‘OLD MEN OF THE MOUNTAINS ' :
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF THE GHGUGRIDS
AND THE IsSMa‘lLis OF ALAMOT

David C.Thomas

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries CE saw tumultuous political and social upheavals in central
and western Asia. The ‘Abbasids, the erstwhile regional power and leaders of the Muslim world, were
incapable of repelling the threat of the Crusaders — the Saldjlks, Turkic nomads from the steppe,
had virtually imprisoned the ‘Abb&sid caliphs in their harems, after seizing control of Baghdad in
447 AH | 1055 CE.' Less than a century later, however, the Saldjik’s greatest sultan, Sandjar b. Malik
Shah, was himself held captive by nomads encroaching on the sedentary Muslim world, in search
of pasture and bounty. As the political landscape continued to fracture, quasi-independent fiefdoms
emerged. Two such fiefdoms were the IsmaTIr Nizaris (known colloquially to Crusader chroniclers as
the ‘Assassins’) and the Ghdrid dynasty in central Afghanistan.

Striking parallels exist between these two dynasties — marginalised and despised by their neighbours,
they established secure mountain strongholds, which acted as refuges and bases from which to expand.
They reached their zenith under charismatic and astute leaders, who extended Ism&‘ll and Ghdrid
domains far beyond their heartlands. Ultimately, however, both dynasties succumbed to invading
nomad armies from the steppe — the Khwarizm-Shah and then Ogedey’s Mongol armies overran
the Ghdrids in 619/1222, while thirty-five years later, Hiilegii’s Mongol armies forced the surrender
and dismantlement of the Ism&TIT fortresses. Both dynasties were lost to the vagaries of history — all
that remains, apart from the tumbled stones of their fortresses, are the often biased and exaggerated
accounts of medieval chroniclers.

Amidst the similarities between the Isma‘Tlis and the Ghdirids, distinct differences are evident which
help to explain their changing fortunes. The Ism&‘lis were an oppressed Shi‘a minority, viewed as
heretics by the majority of their Muslim brethren. Consequently, they developed a strong sense of
identity and ideology that ensured unquestioning allegiance to their ‘Grand Master’. Ism&'ill leaders
generally recognised their limitations, and modified their goals and tactics in the light of the prevailing
political and military circumstances.

The Ghdrids were more prone to internecine rivalries, but once united, they were territorially more
ambitious than the IsmaTlis. Seizing upon the weaknesses of their neighbours, they rapidly accumulated
an empire stretching from eastern Iran to Bengal in India. The primary purpose of Ghiirid expansion,
however, seems to have been to extract tribute and appropriate booty.These external sources of income
enabled them to aggrandise their urban centres and sustain a population beyond the natural carrying
capacity of the land.

Although the histories of these two dynasties are now relatively well understood, they have received little
archaeological attention.Archaeological fieldwork at Dj&m (the Ghirid summer capital of Firtizkdh) in
central Afghanistan, and exploration around Alamat, the IsmalT fortress capital in the Alburz mountains
north-west of Tehran, are starting to complement the historical sources.This paper will present some of
the historical and archaeological data available and conclude by comparing the reasons for the downfall
of these two intriguing dynasties.

‘Old men of the mountains’
A plethora of quasi-independent fiefdoms emerged in the eastern Islamic world during the

twelfth century CE, as the power of the ‘Abbasid caliphate waned. None was more infamous
than Hasan-i Sabbah’s Isma‘Tlis of AlamUt, who were labelled by the chroniclers of the Crusades
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as ‘The Assassins’. Marco Polo visited Alam0t in 1273 and perpetuated the tales of Hasan-i Sabbah, the Shaykh
al-Djibal (‘Old Man of the Mountain’),”> whose secretive Shi‘a sect had seized and established a series of
fortified strongholds in the Alburz mountains around Alamat, in Klmis and Kdhistan (also in Persia) and in
parts of Syria. Despite several more recent, scholarly studies,® the ‘Assassins’ continue to be associated with
drug-fuelled, fanatical political killings, partly as a result of the literary works of Dante, Vladimir Bartol and
William Burroughs.*

Only forty years after the death of Hasan-i Sabbah in 518 AH / 124 CE, another, less well-known ‘mountain
warlord’ came to prominence at the head of the Ghirid dynasty in central Afghanistan.The rise of Ghiyath al-
Din Muhammad (d. 599/1203) coincided with the demise of the Ghaznavids to the south and the diminishing
power of the Saldjuks to the north. Unlike many of his ancestors, Ghiyéth al-Din set aside fraternal rivalry and
ruled in conjunction with his younger brother Mu‘izz al-Din Muhammad (d. 602/1206). From their remote,
impoverished power-base, the Ghirids accumulated a large ‘empire’ stretching from NishapUr in eastern
Persia to Bengal in India.

In this paper; | will use historical and archaeological data to outline the characteristics of the Isma‘lis of
AlamUt and the Ghrids. | hope to demonstrate that although both dynasties have much in common, the
significant ideological, strategic and geo-political differences between the dynasties explain their respective
life-cycles and ultimate demises.

Geographical, historical and religious backgrounds

The Isma‘li and Ghirid heartlands lie in remote, rugged, mountainous environments at opposite ends of the
Persian world (Fig. |). The hostile terrain, in particular the harsh climate, limited water resources, thin soils
and dearth of arable land played a significant role in shaping the lifestyles of their inhabitants — subsistence-
level transhumance and opportunistic dry-farming predominate in the Alburz® and semi-nomadic pastoralism
in Ghar.

Sixty-six villages were known in the Alamit district at the time of Wladimir Ivanow’s visit in 1928, although
many were uninhabited.® Ivanow argues that the Alamdit valley had almost no chance of being self-sufficient
without imported supplies.” Other travellers in the 1930s also noted the poverty of the mountain folk around
Alamt, although Freya Stark states that “... except for sugar and tea and paraffin, and rice, of which the home
supply is inadequate, and which comes with the tea from the Caspian, the Alamut valley seems to be sufficient
to itself.”®

The Isma‘llis of AlamUt periodically raided the more fertile lowlands around Kazwin, 80 km to the south-
west, in part to supplement their food-stocks. Such raids, however, often proved counter-productive.Although
secure in their near impregnable fortresses, the Isma‘Tlis were relatively powerless to prevent the destruction
of their own fields and orchards during reprisal raids, and the massacres of their co-religionists who could not
take refuge in the fortresses.The Saldjik forces of Sultan Muhammad Tapar, for example, destroyed crops in
the area of Alam0t for eight consecutive years prior his death in 511/1118.°

Although slightly lower in altitude, the Ghrid heartland in central Afghanistan was, and continues to be, as
inhospitable as the Alburz.The larger area and deep narrow valleys dissecting the mountains have throughout
history made the region difficult to penetrate — the road running east-west along the HerT Rid on a recent
map is a figment of the cartographer’s imagination.'® As recently as the 1960s, when studies estimated that
5% of the Afghan population was semi-nomadic, Ghiir formed one of the centres of summer pasturage
and kuchis (nomads) are still a common sight in the region (Fig. 2), living off their flocks of sheep and goats,
exchange and trade.'" Ghur province still relies on imported and stockpiled food aid during the snow-bound
winter months."?

Preliminary archaeo-botanical and -zoological studies at Djam, the Ghirid summer capital of FirGzkdh,"
provide evidence of a comparable lifestyle during the medieval period. Wheat, barley, pulses and fruits
were cultivated locally or imported, while sheep/goats dominate the faunal remains and seem to have been
kept primarily for secondary products rather than their meat. Anthracological studies and comparison of
photographs taken in 1959 point to denser and more varied vegetation at Djam in the past than that found
lining the HerT ROd today."
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The Isma‘lis lacked the cohesive heartland that formed the Ghlrid core.They were concentrated in dozens
of fortresses with surrounding lands and villages, and a few towns, scattered from Syria to eastern Persia.'?
This geographical disparity, however, was in marked contrast to what Farhad Daftary has described as ‘... a
remarkable cohesion and sense of unity both internally and against the outside world’.'® Although periodically
semi-autonomous, the Isma‘Tli centres continued to acknowledge and follow the leadership of the ‘Grand
Master’ of Alamit."” Conversely, the more cohesive Ghirid heartland was prone to fracture politically
because it lacked a dominant geographical, political and ideological focal point.The rival branches of the ruling
Shansabant family and other chieftains, ensconced in the myriad valleys of central Afghanistan, tended towards
independence whenever the opportunity arose.'®

The medieval landscape of Ghiir was dotted with towers, strategically positioned to defend the valley pastures
and routes leading north to Firizkdh.'” These defensive precautions are understandable given the historical,
geo-political and religious milieu.The Ghirids were regarded by their neighbours as little more than backward
mountain brigands — Islam did not penetrate the region until the campaigns of the Ghaznavid Sultan Mahmud
in 401/1010-11.2The Ghirids subsequently adhered to the parochial Karramiyya branch of SunnT Islam until
595/1199, when Ghiyath al-Din officially abandoned it in favour of the more mainstream Shafi‘T school of
jurisprudence.?' This was an unpopular move domestically — rioting broke out in Firlzklh and other urban
centres. Bosworth interprets the shift as an attempt by the Ghurid elite to gain greater acceptance in the
wider Islamic world.?

The Shi‘a Isma‘lis had their own religious upheavals.They were persecuted as heretics by many of their SunnT
neighbours (including the Ghirids), prompting them to adopt an even starker doctrinal shift — under their
ruler Hasan Ill (r. 607-618/1210-1221), the Ism&‘Tlis converted en masse to SunnT Islam.The Isma‘llT populus
accepted this apparent theological volte face within their tradition of occultation or concealment, and belief
in the infallibility of the Grand Master. Although this flirtation with orthodoxy gradually lapsed after Hasan
[I’s death, it was sufficient to end temporally the Isma‘llis’ theological isolation and Ghirid raids on their
territories, and thus was deemed expedient.?

The Ghirid raids exemplify the periodically fractious relationship that existed between the two dynasties,
despite the 1,280km separating their isolated capitals.The tensions were partly due to the Ghurid’s adherence
to the anti-Isma‘llt Karramiyya sect** and the proximity of Isma‘lli strongholds in Klhistan to the south-west
of Ghlr.The Isma‘lis sent emissaries to Ghir ca 550/1 155, and considerable quantities of Ghurid gold coins
have been found at AlamUt, possibly sent as tribute by Isma‘TlTs in KUhistan.” Isma‘TlT attempts to gain a foothold
in GhUr, although initially tolerated, were soon ruthlessly extinguished by the SunnT Karrémiyya establishment;
the Ghurid historian al-Djuzdjant enthuses that following the accession of Sayf al-Din Muhammad (r. 556-
8/1161-3) the ... slaughter of all heretics was commanded.The whole of them were sent to Hell, and the area
of the country of Ghir, which was a mine of religion and orthodoxy, was purified from the infernal impurity... %
Al-Djuzdjant also attributes the assassination of Mu‘izz al-Din in India in 602/1206 on local Isma‘lis, although
the Isma‘lis claimed to have acted for the Khwarizm-Shah, possibly in an attempt to divert reprisals.?”’

Historical evidence

Al-Djuzdjant’s chronicle highlights some of the problems with the historical sources from the period. His
Tabakat-i Nasiri is a history of the Muslim dynasties of Asia down to the ‘irruption of the infidel Mughals
[Mongols]’; it is the main historical source for the Ghirids.The Tabakat-i Nasiri was completed in 1260, when
al-DjlzdjanTt was in the service of the Ghirids’ successors in Delhi and is, unsurprisingly, highly partial in
their favour. Unfortunately, it is also incomplete and often contradictory — Major H.G. Raverty had to draw on
twelve copies of the chronicle for his translation and describes it as ‘hopelessly defective’ in places.?®

Al-Djuzdjant’s SunnT prejudices are shared by another major chronicler of the period, Djuwayni, who
also completed his Ta’kh-i djahdn-gushay (The history of the world conqueror — i.e. Cingiz-Khan and the
Mongols) in 1260. DjuwaynT accompanied the Mongol Khan Hiilegii during his campaign against the Isma‘Tlis
and drew up the terms of the surrender of the last Isma‘i ruler; Rukn al-Din Khur-Shah, in 654/1256. He
went on to become the Mongols’ governor in Baghdad and its dependencies in 657/1259 and survived an
assassination attempt (blamed on Isma‘Tlis) in 669/1270.2 Given these factors, DjuwaynT’s anti-lsma‘TlT bias
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and the influence of his patrons are equally unsurprising — as the historian David Morgan notes, in a piece of
masterful understatement: ‘A degree of tact and caution was doubtless expected of a Mongol government
servant’.®

Like most medieval Islamic dynasties, the Isma‘lis and the Ghiirids placed high value on intellectual activities
and built up libraries of scholarly and literary works, scientific tracts and equipment.?' Patronage attracted
astrologers, poets, philosophers and religious scholars to the remote Ghirid royal courts,*> while Isma‘lt
fortresses in KUhist@n acted as refuges for scholars such as the prominent astronomer and Shi‘a theologian
Nasir al-Din al-TUsT during the initial Mongol campaigns.® DjuwaynT’s exalted position in Hiilegii's entourage
enabled him to select many ‘choice books’ (Kur‘ans, some Isma‘li treatises and astronomical instruments)
from the library at AlamUt, before consigning the rest to the flames.>* The thirteenth century historian Rashid
al-Din also seems to have had direct access to some of the books from the Alamit library, by virtue of
his grandfather being present at the Isma‘TlT surrender.?® Unfortunately, little archaeological evidence of the
intellectual vibrancy and patronage of either dynasty’s court has been unearthed thus far.

Archaeological evidence

Most of the archaeological evidence that has survived consists of architectural remains — the monumental
minarets, madrasas (religious colleges) and towers of the Ghurids, and the Isma‘llT fortresses. The historian
Hamd Allah al-MustawfT refers to nearly fifty strongly fortified Isma‘TlT castles in the neighbourhood of Alamt,
while Hiilegii is recorded as having taken seventy Isma‘Tli castles in KUhistan.** Most of these were destroyed
by the Mongols, although DjuwaynT’s assertion that ‘... there remains not one stone of the foundations upon
another’ at Alamat is clearly an exaggeration — elsewhere, he records that Isma‘TlT renegades briefly re-took
the fortress at Alamat in 673/1275.3

The limited archaeological studies and excavations that have been undertaken in the AlamUt region leads
Daftary to conclude that the ‘non-literary sources on the NizarTs of Persia are rather insignificant’,’® although
he overlooks Ivanow’s 1960 study Alamut and Lamasar.Two mediaeval Ismaili strongholds in Iran.An archaeological
study and Peter Willey’s 1963 work, The castles of the Assassins.>® Willey has more recently published Eagle’s
nest: Ismaili castles in Iran and Syria, the product of more than twenty expeditions to Isma‘ll fortresses, spread
over forty years.

The remote mountainous terrain and the turmoil in Afghanistan since the Soviet invasion in 1979 have similarly
limited the archaeological investigation of the Ghirid heartland — the Minaret of Djdm only came to world
attention following a French expedition in 1957.%° Even after its re-discovery, the archaeological remains
around the minaret were largely overlooked, prior to the inception of the Minaret of Jam Archaeological
Project in 2003. Djam became Afghanistan’s first VWorld Heritage Site in 2002, but this international recognition
of the unique importance of the site has merely resulted in further restrictions being placed upon fieldwork
— indeed, UNESCO and the Afghan authorities have now inexplicably put on hold all archaeological fieldwork
at the ca twenty hectare site,*' until efforts to stabilise the leaning minaret are completed. The extensive
looting of the site, which occurred during the mid-1990s and early 2000s, has also significantly hampered
archaeological research at the site.”?

Despite these challenges, two recent seasons of fieldwork by the Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project
have added considerably to our knowledge of this well-organised, sophisticated medieval urban centre.®
The architectural and engineering skills of the Ghirids are evident in the standing remains at Djam — the
magnificent sixty-three metre tall minaret (Fig. 3) is merely the most obvious architectural monument. To
its east, robber holes, exposed sections of the river bank and soundings excavated in 2003 and 2005 have
revealed evidence of a large courtyard building (probably a mosque or madrasa) extending for over ninety
metres; the robust fortress of Kasr Zarafsh@n overlooks the centre of the medieval capital, while four-
hundred metres higher up are the more ephemeral remains of a badly looted elite mountain-top residence of
Kdh-i Khara.The most prominent surviving feature of the residence is a baked-brick cistern with a capacity of
over 85,000 litres. The remnants of a baked-brick bridge are also visible beside the minaret.This monumental
architecture vividly portrays the pretensions and piety of Ghiyath al-Din and the Ghrid elite, as well as the
resources in materials and labour available to them during the Ghirid fluorescence — nothing of comparable
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scale or durability has been built at Djam in the intervening eight hundred years.

GhUrid appreciation of aesthetics is also evident in the small finds from Djam, such as fragments of ornate
stucco, carved brickwork and the repeated plastering and painting of domestic structures.* The high quality
ceramics from China and Iran, glass shards, bronze objects and coins littering the surface of the site and
spoil heaps around innumerable robber holes indicate access to a wide range of imported products.* The
importance of trade, and the existence of ethnic diversity and religious tolerance are also evident in the
fifty-four tombstones, inscribed with Hebrew, Persian and Aramaic names in a cemetery to the south of the
minaret.*

Al-Djuzdjant states that the fortress and city of Firlzkih were founded by Ghiyath al-Din’s uncle Kutb al-
Din Muhammad (d. 541/1146/7) and completed by another uncle in 544/1149.# Alamut has a much longer
history — the Daylamite fortress at the site dates back to 246/860, although it was re-built after Hasan-i
Sabbah took possession of it in 483/1090.* He immediately made improvements to the fortifications, storage
facilities and water supply, as well as irrigation systems and cultivation in AlamUt valley. The fortress is built
on the Rock of Alamiit, a 365 m long ridge, no more than 32 m wide, towering 275 m above the surrounding
valley.* The military astuteness of the Isma‘lis in their selection of defensive locations and preparations for
long sieges impressed even their implacable enemy Djuwayn1,*® and Willey compares it favourably with that
of the Crusaders.*'

The fortress at AlamUt was in an ‘extremely dilapidated’ state when visited by travellers in the 1920s and
1930s, due in part to fifty years of robbing by treasure-hunters.?* Laurence Lockhart, however, was able to
discern major stretches of defensive walls, two reservoirs cut into bedrock and tunnels and caves for stores
during his visit to the site in 1928. Possible foundations for superstructures, burnt brick and good mortar, and
masses of broken pottery give tantalising glimpses of the former glory of the site.Willey has since published a
relatively detailed sketch map (Fig. 4), although it is unclear how many of the discernible remains date to the
site’s re-use as a royal prison by the Safawids in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.>

High quality ceramics dating to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries have been collected at Alamut,** although
several Isma‘Tlt leaders were renowned for leading ascetic lives and forcing their followers to do the same.>
These include lustre painted wares, underglaze painted pottery, plain turquoise vessels, sgraffiato ware and
one piece of imitation porcelain.Thousands of comparable medieval ceramics were noted by Stark at Lamasar,
another major Isma‘lll fortress, built by Hasan-i Sabbah’s successor Kiya Buzurg-Ummid.>® Many of these
ceramics probably came from the major production centres at Rayy and/or K&shan, although the fifteen
kilns found in the nearby valley of Andidj and a seggar (used to keep bowls separate during firing)*” indicate
that Alam0t may have been more self-sufficient in ceramics than Dj@m where only one kiln has thus far been
located.

The demise of the Isma‘illis and the Ghiirids

External sources of income — in particular tribute and plunder from India, for the Ghirids,*® and bribes to
gain immunity from assassinations for the Isma‘llis*® — played a major role in the twelfth to thirteenth century
fluorescence of Djam and Alamut. Political and ideological differences, however, help to explain their demise.
The Ghrids, under the inspired leadership of Ghiyath al-Din and Mu¢izz al-Din, seized upon the weakness
of their enemies in the late twelfth century, but remained pre-occupied by the threat from their traditional
enemies, the Ghaznavids, to the south.®° They made little attempt to co-opt or establish administrative, social
and ideological structures to consolidate their territorial gains, particularly in India — a short-termist desire for
booty seems to have been their primary motivation. The Ghirids reverted to internecine conflicts following
the deaths of the ruling brothers, just when they most needed unity to counter the emerging power of the
Khwarizm-Shah and the Mongols, to the north and east. The rapid collapse of their empire is, consequently,
unsurprising.

Ironically, it was the tradition of centralised authority and hierarchism that proved to be the Isma‘ilis’ downfall.
They survived the initial Mongol campaigns in Persia in the 1220s, but were betrayed by weak leadership
thirty years later. It is important, however, to take into account the relatively small number of Isma‘ilis and
the psychological effects of massacres and repeated attempts to unseat them from their fortresses.®’ The
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sheer size and terrifying reputation of the Mongol forces®> may have intimidated Rukn al-Din Khur-Shah
and persuaded him to attempt to appease rather than resist Hiilegii. He may have been hoping that Mongol
succession disputes would dispel the invasion, as had happened following the death of Ogedey in 1241.8
Hodgson and others have pointed out that at least some of the Isma‘Tlt fortresses could have held out given
the thirteen year long resistance at Girdkuh, where eventually a lack of clothing, rather than provisions forced
their submission.®* Rukn al-Din Khur-Shah’s stalling tactics, however, merely infuriated the Mongols and their
SunnT advisors (as well as some of his own followers). The eventual surrender of the Isma‘lli fortresses was
followed by their dismantlement, the murder of Rukn al-Din Khur-Shah and massacres. The capitulation of
AlamUt and internal divisions disheartened the Isma‘lis in Syria, who eventually submitted to Baybars | (r.
658-676/1260-1277), the Mamltk sultan of Egypt.

Despite the rather tame ends to these medieval dynasties and the desolate remains at their capitals, the Isma‘Tlt
and Ghurid legacies live on.®> Isma‘TlT communities remain dotted around the region and their spiritual leader,
the Agha Khan, is one of the wealthiest men in the world. The Ghirids have become an important national
symbol in post-Taliban Afghanistan; their magnificent minaret adorns postcards, books and election posters
(Fig. 5) and continues to attract tourists (and archaeologists) from around the world.
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Figure 2. kuchis on the ‘road’ to Djam, 2005.
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Figure 5. election poster at Djam, 2005.
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