘is a Muslim, and most of his army belongs to Islam, and they did not chase the
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defeated [Mamluks]’. 174 When the Mongols entered Damascus a little more than a week later, it

became clear that this was exactly what they wished to convey to the Syrian public. Ghazan’s firmān
is heavily Islamically framed: the Mamluks are portrayed as bad Muslims, the Ilkhanids as the
saviour of the suffering Muslims in Syria. Promises were made that no harm would befall the
civilian population, and the Mongol delegation performed the afternoon prayer. 175

But while the population was initially relieved by the contents of the firmān, they were

rapidly disappointed: the Mongols wreaked havoc on the areas surrounding Damascus, where they

looted and killed, and the Damascenes themselves were harassed for money and horses as well. 176
From this point onwards, the plunder only got worse, starting at Mount Sāliḥiyya. Al-Yūnīnī/al-

Jazarī pays particular attention to the looting of a mosque here: ‘They went into the mosque and

took its carpets, broke the lanterns and the pulpit, threw out the Qur’an chest and possibly walked

on it (rubbamā mashū ʿalayhā).’ 177 The Mongols appear to have a sixth sense for lootable property,

according to the author, ‘to the extent that if one of them came across a cellar or something hidden
[it was] as if he was the one who had been in charge of digging it, [judging] by the speed by which
he was guided to its location’. 178 Comparable events took place at a Ḥanbalī cloister in the area,

which ‘they entered through the qibla, violating its sanctity (wa-kharaqū ḥurmatahu)’. 179 Al-

Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī thus strongly emphasises the Mongols’ repeated violations of Islamic sacred

objects. This is, incidentally, much less the case in al-Dhahabī’s description of events: he mentions
that the Mongols took the carpets from the mosque, 180 and pays ample attention to the general
pillaging and maltreatment of the local population, yet the strong religious element is absent.

The countryside thus suffered from plunder and murder, but instances of looting were also

on the rise in Damascus proper, where the population was additionally confronted with an

exorbitant tax rise. The amount demanded was so high, that the city was simply unable to comply.
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The Mongols did not take kindly to the inhabitants’ inability to pay and began torturing prominent
citizens and confiscating whatever possessions they wished. 181 The Damascenes, plagued by the

continuous plunder and even arson, grew progressively more frightened, to the extent that hardly
anyone dared to attend the daily prayer sessions in the Umayyad Mosque. The Mongols, however,

maintained a constant presence there, as al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī relates: ‘The Mongols spent the night in
[the mosque] because of the mangonels, 182 and we were told that they violated its sanctity

(inhatakū ḥurmatahu): they drank wine and brought women with them at night and tainted it with

urine and filth.’183

Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī and al-Dhahabī thus show the chaos that reigned during the Mongol

occupation of Damascus in 699/1300, and the fear and suffering to which Damascenes were

subjected during this period, until the Mongols withdrew – first Ghazan and part of his troops

followed by the remainder a short while later. Several things stand out in these two closely related
versions of the Damascus diary’s account of Ilkhanid rule in Damascus. First, they emphasise the
hardships and cruelty suffered by the Syrians under Mongol occupation. There is murder in the

countryside, and extensive plunder. The astronomically high taxes levied on the Damascenes were
simply unpayable, yet the Mongols subjected several prominent residents to horrible torture and
humiliated and harassed other residents in order to collect payment. Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī in

particular appears to place plunder high on the list of Mongol priorities. Apart from relating their
talent for sniffing out loot, he also states that the Mongols used the situation at the citadel (which

continued to be held by the Mamluk commander Arjuwash) as an excuse to plunder: while claiming

they wanted to evacuate a neighbourhood close to the problem area, ‘their intention was to plunder
what was in it’. 184

Al-Yūnīnī/al-Jazarī also framed this extensive looting in Islamic terms, paying extra

attention to Mongols looting mosques and cloisters. For even though they were supposedly Muslim
– and the author recounts Mongols praying on various occasions – his description of, and emphasis

on, the recurring desecrations of Muslim sacred objects is a clear indication that he sees these

Mongols as a menace to Islam, and as exceedingly poor Muslims at best. They trample on the Qur’an
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:110–11 (English translation in Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, I:149–50).
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and/or its container; storm a mosque through its qibla (undoubtedly while wearing shoes); and

urinate and fornicate in the Umayyad Mosque, to name just a few examples. The depiction of the

Ilkhanids as infidels is also present in various fragments of poetry included in the text. Not only are
they ‘an army of tyrants’ and ‘a people like despicable dogs’, the root K-F-R – denoting unbelief – is
also frequently used when referring to the Ilkhanid invasion. 185

Unlike al-Yūnīnī, al-Dhahabī does not mention anything un-Islamic going on in the Umayyad

Mosque nor does he exhibit a similar Islamic focus in his description of the plunder. Nonetheless,
that should not be taken to mean that al-Dhahabī necessarily felt differently about the Mongol

conversion. Quite the contrary. Al-Dhahabī relates that Ibn Taymiyya told him about his meeting

with the Mongol general Qutlugh-Shāh (Khuṭlūshāh) 186 – who the shaykh described as ‘beardless,

pale, with a large face showing anger and meanness’ 187 – and about his meeting with Ghazan and
the various Jewish and Muslim dignitaries in his service. Clearly, al-Dhahabī still considers being
Muslim and being part of the Ilkhanid rule as irreconcilable, as he scathingly writes about the
Muslim dignitaries that ‘they were Tatars wearing turbans’. 188 Rather, I would argue that al-

Dhahabī and al-Yūnīnī had the same basis – quite likely an original by al-Jazarī. 189 Al-Yūnīnī’s

additions are more indicative of a widespread image of the Ilkhanid Mongols that he sought to
emphasise than that the lack of those additions in al-Dhahabī shows an absence or diminished
presence of those images.

A similar message of Mongol infidelity and their role as antagonistic to Islam is present in

the work of Ibn Taymiyya, who relates that the Mongols raped the ‘most beautiful Muslim women’

in the mosques. This did not only happen in the Umayyad Mosque, according to him, but in the AlAqsa Mosque in Jerusalem as well – rape here is aggravated by the location it took place. He also

relates that the Mongols razed the Friday mosque in Okaibe (al-ʿUqayba). 190 The Mongols were thus
al-Yūnīnī, Dhayl (ed. Guo), II:112–13. The poetry is not included in the English translation.
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damaging and desecrating mosques, as well as raping, killing and capturing uncountable Muslims

and looting their goods – all the while claiming to be Muslims and following the tenets of Islam. 191

In Ibn Taymiyya’s second fatwa, Mongol untrustworthiness reappears: ‘They gave the people an

amān, and read it from the minbar in Damascus, but despite that they captured [a number of]
Muslims that has been said to be a hundred thousand, or [even] to exceed that.’ 192

That the Ilkhanid Mongols at this time were still regarded as infidels is also visible in poetry

al-Ṣafadī includes in his text, by one Shams al-Dīn al-Ṭayyibī, and in which Ghazan’s troops are

described as ‘armies of infidelity’ (juyūsh al-kufr), with their commander ‘the head of misguidance
(al-ḍalāl), with deviation in his mind’, and are being contrasted with Islam. 193 Al-Ṣafadī himself

acknowledges Ghazan’s status as a Muslim, but it does him little good. For despite being Muslim, alṢafadī relates, Ghazan was worse than his infidel predecessors against the Muslims, excepting

Hülegü. His troops, in the attack of 699/1300, 194 raped women, and generally wreaked havoc ‘like a
wolf among sheep’. 195 This does, incidentally, appear to clash somewhat with another statement of

his that Ghazan ‘refrained from blood but not from property’. 196 Al-Ṣafadī also discusses the

enormous plunder and taxation in Damascus, giving a sum of more than three billion dirhams as the
reported sum taken away by Ghazan, and similarly emphasising the various large sums taken by
others high up in the Mongol ranks. 197

The accusations levelled against Ghazan by the abovementioned authors are in line with the

official position, perhaps best evidenced by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s letter to the ilkhan written in the

autumn of 701/1301. The missive openly doubts Ghazan’s conversion to Islam, stating that the

latter ‘pretended to convert to Islam’ but that his ‘inner [conviction] was the opposite’. Additionally,
it chastised him for the Mongol behaviour in Al-Ṣāliḥiyya and elsewhere in Damascus and its

vicinity. ‘This’, the letter states, ‘is not the behaviour of Muslims.’ 198 That the Mamluk elite at this
time broadly considered the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict in religious terms is also evident in the

words of the Mamluk commander Arjuwash. When a group of Damascene dignitaries attempted to

convince him to yield the citadel which he was still holding, he responded that ‘[these dignitaries]
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are hypocrites and liars who have betrayed the Muslims and who surrendered the city to the

enemy’. 199 The images of Ghazan’s Ilkhanids offered by Egyptian and Syrian authors thus tied in

perfectly with the official Mamluk line, which was based on religious superiority of the Mamluk
sultan and his men and doubting Ghazan’s credentials as Muslim. 200

Despite the gradual Islamisation of the Ilkhanid Mongols, exemplified by the conversion of

the ilkhan himself, the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict remains portrayed as one of Muslims vs. Mongols.

Several battles in 702/1303 are described as such. 201 Nonetheless, some later authors, like al-

Ṣafadī, do credit Ghazan as being the motor behind the Islamisation of the Mongols. 202 Ghazan,

however, developed a preference for Shiism, which resonated with Mongol ideas on the importance
of lineage, although Rashīd al-Dīn managed to keep him from openly proclaiming this until he had

conquered Syria. And since that latter did not come to pass, neither did the former. His brother and
successor Öljeitü, whose Muslim name was Muḥammad Khudābandah, did convert to Shiism in
709/1309. 203

As Broadbridge has mentioned, this move was condemned in the Mamluk sultanate. 204

Öljeitü’s conversion was criticised by many authors, with Ibn al-Dawādārī speaking for instance of
his faith becoming ‘corrupt’. 205 Some authors place the blame on one or more Shia who had his
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ear. 206 According to al-Ṣafadī, he did return to Sunnism before his death. 207 That was not necessarily

believed by all, however, as the author illustrates. One poet, he writes, said:

I saw a dirham of Kharbanda the Accursed (al-laʿīn), light in weight like his intellect /
On it was the name of the best of messengers [Muhammad] and his companions, but this
whole [return to] Sunnism fills me with suspicion. 208

Al-ʿUmarī, too, appears to report such a return to Sunnism: according to him, Öljeitü ordered before

his death to put the people of Bāb al-Azaj in Baghdad to the sword in order to prevent them from

having the khuṭba in the Shi’i manner. 209 Ibn Kathīr firmly disagrees. Öljeitü, he says, remained in
this ‘corrupted madhhab’ until his death, when ‘God relieved the worshippers and lands from

him’. 210 Why some authors insist on a return to Sunnism and others deny it, appears to be for the
most part based on conflicting messages from the Ilkhanate and/or whether they believed

messages of such a reconversion to Sunnism. The picture painted of Öljeitü is overwhelmingly

negative, although al-ʿUmarī puts in a good word for him when he says that the ilkhan attracted

people to the newly built city of Sulṭāniyya by his justice and benevolence towards its

inhabitants. 211 The generally poor press he receives is emphasised by al-Ṣafadī in his explanation
for the fact that he was frequently referred to as ‘Kharbandah’. He notes that it was meant as a

mockery: while Khudābandah is simply the Persian version of the Arabic ʿAbd Allāh, ‘servant of

God’, the word khar is Persian for ‘donkey’, so the man was called ‘assdriver’. 212 Given the fact that

he was the last ilkhan to wage war on the sultanate, combined with his Shiite convictions – anti-Shia
rhetoric is widespread in these sources – this was to be expected.
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For his son and successor Bū Saʿīd (or Abū Saʿīd) descriptions become significantly better: it

clearly helped that that he was Sunni, 213 and that it was during his reign that peace was concluded

between the Ilkhanate and the Mamluk sultanate in 723/1323 and the official rethoric shifted to
one of unity in religion, although competition for primacy in Islam between the sultan and the
ilkhan remained. 214 That Mamluk historians still regarded the Mongols and Islam as being

somewhat at odds up until the peace process, becomes clear from Ibn Kathīr’s report that in Dhū al-

Ḥijja 720 (January 1321) an ambassador, Majd al-Dīn Ismāʿīl ibn Muḥammad ibn Yāqūt al-Sallāmī,

came from the ‘king of the Tatars (al-tatar)’, in order to ‘make peace between the Muslims and the

Tatars (al-tatar)’. 215 Similarly, when relating the death of the Ilkhanid vizier Tāj al-Dīn ʿAlī Shāh
Jīlānī Tabrīzī (d. 724/1324), al-Ṣafadī states that ‘he was the one who wove friendship between
Islam and the Tatars (al-tatar)’. 216

The importance of the peace agreement to the Mamluks is evident in al-Ṣafadī’s discussion

of the various contacts al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had with foreign leaders. Among these relations, the

Mongol ones are clearly considered the most important. Mention is made of Frankish and Ethiopian
kings, but Öz-beg Khan of the Golden Horde (r. 712-42/1313-41) is mentioned by name, as well as

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s marriage to his daughter. The most important leader, however, is ilkhan Bū

Saʿīd. Al-Ṣafadī states that ‘they called each other brother, [their] word was one, and the kingdoms
were one’. 217 The last ilkhan before the crippling succession struggle and the resulting collapse of

the Ilkhanate that followed his death, is generally depicted as gentle, just, and generous. He is also

regarded as a good Muslim: not only was he guided by the Sharia and the Sunna, he also abolished

many taxes – the suggestion is that the taxes in question were un-Islamic – as well as going against
‘fornication (fawāḥish) and alcohol’. 218

Although Ghazan may have converted to Islam at the close of the seventh/thirteenth

century, the Mamluk-Ilkhanid conflict was still viewed through a prism of religious opposition. In so
far as these authors acknowledge Ghazan’s conversion, they point out that his actions went against

See for instance Ibn Kathīr (Al-Bidāya wa-l-Nihāya, XIV:77), who relates that he ‘became just and restored
Sunnism’.
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Islam, and some, like al-Yūnīnī and Ibn Taymiyya, made an active effort to emphasise this, as well as

the deliberate targeting of Islamic religious objects by the Mongols. And like before, the Mongols are
portrayed as violent, barbaric, and treacherous. In this manner, they are served up as the

photonegative of the image that the Mamluk rulers and the Egyptian and Syrian writers wished to

publicise of the sultanate: one of cultured and civilised defenders of Islam, its values, and its people.

Golden Horde
Contrary to the, at best, strained relations with the Ilkhanate, the Mamluk sultanate and the Golden
Horde, also known as the Jochid ulus, had a long-lasting alliance which started in the year 660

(1261-2) and continued until the 830s/1430s. During this time, there were some eighty missions

between the two realms, carried out by merchants, military men, scholars, and administrators.

Encouraged by these diplomatic relations, which required a decent background knowledge of the

ally, Mamluk secretaries and historians set to gathering and recording information on the Mongols
of the Golden Horde. 219 Yet, likely due to the remoteness of the khanate, and the fact that few

authors in Syria and Egypt had direct interactions with the Golden Horde, 220 there was not always

much information to fill many pages on the northern khanate with. Consequently, the information

the Mamluk sources contain on the Golden Horde is significantly less extensive compared to that on

the Ilkhanate and their perceptions of it. Yet they wrote down what they did know about the ‘Tatars
in the north’, and as a result of these friendly diplomatic relations, their representation of the
Mongols of the Golden Horde in the Mamluk sources is very different to that of the Ilkhanid
Mongols.

The relationship between the sultanate and the khanate began under the reign of Baybars

and Berke, respectively, and was important to both. Baybars was in dire need of a sufficient and

ongoing supply of military slaves from the Kipchak steppes in order to hold his ground against the

looming threat of the Ilkhanate, while Berke, as a Muslim ruler, needed access to the holy cities and
entry into the Muslim elite to be a credible Islamic power. Both were new to the throne and

suffered from legitimacy problems; their mutual support strengthened them. 221 As two Muslim
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realms, they opposed the non-Muslim rulership of the Ilkhanate. 222 As Broadbridge has shown,

Baybars, in his communication with Berke, heavily emphasised their shared religion. Although

relations remained good, the Islamic approach was less useful with Berke’s successor Möngke-

Temür (r. 665-79/1267-80), who was not Muslim. The latter’s successor Töde-Möngke (r. 679-

87/1280-87) did convert to Islam, and like in his contacts with the Ilkhanate, Qalawun styled

himself as religious senior, albeit this time in a friendly relationship. 223 In their depiction of the

Golden Horde Mongols, Mamluk historians and geographers similarly made an effort to emphasise
the Jochids’ Islamic credentials and paint a positive picture – even in the case of khans who were
not Muslim at all.

That being said, relations were not always smooth. In the first decade of the

eighth/fourteenth century, the shamanist Jochid khan Toqta (r. 690-713/1290-1312) called on al-

Nāṣir Muḥammad to join him in an attack against the Ilkhanate, but the Mamluk sultan refused: the
lull in hostilities between the sultanate and the Ilkhanate allowed for profitable trade. Under

Toqta’s successor Öz-beg relations were also strained, although a Jochid princess, Öz-beg’s niece

Tulunbay, was married to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in 720/1320 (he later divorced her and married her
to a Mongol Mamluk, to Öz-beg’s anger). Öz-beg, too, requested military help against the Ilkhanids,

but being in the midst of peace negotiations with Bū Saʿīd, the Mamluk sultan had little enthusiasm
for that and even alerted the ilkhan of Öz-beg’s plans. To add insult to injury, the sultan humiliated
a highly-ranked Golden Horde shaykh, which Öz-beg considered a personal affront. Yet, even

following these setbacks, Golden Horde-Mamluk relations would continue for more than a century

afterwards, in which the participants continued to employ the rhetoric and topoi of the first alliance
between Baybars and Berke. 224

Berke’s conversion

Marie Favereau has pointed out that the Mamluk historians were interested in four primary topics
regarding the Golden Horde: the embassies between the khanate and the Mamluk sultanate; the
lives of the khans and their families; conflicts in which the Golden Horde was involved; and the
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religion and religious deeds of important people in the khanate. 225 Within the last category, the

conversion of Berke Khan, the fourth khan of the Golden Horde, to Islam was probably the most
famous episode. The sources contain different versions of when and how Berke converted to

Islam. 226 Favereau has pointed out that it might be preferable to not speak of a ‘conversion’, as

Berke’s mother was a Khwārazmian princess and he may well have been raised a Muslim as well. 227
What has been dubbed his ‘conversion’ then, should be seen more as Berke’s official claiming of his

religious and political position, both within and without the Mongol empire. 228 The historians of the

Mamluk sultanate, however, learned of Berke’s Muslimness in the shape of reports of an actual

conversion. 229 Word of this conversion was enthusiastically received, as it paved the way for the

alliance between the sultanate and the Jochid ulus. Baybars’ secretary Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir relates how

Baybars had him write a letter to Berke in which the sultan called on the khan to wage jihad against
Hülegü, ‘since news of his conversion to Islam had repeatedly come’. 230

Later Mamluk-era authors regularly paid attention to Berke’s conversion, 231 and those

stories portray the Mongol ruler as pious and humble. Al-Dhahabī quotes the Iraqi historian Ibn al-

Fuwaṭī (642-723/1244-1323), who in turn claims to have been informed by ‘someone whose word
is without doubt’. Berke reportedly arrived after nightfall, in the snow, but waited outside and

prayed until morning. After sunrise, he entered and kissed Bakharzī’s foot. A group of Berke’s amirs
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also converted. Berke, relates Ibn al-Fuwaṭī, had sixty wives – 56 more than Islamic law allows.

Bakharzī ordered him to choose four and to divorce the others, which he dutifully did. 232 Baybars

al-Manṣūrī similarly reports that Berke waited outside the shaykh’s door for three days before
being allowed in, at which point he renewed his conversion (jaddada islāmahu). 233

Berke is also reported to have been a fervent builder of mosques and madrasas throughout

his kingdom, as being generous towards religious functionaries, and generally acting for the benefit
of Islam. His kin, too, converted, and Mamluk-era authors mention how a tent mosque was carried
around for his wife, and that he employed imams and muezzins. 234 His religious status is not just

mentioned but actually emphasised, in order to juxtapose him and the Mongols of the Golden Horde
with those of the Ilkhanate. Abū al-Fidāʾ refers to the Berke Khan of the Golden Horde as the ‘sultan
of the Muslim Tatars’ in his description of the citadel of ʿAllān, thereby contrasting them with the
Ilkhanid Mongols. 235 Abū al-Fidāʾ is paraphrasing Ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī here, who had originally

phrased this even more forcefully, stating that the citadel is in the domain of ‘Berke of the Muslim

Tatars’, whereas the area to its south ‘belongs to the son of Hülegü, the sultan of the infidel Tatars
(al-tatar al-kuffār)’. 236 Similarly, in his account of the exchange of the first embassies between

Berke and Baybars, Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir adds contrasting supplications: Berke, ‘may his greatness be
increased (zayyadat ʿaẓamatahu)’ 237 versus Hülegü, ‘may God humiliate him (khazāhu Allāh)’. 238

The juxtaposition of the ‘Muslim’ Golden Horde and the ‘infidel’ Ilkhanate is a key cause of

the Mamluk-era authors’ vastly more positive description of the Golden Horde. This is evident in

Ibn Kathīr’s assertion that although Berke loved the ʿulamāʾ and the pious, his defeat of Hülegü was

the greatest of his good deeds. 239 It is therefore of interest to investigate the Mamluk-era authors’
explanations for the exact cause of the conflict between Berke and Hülegü. Ayalon has pointed to
Ibn Shaddād’s and Ibn Wāṣil’s claims that the Mongols were obligated to send parts of whatever

they gained by conquest to the Jochids. Hülegü, however, did not send the required payments,
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which led to Berke seeking an alliance with Baybars. 240 The division that these two authors report,

either a third or a fifth of all spoils, show that they considered Berke to be a very important khan
within the Mongol Empire, almost or completely on equal footing with the Great Khan. 241 So,

according to Ibn Shaddād as quoted by al-Yūnīnī, when Hülegü did not send Berke his share of the
spoils when the latter succeeded Batu, Berke sent him messengers and sorcerers (the latter to

thwart Hülegü’s sorcerers). When Hülegü had the messengers and sorcerers killed, the conflict was

born. 242 Ibn Shaddād and Ibn Wāṣil thus ascribe a prominence to Berke within the constellation of
Mongol successor khanates that he did not necessarily have, but which legitimised his rule as well
as his conflict with the Ilkhanate, thus lending more weight to the Mamluk-Jochid alliance. This

inflation of Berke’s worldy position can also be discerned in some other authors, for instance in Ibn
ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, who described him as ‘the great of the kings of the Tatars’ (kabīr mulūk al-tatār), 243
and Abū al-Fidāʾ, who called him ‘the greatest of the Tatar kings’ (aʿẓam mulūk al-tatār). In

actuality, the source of the conflict between Berke and Hülegü lay primarily in Hülegü’s taking of an

area that the Jochids considered rightfully theirs – which is, incidentally, the explanation given by

al-ʿUmarī 244 – although Berke himself later gave religious justifications as well, as is evident in his

letters to Baybars. 245

Religious justifications for the conflict are given in Mamluk sources as well. Al-Yūnīnī, as

mentioned above, quoted Ibn Shaddād’s explanation, but stated that the most important reason for
the conflict was actually that Hülegü killed the caliph. 246 Probably basing himself on the Persian

Ayalon, ‘The Great Yāsa (Part B)’, 174. Ayalon points out that Ibn Shaddād’s statement is found cited in alMufaḍḍal, but that the part of the chronicle it was originally part of was lost (174 n. 1). Ibn Shaddād is quoted by
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scholar al-Isfahānī, 247 al-ʿUmarī even reports that Bakharzī had encouraged Berke to contact the

caliph al-Mustaʿṣim, ‘and messengers, letters, gifts and presents were exchanged between the
two’. 248 As Klaus Lech has pointed out, Berke’s supposed contact with the caliph is absent in

virtually all other sources and highly unlikely to be factual. 249 Nonetheless, the story shows that the

notion that the Golden Horde-Ilkhanid conflict was based on religious difference had become

widespread and begun a life of its own.

Later khans

From an early moment on, then, the Mongols of the Golden Horde are considered as ‘the Muslims

among the Tatars’. 250 That is all the more interesting given that, while Berke laid the groundwork,

the Islamisation of Golden Horde was only definitively achieved under Öz-beg, decades later. 251 Yet
the non-Muslim khans who ruled in the intervening years are generally regarded favourably as
well. Ibn Kathīr relates that Berke’s successor Möngke-Temür was like him, evidently a

compliment. 252 Qalawun had good diplomatic contacts with the Muslim khan Töde-Möngke, but

there was less activity with his nephew Töle-Buqa (r. 686–90/1287–91), which is reflected in the

decrease of attention in the Mamluk sources. 253 This demonstrates that the positive depiction of the

Golden Horde was not so much caused by Berke’s conversion, which gave the khanate a more or

less Islamic status, but rather that the focus on the latter and the resulting positive press is the
result of the political relationship between the Mamluk and Jochid realms.

In the case of the last non-Muslim khan of the Golden Horde this lead to the occasional bout

of intellectual gymnastics in order to retain the Golden Horde’s Islamic credentials. Toqta may have
been a shamanist, but he is generally described positively. ‘Despite his unbelief’, wrote al-Ṣafadī,

‘there was justice in him.’ 254 According to the author, he even preferred Islam over other religions.

However, a significant part of his tarjama is actually not devoted to the khan himself but to his son,

who predeceased his father, and who had converted to Islam. The son’s praises are sung, and his
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premature death lamented. 255 In the same vein, Ibn Kathīr relates that Toqta ‘worshipped idols and

stars according to the religion of the Tatars’. Yet, while this same author can be seen fomenting

harshly against all sorts of Ilkhanid and general Mongol unbelief throughout his history, he takes

care here to emphasise that Toqta was particularly good to Muslims, more so than to other sects. 256
Fortunately for the Mamluk-era authors, the problem resolved itself after Toqta’s death. As

Ibn Kathīr happily notes, he was succeeded by his nephew Öz-beg Khan, who was Muslim and

spread Islam in his land – although that was not done without force. 257 Al-Ṣafadī paints an

extremely pious picture of Öz-beg. He supposedly worshipped in miḥrābs, prayer niches, at night,

and wore a girdle made of steel without gold, saying: ‘Gold is haram for men.’ He also frequented a

Sufi and was good to the poor. 258 Yet, there appears to be an echo of the aforementioned notion of a
certain incompatibility between original Mongol habits and being a proper Muslim. Öz-beg, relates
al-Ṣafadī, did not wear a sarāqūjā, a Mongol type of hat, nor ‘any of their emblems’, but rather that
goldless girdle. 259

Mamluk-era authors were thus more enthusiastic promotors of the idea of a Muslim Golden

Horde than they likely would have been without the existence of a fairly continuous and critical

Mamluk-Jochid alliance. The same attitude is visible in al-ʿUmarī’s section on the Mongol khanates.

He relates how the first Golden Horde ruler to convert to Islam was Berke, and that ever since the
light of Islam has spread among the Mongols. Nevertheless, writes al-ʿUmari,

despite the rise of Islam among this people, and their acknowledgement of the two
shahadas, they contradict [Islam’s] laws in many things. They don’t adhere to the Yasa of
Chinggis Khan like the others [i.e. the Great Khanate and the Chaghatai Khanate] do,
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although they do punish very harshly lying, adultery, and the breach of treaties and
contracts. 260

Several practices in the Golden Horde that he describes also clearly clash with Islamic Sharia:
If their kings are angry with one of their followers, they take his property and sell his
children. The same when someone commits theft, then the victim has the right to the
property of the thief and his children and sells them. If someone asks for the hand of
someone’s daughter and gives him a small gift, he marries her to him, and then never asks
about her again, as we mentioned for the kingdom of Transoxania [i.e. the Chaghatai
Khanate]. 261

This is the only text containing such a description of widespread failure to uphold Sharia

law by the rulers of the Golden Horde. To recall, al-ʿUmarī tends to use different sources for his

discussion of the various Mongol khanates in Masālik al-Abṣār than his colleagues do in their

respective works. They frequently refer back to predecessors or even contemporaries, and appear
to take part in a very similar and widespread discourse. Of course, there are differences in

emphasis: think of the differences in versions of the ‘Damascus diary’, or of Ibn Kathīr, who tends to
lean towards the harsher side of judgment, as does Ibn al-Dawādārī. Nonetheless, the images of the
Mongols – whether from the Ilkhanate or Golden Horde – appears to be fairly constant and

ubiquitous. Al-ʿUmarī, however, frequently draws on external, oral sources, often people who are

from these lands or have travelled there. The fact that he, based on these sources, regularly paints a
different picture of events, makes him the exception that proves the rule of Mongol portrayal in

Mamluk sources. As Favereau has pointed out, the attention paid by Mamluk-era authors to religion

in their information on and descriptions of the Golden Horde can be linked to the importance of

Islam as a binding factor between the Mamluk sultanate and the Jochid khanate. 262 The images of

the Golden Horde as an Islamised state headed by pious Muslim rulers – in which evident outliers
were still depicted as at least giving preferential treatment to Muslims – were clearly heavily

influenced by the Mamluk-Jochid alliance, and at least in part a product of wishful thinking and/or
propaganda objectives.
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Conclusion
When Abū al-Fidāʾ wrote that the ‘Damādam are the Tatars of Black Africa’, he echoed a common

image among Muslim authors of Mongols as violent infidels. The combination is ubiquitous in
seventh/thirteenth- and eighth/fourteenth-century Mamluk sources writing on the Mongols,

especially when describing the conquests under Chinggis Khan and the later Ilkhanid aggression in

the Middle East. Violence is considered a Mongol ‘habit’, at least as far as the early Mongols and the
Ilkhanids are concerned: virtually anything they can get their hands on they will kill, rape, plunder,

or destroy.

This image was already present in the works of earlier historians as Ibn al-Athīr and al-

Nasawī and Mamluk-era authors used their texts for their reports on the early Mongol conquests in

Islamic lands. For the early Mongols and the Ilkhanids, writers from Syria and Egypt actively

endorsed this image, calling particular attention to Mongol violence against Muslims and their

desecration of Islamic religious objects and places, which they appear to actively target – from

minbars and Qur’an chests in Bukhara in 616/1220 to the Umayyad Mosque in 699/1300. At times,

the Mamluk historians even add extra details on these matters to their source material in their

descriptions of events: this is clearly something they wish to emphasise, an image they wish to

project. Thus, from the very beginning, an opposition was created between the Mongols and Islam

and a significant portion of the representations of the early Mongols and the Ilkhanids is couched in
language that contrasts it to Islam and Islamic values. This is evident in the focus on Mongol violent
and/or destructive tendencies against Muslims or Islamic symbols, but also in food taboos,

recurring topoi such as sexual permissiveness (see chapters 2 and 3), and other instances of what
could be considered as un-Islamic behaviour.

The wars and battles that took place between the Mamluks and the Ilkhanid Mongols

between 658/1260 and 712/1312 were consistently framed accordingly – an approach that tied in

with the official Mamluk propaganda, that aimed to legitimise the ruling military elite, newcomers
to Islam themselves, by portraying them as the guardians of Islam against the infidel threat, of

which the Ilkhanids were by far the most important element. Some authors were actively involved
in the creation of this ideology, such as Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir and Shāfiʿ ibn ʿAlī. Others may not have

been involved, but their reports nonetheless echo this view (and some also reflect on the ethnic
relationship between the Mamluks and the Mongols). The fact that from the late 600s/1200s

onwards the Ilkhanid rulers were Muslim, did little to change the notion of opposition between

Mongols and Islam, and it remains apparent in the Mamluk sources until the conclusion of peace

between al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and Bū Saʿīd in the 720s/1320s.
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Mongol unbelief is also connected to their barbarism. That the early Mongols would

supposedly eat any animal, including pigs and dogs, or carrion, or even humans, says as much about
their paganism as about their savagery. On the one hand, this image – as well as notions of Mongol
courage (for which a certain admiration remains) and violence – reflect established stereotypes of

northern peoples deriving from environmental theory and contained in older texts about the

Mongols. On the other hand, the fact that later authors choose to add to, or alter, these food taboos

shows the importance they attached to it. The image does not resurface as a matter of inevitability,
rather, the image is consciously taken and employed. The active role these authors played in the
construction of images is especially evident in the portrayal of the Mongols, starting with the

conquests under Chinggis Khan, as unreliable and prone to treachery. Although the raw material is
there in the descriptions of Ibn al-Athīr, it is the Mamluk-era authors who develop it into a topos.
Various authors for various sieges describe that the Mongols give safeguards only to break them
later and turn to murder and pillaging; in sieges and battles they are said to resort to trickery.

Especially in the latter case, this is contrasted to the actions of the Mamluks.

In part, the depictions of the Mongols in the Mamluks sources are the result of the shock

that their unexpected and indeed violent invasions caused in the Muslim world. They testify to the
shock of the Mongol invasions in general, and in particular that of the highly symbolic fall of

Baghdad and murder of the caliph, which is visible in the elaborate descriptions of the carnage as

well as in the inflated number of dead and the number of days it lasted. The events in Syria, close to
home for those in Egypt, but lived experience for some of those in Syria, added even more fuel to
that fire. That these ideas on and images of the Mongols were consequently more widely spread

than just among the writing elite is clear from the stories that some authors, like al-Dhahabī and al-

Nuwayrī, include.

Apart from the shock of these invasions, the way Mongols were described in the

seventh/thirteenth- and eighth/fourteenth-century sources was also strongly influenced by other

aspects of the political context. This is eminently visible when comparing depictions of the enemy

Ilkhanids and the allied Jochids of the Golden Horde. Not only is Berke’s conversion elaborately

discussed, and is he portrayed as exceptionally pious, later Golden Horde rulers are also painted in
positive light – even if they were shamanist. Ilkhanids, on the other hand, could convert to Islam to
their heart’s content, but as long as hostilities continued, it was to little or no avail. These

tendencies in the sources become particularly evident if we look at the work of al-ʿUmarī, who –

likely due to his alternative selection of source material – functions as the exception to prove the

general rule.
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On the one hand, Islam was key to Mamluk-era authors’ cultural stuff, genuinely important

to them personally. Therefore it was a central part of their depiction of the Mongol Other as well, as

is also attested by the discussion of Mamluk-era depictions of the Yasa in chapter 3. Religion also
played a political role. Given their shared interests, the Mamluks and the Golden Horde may well

have allied, even if Berke had not converted. However, the fact that he was Muslim at the very least

made their rapproachement easier. 263 At the same time, Islam was also instrumental: not only in

the official rhetoric, as described by Broadbridge and others, which had the just Muslim rulers of
the Mamluk sultanate wage jihad against the Ilkhanid infidels, but also in the way Syrian and
Egyptian authors described the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde respectively. As long as the

Ilkhanids remained an enemy power, their infidelity was emphasised or their Islamic credentials
disputed. The opposite was true for the Golden Horde: Mamluk-era authors emphasised Islamic

elements in circumstances where historical circumstances not necessarily made that the most
obvious choice. This shows the significance of the political context for these writers and their

decisionmaking on the formation, selection and employment of images of the Mongols, which

largely converges with the official line communicated by the ruling Mamluk elite. With regard to the
latter, the importance attached to Islam was also opportune: given their perceived ethnic affiliation
to the Mongols, othering approaches that were primarily based on ethnic characteristics would be
problematic. The focus on Islam – although religion can also be part of ethnicity – diffuses that

source of potential tension. The same importance of social and political context in the development
of images of Mongols, as well as the key role played by Islam in this, is also visible in the depictions
of Mongols within the Mamluk sultanate, as the next chapter shows.
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