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ABSTRACT

Badr al-Din Lu'lu, originally an Armenian slave who converted to Islam, was one of the most
influential figures in the medieval history of Mosul. Rising through the ranks under the Zengid
Atabegs, he capitalised on favourable political conditions to seize power and govern the city
independently for more than four decades, a period depicted in contemporary sources as one of
economic prosperity and vibrant cultural and artistic activity. This study examines Arabic, Persian
and Latin narratives that illuminate key episodes of his early life and his interactions with Mosul’s
diverse communities. It focuses on biographical accounts concerning his origins, expressions of
personal religiosity and religious policies. While the sources offer conflicting depictions of his
religious orientation, some previously overlooked accounts - critically evaluated here - accuse him of
neglecting Islamic practices and observing Christian festivals, whereas others highlight his ShiT
leanings. Together, these accounts underscore the complexity of his religious identity.

1. Introductory Remarks

In the mid-thirteenth century, the Levant and Mesopotamia underwent drastic political and
cultural upheavals. The Turkic (Seljuk and Oghuz) dynasties, the Kurdish ‘Ayytbids and the
Crusader states - dominant forces since the previous century - now found themselves unable to
withstand the rise of new powers in the region, most notably the Mongols and the Mamlaks
(largely of Turkic Kipchak and Circassian origin). As a result, they collapsed. Badr al-Din Lu’lu’,
one of the most charismatic statesmen of this era, emerged during these tumultuous times.' A
manumitted slave, Badr al-Din had served as regent for the last three Zengid rulers for 23 years,
effectively holding power since 1211. Shortly before the Mongols launched their initial incursions
into northern Mesopotamia in 1234, he deposed the final Zengid ruler Nasir al-Din Mahmad (1219-
1233) and established himself as the independent ruler of Mosul, a position he held from 1233 to his
death in 1259.

There are various studies dedicated to Badr al-Din’s political activities and career. My
objective in this article is, therefore, to focus on specific biographical accounts preserved in
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Arabic concerning his origin, expressions of his religiosity and his religious policies. Sources
offer conflicting evidence about Badr al-Din’s religious views. Some neglected accounts, whose
authenticity and historical accuracy will be assessed below, accuse Badr al-Din of disregarding
Islamic practices and celebrating Christian holidays, emphasising his inclination toward Shi‘a
Islam. These reports reflect the complexity of his religious identity and the diverse
interpretations of his actions by contemporary and later historians. I bring together evidence
from Arabic, Persian and Latin historical sources that recount significant episodes from Badr
al-Din’s early life and his interactions with the diverse communities under his rule.” Some of
these narratives have been previously overlooked or received insufficient scholarly attention.
Based on this evidence - particularly the information concerning Badr al-Din’s age at the time
of his enslavement and conversion to Islam - I propose that, as an Armenian convert and
freedman, Badr al-Din likely did not entirely abandon elements of his original cultural and
religious practices. Instead, his previous Christian beliefs seem to have continued to shape his
conduct and attitudes toward Christianity and its followers. I hypothesise that Badr al-Din
developed a multilayered or hybrid identity, integrating both the beliefs and practices of Islam,
his adopted faith, and those of Christianity, his former faith. This blending of religious
experiences likely inspired Lu’lu”s inclusive governance, which contributed to Mosul’s
transformation into a cosmopolitan centre where diverse communities coexisted in relative
harmony.

2. Thoughts On Conversion to Islam and the Case of Badr al-Din

Badr al-Din Lu’lu”s life is an outstanding example for studying the phenomenon of
conversion to Islam. Scholars have long sought to establish a unified framework for
understanding the process of conversion. Arthur Darby Nock (1902-1963), one of the leading
authorities of the history of religion, offered the following definition:

By conversion we mean the reorientation of the soul of an individual, his deliberate turning from
indifference or from an earlier form of piety to another, a turning which implies a consciousness
that a great change is involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right.’

However, as recent studies have shown, romanticised notions such as the “reorientation of
the soul” and an overemphasis on individual spiritual or psychological categories fall short
in explaining or understanding the phenomenon of conversion. Today, we recognise the
complex interplay of social, political and cultural factors intimately connected to questions
of identity and the degree of radical or partial transformation of a person’s worldview.* In
the context of medieval Islam, a convert’s social status was also a crucial consideration.
Examining the evidence concerning Badr al-Din - a medieval ruler and former military slave,
rather than a voluntary convert - and his religious practices can shed light on several of
these issues.

Medieval Armenian and Arabic historical sources contain many reports on numerous
Islamised personalities of Armenian origin, who successfully integrated into the Islamic
milieu and even reached high administrative, military and religious positions (such as
generals, governors, viziers, judges, etc.). Despite plenty of evidence about Armenian
converts to Islam in the Middle Ages, the topic has received uneven treatment within
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Armenian and Islamic studies. Some converts, such as the Fatimid vizier Badr al-Jamali (1074-
1094) and his successors, have received disproportionately more attention, whereas various
accounts of many other prominent Muslims of Armenian descent have never been properly
explored. Transformations in ethnic, cultural and religious identity of Armenian converts to
Islam have not been subject to detailed analysis. We still lack a clear understanding of the
social integration and acculturation of Armenians in Islamic society, the circumstances that
led to their adoption of Islam and what that meant regarding their former faith, including the
possibility of their continued adherence to a crypto-Christian identity or developing a hybrid
form of religious expression. There were also cases when they returned to Christianity, with
attitudes to such “renegade Armenians” by their co-religionists and the Armenian Church on
the one hand, and by the Muslims in Islamic society on the other, still needing a systematic
investigation. Another unexplored issue is the question of how they overcame the barrier of
knowledge of the language of the Qur'an, Arabic, or if they had a prior knowledge of it.’
Although this article will not address all of these questions, it aims to provide answers at least
to some on the example of one converted individual Badr al-Din, his religious beliefs and
practices.

3. The Historical Background

Before Badr al-Din’s rule in Mosul, it had been governed by emirs from the Zengid dynasty.
Badr al-Din’s good fortune and political ambitions paved his way from a military slave to the
guardian of Zengid emirs’ underage sons, and then as their successor in his own right - as
the independent Emir and Sultan of Mosul.

The Zengid dynasty of Syria and Upper Mesopotamia was founded by the Seljuk general
‘Imad al-Din Zankib. Aq Sunqir (1127-1146), whom the Seljuq Sultan Mahmad 11 (1118-1131)
had appointed the Governor of Mosul and the Atabeg of his two sons. During the reign of
‘Imad al-Din, Mosul gained de facto autonomy from the Great Seljuk Empire and significantly
expanded its territories in Syria and northern Mesopotamia (Sinjar, al-Jazira, Shahrazir,
etc.) at the expense of the Birids, the Artuqgids and the Franks. ‘Imad al-Din’s greatest
achievement was the capture of Edessa in 1144, which earned him a reputation as “the
standard-bearer” of the Holy War against the Franks.® After Tmad al-Din’s assassination in
1146 by one of his eunuchs, his three sons inherited his possessions. Niir al-Din Mahmiid’
took the Syrian territories, Sayf al-Din al-Ghazi received Mosul and Jazirat ibn ‘Umar, while
Qutb al-Din Mawdid ruled Homs.?

The Mosul line of the Zengids survived until the mid-1230s and was overthrown by Badr
al-Din Lu’lu’, a ghulam (slave) of Nir al-Din Arslan Shah I (1193-1211), the atabeg of Mosul.
He proved himself a brave warrior and loyal servant of his patron and after Arslan Shah’s
death (1211), Lu’lu’ assumed the guardianship (mudabbir al-dawla) of Arslan Shah I's son ‘Tzz
al-Din Mas‘Gd 11 (1211-1218), who had the regnal title al-Malik al-Qahir. The latter entrusted
his two teenage sons to Lu’lu”’s tutelage and guardianship before his death. Badr al-Din obtained
letters of investiture from the Caliph of Baghdad for al-Qahir’s son Nir al-Din Arslan Shah 11
(1218-1219), and recognition as a deputy sultan (nd’ib al-sultan) for himself. But in fact, he seized
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against the grandsons of his patron, Niir al-Din Arslan Shah I, and for the usurpation of power
in Mosul."

This presumed coup by Lu'lu’ raised a wave of opposition from Arslan Shah II’s uncle ‘Imad
al-Din Zanki, who, too, had legitimate ambitions for power.' In 1219, Arslan Shah II died, and
Badr al-Din placed his three-year-old brother Nasir al-Din Mahmd on the throne. Zanki soon
allied himself with his father-in-law Muzaffar al-Din Kiakburi, the Emir of Erbil, and began
raiding the territories of Mosul. To resist his enemies’ attacks, Badr al-Din now sought the
support of al-Ashraf Misa, the ‘Ayytbid ruler of al-Jazira (future Emir of Damascus in 1229-
1237), recognising his suzerainty. Thanks to the interference of al-Ashraf, Badr al-Din managed
to suppress Zanki's and KukburT's aggressive policy towards his de facto autonomous rule in
Mosul. In 1233, Muzaffar al-Din Kiikkbur1 died and the whole territory of his emirate was occupied
by the Caliph of Baghdad. Soon after, Nasir al-Din Mahmid disappeared under obscure
circumstances (in all likelihood he was killed by Lu’lw’),'* and rule in Mosul was eventually fully
assumed by Lu’lu’. This marked the official end of Zengid rule in Mosul. Lu’lu’ received an
investiture letter from the ‘Abbasid Caliph Mustansir (1226-1242). He accepted the regnal name
al-Malik al-rahim (the merciful king) and began to rule Mosul independently (1233-1259)."

In the 1240s, when the Mongol threat became apparent, Badr al-Din Lu’lu’ had to
voluntarily accept their supremacy, which saved his emirate from destruction. In 1246, he
managed to receive a yarligh (patent of authority) for his rule from the great Mongol Khan Guytk
(1246-1248). Moreover, in 1258, unable to convince the ‘Abbassid caliph Musta‘sim bi-1-1ah
(1242-1258) to submit to the Mongols, he, after some hesitation, chose to send Mosuli
contingents led by his son al-Salih Ismafl to participate in the siege of Baghdad and convey
provisions and war materials to the Mongol troops, because he believed that the salvation of
Mosul required such a course of action.' Badr al-Din Lu’lu’ died in 1259.

Medieval historians speak highly of Badr al-Din’s political foresight and diplomatic
flexibility.”” He is usually presented in the sources as a man of Realpolitik, an adept negotiator
and a good administrator, who ensured relative peace in Mosul for decades thanks to his political
pragmatism, making it one of the most prosperous cities and centres of science, written culture
and crafts of his time. However, his sons were unable to preserve their small lordships in the
face of the rising power of two large-scale empires - the Mamliks and the Mongols - and soon
lost the once-flourishing emirate to the Mongols. After the battle of ‘Ayn Jalat (Spring of Goliath)
on 3 September 1260, they started secret negotiations with Baybars al-Bunduqdar (1260-1277),
the Mamlik Sultan of Egypt. As a result, al-Malik al-Salih Isma‘1l (1259-1262), the elder son of
Badr al-Din, was executed by the Mongols, and two other sons, al-Mujahid Ishaq and al-Muzaffar
‘Ali, fled to Cairo in 1262.'°

4. A Neglected Piece of Evidence On Lu’lu”s Early Life

Badr al-Din’s political activities and relations with neighbouring powers, namely the
‘Ayytibids, Khwarazmians, Artuqids, ‘Abbasids, Mamliks and Mongols, are reported by
numerous sources, such as chronicles as well as prosopographical works. There are,
however, comparatively fewer sources about Badr al-Din’s origin and early life. Studying
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initial integration into an Islamic milieu, can be valuable for understanding the
circumstances of his conversion and the specific characteristics of his religious outlook.

Lu’lu”’s full name was al-Malik al-Rahim Badr al-Din Lu’lu’ Abi al-Fada’il al-Armani al-
Atabakt al-Nari. Abl al-‘Abbas Ahmad al-Qalgashandi (d. 1418), in his chancery manual
entitled Subh al-a‘sha (Dawn for the blind), explained that the most suitable title for the
name Lu’lu’ was Badr al-Din (the full moon of the religion)."” In some building inscriptions
and written sources Badr al-Din is named “ibn ‘Abd Allah” (son of a servant of God), a
patronymic which usually indicated that the bearer was a first-generation Muslim. It was
commonly given to non-Arab converts to Islam substituting a slave’s non-Muslim father’s
name.' Scholars have long relied on these elements in affirming that Badr al-Din was a
converted Muslim. Given the epithet al-Armani, it is naturally considered that he was of
Armenian origin.

Almost nothing is known about Badr al-Din’s early life. Douglas Patton, al-Ruwayshidt
and P. Sappatean cite Ibn al-Fuwati, al-Dhahabf, al-Yafi‘7, Ibn Kathir, al-Ghassani, the Diwan
of ‘Ali b. al-Muqarrab al-"UyiinT al-Ahsa’T and Ibn Taghri Bird1, who report that he was an
Armenian slave from Riam (i.e. Asia Minor) and that he had been initially bought by a tailor
before being purchased by Nir al-Din Arslan Shah I, Emir of Mosul." However, an important
source that sheds new light on the origins of Atabeg Lu’lu’ has heretofore been neglected
by scholars. It is the biographical dictionary of one of the most famous historians of the
Mamlik era, namely Taqi al-Din Ahmad al-Maqriz1 (d. 1441), entitled Al-Ta’rikh al-mugqaffa
al-kabir (The Great History in Continuation). The author aimed at collecting the obituaries
of all the prominent personalities who lived in, acted, or had any links with Egypt. Al-
Magqrizi planned to compile a huge encyclopaedia comprising more than 80 volumes, but
managed to complete only 16 volumes before he died. Of these 16 autograph volumes, only
five have been identified to date in manuscript collections worldwide.?

Badr al-Din’s biography was not included in Al-Ta’rikh al-mugqaffa, at least in the parts
that have come down to us. However, details concerning his enslavement and rise to power
in Mosul were reported in the biography of another famous individual of Armenian origin
(al-armant al-jins) whose obituary was included in al-Maqrizi’s dictionary. That person was
Emir Shams al-Din Abi Sa‘1d al-AminT al-Mawsili, ** whose nickname was likewise Lu’lu’, just
like Badr al-Din. The two probably also shared the fate of slavery. Al-Maqrizi begins his
account as follows:

He (Shams al-Din) was one of the mamliiks of eunuch Amin al-Din Yumn, who [in his turn] was a freedman (‘atiq)
of Nur al-Din Arslan b. ‘Izz al-Din Mas‘ud, lord of Mosul. He brought him up since childhood. The reason for this
was that he (Shams al-Din) was taken [captive] from one of the villages of Mayyafarigin when the army of Mosul
attacked it. A woman purchased him and left him with a tailor so that the latter would teach [him] tailoring. At
that time, Badr al-Din Lu’lu’, the [future] lord of Mosul, was already with that tailor. One day, Amin al-Din Yumn
was passing by when he saw him (Shams al-Din) with the tailor. He bought him from that woman, together with
Badr al-Din Lu’lu’, who [later] became the master of Mosul. Years passed until Badr al-Din reigned in Mosul. He
(Badr al-Din) arrested his [former] master (ustadh) Amin al-Din Yumn, confiscated his property, and left no slave
with him except [Shams al-Din] Lu’lu’, the subject of this biography. He (Shams al-Din) started tailoring and
supported his master with his earnings until al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi b. Salah al-Din interceded for him in favour
of Amin al-Din. His intercession was accepted by Badr al-Din who agreed to send him to Aleppo on the
condition that he (al-Malik al-Zahir) would not take him into service.?
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According to this unique report, the two Lu'lu’s were slaves of the same master for a while. It
seems that Amin al-Din Yumn (d. 1213/1214), himself a freedman of Niir al-Din Arslan Shah I,
treated Badr al-Din poorly during his time as a slave, since the latter waited for the opportune
moment to take revenge on his former patron, once he rose to power in Mosul. It is noteworthy
that A.-M. Eddé previously utilised al-Maqrizt’s report without reservation when detailing the
activities of Shams al-Din Lu’'lu’ in her book “La Principauté Ayyoubide d’Alep”. However, several
factors call for a cautious reading of this late-period author’s account, even as there are reasons
to regard it with some degree of credibility. First, al-Maqrizi failed to cite the primary source of
his information on Shams al-Din Lu’lu’. Moreover, a gap of more than two centuries separates
the composition of al-Muqaffa from the period in which Badr al-Din lived. It is possible that al-
Magqrizi fabricated the connection between the two namesakes to enhance the distinctiveness
of his biographical account. On the other hand, we should not overlook the possibility that he
relied on sources available to him which have not reached us, such as Qutb al-Din al-Halab1’s (d.
1335) valuable but now lost biographical dictionary, entitled Ta’rikh Misr (History of Egypt),
which, as Frederick Bauden’s recent research has demonstrated, he frequently utilised, albeit
citing it only rarely.” While al-Maqrizi’s account of the connection between the two Lu'lu’s is
not supported by other surviving sources, it is known from his Al-Ta’rikh al-Mugaffa and other
works, including those of ‘Izz al-Din ibn Shaddad, that Shams al-Din and Badr al-Din
corresponded in the 1240s, during Shams al-Din’s de facto rule of Aleppo as regent for al-Nasir
Yasuf and commander-in-chief of the Aleppan army.** However, historians offer no information
regarding any connections or interactions between them following Badr al-Din’s manumission,
which, if present, would have undoubtedly lent greater credibility to al-Maqrizi’s account.

Ibn Khatib al-Nasiriyya (d. 1440) also made selections from Qutb al-Din al-Halabi’s
biographical dictionary to compile his Al-Muntaqa min ta’rikh Misr.”> However, in the surviving
version, we find no mention of any connection between the two Lu’lu’s, aside from the
previously cited report by ‘Izz al-Din Ibn Shaddad and al-Maqrizi regarding their
correspondence.” In his extensive work Al-Durr al-Muntakhab ft Takmilat Ta’rikh Halab, Ibn Khatib
refers to additional selections from Qutb al-Din’s book, but regrettably, it lacks a biography of
Shams al-Din Lu’lu’. This absence prevents us from definitively corroborating al-Maqrizi’s
account.”’

On the other hand, scholars of Mamlik historiography recognise al-Maqrizi as a generally
reliable historian, whose works preserve valuable information from sources that are now lost
and provide evidence surviving solely through his writings. For example, without his book
Itti‘az al-hunafa and the primary sources he employed, such as Ibn Muyassar (d. 1278), it would
have been impossible to reconstruct numerous aspects of the history of the Fatimid Caliphate
(969-1171). Weighing all the possibilities and despite the fact that he is a later source, I believe
there is no compelling reason for wholly dismissing al-Maqrizi’s account of two Lu'lu’s with
complete scepticism. Rather, it opens up new perspectives on the life and identity of Badr al-
Din Lu'lu’ which I will set forth below.

Al-Magqrizi’s account offers no information about the identity of the woman who
purchased Shams al-Din. The Damascene historian AblG Shama (d. 1267), in his Al-Dhayl
‘ala al-Rawdatayn, includes a brief obituary note on Badr al-Din - also overlooked in
scholarship - describing him as “a slave of Atabeg Zengi’s daughter”, though he does
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not provide her name.?® Although it is possible that AbGi Shama and al-Maqrizi meant the same
woman, the limited available evidence prevents us from making any definitive conclusions on
this matter. No further information about Lu’lu”s early life is available beyond al-Maqrizi’s
account. Nevertheless, this account is valuable as it lends support to certain hypotheses.

5. The Age at Which Lu’lu’ was Enslaved and Converted

Why is this biographical account of Shams al-Din significant for understanding Badr al-Din’s
religiosity? It is generally assumed that a person’s worldview and religious beliefs are shaped
from an early age, heavily influenced by their surrounding religious environment and
education. In cases of conversion, the earlier a child is immersed in the new environment and
begins receiving religious instruction, the more deeply rooted and stable their understanding
of the new faith becomes in adulthood. Without delving into modern or contemporary studies
on the psychology and pedagogical aspects of this phenomenon, let us see how medieval
thinkers viewed conversion and its psychological/pedagogical dimensions.

Abl Bakr al-Khallal (d. 923), a famous Muslim jurist, in his compendium of responsa
attributed to Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855), the founder of the Hanbali school of Islamic
jurisprudence, stated that the boy at the age of ten should already be beaten to make him
perform the prayer.”” According to another renowned jurist and theologian al-Ghazalt (d.
1111), the most suitable age for beginning Islamic education is seven, as this is when a child
starts to comprehend and learn about the world, distinguishing between good and evil (the
age of discernment). While Islamic law imposes no upper age limit for embracing Islam, al-
Ghazali noted elsewhere:

At this [early] age learning is like engraving on a stone, while the teaching of an elderly person is
arduous and troublesome.”

For military slaves (ghilman or mamliks) like Lu’lu’, early adolecence was typically considered
the ideal age for enslavement.’’ However, our investigation into the timeline of Badr al-Din
Lu’lu”s birth, enslavement and conversion likely suggests a different trajectory.

Arab historians do not mention the exact date of Lu’lu’’s birth, nor the date when he
was taken captive and transferred to Mosul. Some Arabic sources agree that Lu’'lu’ was over
80 years old at the time of his death, some claim he was over 85, while others suggest he
was more than 90 or even close to 100 years old. Rashid al-Din Hamadani (d. 1318) and Aba
Sulayman Banakati (d. 1330) are the only authors who specifically mention Badr al-Din’s
age at the time of his death, stating it to be 96 years.”” If we calculate Badr al-Din’s
birth year by subtracting the age at death, as stated by Rashid al-Din (96 lunar years,
which is nearly 93 solar years) from his year of death (1259), he would have been
born around 1166. According to Ibn al-Athir, Nir al-Din Arslan Shah I, who ascended the
throne of Mosul in 1193, was about 20 years old at the time and 38 at his death in 1211.%
This means that Nir al-Din was born in 1173/1174. Shams al-Din Lu’'lw’, as narrated by al-
Magqrizi, was sold like Badr al-Din to Amin al-Din Yumn, who himself was a freedman of
Nir al-Din. Shams al-Din was born in 585 AH (1189/1190), and both Lu’lu’s were
trained in tailoring by the same tailor for some time. Shams al-Din must have been at
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least five to seven years old to learn the profession, making it chronologically implausible
that Badr al-Din, who was probably even older than his master Nar al-Din, could have
entered his service many years before Niir al-Din ascended the throne. Therefore, if he took
Badr al-Din into his service at the beginning of his reign, the latter must have been at least
27 or 28 years old. Even if we rely on the average lifespan reported by Arab historians (85
lunar years, equivalent to nearly 82 solar years) rather than Rashid al-Din’s account, Badr
al-Din would have been born around 1177. This would make him nearly the same age as his
master, NUr al-Din Arslan Shah. In any case, Ibn al-Athir’s chronicle confirms that by the
end of Arslan Shah’s reign, Badr al-Din already held the high-ranking position of amir al-
isfahsalar al-kabir (commander of the army), indicating that he was an adult by that time.*
In sum, although the exact time of Badr al-Din’s enslavement and emergence in Mosul and
the length of his stay with his first master (Zengi’s daughter?) and Amin al-Din Yumn
remain unknown, these events likely took place when he was already at a relatively mature
age. This circumstance could have significantly influenced Badr al-Din’s later life.
Receiving Islamic education at an advanced age likely hindered his complete acculturation
into a new religious and cultural environment. Additionally, Arabic sources provide some
evidence of his literacy, including his knowledge of the Arabic language - a topic I consider
important to explore further.

6. An Illiterate Ruler or a Benefactor of Intellectual Class? A Lover of World
Pleasures or a Pious Ruler?

It is challenging to determine the specific characteristics of the upbringing and training of
military slaves in Zengid Mosul. However, it can be assumed that, in general, their training did
not differ significantly from the methods employed in the Mamlik Sultanate, for which Arabic
sources provide relatively extensive information.*® The education received by converts to
Islam was crucial, alongside the military training of slaves. Equally important for a convert
was acquiring at least a basic knowledge of Arabic, sufficient to read the Qur’an and grasp the
fundamental principles of his new faith.?* However, Badr al-Din’s relatively late conversion to
Islam may have prevented him from fully completing this stage of education. Primary sources
shed some light on this. Ibn Tiqtaqa (d. 1309), in his Kitab al-Fakhr, states that Badr al-Din was
illiterate, unable to read or write in Arabic (kana umiyyan ld yaktubu wa-la yaqra’u). Yet the same
author also observes that Badr al-Din compensated for this deficiency by regularly engaging
in conversations with leading scholars and intellectuals during his majalis al-uns (courtly
gatherings), where historical and biographical works were read aloud to him.*

Notably, in the case of ghilman training in the Mamlik Sultanate, knowledge of Arabic
was also often limited, with communication typically occurring in various Turkic dialects.?®
Given this context, a difficult question arises: how did Badr al-Din, of Armenian descent,
manage to communicate effectively with his entourage despite his poor proficiency in Arabic?

Additionally, Muslim historians and biographers do not report anything about his
Islamic education. Some even accuse him of ignoring religion. But, for example, in the
case of his “comrade”, the aforementioned Shams al-Din Lu’lu’ al-Amini, they consider



it necessary to give his teachers’ names and stress the fact that he had a solid Islamic education
and was a pious Muslim (dayyinan, ‘abidan, salihan).*

Despite Badr al-Din’s illiteracy and lack of Islamic education, other sources testify that his
reign was a period of prosperity and splendour in the history of Mosul and Northern Iraq.
Scholars concur that the scientific, cultural and artistic life (historiography, poetry, music,
manuscript production), as well as crafts (such as inlaid metalwork), flourished under the aegis
of Badr al-Din.** He used to bestow on poets up to one thousand dinars and had friendly relations
with many Mosuli scholars and poets.*' He also commissioned the construction and restoration
of many religious buildings including shrines, such as those dedicated to imam Yahya b. al-
Qasim, imam ‘Awn al-Din and imam al-Bahir, madrasas (al-Madrasa al-Badriyya) and palaces
(Qara Saray) in the city and its environs.*

In relation to the religiosity and religious tendencies of Badr al-Din - the main focus of this
article - it is important to draw attention to another overlooked aspect of his behaviour and
morals. Medieval sources indicate that the master of Mosul was not only a generous benefactor,
but also a lover and patron of all kinds of worldly pleasures (lavish feasts, singing, music,
dancing, drinking, concubines, etc.) and luxuries to the extent that myths arose about his
indulgences. Ibn Tiqtaqa notes that even the ‘Abbasid Caliphs would request singers from him
for performances in Baghdad.*’ The anonymous author of the Persian geographical work ‘Aja’ib
al-dunya (Marvels of the World), written in the late 1220s, states that no place in the world had
as many musicians and singers as Mosul. He adds that the people of Mosul were lively, joyful,
always engaged in fun, and openly indulged in debauchery.* In addition to these accounts from
Ibn Tiqtaga and the excerpt translated below, Ibn al-Sha“ar al-Mawsili also mentions the
frequent drinking parties hosted by Badr al-Din Lu’lu’ in his palace and some of his drinking
companions.*” One may form a “visual” idea of the drinking parties and musical gatherings
organised by Badr al-Din through lavish illustrations of manuscripts written under his
patronage.*® According to Rashid al-Din Hamadani (d. 1318), Lu’lu’ derived the greatest pleasure
from his life.*” But the most vivid depiction of his lifestyle comes from H amdallah MustawfT (d.
1344) in his epic poem “Zafarname” (“The Book of Victories”):

Not one of the other kings of the world acted as well as he. Day and night, all kinds of musical instruments
were arranged before the king, and he occupied his time as his heart desired. Every good thing he desired
was there, without stint, and he was never separated from the sound of music and drinking, and he listened
constantly to the sound of melodies. Everything he had was unequalled in excellence, and it was with him
by the month and by the year. Water from that well made a lofty paradise in the palaces of Mosul. When
he gathered company around himself, for pleasure, anything the mind desired was available from him.
Know that, without doubt, there was never one of the kings of the world before him who was like him, not
Parwez or Bahram Gor. In the field of pleasure, they were not even his sons. Those two kings could not
enjoy one-hundredth of Lu’lu’’s pleasures, according to his custom and tradition.*

All these sources suggest that Badr al-Din led something of a pleasure-seeking lifestyle. This
did not prevent him from expressing a form of spirituality, and in order to trace that
we shall turn to exploring his personality as depicted by religious figures and scholars.
There is another account of Badr al-Din being a great lover of feasts, which also contains
intriguing information about his religious practices and connections with the Christian
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community of Mosul. The boundary between Lu’lu’s pursuit of worldly pleasures and his spiritual
devotion - if such a boundary even existed - requires closer examination.

7. Two More Neglected Accounts of Badr al-Din’s Life

Badr al-Din’s political activities and relations with neighbouring powers - specifically the ‘Ayytbid s,
Khwarazmians, Artuqids, lords of Sinjar, ‘Abbasids of Baghdad, Mamliiks of Egypt and the Mongols -
are documented in numerous sources, such as chronicles as well as prosopographical works. In
addition, there exist two previously overlooked obituaries of Badr al-Din found in the works of two
fourteenth-century authors, Shams al-Din Aba ‘Abd Allah al-Dhahabi (d. 1348) and Khalil b. Aybak al-
Safadi (d. 1363), to which I wish to draw attention.

Al-Dhahabi compiled several works in hadith, but his magnum opus is the multivolume universal
history entitled Ta'rikh al-Islam wa-wafayat al-mashahir wa-l-a'lam (“The History of Islam and the
Famous and Prominent”), in which the narrative of historical events reaches the year 1301. Ta’rikh al-
Islam includes thousands of obituaries organised according to classes in the manner of the tabagat
literature.” Among the author’s other works, the two-volume Duwal al-Islam (“The Dynasties of Islam”)
is also worth a mention. This is an abridgement of al-DhahabT’s great history; however, the chronology
of events, albeit in a very brief manner, continues the narrative of Ta'rikh al-Islam for four more
decades, reaching up to 743 AH/1343- 1344.”° Al-Dhahabi also composed two biographical dictionaries.
The first of them, entitled Siyar a'lam al-nubald@’ (“Biographies of the Noble Celebrities”),” is a massive
biographical encyclopaedia, which however contains a much smaller number of obituaries than
Ta'rikh al-Islam. The second, entitled Al-Tbar fi khabar man ghabara (“Good Counsel Regarding the
Reports on the Deceased People”), is a summary of Siyar.* Another account of Badr al-Din Lu’lu’s life,
very similar to the tarjama recorded by al-Dhahabi, is preserved in Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadt’s (d. 1363)
biographical dictionary. Al-Safadi is best known for his two works, a huge biographical encyclopaedia
entitled Al-Waft bi-l-wafayat (“The Entirety of Obituaries”) and a relatively shorter biographical
dictionary entitled A'yan al-‘asr wa-a'wan al-nasr (“The Notables of the Age and Advocates of the
Victory”).” The first includes nearly 14,000 biographies about prominent Muslims, starting from the
time of the Prophet Muhammad, whereas the second contains about 2,000 biographies of prominent
persons of the author’s lifetime.** Al-Safadi studied under al-Dhahabi, thus it is probable that he
borrowed much from his teacher’s works. For example, in the case of Badr al-Din’s tarjama, his account
is undoubtedly based on al-DhahabT’s Tarikh al-Islam. Let us take a closer look at the biographical
records of Badr al-Din Lu'lu’ in al-Dhahab1’s*® and al-Safadr’s*® works, comparing them with the
information existing in other sources if applicable.”

8. Translation of the Obituary

“Sultan al-Malik al-Rahim Badr al-Din, lord of Mosul, Abiu al-Fada’il al-Armani al-
Atabaki al-Niri, the freedman (mawla) of Sultan Nar al-Din Arslan Shah, son of Sultan ‘Izz
al-Din Mas‘ud.
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He was the administrator of the affairs of the state of his master, who had granted him
the rank of an emir. And when Nar al-Din died, he administered the affairs of his son
Sultan al-Qahir ‘Izz al-Din Mas‘id b. Nur al-Din. When he also passed away in [6]15 AH
(1218/ 1219), Badr al-Din placed on the throne one after the other the two young sons of
al-Qahir®® who both were the sons of the daughter of Muzaffar al-Din, Lord of Erbil. Then
he seized the kingship of Mosul for 40 years.’® More precisely, he became a sultan in 630
[AH], at the end of [the month] Ramadan (June/July 1233).

He was resolute and courageous, a good administrator, judicious and prudent, and
gifted with generosity, leadership skills and patience. He had dignity, authority and
political skills. [He was one of the most handsome men].*® He paid a great deal of money to
intelligence agents. He was cautious and flattering to the caliph on the one hand, on the
other hand, the Tatars and the kings of other countries, and his power remained
uninterrupted and no harm befell him. Along with his tyranny and oppression,®' he was
loved by his subjects because he treated them both with goodwill and intimidation.

Shaykh Qutb al-Din mentioned him and wrote: “He was a glorious ruler, energetic,
very influential and skilled in politics, violent towards his emirs. He killed, hanged and
mutilated countless people until he established order in the country. Along with that, he
was loved by his subjects, they used to swear on his life, exaggerated and nicknamed him
Golden Cane (al-qadib al-dhahab). He demonstrated a keen interest in information about his
subjects.” He died in the ninth decade of life when his face was still fresh and his posture
was good, and whoever saw him thought he was still middle-aged”.**

I say: “When he saw that his neighbour Muzaffar al-Din, the Lord of Erbil,
celebrated the Prophet’s birthday with great pomp and spent a lot of money on it every
year, displaying delight and adornments,* he chose another day in the year, the feast
of the Palm Sunday of the Christians, May Allah curse them, and organised
entertainments, wine and singing festivities, which did not resemble the celebrations of
the sacred birthday at all. He used to set an extremely long table at the edge of the city and gather
the singers of the country. In this way, the table was completely covered with food and wine
pitchers,* and people approached it. He was sprinkling gold [coins] on the people from the citadel,
pouring gold on a gold tray, and throwing it at them. They were fighting and snatching light dinars
(al-dananir al-khafifa) out of each other’s hands. In the end, he was passing to the tray, which had
been cut from the edges to the centre and left hanging. As they tried to pull it from each other, pieces
would break off, leaving a fragment in each person’s hand. It is told that there was a man in Mosul
called ‘Uthman the Butcher, who was very tall, strong-armed and powerful, so much so that he once
entered a slaughterhouse with five sheep. To enter his village and carry out the slaughter, he
took two heads under one armpit, two under the other, and held another head in his mouth.
With all of them, he crossed the water (i.e. the river) to the other side. And when Badr al-
Din would throw the tray at the people, they would fight for it for about an hour, and
then if anyone picked it up, it was ‘Uthman the Butcher. Men of knowledge and religion
condemned him for celebrating the festivals of the unbelievers and for other things.
[Even] their poet said about him:

Yu‘azzimu a’yad al-nasara talahiyyan®
Wa-yaz'umu anna Allah ‘Isa b. Maryam®
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Ida nabbahathu nakhwatu aryahiyyatin®
Ila al-majd galat armaniyyatuhu: nam.”

He praises Christian holidays with enjoyment

And claims that God is Jesus, the son of Mary.

And when a sense of honour and dignity would wake him up

To [achieve] glory, “[Go back to] sleep”, said his Armenianness.

It was noted that he reportedly entered the service of Hillaw (Hiilegii) and presented him with
expensive gifts, including an exceptional pearl. Badr al-Din asked to put it on the ear of King Halawd,
knelt, stretched his ear and put it through the hole.” And when Badr al-Din came out, he overcame
himself and said [to himself], or said this [directly] to Halaw: “This is the ear pulling”. He (Halaw)
got angry and called him back and kicked him out immediately. And [only] Allah knows the validity
of this, I personally find it fabulous. However, he went to Hulawii, came under his subjection,
supported him in whatever he wanted, and he (Hilawi) confirmed his rule over his country and
imposed a large tax upon him to be paid in gold every year.

But when he died, the state collapsed [rapidly]. The Tatars besieged Mosul, its population
resisted and [the city] was besieged for ten months, after which it was taken. There is no power nor
strength except by Allah. The Lord of Mosul passed away’ on Friday, the third of Sha’ban (26 July
1259), after more than eighty years [of life]. May God forgive him.”

9. Badr al-Din and the Religious Communities of Mosul. Another Piece of Overlooked
Evidence

This report by al-Dhahabi (and al-Safadi) is thought-provoking. It, in fact, brings to light the
overlooked aspects of Badr al-Din’s religiosity - specifically, his relationship with Christianity and
Christians - and ties it to his Armenian origin. However, before drawing final conclusions, it is
essential to offer the reader a general overview of the cultural environment in which a freed slave and
former Christian came to power. The following discussion will focus on the religious practices and
policies of Badr al-Din toward Mosul’s diverse ethno-religious communities. While medieval sources
provide varying accounts of Lu'lu”s religious inclinations - accounts that may seem contradictory
from a modern perspective - they might have been entirely consistent within the cultural and
historical context of the time, which undoubtedly shaped the outlook of a former Christian like Lu’lu’.
By addressing these issues, I hope to develop a clearer picture of multi-confessional Mosul through
the lens of Badr al-Din’s religious practices.

First of all, it remains unclear from the historian’s account whether the Christians with whom
the emir was celebrating Palm Sunday and other Christian holidays were Armenians or other
Christians, such as Syriacs. So, was there even a small Armenian community in the Mosul region
during Badr al-Din’s rule?” This will suggest that the emir may have felt greater ease in the company
of fellow Armenians and was likely influenced by their presence, leading him to actively engage in
Christian rituals.

Beginning with the Arab campaigns and conquest of Armenia in the seventh century,
Armenians were brought to Syria and Iraq in large numbers as captives and prisoners
of war. Most of them were enslaved, sold in slave markets, or converted to Islam and
dispersed throughout the Islamic lands. Medieval sources also contain information about
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many individuals of Armenian origin who lived and acted in various Mesopotamian cities. The
‘Abbasids and other Muslim dynasties bought and recruited, among others, many Armenian
slaves in their armies and administration. For example, an Islamised Armenian named Jamal al-
Din Aqish Namila (al-Numayla), who was in the service of Badr al-Din Lu’lu’, after his master’s
death continued his career in Mamliik Cairo and reached the high ranks of amir tablkhana (emir
of the military band, i.e. of forty) and amir hajib (chief chamberlain) under Sultan al-Mansir
Qalawiin (1279-1290).”

There is, however, very limited information in the available sources regarding the
presence of an Armenian community in the Mosul region during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. An Armenian cross-stone (kha¢’k’ar) with accompanying Armenian inscription dated
to 1171, in the walls of the Syriac Monastery of the Martyrs Mar Behnam and Marth Sarah located
35 kilometres southeast of Mosul, is most likely a witness to the Armenian pilgrimage to Mosul
and the neighbouring settlements.” The earliest evidence of an Armenian community in the
region dates to the 1270s, when the Venetian merchant and traveller Marco Polo passed through
the Mosul area, which was already under Mongol rule at the time. In addition to Nestorians and
Jacobites, he also observed Armenians residing in the city.”® According to a unique report of the
anonymous author of the History of Mar Yahballaha and Rabban Sawma, an Armenian church of
Erbil together with two Nestorian and one Jacobite churches was destroyed during the anti-
Christian riots in 1310.”” A continuator of Bar Hebraeus’ Ecclesiastical History reports about
“priests and deacons of the Nestorians and the Armenians” in Karamles (Karamlesh), a village
located about 28 kilometre southeast of Mosul, in 1364.7 In any case, we lack sufficient evidence
to suggest that significant Christian Armenian communities had been established in Mosul or its
surroundings before or during the rule of Badr al-Din. Consequently, the Christians with whom
Lu'lu’ allegedly celebrated Christian holidays were hardly Armenians.

The Syriac Christians (both Jacobites and Nestorians) constituted the majority of Mosul’s
Christian population, primarily residing in nearby villages such as Bartellah and Qaraqush, etc.
Unlike Armenians, they descended from one of the indigenous peoples of Mesopotamia. Even
though, after the establishment of the Islamic Empire, Syriac Christians were gradually reduced
in numbers in their homeland, a large Syriac population continued to inhabit the region. From
1155 onwards, the seat of the Grand Metropolitan of the East or the Jacobite Maphrian was
located in Mosul, at St Matthew (Mar Mattai) Monastery.” Since the sixth century, an East Syrian
(Nestorian) diocese with a bishopric had been functioning in Nineveh, the ancient Assyrian
capital, which in the ninth century merged with the diocese of Mosul.®

Bar Hebraeus in his Ecclesiastical History relates several stories of interference by the Lord
of Mosul in the internal affairs of the Syrian Jacobite Maphrianate.®! In one case, he describes
how the newly appointed Syrian patriarch Ignatius IV (1253-1258) was respectfully received by
Lu’lu’ in 1253, again on Palm Sunday.®

There is only scant information about the Jewish population in Mosul under Badr al-Din’s
rule. Riccoldo da Monte di Croce (d. 1320), a Dominican friar and traveller, who visited Mosul
(Nineveh) in 1289/1290, already under Mongol rule, writes in his itinerary that the city had a
large Christian and Jewish population, and that the Governor of Mosul was a Nestorian. *

It is known that there has been a Jewish quarter in Mosul since at least the
ninth/tenth centuries, as evidenced by Arabic sources (al-Baladhuri, Ibn al-Faqih).** The
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twelfth-century Jewish traveller Benjamin of Tudela (d. 1173), who personally visited Mosul,
reported the existence of a Jewish community of about seven thousand in the city.* In a letter
from the Cairo Geniza dated 1236, a Jewish correspondent informs his correspondent residing
in Cairo about a Mongol attack on the outskirts of Mosul. He describes how a group of Jews
sought refuge in a synagogue and miraculously escaped death during the assault.®® From
another letter dated 1237, it becomes clear that the Jewish quarter continued to exist in the
city at least during the reign of Badr al-Din.*” We do not have direct evidence about the
relations of the Sultan of Mosul with the Jews, but there are no reports on controversies of the
ruler with the Jewish community. There is, however, compelling evidence that illustrates Badr
al-Din’s approach toward ethnic and religious minorities under his rule. Notably, according to
Ibn Khallikan, Kamal al-Din ibn Ytnus (d. 1242), a renowned Muslim polymath specialising in
fields such as Islamic law, philosophy, mathematics and astronomy, had both Jewish and
Christian students who studied the Torah and the Gospels under his guidance. These students
were taught at al-Madrasa al-Badriyya, a school founded by Badr al-Din.** This example
underscores the inclusive environment fostered by Badr al-Din, promoting intellectual and
cultural exchange among diverse religious communities.

The Kurds were probably the only community with whom Lu’lu’ had significant problems.
They often raided the mostly Syriac Christian settlements surrounding Mosul, putting the
population to the sword and looting the villages. In 1245, he executed Shams al-Din al-Hasan
Taj al-‘Arifin, the leader of the ‘Adawiyya order (the future Yezidis) of the Kurds, fearing that
they could invade and ravage Mosul. In 1254, the members of the ‘Adawiyya order revolted
against his severe tax policy. The rebellion was brutally suppressed and the organisers and
their supporters were sentenced to death. Lu’lu’ even ordered to have Shaykh ‘Adi b.
Musafir’s® tomb at Lalesh desecrated and his bones exhumed and burned.’® The sources are
silent about the real reasons for the strained relationship between the ruler of Mosul and the
‘Adawiyya, but these were hardly because of religious matters. Even though al-Ruwayshidi
cites Ibn Khallikan, according to whom the ‘Adawiyya Kurds had departed from usul al-din al-
Islami (the bases of the Islamic religion) and even considered the tomb of Shaykh ‘AdT as the
gibla instead of Mecca,’" it is more likely that in reality, Badr al-Din’s wariness of the ‘Adawiyya
was due more to political and security motives than religious and ideological ones.*

Badr al-Din’s rule was also distinguished by the balanced approach he adopted towards
the local Shi‘a and Sunni Muslim communities. Although this issue was partially addressed
in previous scholarship (S. al-Ruwaishidi, S. al-DaywahjT, D. Patton, Y. Tabba), some valuable
evidence has been overlooked by researchers. It should be noted that during the reign of
Lu'lu”s Zengid predecessors, several families, followers of the ShafiT madhhab, such as al-
Shahraziri, Ibn Muh3jir, Ibn al-Athir and Ibn Ma‘na, occupied dominant positions in almost
all spheres of civic life in Mosul. These families, closely related to the ruling dynasty, had
concentrated in their hands all the political and economic power in Mosul and its
surroundings. This continued in the early period of Badr al-Din’s rule, but over time, the
influence of ShafiT Sunnism significantly declined, giving way to the growing prominence of
the ShT’a community. Nevertheless, Patton has pointed out that “there is no evidence that

this was the consequence of a deliberate anti-Shafi‘T policy on Lu'lu”’s part”.*’
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There are otherwise some facts that indicate Lu’lu”s inclination towards Imami ShiTsm.
First of all, many buildings in Mosul datable to his rule have foundation inscriptions
commemorating ‘AlT b. AbT al-Talib’s and his descendants’ martyrdom. Moreover, he also
converted madrasas built by his Zengid predecessors or by himself into ‘Alid shrines or added
such shrines to them (as in the case of al-Madrasa al-Badriyya and the mashhad dedicated to
Imam Yahya b. al-Qasim), or founded new ones, such as the mashhad dedicated to Imam ‘Awn
al-Din.” The Sh1Tsympathies of Badr al-Din are also confirmed by historiographical evidence.
According to Ibn Kathir, himself a Shafi’1, Badr al-Din sent a gold lantern (gindilan dhahaban)
worth a thousand dinars to al-Najaf every year as a gift to the sanctuary (mashhad) of Ali b. Abi
Talib.”” In some copies of Ibn Kathir’s Al-Bidaya wa-I-nihaya the relevant passage contains an
essential postscript, harshly condemning Badr al-Din’s deed:

This act of sending a golden lantern to the shrine of ‘Ali every year is proof of his stupidity (qillat
‘aqlihi) and adherence to Shi‘a [Islam]. God knows better.*

Badr al-Din frequently visited the mashhad Imam Yahya b. al-Qasim, where he would
spend days hosting gatherings attended by esteemed jurists, hadith scholars and madrasa
teachers. During these sessions, he would order the reading of books on the virtues of the Ahl
al-Bayt (the family of the Prophet Muhammad).*’

Although the true motives behind his inclination towards ShiTsm, or at least his
veneration of ‘Alid saints and martyrs, remain unclear, the political consequences of these
tendencies are more apparent.”® His actions promoted the influence of the ShiT minority
against the political and economic dominance of the Sunni community.* For example, when
he commissioned the H anbali scholar ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Ras‘ani (d. 1263) to write a work on
the virtues (mandagqib) of ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib, this obviously contributed to the mutual recognition
between the Sunniand ShiTcommunities.’® However, Badr al-Din’s policies caused discontent
among some members of the Mosul ‘ulama. The sources particularly emphasise the tense
relationship between Shaykh Muwaffaq al-Din al-Kawashi (d. 1281), a prominent Shafi’T ascetic
and Qur'an interpreter, and the Sultan of Mosul, though they do not provide a clear
explanation for the underlying cause.'”

One overlooked piece of evidence, preserved in Ibn Sha“ar al-MawsilT’s poetry anthology,
sheds some light on this issue. According to him, in 633 AH (January/February 1236), Badr al-
Din Lu'lu” ordered the closure of all madrasas in the city and dismissed all religious scholars
and teachers, leaving only a doorman, a farrash (attendant), an imam and a mu’adhdhin in each
school. He then redistributed the madrasas as iqta‘ (land grants) to his emirs and soldiers. This
“hideous act”, as Ibn Sha“ar describes it, might be linked to the accusations of favouritism
toward Christians and the promotion of ShiTsm, as hinted at in al-Dhahabi’s account. This
decision provoked widespread outrage and despair among the religious scholars of the city,
many of whom were compelled to leave Mosul. However, after a while, Badr al-Din reversed
his decision, allowing the scholars to return to the madrasas in 634 AH (October/November
1236). In my view, this drastic measure was likely a response to significant resistance from the
Sunni orthodox majority against Lu’lu’s religious policies. Although he ultimately withdrew
from such a hard line stance, it appears he imposed his own conditions for coexistence within
his realm.'®*
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In spite of the preserved evidence, Patton was reluctant to accept Badr al-Din’s Shi'a orientation,
arguing that the veneration of ‘Alf and his descendants, which was probably widespread among the
Sunni orthodox population of Mosul as well, did not necessarily mean that Lu’lu’ was a follower of the
Shi‘a creed.'® This is likely why he attempted to align Badr al-Din’s religious policy with the ideology
of futuwwa - urban social groups or confraternities of young men, often associations of artisans and
traders adhering to a code of honour.'™ Futuwwa gained significant popularity in the Islamic world
from the twelfth century onward, particularly following the ecumenical reforms of Caliph al-Nasir li-
Din Allah (1180-1225). One of the goals of this mostly pro-Shia and Stfi- oriented policy was
conciliation between the followers of the Shi‘a and Sunni creeds and eliminating the fragmentation
of Islamic society. The futuwwa institutions were also a convenient tool in the hands of the ruling
authorities to control the population under them.'” To sum up, I do not at all rule out that al-Nasir’s
ecumenical reform somewhat influenced Badr al-Din, but I will propose below a somewhat different
hypothesis of Badr al-Din’s religious behaviour and policies. Thanks to this, Mosul became a place of
such well-ordered coexistence that modern researchers have described Badr al-Din’s rule as “a short-
lived and often forgotten period of tolerance”.™ In the following sections, I will elaborate on Badr al-

- “

Din’s “tolerant” rule by presenting my hypothesis regarding his religious identity.

10. An Analysis of al-Dhahabt’s Account and Further Evidence on Badr al-Din’s Christian
Tendencies

Badr al-Din’s more than 40-year rule, as demonstrated above, was distinguished by peaceful co-
existence between different communities of the Mosul region. Some exceptions to this dynamic were
the Kurds, whose issues, in my view, were primarily politically motivated. While there may have been
some religious elements involved, these conflicts likely did not align with the paradigms that Badr al-
Din established for the confessions under his rule.

Let us now return to the story recorded in the biographical dictionaries of al-Dhahabi and al-
Safadi, quoted in full above. None of the authors mention the name of the poet who composed the
satire on Badr al-Din. One possible candidate is Jamal al-Din ‘AlT b. al-Mugarrab al-‘Uytni al-AhsaT (d.
1232). He was one of Badr al-Din’s contemporary poets, who stayed in Mosul for a while and dedicated
panegyrics to him. Fortunately, Ibn al-Muqarrab’s Diwan has been preserved, but the two verses
(especially the first verse) addressed to Lu’lu’ differ somewhat from the versions recorded by al-
Dhahabi and al-Safadi. Although the first verse is even more insulting, it contains no mention of Jesus
and Mary:

Tasaltana bi-1-Hadba'" ‘abdun bi-lu’'mihi
Basirun bala'® ‘an nayl makrumatin ‘am[i]
1da ayqazathu lafzatun ‘arabiyyatun

1la al-majd galat armaniyyatuhu: nam.

A slave obtained power in Mosul (al-Hadba’) through his wickedness,
[He is] clear-sighted, indeed, [though] blind to appreciate a noble deed.
And when an Arabic word would wake him up

To [achieve] glory, “[Go back to] sleep”, said his Armenianness.'”
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Notably, some copies of Ibn al-Mugarrab’s Diwan contain an introductory note about how Badr
al-Din himself asked the poet to compose this satire against him. This sounds very strange,
perhaps even absurd. It is more probable that this remark was added to the diwan by later
copyists and commentators. They were perhaps unaware of the real reasons for the poet’s anger
against his patron, trying to justify the poet, who usually praised and eulogised Badr al-Din in
his poems.'® But these verses are more problematic than it seems. Particularly, the second of
these two verses can also be found in the diwan of the Damascene poet Ibn ‘Unayn (d. 1233), who,
as one may suggest, probably borrowed it from Ibn al-Muqarrab and used it in his satiric
poetry.''! At least, as Ibn Khallikan testifies, in 1226, he saw Ibn ‘Unayn in Erbil as the envoy of
al-Malik al-Mu‘azzam (1198-1227), the ‘Ayyubid ruler of Damascus, to Muzaffar al-Din Kakburf,
Emir of Erbil, where these mocking verses about Lu’lu’ were probably also popular.’? However,
by examining medieval Arabic poetry, it becomes clear that the second verse has a much older
history. In particular, in his commentary on the poem named Lamiyyat al-‘ajam (The Poem rhyming
in -1- of the Non-Arabs) composed by the alchemist and poet Abl Isma‘Tl al-H usayn b. ‘Al1 al-
Tughra’i (d. circa 1121), al-Safadi notes that it was originally attributed to Khalid b. ‘Abd Allah
al-QasrT (d. 743), the Governor of Iraq and Mecca under the rule of the Umayyad Caliph Hisham
b. ‘Abd al-Malik (724-743)."* As the sources report, Khalid al-QasrT’s mother was a Christian, and
Khalid himself, nicknamed “a son of a Christian woman” (ibn al-nasraniyya) , was known for his
favourable approach towards Christians and Christianity.'*

So, in my view, it is more plausible that two versions of this satire existed, one version
pointing to Lu’lu”s Christian tendencies, the other version to his slave origin, and both were
circulated orally during Lu’lu”s lifetime and used by his opponents to criticise him. Al-Dhahabi
and al-Safadi documented one version, while another was attributed to Ibn al-Mugarrab and
included in his diwan.

As for the story recorded by al-Dhahabi and its bearing on medieval Christian- Muslim
interactions, one may suppose that Badr al-Din’s participation in Christian holidays was not
necessarily motivated by his religious beliefs. He could have regarded the Christian festive
practices merely as popular cultural events and components of urban life and perhaps many
other Muslim civilians took part in those celebrations together with their master. Although
al-Dhahabi does not write about this clearly, nevertheless, the participation of Muslims in
Christian celebrations was not an extraordinary phenomenon in the Islamic world. For
instance, as A. Chrysostomides has recently demonstrated, Muslim participation in major
Christian festivals, such as Easter and Palm Sunday, is well documented throughout the
‘Abbasid era.'”” Several Coptic Christian festivals were also celebrated by the Muslim
population of Fatimid Cairo.'® This was so widespread in the Mamlik society that the
prominent Sunni Muslim legal scholar, theologian and chief Hanbali qadl of Damascus, Taql
al-Din Ahmad ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) had to issue a fatwa (legal ruling, verdict) forbidding
Muslims to take part in non-Muslim celebrations such as Christmas, Maundy Thursday, Easter
and Nawriiz (Nayriiz or the New Year).'”” He also authored a separate treatise, Iqtida’ al-sirat
al-mustagim (The Necessity of the Straight Path), against the practice of Muslim imitation
(tashabbuh) of or their participation in non-Muslim festivals and religious rituals."® Notably, Ibn
al-Sha“ar al-Mawsilt included in his biographical dictionary a poem dedicated to Badr al-Din,
composed in celebration of another non-Muslim holiday, Nayrtz (or Nawriiz, i.e. the Persian
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New Year)."” In another instance, he reports that in the year 633 AH (1235/1236), the
celebration of Rajab, one of the sacred months in the Islamic lunar calendar, coincided with
the festival of Nawriiz. On this occasion, a Mosuli poet composed an ode dedicated to Sultan
Badr al-Din.'® The joint celebration of Islamic and non-Islamic holidays highlights the
intercultural and interreligious communication that thrived in Mosul.

However, Badr al-Din may have had additional motives for celebrating Christian holidays
and one should not immediately discard the significance of his Armenian Christian
background, especially considering that he may have converted later, rather than as a child,
as demonstrated above. Even after his conversion to Islam, he likely retained memories of his
previous religious and cultural identity, at least regarding significant Christian customs and
traditions. Another comment by al-DhahabT in his Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’ serves to support this
suggestion:

He used to celebrate Palm Sunday for what he had preserved from the customs (shi‘ar, i.e. slogans) of his
people (li-bagaya fihi min shi‘ar ahlihi).”*

In other words, Lu’lu”’s ethnic and cultural background, or rather what he had maintained
from the “customs of his nation”, could be the reason for his attendance at Christian festivals.
But we should not disregard the fact that al-Dhahabi was not a contemporary of Badr al-Din
Lu’lu’; he was active 50-80 years after Lu'lu”’s death, in a completely different political and
cultural climate. Al-Dhahabi completed the first recension of his Ta’rikh al-Islam in 1314/1315,
during the final, less aggressive phase of the Mongol-Mamlik conflict. He later revised it in
1325/1326,'** following the peace treaty between the two sides, though Mamlik hostilities
against Cilician Armenia, the only Christian state neighbouring the Mamlik Sultanate in the
Levant, were still ongoing.

Islamic sources from that period reveal clear animosity towards Armenians, who were
seen as Mongol allies and even labelled “the most abominable enemies of Islam”.'”* It is
possible that al-Dhahabi, influenced by the logic of his era - particularly the anti-Christian
and anti-Shi‘a polemics promoted by contemporaries such as Ibn Taymiyya'** - saw Badr al-
Din’s Christian Armenian origin as the reason for his shameful actions. Interestingly, Ibn al-
Dawadart (d. 1335), a contemporary of al-DhahabT, recounts in his Kanz al-durar the story of
Badr al-Din’s visit to Hiilegii Khan’s court, as mentioned earlier. Referring to his father, who
in his turn claimed to have heard it from Emir Sayf al-Din Balaban al-RGmi, Ibn al-Dawadart
describes how Badr al-Din was accompanied by a slave named Ayan, who was also an Armenian.
According to the report, throughout the journey, Badr al-Din called his slave armant najis
(filthy Armenian). Considering Badr al-Din’s background, this raises the question of whether
Ibn al-DawadarT used this epithet to mock or ridicule Badr al-Din’s Armenian origin itself,
rather than that of the slave. This suggests that we should approach al-Dhahab1’s account of
Badr al-Din’s attachment to his “Armenianness” with caution, particularly since he did not
cite the primary source for his account and we are in no position to state firmly that
such accusations were current also during Badr al-Din’s lifetime. On the other hand, he
may have heard these stories about Badr al-Din from older-generation informants, such
as his mother, who according to al-Dhahabi was the daughter of a wealthy Mosuli man
named ‘Alam al-Din Sanjar.'” Additionally, there is yet another source contemporary to Badr
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al-Din, which also testifies to his benevolent attitude towards Christianity, celebration of
Christian holidays, and even his disregard of Islamic practices.

It seems that rumours about the religious views of the Sultan of Mosul were widespread
not only in the Islamic but also in the Eastern Christian and even European environment. Papal
Bulls issued in 1244 most likely have little to do with Badr al-Din.'”® More important is the
letter of the papal legate Eudes (0do) de Chateauroux (d. 1273), dated 31 March 1249 and
addressed to Pope Innocent IV (1243-1254). Odo, who accompanied King Louis IX of France (r.
1226-1270) during the Seventh Crusade (1244-1254), was present when the envoys of the
Mongol general Eljigidei, named Mark and David, arrived at the court of the King of Cyprus.
They delivered a letter from Eljigidei proposing cooperation and a joint military campaign
against the Muslims.'” It was from them that King Louis and Odo learned information about
Badr al-Din, Lord of Mosul. The papal legate writes in his report:

He (King Louis - G.D.) asked similarly about the Sultan of Mosul (which in ancient times was called
Nineveh), whether he was a Christian; and again, from what parts the envoys themselves had originated,
and for how many years they had been Christians. Their replies to these questions were as follows ...
Regarding the Sultan of Moyssac or Mosul, they assert that he was the son of a Christian woman and
that he privately favours Christians. He keeps their festivals and does not observe any part of the religion
of Mahomet: it is believed that if he had the opportunity, he would willingly become a Christian. The
envoys said that they were natives of a city that lies two days journey from Mosul (formerly called
Nineveh) and that they and their forebears were Christians.'”

Of course, the ambassadors pursued propaganda purposes and aimed to demonstrate the
benevolent treatment of the Mongols towards Christians and even to represent Mongol
dignitaries (including Eljigidei) as Christians to convince the European sovereign to unite his
forces against the Muslims.'” However, the information they provided about Badr al-Din
includes some nuances. The envoys confirmed the actions (celebrating Christian holidays,
favouring Christians, being neglectful of Islam) in which Muslim authors accuse Badr al-Din using
nearly the same wording. And it is curious that they, being Christians of the Mosul area, and while
emphasising that Lu'lu’ was a son of a Christian woman and sympathised with Christians, nevertheless
represented him as a man who, though a Muslim, might at any convenient moment convert to
Christianity. After all, they could have just as easily presented Lu’lu’ as a Christian, similar to Eljigidei
and even Giiylk Khan, about whom they reported to have been baptised at Epiphany by a Christian
bishop under the influence of his Christian mother, the daughter of the King Prester John.” Yet,
despite these arguments, it is still wise to remain cautious about the sources and purpose of the
information on Badr al-Din’s religious belonging(s). The use of this information as a rhetorical tool, a
common feature in Mongol correspondence with Western rulers, should not be underestimated.

However, it is noteworthy, that 0Odo’s letter addressed to Innocent IV is not our sole
source of information about this delegation. The account by Vincent de Beauvais and
especially the letter from Jean Sarrasin, the Chamberlain of the King of France, to Nicolas
Arrode, dated 23 June 1249, also corroborate Odo’s account. These sources have been
thoroughly examined, especially since the studies conducted by P. Pelliot.”" Particularly, Jean
Sarrasin referred in his account to the Dominican friar and missionary André de Longjumeau
who had led the Papal mission to the Mongols in 1245-1247."**
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During that journey, he travelled through several cities in the Levant and visited Tabriz and
Mosul, where he engaged in discussions with Jacobite Syrian religious leaders. According to
Jean Sarrasin, André de Longjumeau, who had some knowledge of Arabic and Syriac
(Chaldean), as confirmed by Matthew of Paris, personally attended the reception of Christian
delegates, one of whom, David, he had already met during his previous mission. Moreover, it
was through André’s interpretation that communication between the Christian delegates
and the King of France took place, and he was also entrusted with translating the letter of
Eljigidei into Latin."”’ Thus, André, who had recently visited Mosul and either heard about
its lord first hand or perhaps even saw him, was likely one of the first individuals to share
information about Badr al-Din Lu’lu’ in the Latin West. Would he have refuted or questioned
the allegedly fake claims made by the Eljigidei’s envoys, at least one of whom knew André in
person, regarding Badr al-Din Lu’lu’? While these accounts somewhat support the credibility
of the rumours about Badr al-Din, the misinformation spread by Nestorian envoys - such as
claims about the recent conversion of the Mongol military commander and even Giiyiikk Khan
to Christianity - prevents us from confidently asserting that the information they provided
about Lu'lu’ can be deemed entirely reliable. Be that as it may, these sources testify that
rumours about Badr al-Din’s “Christian” leanings or hidden identity were widespread. In
response to this mission, King Louis dispatched an embassy headed by André de Longjumeau
to Qaraqorum to congratulate the Mongol Khan on his baptism and to present him with
gifts.”** No further information about the ruler of Mosul appears in Latin sources until his
death.

It is well known that the Mongols’ interactions with the Christian West were often
shaped by rumours, exaggerations, forgeries and legends (such as the Prester John legend).'*
Such stories were typically disseminated through the mediation of Eastern Christians, and
while they occasionally mirrored actual historical events and underlying realities,
scepticism inevitably remains a guiding factor in their final evaluation.

11. Badr al-Din’s “Religion” as a Mode for Multicultural Coexistence? A
Conclusion

To sum up, having studied all the accounts about the ruler of Mosul Badr Al-Din Lu’lu’’s
religiosity and religious tendencies - in particular, his apparent sympathy for Shi‘ism, or at
least his reverence for the ‘Alid saints and his habit of celebrating Christian holidays at the
same time - it would be inaccurate to assert that Badr al-Din was a man without religion and
that his behaviour was dictated solely by political calculations and Realpolitik, which, of
course, were important in his actions. His inclination towards Shiism is evident, for
instance, in his patronage of religious institutions and frequent visits to the shrine of Imam
Yahya b. al-Qasim. On the other hand, his practice of celebrating Christian holidays was most
likely influenced by his former faith and cultural customs. So, in my opinion, hybridity could
offer an alternative explanation for Badr al-Din Lu’lu”’s religious conduct.

Religious conversion is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, and scholars
have long debated its nature and dynamics. A more recent approach divides the
conversion process into four interconnected categories: acculturation, adhesion or
hybridity, syncretism and transformation.'** Marc David Baer defines acculturation as follows:
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Acculturation is depicted as cultural change, incorporation or integration into the customs,
habits, and language of a conquering civilization."”

In Lu’lu”s case, however, the conversion process did not proceed smoothly. His late
conversion, as suggested by our investigation into his probable birth and enslavement dates,
coupled with his lack of formal Islamic education, likely hindered his full acculturation into
the new environment. Equally significant is the convert’s language proficiency, particularly
in the context of Islam and Arabic. Even a basic grasp of the language would have facilitated
a deeper understanding of the core principles and doctrines of the new faith. Entering this
new religious context, Lu'lu’, after his manumission, probably remained, at least culturally,
linked to his Christian past. Moreover, under the influence of the multi-ethnic setting, he
developed a hybrid worldview concerning religion and religious practices."® Furthermore,
in a predominantly Sunni milieu, his eventual shift to Imami Shi‘ism likely marked a deeper
transformation of his evolving identity.**’

On the other hand, his religious commitment, as reflected in the sources, was neither
firmly anchored in Christianity nor fully devoted to Islam. The lines between his spiritual
beliefs and worldly pursuits were blurred. Badr al-Din’s Mosul, as suggested by medieval
sources, appears to have been a city with a vibrant religious landscape, without, however,
an exaggerated impact of religion on the city life. Badr al-Din himself openly indulged in
worldly pleasures - lavish feasts, drinking, music, singing and concubines - frequently
placing political expediency above religious devotion and skilfully adjusting his actions to
suit shifting circumstances.

In this regard, another comment of al-Dhahabi in his Duwal al-Islam about Lu’lu’ is very
telling:

He was brave, honourable, a diplomat, skilled in tyrannical [methods] (khabiran fi l-umar al-
zulm), but neglectful of religion (qillat al-din, literally: the paucity of religion).'*

In conclusion, Badr al-Din’s flexible confessional and cultural identities likely
contributed to the criticism he faced from some contemporaries, with several Muslim
historians and scholars even questioning his religiosity and commitment to Islam. However,
Lu'lu”’s even-handed approach towards Mosul’s diverse communities transformed it into a
cosmopolitan hub where people of various ethnicities, languages, cultures and traditions
coexisted in relative harmony. Badr al-Din’s Mosul was a place where Jewish and Christian
students could study the Pentateuch and the Gospels under the mentorship of a Muslim
scholar working under the patronage of Badr al-Din at a school established by him. It evolved
into a flourishing centre of cultural diversity, where mosques, churches and synagogues
stood side by side, contributing to its vibrant intellectual and religious life. A unified cultural
space emerged, where members of different religious communities could freely exchange their
customs and traditions, and even take part in religious festivals and rituals alongside their ruler.
The joint celebration of Rajab, a sacred month in the Muslim calendar, and the non-Islamic
Nawriiz, as recorded by Ibn Sha“ar al-Mawsili, exemplifies this intercultural dialogue and
religious symbiosis."*' However, Badr al-Din’s hybrid identity remains a hypothesis that can be
substantiated only to the extent permitted by the available sources discussed above - sources
that nonetheless set him apart from many other medieval Muslim rulers who governed multi-
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ethnic and multicultural societies. We lack the means to delve into the mind and soul of a medieval
individual to discern his personal stance on religious expression. The information recorded in
medieval sources about Badr al-Din reflects either the perceptions of his contemporaries or those of
later generations, and at times, it may certainly carry elements of propaganda and religious biases
(for example, anti-Christian or anti-Shi‘a polemics), as demonstrated above. Consequently, we have
no way of determining his sincerity regarding his religious tendencies or attachment to his
“Armenianness”. It may be more prudent to conclude that he, like many other medieval Muslim
rulers, viewed religion primarily as a pragmatic tool for governing the diverse communities under his
rule. Alternatively, he may have been so far-sighted and strategic that he deliberately cultivated these
stories and crafted an image of himself as a just and tolerant ruler - a portrayal that garnered high
praise from his contemporaries and resonated with later generations. It is therefore unsurprising that
Ibn Taghri Birdi, an Egyptian historian writing two centuries after Badr al-Din’s death, offered a
laudatory obituary, boldly proclaiming him as a ruler fit to govern the entire world. “How good is this
king!” he writes, further declaring, “Humanity needs a ruler like him to rule the whole world”."** The
historian’s admiration underscores how Badr al-Din’s image as a just ruler fostered an enduring legacy
of “tolerance” in the collective memory of subsequent generations. While the modern concept of
“tolerance” does not fully align with the values of a medieval society, his ability to navigate a diverse
and multireligious milieu left a lasting impression.
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