
the secret history of the mongols

the secret history of the mongols is an invaluable historical document that offers a rare insight into the
origins, culture, and conquests of the Mongol Empire. As the oldest surviving Mongolian-language literary
work, it provides a detailed narrative of the life of Genghis Khan and his ancestors, chronicling their rise
from obscurity to world domination. This ancient chronicle not only reveals the genealogical background
and tribal struggles of the Mongols but also serves as a cultural treasure illustrating Mongol customs, beliefs,
and social structures. Through its vivid storytelling and unique perspective, the Secret History of the
Mongols has become an essential resource for historians and scholars studying Central Asian history and the
formation of one of the largest empires in history. This article explores the origins, content, historical
significance, and impact of the Secret History of the Mongols, shedding light on its enduring legacy and
scholarly importance.
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Origins and Composition

The Secret History of the Mongols is believed to have been composed shortly after the death of Genghis
Khan in 1227. It was written in the Mongolian language using the Uyghur script, which was adapted by
the Mongols for their use. Scholars generally agree that the text was produced by members of the Mongol
court or close associates who had firsthand knowledge of the events described. The exact authorship
remains unknown, contributing to the aura of mystery surrounding the document.

Historical Context

The manuscript was written during a period of rapid expansion of the Mongol Empire, which under
Genghis Khan’s leadership had united the disparate Mongol tribes and launched a series of military
campaigns across Asia and Europe. This historical context influenced the tone and content of the chronicle,
emphasizing themes of unity, divine destiny, and martial prowess. The document was likely intended both



as a record of Mongol heritage and as a legitimizing text for the ruling dynasty.

Manuscript Preservation and Transmission

Despite its importance, the original manuscript of the Secret History of the Mongols has not survived. What
exists today are copies and translations made centuries later, primarily preserved in Chinese and Mongolian
versions. These copies have allowed historians to reconstruct the narrative, though variations and
discrepancies exist among them. The text’s survival through oral tradition and manuscript copying
underscores its significance within Mongol culture and history.

Content and Narrative Structure

The Secret History of the Mongols is structured as a historical epic that combines genealogical records,
biographical accounts, and legendary tales. It begins with the ancestry of the Mongol people, tracing the
lineage of Genghis Khan back to the mythical ancestors, and progresses through the early struggles and
eventual rise of Temüjin, who became Genghis Khan.

Genealogy and Ancestry

The narrative opens by detailing the origins of the Mongol tribes and the family background of Temüjin.
This section situates the Mongols within a broader mythological and historical framework, establishing
divine legitimacy for their rule. The text emphasizes the importance of lineage and tribal affiliations,
which were central to Mongol identity and political organization.

Rise of Genghis Khan

The core of the text focuses on the life of Temüjin, documenting his early hardships, alliances, battles, and
eventual unification of the Mongol tribes. The account highlights his strategic genius, leadership qualities,
and the loyalty he inspired among his followers. Key events include his election as the Great Khan and the
consolidation of Mongol power, portraying him as both a warrior and a lawgiver.

Military Campaigns and Governance



The chronicle also recounts the initial military campaigns launched by Genghis Khan and the establishment
of administrative laws known as the Yassa. These laws governed not only military conduct but also social
order and justice within the empire. The text provides rich descriptions of Mongol warfare tactics,
diplomacy, and the integration of conquered peoples.

Key Themes and Motifs

Divine destiny and fate guiding the Mongol people

Honor, loyalty, and the social code among tribes

The importance of unity and leadership

Respect for nature and spiritual beliefs

Cultural and Historical Significance

The Secret History of the Mongols is invaluable not only as a historical record but also as a cultural artifact
that reveals the worldview and social values of the Mongol people. It provides a rare indigenous account
contrasting with external sources typically written by conquered peoples or foreign observers.

Insight into Mongol Society

The text sheds light on the clan-based social structure, gender roles, and customary laws that shaped
Mongol life. It also illuminates the spiritual beliefs that influenced Mongol decisions, including shamanistic
practices and reverence for the Eternal Blue Sky, a central element in Mongol cosmology.

Impact on Historical Scholarship

For historians, the Secret History is a primary source that informs understanding of Central Asian history
and the dynamics of empire-building. It challenges previously held notions about the Mongols, portraying
them as sophisticated leaders with a complex legal and social system rather than mere barbarian invaders.
The document has been instrumental in reconstructing the early history of the Mongol Empire.



Legacy and Influence

The enduring legacy of the Secret History of the Mongols is evident in its influence on Mongolian national
identity and historical consciousness. It has been studied, translated, and referenced extensively in modern
times, contributing to a renewed appreciation of Mongol heritage and culture.

Modern Translations and Studies

Since its rediscovery, the Secret History has undergone numerous translations into various languages,
including English, Russian, and Chinese. These translations have broadened its accessibility and enabled
comparative studies with other historical texts. Scholars continue to analyze the chronicle to glean insights
into Mongol linguistics, history, and anthropology.

Influence on Literature and Popular Culture

The narrative style and dramatic episodes of the Secret History have inspired works of literature, film, and
art, both within Mongolia and internationally. Its portrayal of Genghis Khan as a unifying and visionary
figure resonates with contemporary interpretations of leadership and cultural pride.

Preservation Efforts

Efforts to preserve and promote the Secret History include digitization projects, academic conferences, and
cultural exhibitions. These initiatives aim to maintain the text’s relevance and ensure its transmission to
future generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Secret History of the Mongols' about?
'The Secret History of the Mongols' is an ancient Mongolian text that chronicles the life and achievements
of Genghis Khan and the early Mongol Empire, providing insight into Mongol culture, history, and
genealogy.



When was 'The Secret History of the Mongols' written?
It was written shortly after the death of Genghis Khan in the 13th century, around 1228, making it one of
the oldest surviving Mongolian literary works.

Why is 'The Secret History of the Mongols' considered important?
It is considered a crucial primary source for understanding the rise of the Mongol Empire, offering detailed
accounts of Genghis Khan's life, Mongol customs, and political strategies.

In what language was 'The Secret History of the Mongols' originally
written?
The text was originally composed in the Mongolian language using the Old Mongolian script.

Has 'The Secret History of the Mongols' been translated into other
languages?
Yes, it has been translated into multiple languages including English, Russian, and Chinese, making the
text accessible to a global audience.

What unique insights does 'The Secret History of the Mongols' provide
about Genghis Khan?
The text offers a personal and detailed portrayal of Genghis Khan's character, leadership style, family
relationships, and his vision for uniting the Mongol tribes, which are not found in many other historical
records.

Additional Resources
1. The Secret History of the Mongols: The Life and Times of Chinggis Khan
This book is a modern translation and analysis of the original 13th-century Mongolian chronicle, providing
deep insights into the life of Genghis Khan and the early Mongol Empire. It explores the political, social,
and cultural context of the Mongols through a blend of narrative history and scholarly commentary.
Readers gain a better understanding of the origins and expansion of one of history’s most formidable
empires.

2. Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World by Jack Weatherford
Weatherford’s acclaimed work delves into the legacy of Genghis Khan, revealing how the Mongol Empire
shaped the modern world in terms of trade, communication, and cultural exchange. The book is accessible
yet rich in detail, debunking myths about the Mongols as mere barbarians. It also draws from The Secret



History of the Mongols to illuminate the empire’s internal dynamics.

3. The Mongol Art of War by Timothy May
This book provides a comprehensive look at the military strategies and tactics used by the Mongols,
drawing heavily on primary sources including The Secret History of the Mongols. It explains how Mongol
warfare was innovative and effective, contributing to their rapid expansion. The text also explores the
cultural and social factors that influenced Mongol military success.

4. In Search of Genghis Khan by Tim Cope
Combining a travelogue with historical narrative, this book retraces the journey of Genghis Khan across
Mongolia and Central Asia. It offers perspectives on the historical context of The Secret History of the
Mongols alongside contemporary Mongolian culture. Cope’s firsthand experience enriches the
understanding of Mongol heritage and legacy.

5. The Rise and Fall of the Mongol Empire by Morris Rossabi
Rossabi’s scholarly work traces the origins, peak, and decline of the Mongol Empire, incorporating
translations and interpretations of The Secret History of the Mongols. The book provides a balanced view of
Mongol governance, culture, and interaction with other civilizations. It is essential reading for those
interested in the broader historical impact of the Mongols.

6. The Empire of the Steppes: A History of Central Asia by René Grousset
While covering a vast timeline, this classic history includes detailed sections on the Mongol period, heavily
informed by The Secret History of the Mongols. Grousset’s work situates the Mongol rise within the wider
context of Central Asian history and nomadic empires. The book is valued for its thorough research and
narrative style.

7. Genghis Khan: His Conquests, His Empire, His Legacy by Frank McLynn
McLynn offers a vivid biography of Genghis Khan, integrating stories from The Secret History of the
Mongols with other historical sources. The book explores the man behind the legend and the complex
nature of his rule. It also examines how his empire influenced subsequent world history.

8. The Secret History of the Mongols: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the Thirteenth Century translated by
Igor de Rachewiltz
This authoritative translation presents the full text of the original chronicle, accompanied by extensive
notes and commentary. De Rachewiltz’s work is invaluable for scholars and readers interested in the
authentic voice of the Mongols themselves. The book sheds light on Mongol culture, leadership, and
worldview.

9. The Mongols and the West: 1221-1410 by Peter Jackson
Jackson’s study examines the interactions between the Mongol Empire and Western Europe, with
references to The Secret History of the Mongols to understand Mongol perspectives. The book covers
diplomatic, military, and cultural exchanges during the height of Mongol expansion. It offers insight into
the global significance of the Mongol Empire’s secret history.
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