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In the Kitdb Taba’i* al-Hayawdn of Sharaf az-Zaman al-Marwazi (1.
around 1100 A.D. in Isfahin), a curious animal by the name of rukh is
described. This is not the fabulous bird of the same name, but a mysterious
quadruped. The passage runs as follows (quoted according to MS UCLA,
Ar. 52, ff. 150b20-151a7):

“The rukh. They say that this is an animal that looks like a camel (ba‘ir). He has two
humps, and tusks. One has to be wary of all the parts of his body: his flesh, his blood,
his spittle and his dung. No animal can pass him when he has sighted it, for he can run
faster than the wind and overtakes all other animals. If an animal fleeing from him gets
high up in a tree or on another high place where he cannot reach it, he stops in front of
it and spreads his tail so that it has the shape of a big shovel. Then he pees in it and
throws his urine to the animal he is pursuing. His tail is membrane-like, so that it can
easily be spread and used to hold something. If the fleeing animal then [several letters
unreadable] comes down, he defaecates on it. If his urine or faeces land on an animal,
it dies. The rukh in chess is called after him, because it is stronger than all the other
pieces.”

This curious piece of information can be followed up along two different
lines. There is the zoological angle: can Marwazi’s remarks about this miracu-
lous quadruped be connected to information in other sources? Then there is
its relevance for the history of chess: does the connection made between this
animal and the rukh (rook) in chess tally with what is known and said else-
where about the rook, and what are the possible implications of this?

In this article, I try to follow up both questions. I also venture to suggest
that connexion of the two strands may provide us with a plausible explana-
tion for some of the characteristics of Marwazi’s quadruped.
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A. Rukh, the remarkable quadruped: zoological connections

Marwazi’s reference to the rukh, quoted above, may be connected to one
of the references found in Steingass’ Persian-English Dictionary under the
entry rukh: “a beast resembling a camel, but very fierce”. Steingass, as usual,
does not give a source reference. This makes it all the more difficult to answer
the question whether this animal is the same as the rukh (also a quadruped)
mentioned, a century before Marwazi, by another native speaker of Persian,
namely Ibn Sind, who speaks about the rukh in his commentary (part of the
K. ash-Shifd’) on Aristotle’s zoological works. Discussing the strange and
mysterious animal that Aristotle calls martichoras (Historia Animalium
501A24 ff.), Ibn Sind (1390/1970: 29) adds: “If this animal at all exists, it
is probably not the same as the rukh, for it is not red, but blond.” Ibn Sind
tells us nothing further about this intriguing rukh, and the usual Arabic sources
on zoological lore — Damiri’s zoological encyclopaedia, al-Jahiz Kitdb al-
Hayawdn - do not elucidate the matter any further.

A noteworthy point is that Ibn Sind makes no mention of “humps” or other
camel-like characteristics of the rukh. And the fact that he ponders about
its possible identity with the martichoras suggests that he, at least, did not
have any associations with a camel. The difference in color is his main reason
for considering the rukh not identical with the martichoras. Ibn Sind’s text
runs as follows (1390/1970: 29):

“Antasas (evidently a corrupted spelling for Aqtasiyds, Ktesias, RK) says in one of
his books that there is in India a beast of prey that is called in Greek bdritas (corrupted
spelling of martichoras, RK). It has three rows of teeth in each jaw, has a furry body,
its limbs and size are that of a lion, its face is like that of man, it is bright red, like ver-
milion, and its tail is like that of the land-scorpion, with a sting. Its voice is like a trum-
pet (mizmdr). It runs fast and is man-eating. [ say: If this animal at all exists, it is nei-
ther the tiger (babr) nor the animal that is known as rukh, even though ic resembles the
rukh in some respects. For the tiger is like a big and furry lion, with black and yellow
stripes, while the rukh, 1 think, has yellow hair.”

It is noteworthy that Marwazi, who also describes the martichoras (f. 152
ult. ff.), makes no connection between this animal and the rukh, although
he knew Ibn Sind’s Hayawdn very well.!

By way of comparison with Ibn Sind’s text, I quote the passage on the
martichoras as it is found in the 9th century Arabic version of Aristotle’s
Historia Animalium. The text given here is that of Badawi’s edition of the
Arabic translation of the Historia Animalium (1977: 63-4), emended on the

! He quotes from it very extensively, usually without source reference. See my “On Animals:

excerpts of Aristotle and Tbn Siné in Marwazi’s Tabd’i® al-hayawdn.” In C. Steel e.a., Aris-
totle's Animals in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Leuven 1999, 91-120.



290 Remke Kruk

basis of Kwﬂiwsm.m entry on the martichoras (mdyti‘idin, ff. 152a21-b8).
Marwazi, like Ibn Sini, evidently used this translation.

“Among these kinds of animals that we have described there is none that has two rows
of rows of teeth (sic). As to whether we ought to believe what Aqtasiyds (MS: Agsitis)
says: he states in one of his books that there is in India a beast of prey (sabu®) that is
called in Greek mdrtikhiiras (MS has bdrbit hirub; corruption easily traceable, RK). It
rm.m &Ro rows of teeth in its upper- and lower jaw, has the size of a lion (asad), much
hair, just like it, and legs like that of a lion. Its face, eyes and ears resemble Bms.m. It
has bluish-black eyes. As to its color, it is bright red, like vermilion. Its tail is similar to
50. sting of the land-scorpion, and on its tail there is a sting. It throws (“shoots™) off its
hair .m:a talks (here I follow the MS, and Marwazi, instead of Badawi’s conjecture, RK)
and .: has a very loud voice, similar to the sound of a trumpet (mizmar) (omitting wmamsm,m
addition, RK). It runs fast, like a deer. It is wild and man-eating.”

The rukh of Ibn Sind and Marwazi is obviously also related to another
E.v;Eom_ animal, namely the zabrag which is mentioned by al-Masadi. In
his Murij adh-Dhahab we read (1966-70, II: 115; in the edition 1861-77
this is III: 11-14): v

“In India there is great danger for them (i.e. elephants) from an animal known as zabragq.
,_,Em. animal is smaller than the cheetah; it is reddish yellow (ahmar dhi zaghab), has
shining eyes and can jump fast to a height of thirty to fifty cubits or more. If he sees an
elephant he sprays it with his urine, using his tail, and burns it. He also attacks people.
There are people in India who try to escape from him by climbing to the top of the highest
tree .Enam is [......]. When the zabrag cannot reach them, he crouches down on the earth
and jumps high up to the tree. If he does not manage to get the person in that jump, he
sprays his urine high up in the tree. If he has no success, he puts his head down on the
earth, utters a strange cry, vomits clots of blood, and dies. His urine burns every part of
the tree that it falls on. Man and animal alike die when they are hit by it.”

The zabrag, like the rukh, is not found in al-Jahiz’ X. al-Hayawdn or in
ad-Damiri’s zoological dictionary.

One problem that these descriptions leave us with is the question how
the rukh, as Marwazi’s text shows, came to be associated with a Bactrian
camel. We will see whether the information discussed in the second part of
this article offers any clues.

B. Rukh and rook: a chess problem

In Arabic, rukh is also the name of a chess piece, the castle. The word
has survived in English as “rook”, and is still recognizable in “rochade”.
But, as modern histories of chess show, there has been a considerable amount
of confusion about the connection between this word and the shape of the
actual chess piece, in Middle Eastern as well as in medieval European cul-
ture.
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1. Rukh: chariot

In the ancient Indian chess game, the rook was shaped like a chariot, and
from that it received its name, ratha (or rat’h, as it is also spelt). Sir Wil-
liam Jones (1790; as quoted in Dozy, Supplément, s.v. rukh and shatranj),
laid the connection from ra’th, in Bengali rot’h, to Pahlavi réx?> and Per-
sian rukh. Rukh (or rukhkh) was taken over in Arabic together with other
Persian chess terms.

As to the interpretation of rukh: among the numerous meanings of this
word given in Steingass’ Persian dictionary, “chariot” is not found, and it
is no different in the other Persian dictionaries. The one exception is Vullers’
Lexicon Persico-Latinum, where in the entry shatrank (sic; Vol. 1I: 413) a
native Persian dictionary (compiled in 1768) is quoted to the effect that the
structure of the game was originally based on that of the army, and so its
components were foot-soldiers, horses, elephants, and chariots. The word
which this dictionary uses, speaking about the chariot, is ardba’, a word
which, according to Steingass, means “cart, waggon”. It adds that this is the
rukh. Murray (1913: 160) takes this as an indication that the general mean-
ing of “chariot” for rukh was still known, but this seems doubtful. Most likely,
the author wants to point out that the piece nowadays (i.e. in 1768) corres-
ponding to the chariot, the ardba, of the Indian chess game is the rukh. That
the actual meaning of rukh was not known to him is implied by his use of
the word ardba. In the same manner, we find rukh translated as “castle” (in
chess) in modern Persian and Arabic dictionaries, referring to modern usage.

In medieval Arabic sources, the meaning “chariot” for rukh is nowhere
attested, and it was, as will be shown, apparently already unknown to Arab
chess specialists as early as the 9th century A.D.

This makes it all the more surprising that rukh is connected to actual
chariots in medieval Spain. As Dozy (Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes,
s.v. rukh) pointed out, rukh in connection to chariot is attested in the Glos-
sarium latino-arabicum: currus — rukh; quadriga- rukh dhii arba‘a dfldk, and
also in the Vocabulista in Arabico: currus, pl. rikhdkh and arkhdakh, with a
note in the MS saying: roc de scas (the tower in chess). The Glossarium
was tentatively dated by van Koningsveld (1976) in the second half of the
12th century; the Vocabulista was probably written in the 13th century.

It is not clear how the rukh came to be connected with an actual chariot
in this European context. It clearly implies that chess pieces in the shape of
chariots were known to the makers of these dictionaries. Such pieces were
indeed known, as is shown by the rook of the famous “Charlemagne chess-

2 As spelt in McKenzie, 4 Concise Pahlavi Dictionary.
3 Not ‘araba, as Murray (1913: 160) says.
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Figure 1. Rook, ivory. 1 1th-14th century AD. Figure 2. Rook, ivory. 7th-9th century AD.
>mrBomom= Museum, acc. no. X3320 (after Ashmolean Museum, acc. no. X3316 (after
Contadini 1995: 123). Contadini 1995: 123).

men” (see, for instance, Murray 1913: 758 and Pastoureau 1990: 23). These
pieces are tentatively dated to the end of the 11th certury (Pastoureau) or
the twelfth century (Murray). The provenance of these pieces is the subject
of much discussion.

Could representational chess pieces have been introduced in Arab Spain
when the game was first introduced? Chess is supposed to have been brought
to Arab Spain in the 9th century by the musician Ziryab.* At that time, the
existence of representational pieces was still known in the Eastern part of
the Arab world, as is shown by a remark in the K. ash-Shatranj, originating
from as-Sali’s (f1. around 900) or from the compilator of this text (see be-
low). Little or nothing, however, is known about the shape of the chess pieces
that were used in Arab Spain.

All that can be said, is that the word rukh survived in Europe, and that
rooks shaped like chariots are known to have existed in medieval Europe,
along with many other types of rook.

Prominent among them is the abstract type that had already been current
for a long time in the Middle Eastern world, namely a square base with a
cloven top (see Figs. 1 and 2). The rukh that appears in the famous MS of
Alfonso the Wise’s chess manual (dated 1283) is of that type. As can be
seen in the miniatures illustrating the text, the protuberances curve outward.
The text says that the rukh is to be conceived as a group of horsemen crowded
together (Murray 1913: 769). Note here that, just as in the Arabic K. ash-
Shatranj (1986: 38), the rukh is associated with horses, albeit in a different
manner, but not with a chariot.

uwohww@n Pareja 1935: 11, LXXII-LXXVII; Lévi-Provencal 1950-67: 111, 443; Wieber 1972:
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In medieval European pieces, the protuberances if this type of rook some-
times curled outward so that they looked like a fleur de lis. Double horses’
heads are also occasionally found (Murray 1913: 772). Rooks of both these
types have found their way into European heraldry (Murray 1913: 773-5).

2. Rukh: fabulous bird

McDonell (1898: 136) mentions poetic references in European sources
to the rook as a “double-headed griffin”, and here another association of the
word rook shows up. Because of its name, and probably also because of its
powerful position in the pre-modern chess game, the rukh was sometimes
fleetingly identified with another rukh of the same name, namely the huge
mythical bird which appears, for instance, in the Sindbad tales, and which
is already found in Babylonian literature, such as in the Tale of Lugalbanda
(Wilcke 1969: 61-4). In Europe, it became known as roc (rok, rokh), and it
was often identified with the griffin, although this is in fact another type of
mythical bird.

The connection between the chess rukh and the mythical bird is also oc-
casionally made, albeit fleetingly, in Arab sources. We do not find it in Ibn
Manzir’s (d. 711/1311) Lisdn al-‘4rab, but ad-Damiri (d. 808/1405-6) has
a lemma on the bird rukh in his Haydt al-hayawan al-kubrd, in which he
briefly states that the word is also used for one of the pieces in the chess
game. He does not make an explicit connection between the two, but his
presentation is fairly suggestive. Az-Zabidi (d. 1205/1790-1), in his 7dj al-
“4ris, goes further: “Rukhkh is a chess piece. Al-Layth said: It is an arabic-
ised word that they have metaphorically connected (wada‘ithu tashbihan)
to the rukhkh, the bird to which Ibn Khallikdn draws attention.”

4. Rook: actual shape

The next question is: in how far did the word rukh, in connection with
the chess piece, continue to carry the meaning of “chariot” in the Middle
Eastern tradition? Connected to this there is the question: how long did
representational chess pieces, i.e. representations of the chariot, remain in
use next to abstract ones in the Islamic world?

Not very many chess games have survived, which makes the evidence from
literary sources all the more important. An excellent and well-documented
overview of the various types, from India to medieval Europe, is given by
Contadini (1995), with copious illustrations’.

It is generally assumed that representational pieces were used in India,

5 My sincere thanks to Prof. Robert Hillenbrand for referring this article to me.
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and the rook that was found in Afrisiyab (Contadini 1995: 113, fig. 3),
tentatively dated in the 7th century A.D., belongs to this tradition. It repre-
sents a two-horsed chariot with warriors.

How the chariot is connected to the abstract type of rook that is also attested
at an early date (it possibly goes back to pre-Islamic days), is a matter for
speculation. Possibly it was based on a front view of the two-horsed char-
iot. This is the rook that Contadini (1995: 115) describes as “... a rectangu-
lar body, normally at least twice as wide as deep, with a deep cut in the
middle top creating two horns on the outside, the remnants of the shape of
a castle” (my cursivation). This must be an inadvertent slip, caused by the
later European identification of rook with castle, for in the Arabic tradition
the association of rukh with a castle is nowhere attested.

‘ The scarcity of material does not permit definite conclusions about the
time when abstract chess pieces started to become widely, or even exclu-
sively, used, but written sources are of some help.

Evidence from the legal discussion

From the time that chess was introduced in the Islamic cultural sphere
(probably around the time of the conquest of the Persian empire, although
it probably took some time to become widely divulged) there was discus-
sion about the status of the game. Was a Muslim allowed to play chess, or
did it come under the forbidden hazard games? The matter gets ample at-
tention in the K. ash-Shatranj, an anonymous compilation that is considered
to be the oldest still extant Arabic book on chess, and which contains sub-
stantial portions of treatises from 9th century chess masters. It was extensi-
vely used by Wieber (1972). In the discussions, the point is often brought
up that the shape of the chess pieces was relevant. Authorative figures from
early Islam are often presented in hadith as frowning upon chess played with
representational pieces, but having no objection against the game played with
abstract pieces (e.g. K. ash-Shatranj 1986: 13=f. 7a).

The material clearly suggests that representational pieces fell into disuse
at an early stage. We may quote here what the famous chess master as-Sili
(f1. around 900 A.D.) had to say on the matter (K. ash-Shatranj 1986: 13
(=f. 7a)): “In the days of the Umayyads, the pawns still looked like men,
and the elephant (=bishop) and the horse also looked like what they were
(NB: note the absence of rook, king and vizier (=queen) in this context).
(......) I have seen many such chess sets (i.e. consisting of figurative pieces),
but they are no longer used. This is because the Persian business (amr al-
a‘djim) is now a long way back. People used them at that time because they
were still close to the days of the Persians.”
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So, representational chess pieces were apparently no longer current in as-
Sili’s day, and the only clue to the original meaning of the names denoting
the pieces lay in the names themselves. As the evidence of the medieval
Arabic dictionaries shows, the connection between rukh and chariot was no
longer made. The closest association with men and horses is the remark found
in the K. ash-Shatranj (1986: 38): “The rukh is as the leader and master of
the army, and a knight just like the faras. It has the advantage of leader-
ship. Its effectiveness diminishes when the game gets thronged.”

One is tempted to connect this to “knight errant”, one of the meanings
given in Steingass for rukh.® But the association is so vague that one is led
to suppose that the original meaning of the word rukh was no longer known.
Evidently, the actual rukh chess pieces also did not give a clue, since by
that time they were all abstract shapes. For the rook, this would generally
mean the “square base-cloven top” type.

C. The two-humped rukh

Given the fact that nobody knew any longer how the chess rukh came by
its name, a logical development would be for people to start looking else-
where for clues about the meaning of rukh. They could do so taking either
the word itself or the shape of the piece as their starting-point.

In this manner the connection with the almost invincible bird rukh, who
like the rook could suddenly swoop down from far away and strike, occa-
sionally came about. That the often pointed and outwardly curving protu-
berances of the piece could be interpreted as bird wings may be too much
of a guess, but it is clear that the shape of the piece is open to x number of
interpretations.’

In this context, it is also very tempting to speculate a bit about the prob-
lem of Marwazi’s miraculous quadruped. How did his rukh become two-
humped and camel-like, unlike Ibn Sind’s rukh and Mas“Qdi’s very similar
zabraq? Could this be because of association with the abstract, cloven-top
chess rukh?

The two protuberances of the piece could easily be interpreted as the two
humps of the Bactrian camel®, an animal with a formidable reputation. In

6 Cf. the ref. in Wilkinson (1968: XI) , where reference is made to a passage in Firdausi’s
Shahname about rukhs (interpreted as “charioteers” or “heroes”) with “lips full of blood and
foam”. Cf. also Murray 1913: 159.

7 The shape can even be connected to the form in which the rook appears in various Far
Eastern countries (Murray 1913: 387) and also, in the past, in Russia Murray 1913: 378-80),
namely a boat. According to Wilkinson (1968: XXIII) says that this is due to association of

with the Sanskrit word for boat, roka. . .
8 There can hardly be a connection, but it is remarkable to see the chess pieces in the
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some of the pieces that are still extant, the protuberances do indeed look
like bumps, or rather humps (cf. Contadini 1995: 123, fig. 25).

Camels and castles: miscellaneous

Camel

Various bits of information about camel-shaped pieces (figuring as rooks
or otherwise) turn up in modern chess histories. Examples are Golombek
1976: 27-8 and Eales 1985: 30. These remarks are not always well docu-
Bms.ﬁa. and this tends to confuse the discussion. Whether there is any con-
nection with the “camel” association mentioned above, is doubtful. The
Rwﬂwzoom apparently go back to Thomas Hyde’s Historia shahiludi of 1694
Bassozoa_ for instance, by McDonell (1898: 136 n. 2), which gives NE,
iltustration showing what is supposed to be a rook represented as a camel.

,_,.:o association may also have its base in the various references in Is-
lamic sources to chess variants in which an extra piece, a camel, was added
to the game. Two examples:

a) %a_,o. is Firdausi’s account of a game on a ten-by-ten square board, where
an extra piece, a camel, was put between “horse” and “elephant” (ref., without
exact source information, in McDonell (1898: 134 and also in Murray 1913:
214). See, however, Mas“0di, Murij (1964-79: V, 219): there this type of
owomm. is described, and the extra piece is called dabbdba, interpreted (ed.
Barbier de Meynard, VIII: 31) as “war machine; maybe the turris ambula-
toria of Vitruvius”.®

b) there is the story about the grammarian al-Khalil b. Ahmad, who add-
ed a camel on the outside of the rukh. Some editions of gmm,o&,m Murij
adh-Dhahab do contain this story. Pellat (1966-70: V, 219) gives it in a note
adding other sources for it. “

Castle

How the identification of “rook” with a castle came about in the later
European tradition, is a matter for speculation. According to Murray (1913:
772) it first appeared “in the fifth edition of Damiano, published between
GN.A and 1550”. It has been suggested that people connected “rook”, roch-
Ww N_swwkwm:. with the Italian rocca, which indicates a fortress (Murray 1913:

M_m_mw Mm.m wmﬂamn camel that were used in a variety of chess that occurred among some
[ sian tribes. This game also included the chariot. See Murray 1913: 371 after S
9 Cf. Pareja 1935: IL, C, note 2. ¢ (e Savenkot
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Visual impressions will also have done something here: if one looks at
abstract rooks, the ones with a square base with two, sometimes three sim-
ple protuberances, it is not difficult to imagine how they came to evoke the
crenellated tower of a castle.
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NOTES ON SOME TURKISH NAMES IN _
ABU "L-FADL BAYHAQI’S TARIKH-I MASUDI
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For Franz Rosenthal on his eighty-fifth birthday

I. Introduction

Islamic historians, at home in Arabic and Persian, have tended to ignore
or to skate over Turkish linguistic and other elements which they have come
across in the Arabic and Persian chronicles. Most of the early copyists of
the manuscripts of such chronicles were ill-equipped to render Turkish lin-
guistic materials in the first place. Certainly, many wrote under dynasties
whose ruling strata were Turkish, since at various times, rulers who were
ethnically Turkish in origin were to be found right across the Islamic world,
from Algiers to Bengal, from Yemen to Siberia, but such Turkish-directed
states in the Arab-Persian heartlands usually depended on an administrative
and secretarial classes whose working languages would be Arabic or Per-
sian. Not until the Ottoman sultanate developed its own Turkish cultural and
literary traditions from the later fifteenth century onwards, and not until
Chaghatay emerged as a flexible and expressive literary medium in the fif-
teenth century under the Chaghatayids and Timurids, did Osmanl: and
Chaghatay Turkish come into their own as literary media, and the secretari-
al class in the lands where these tongues flourished had to add to its ancient
mastery of Arabic and Persian a sound knowledge of Turkish, i.e. Turkish
was no longer essentially, as it had earlier been, an oral means of commu-
nication among the Turkish military and governing classes.

Before the early twentieth century, European scholars, faced with Turk-
ish names and titles in the Arabic and Persian historical and literary texts
before them, had only inadequate means for elucidating these. Outside the
Ottoman Turkish realm, the two standbys for reference were M. Pavet de
Courteille’s Dictionnaire turc-oriental, destiné principalement a faciliter la
lecture des ouvrages de Baber, d'Aboul-Gazi et de Mir-Ali Chir-Nevai (Paris



