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gers shared their knowledge about which avenues to avoid 
at certain times of day and how to follow service roads 
alongside a crowded highway. Boston has a rich tradition of 
traffic congestion. In those years, it still had many uncon-
trolled intersections where traffic from several roads simply 
converged at entrances to highways, bridges and tunnels. I 
listened to my fare’s advice and learned how to find a little-
known crossing of the same river or a rarely used entrance to 
the same highway.

I read Steps Toward An Ecology of the Mind by Gregory 
Bateson while waiting for fares in front of the Filene’s De-
partment Store. From Bateson I learned about cybernetics, 
feedback loops and the biological definition of information: 
a difference that makes a difference. The city was made 
up of different kinds of roads, different kinds of intersec-
tions, different kinds of neighborhoods. The Boston traffic 
network was my first experience of systems theory. On the 
street, this was not an abstraction. The network itself was 
the subject. It was a complex, multi-dimensional man-
machine interface. The machine was the combination of 
the car which varied from day to day, sometimes with poor 
brakes, leaking windows, and a hole in the floor; the roads 
with potholes, blind intersections, turning lanes, and 
double-parked cars; the traffic that depending on the time 
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of day, a baseball game at Fenway Park, and the ever-chang-
ing weather. The state of the network was set in motion 
when someone tapped on my window or opened my door to 
announce where I was going next. 

By the time I turned in my last cab I had learned a small 
but fundamental lesson. I had learned how to find my way 
around a complex network. I had learned how to observe 
and internalize patterns, how to build overviews and routes 
in my head from previous experience. Six months later, I 
returned to Boston and lived there for another decade. By 
the time I left, my mind was a rich database of routes from 
one part of the network to another. I could anticipate traffic 
patterns when a Harvard football game and freezing rain 
at five o’clock in November meant to avoid Route 2 and 
Storrow Drive when driving from Arlington to Watertown. 
I could tell the cab driver how to get me from Medford to 
Logan Airport at six o’clock on Friday without getting stuck 
in traffic by navigating the back roads of Chelsea. 

The day I left to take a job at a computer research insti-
tute at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, I was 
very upset. I remember thinking: all this special knowledge 
gone to waste! My brain was full of information I would 
never use again. 

It was another decade before I realized that nothing had 
been wasted. I came to understand that I had learned way-
finding and navigation systems.  My experience listening to 
my passengers taught me humility and empathy. The people 
moving through the network were the most important 
source of knowledge. Getting lost taught me that I could un-
derstand a system I didn’t know by using it. Understanding 
was a matter of seeing the patterns in the information. See-
ing the patterns requires a fresh and open mind, listening 
to the users and examining the data. In 1995, Richard Saul 
Wurman asked Krzysztof Lenk for a contribution to his new 
book. Kris and I had been collaborating for five years at that 
point, creating overview diagrams. It was our way of sim-
plifying information, drawing our clients away from their 
fixation on the microcosm of specific features and ban-
ners and buttons, to make them see the larger system. We 
wanted them to see where all the electronic neighborhoods 
connect and the user passes from one district to another 
accomplishing a task. Wurman called his book Informa-
tion Architects. It was at that point that I understood. I had 
received my training in information architecture driving a 
taxi in Boston.
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The Central Question:  
the introduction to 
Misunderstanding Mongolia

The year of Our Lord 2006 is the 800th anniversary of the 
founding of the Mongolian State. At a political convocation 
on a grassy steppe in 1206, following years of warfare be-
tween various tribes and clans, a man known as Temujin was 
elected as leader of the people. He was elected in much the 
same way rulers had been elected by their peers in many so-
cial contexts. At the time, this event went unreported to the 
world outside of steppe nomad culture. If we believe various 
sources recorded at a later date and interpreted by genera-
tions of men literate in any of dozens of languages, Temujin 
was given that day the title of Chinggis Qan. That name 
made its way into English through the French as Genghis 
Khan. Khan is more or less equivalent to king, but what the 
Genghis means is a the kind of question scholars like to write 
articles about. Perhaps it was meant to express the concept 
that he was now ruler of all the people surrounded by the 
ocean which itself surrounds the world in which men live. 
In 1206 the people who elected Temujin were the population 
of a human culture that lived outside the boundaries of the 
sedentary world. In three human generations this culture 
– led by this man, his sons and his grandsons – conquered 
the world as far west as the Pacific Ocean, as far east as the 
Mediterranean Sea, as far north as the Siberian forests, as 
far south as the Indus River. 

The central question on everybody’s minds when they 
get far enough into studying the appearance of Mongolia 
in history is “how did the Mongols do that?” How did this 
tribe, this band of people, this group of nomads living from 
the milk, meat and skins of their herds of animals, sheltered 
only by felt tents, this illiterate society with no organized re-
ligion, no innovative technology, no natural source of wealth 
– how did these people conquer a vast territory that included 
the urban, literate, technologically innovative, religiously 
and philosophically sophisticated cultures we like to call 
human civilization?

These events are not a figment of our modern imagi-
nation. They did not take place so long ago, in a world far 
removed from our own modern world. Contemporary 
accounts survive in many written languages: Chinese, 
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Tanghut, Tibetan, Mongolian, Arabic, Persian, Armenian, 
Russian, French, Syriac, and Latin. Scientific archeology 
and scholarly enquiry, much of it due to the intervention of 
Western cultures into Asia, and continuing with decades 
of Asian inquiry and self-examination, continues to amass 
new evidence and generate interpretation. 

We can understand how an invading people can take 
over, how the Spanish conquered Mexico, how the British 
took over India. How the Mongols managed to take over 
China and Korea, the Middle East up to the borders of Syria 
and Egypt, and what is today known as Russia, this is not 
an easy question to answer.  I do not propose to even try. 
Perhaps the more constructive question, the one we should 
really ask ourselves today is why it is so difficult to under-
stand?

I would propose that the main reason is that the Mon-
gols are identified with the stereotype of the Barbarians. 
Barbarians in the Mediterranean tradition are, tautological-
ly speaking, invaders without culture who destroy civiliza-
tion. In the modern world, civilization destroys less sophis-
ticated, less advanced cultures.

Let’s begin with a thought experiment. Imagine North 
America in the 1800s. Imagine for the sake of this experi-
ment two fictions: that infectious disease had not decimated 
the native population and that they have a social tradition 
that spans their tribal groups, that unites them across their 
clan boundaries when the motivation arises. Hundreds of 
different human groups, tribes, clans, bands, living ways 
they have lived for thousands of years, hunting, gathering, 
growing and harvesting plants. Add a third fiction: imagine 
the horse had not been re-introduced from Iberia only two 
hundred years before but had survived the Ice Age and co-
evolved with these people since the Pleistocene. 

Try to see these imaginary People. At their frontiers, 
along their margins, are another culture, the Euro-Ameri-
cans – literate, agrarian and urban, masters of the machines 
of the young Industrial Revolution. These other people have 
settled the coastal plain and the river valleys, moving into 
the territory of The People for hundred of years. Perhaps 
one of these Euro-American group – let’s pick the Mormons 
– needs a military ally to support them in their struggle 
against the other Euro-American groups. They join with the 
largest native band – let’s pick the Apache who have been 
fighting a war with the Spanish spanning ten generations 
– arm them and fight along side them to secure their new 
territory, call it the Great Basin. After winning these battles, 
the native band begins to grow – their success breeds new 
wealth which breeds more success. They use this advantage 
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to cross the Rocky Mountains, defeat the band to the east 
and absorb them into a larger union of tribes. 

Word of the change of power spreads across the Great 
Plains and Prairie. More tribes join the union. A great army 
moves east across the Prairie and attacks the small cities of 
Kansas City and Saint Louis. Crossing the Mississippi, the 
army continues along the south shores of the Great Lakes 
and lays siege to Chicago and Detroit. Each settlement is told 
to surrender or be destroyed. The captives with useful skills 
– engineers, blacksmiths, masons, carpenters – are pressed 
into service, while the rest of the population is captured. 
The men without useful skills are slaughtered. The women 
and children are adopted and distributed among clans as 
servants. A few are left to fend for themselves, cut off from 
contact and supplies from the East. The armies reach the 
Atlantic Coast and lay siege to Boston, New York, Philadel-
phia. The government of the United States surrenders and 
the small city of Washington is abandoned. Those who can 
flee take their ships across the Atlantic or head for South 
America. The Leader with his army withdraws to the West, 
well armed, heavy with material wealth, swollen with new 
technology and units of Euro-American soldiers, captured 
officials pressed into service who now work for The Tribe. 
The sons of the Leader now plan their next move. An army is 
prepared for an invasion of Mexico.

This all sounds quite backwards. Americans all know 
the story told in the other direction. Literate culture is inevi-
tably stronger than the illiterate. Technological sophistica-
tion is always superior to the primitive. Civilized cultures 
are always better organized than Barbarians. But a study of 
the Mongols teaches us that these modern beliefs did not 
apply. The illiterate became literate when they felt the need. 
The technologically unsophisticated absorbed and adapted 
technology much faster than their civilized adversaries. 
And the Barbarians, who from a distance seemed to have no 
sense of order and always fought among themselves, formed 
their army into decimal units of ten, hundreds, thousands, 
and ten thousands, solved logistic challenges to move men 
and materials over thousands of miles, and ultimately built 
a mobile communication network of riders that spanned 
Eurasia.

The planet today is filled with cultures that are based 
on their selective memory of where they came from, defin-
ing the homeland that are rightfully theirs. The sprawling 
Russian Federation, Ukraine and Belarus, Serbia, Croatia, 
Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia, the polyglot European 
Union, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Afghanistan, Turkistan, 
Krygistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Iraq, Syria, Turkey, 
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North and South Korea, Japan, Vietnam, the archipelago of 
Indonesia, the Han majority and national minorities of the 
People’s Republic of China, Pakistan and the billion citizens 
of India, the Kingdom of Jordan and the tiny State of Israel 
– all of them exist today on a history intertwined with the 
military, political and cultural exploits of the Mongols.

In many of these parts of the world, the Mongol armies 
are remembered as a destructive force that appeared from 
the east or from the north and destroyed the world. The 
Mongolian Peace that redistributed the cultural wealth of 
Eurasia is buried in multi-cultural denial. But there is one 
place on earth where Genghis Khan is remembered as a great 
hero and founder of a nation.
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A Review: The Secret History of the 
Mongols by Igor de Rachewiltz

The Secret History of the Mongols, 
A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the 
Thirteenth Century, translated 
with a historical and philological 
commentary by Igor de Rachewiltz, 
Brill’s Inner Asian Library, Volume 7/1-
2, Leiden: Brill, 2004,  
(hardcover, 2 volumes, 1347 pages)  
ISBN 90 04 13159 0

The Secret History of the Mongols up to  
the Twentieth Century

Sometime during the first half of the thirteenth century, a 
book was written, in a language known today as Mongolian. 
It told the life story of the man known as Temüjin who was 
given the title of Chingis Khan.  He came from the steppe 
tribes who lived at the source of broad, shallow rivers, two 
of which flow to the northeast, joining the Amur flowing 
into the Pacific while the third flows north into Lake Baikal. 
The region is located in the northern provinces of a political 
state known as Outer Mongolia at the turn of the twentieth 
century, then as the Mongolian People’s Republic, and today 
as Mongolia.  During the seven decades of Temüjin’s life, he 
and his allies organized the tribes of the region into a single 
military force, whose leaders, members of his immedi-
ate family and clan, became the Il-Khan rulers of Islamic 
Persia (Iran) and Iraq, lords of the Tartar rulers of Russia and 
Ukraine, emperors of the Yüan Dynasty in China, and the 
khans of Mongolia.

This written book was the property of the ruling fam-
ily and was never duplicated in a public form.  Two books 
written during the period of the Mongol Empire hint at its 
existence by making reference to its stories. Both books, The 
History of the World Conqueror by Ata-Malik Juvaini and 
Collection of Histories by Rashid al-Din, written by Persians 
who served in the Mongol administration, contain detailed 
accounts of the origins and lives of the first generations of 
Mongol rulers. For centuries these Persian books were cop-
ied in the Islamic courts from Turkey to India.

The Ming regained political and military control of 
China in the late fourteenth century. Following Chinese 
tradition, they wrote the history of the previous dynasty. 
They also created materials to train Chinese officials in 
Mongolian. Mongolian and Chinese are unrelated languages, 
with completely different writing systems, grammar, and 
little common vocabulary. A copy of the book about Chingis 
Khan, presumably in the Uighur script which the Mon-
gols adopted to write their language, remained in Chinese 
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hands after the transition of power. Scholars at the College 
of Literature created a copy of the book, written in Chinese, 
which consisted of three parallel texts: Chinese characters 
transcribing the sounds of Mongolian, a Chinese transla-
tion of each word or phrase, and a Chinese summary of each 
passage. The Chinese copy was given the title Yüan pi-shih 
meaning “The History of the Yüan (Mongol) Dynasty”. The 
same group of scholars produced a Mongolian-Chinese 
language training manual.  In the first decade of the fifteenth 
century, both the Chinese copy and the training manual 
were copied once again into a larger encyclopedia. The title 
of the book was changed to Yüan ch’ao pi-shih, meaning 
“The Secret History of the Yüan Dynasty”.  This copy sur-
vived in both manuscript and printed editions held privately 
by Chinese scholars and in the Imperial Library. 

From the fifteenth until the late nineteenth Century, 
knowledge of the book was limited to Chinese intellectual 
circles, where it was a curiosity that attracted a few devoted 
scholars, perhaps akin to the rare Aztec codices that sur-
vived in Spain. Essays by William Hung (“The Transmis-
sion…” 1951, see p. 9 below) and Francis Woodman Cleaves 
(“The Secret History…” Introduction, 1982 [1956], quoted 
below) give us a glimpse of how and when the book was read 
and copied by historians and book collectors during the 
Qing Dynasty. In each case, the Chinese scholar notes that 
the book contains information not found in the official Yüan 
history which should be of interest to historians. Cleaves 
translated a typical remark by Ch’ien Ta-hsin, written in the 
eighteenth century:

Yüan T’ai-tsu [Chingis Khan] was the creator of an 
empire, yet the account of his deeds in the Yüan History 
is very careless and contradictory. Only the narrative 
in the Secret History seems to come closer to the truth, 
yet its language is vulgar and uncouth, not having had 
the benefit of polishing by a literary person. Hence, 
those who know [of] it[s existence are] few. It is very 
regrettable! 
[Cleaves, Introduction, p. xxxiv]

The language of the book was not literary by Chinese stan-
dards. Indeed many of the events and actions described were 
outside the boundaries of Chinese taste. Here is an example 
from the English translation by Igor de Rachewiltz which 
illustrates just how “vulgar and uncouth” the text can be.  
Chingis Khan (Temüjin) has arrested his younger brother, 
Qasar, on suspicion of plotting to seize power. Their mother, 
a woman now in her 60s, rides into the camp in a horse-
drawn cart to confront her eldest son, soon to be remem-
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bered by posterity as the Conqueror of the World:
The mother was furious. As soon as she got there and 
dismounted from the cart, she herself untied and loos-
ened Qasar’s sleeves, the opening of which had been 
tied up, and gave back to Qasar his hat and belt. The 
mother was so angered that she was unable to con-
tain her fury. She sat cross-legged, took out both her 
breasts, laid them over her knees and said, ‘Have you 
seen them? They are the breasts that suckled you, and 
these are the ones who, rushing out of my womb,
	 Have snapped at their own afterbirth,
	 Have cut their own birth cord.
What has Qasar done? Temüjin used to drain this one 
breast of mine. Qači’un and Otčigin [younger siblings] 
between them did not drain a single breast. As for Qa-
sar, he completely drained both my breasts and brought 
me comfort until my bosom relaxed.’
[de Rachewiltz, p. 169]

This kind of physical detail was quite alien to Chinese taste. 
But the intimacy of the scene (we are there) and the direct-
ness of the speech (the mother is speaking directly to her 
sons) is fundamental to the style of the book.

There is evidence that portions of the book were incor-
porated in other books known and circulated in Mongolian 
during this period, but unknown in Chinese intellectual cir-
cles. Eventually, international political and social dynamics 
– Chinese, Japanese, Russian, and European – brought the 
book to the attention of a non-Chinese audience. 

The Re-Discovery
In the first decade of the twentieth century, explorers, ar-
cheologists and linguists from Russia, British India, France, 
Germany, and Japan were active in China and the border 
region known at the time as Russian Turkistan, Chinese 
Turkistan, and Outer Mongolia. They were motivated by a 
mixture of nationalistic competition, scientific discovery, 
military intelligence, and religious mission. Both scholars 
and Christian missionaries were studying the native lan-
guages of the “minority” groups living on the borders of the 
British-Russian-Chinese Empires. The region, accessible 
along its margins thanks to new railroads, was being ex-
plored and mapped to prepare for possible military confron-
tations. British, French, German and Russian archeologists 
were excavating sites that had been ignored for centuries. 
Inscriptions and fragments of writing in known and previ-
ously unknown languages were found among the paintings, 
sculptures, cloth fragments and daily objects being packed 
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and shipped to London, Paris, Berlin and St. Petersburg for 
further examination in national libraries and museums.

The sites being excavated pre-dated the Mongolian 
Empire, and the book about the life of Chingis Khan was 
not among the buried treasures found. It was to be found 
in libraries and private collections of the Chinese capital, 
Beijing. In 1872 a member of the Russian religious mission, 
Archimandrite Palladii (Palladius), found a copy. He was the 
author of the first Chinese-Russian dictionary, but he knew 
no Mongolian. So he translated the Chinese summary into 
Russian, and this text was published by A.M. Pozdneev in 
1880 in Russia. In the hundred-plus years that followed this 
first opening, The Secret History of the Mongols was “known” 
in the West, but there were seven factors that kept the book 
largely unknown to all but a few scholars: 

1. To translate the book into a modern European language, 
the translator must know both Chinese and Mongolian. 
Knowledge of Mongolian alone is not sufficient, as there is 
no surviving copy of the “original” Mongolian book in the 
Uighur script.

2. The Mongolian to be translated is Old Mongolian, a ver-
nacular language of the thirteenth century. The book itself 
is the key to that language, as The Secret History is the single 
large work that survives in Old Mongolian. 

3. The Chinese translation and summary does not include 
all the words in the book. Individual words and many place 
names are obscure. Knowledge of the Altaic family of 
languages related to Mongolian is the key to understanding 
these words. 

4. The form of the Chinese copy is not clear. The scribes and 
printers divided the book into numbered paragraphs and 
volumes which appear more related to the physical form of a 
Chinese book than to the text itself. It appears to have been 
altered from its original form but there is no explanation of 
how, why or when these alterations were made. The Secret 
History ends with sections describing events during the 
reign of Ögödei, Chingis Khan’s son and first successor, and 
these sections may or may not have been part of the original 
book.

5. Many of the contemporary sources that could be used to 
explain or verify obscure passages are in Persian, a language 
that is unrelated to Chinese or Mongolian. Very few scholars 
are familiar with all three languages.
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6. The Secret History does not fit clearly into any larger 
body of literature since it is neither epic poetry, nor folk-
lore, nor fiction. Some passages  are obviously alliterative 
poetry, intended to be recited, but most of the text seems 
to be narrative prose. While it tells the story of a national 
hero, it does not have the form of the medieval European 
heroic epics such as La Chanson de Roland or Cantar del 
Mio Cid. There are no similar works with which it can be 
easily compared. Later examples of Mongolian literature, 
re-discovered only in the last century, are separated from 
it by hundreds of years and major changes in cosmology 
and style.

7. The Secret History is not entirely a work of history, as 
that term is defined by contemporary Persian and Chinese 
histories or later European works. The description of 
people and events outside of Mongolia is vague and inac-
curate and it contains many details about military events 
that took place in China and Persia that are contradicted 
by sources from other historical traditions. 

All this being the case, very few scholars could translate 
The Secret History.  Such a scholar must be an expert in 
Old Mongolian and Yüan Chinese, with a linguist’s un-
derstanding of the former to evaluate etymologies of ob-
scure terms. Until translations of the major contemporary 
works recently appeared in English and Russian, a reading 
knowledge of Persian was required. Comprehensive and 
critical knowledge of the history of the period is essential, 
but because of the perceived historical inaccuracies it 
contains, Western historians have shown as much disin-
terest in the book as earlier Chinese scholars. Literary is-
sues were not a factor, as a field of study of any larger body 
of Mongolian literature and culture outside of Mongolia, 
separate from Mongolian linguistics, did not exist.

Academics who study Mongolian language, history 
and culture are called Mongolists. During the period of 
the Soviet Union, they could be divided into two groups: 
firstly, academics inside the former Communist states 
of Eastern Europe, USSR, China and Mongolia itself and 
secondly a group of Western academics in the US, Europe, 
and Japan, who had little or no access to Mongolia itself 
or to sources within their region of study.  This division 
was reality, but it was also porous. Interactions between 
the German, Soviet, Chinese, and Japanese states during 
World War II caused a migration of important scholars to 
the West. Russians who collaborated with the German in-
vasion of the Ukraine and Kazakhstan, and Mongols dis-
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placed by Stalin’s ethnic policies came to the United States. 
During the same period, the Japanese supported an ill-fated 
nationalist movement among Mongols inside China. When 
the People’s Republic of China was created in 1949, Mongols 
involved in this movement fled first to Taiwan and later to 
Europe and the US.  In the Mongolian Autonomous Region 
(Inner Mongolia), the cult of Chingis Khan was carefully 
controlled by the Chinese government. At the same time, the 
negative image of Chingis Khan in Soviet ideology played 
an important role in suppressing the work of a generation of 
academics in the Mongolian People’s Republic. 

The Secret History of the Mongols in English
By the 1930s, The Secret History of the Mongols had become 
the focus of scholarly translations in German, French, and 
English. A printed edition of the Chinese copy was produced 
by The Commercial Press in Beijing in 1933. It was generally 
considered to be a linguistic task of enormous proportions to 
translate this book. Old Mongolian had to be reconstructed 
from the Chinese text and then decoded by scientific lin-
guistic techniques. The first European scholars involved 
were Erich Haenisch, whose work was published in German 
(in 1941 during World War II), and the French Sinologist 
Paul Pelliot, whose incomplete translation was published 
in French after his death in 1948.  At the same time, Father 
Antoine Mostaert, a Belgian Catholic missionary in Chinese 
Mongolia, and Francis Woodman Cleaves, an American 
who later became a professor of Chinese and Mongolian 
language at Harvard, were working on the text. Cleaves had 
studied with Pelliot in Paris before going to Beijing, where 
he met Mostaert. The Belgian priest had become an expert 
in Mongolian language as part of his missionary role in In-
ner Mongolia. Returning to Harvard after the war, Cleaves 
corresponded with Mostaert and both men devoted much of 
their lives to publications about Old Mongolian inscriptions 
and texts. Mostaert wrote and published commentaries and 
partial translations of The Secret History in French while 
Cleaves prepared an English translation of the text from 
Old Mongolian. That translation was complete in the early 
1950s, set in type by 1956, but not published in book form. 
The Cleaves translation, copies of which had been circulat-
ing in the 1950s, was described as Volume I, with the second 
volume to be his commentary. This second volume, which 
would have completed the project, did not exist when the 
translation was completed. 

In the early 1970s, Igor de Rachewiltz began to publish 
an English translation and commentary in serial form in 
an Australian journal, Papers on Far Eastern History. De 
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Rachewiltz was a linguist and teacher at the Australian Na-
tional University who was fluent in both Old Mongolian and 
Yüan Chinese.  Meanwhile, complete scholarly translations 
of The Secret History of the Mongols appeared in Russian, 
Hungarian, Japanese, Polish, Modern Mongolian and Mod-
ern Chinese.

FW Cleaves and P Kahn
In 1978, I happened to read the Ronald Latham translation of 
The Travels of Marco Polo in a Penguin paperback. Reading 
this well-known story of the Italian who served the court of 
Kublai Khan reminded me of two things: 

1) People used to call me “Kubla” in school 
2) I didn’t really know anything about the Mongols. 

I was an American with a degree in English Literature and 
no reading knowledge of any other language, working as a 
catalog editor at Harvard University. I began to read books 
about the Mongolian Empire to be found at the Weidner 
Library including H. Desmond Martin’s The Rise of Chingis 
Khan and his Conquest of North China, which contained 
quotations from The Secret History of the Mongols. This 
and other books indicated that the quotations were from an 
English translation by Francis Woodman Cleaves, published 
by Harvard University Press. but this was not listed in the 
library catalog, still in the form of file cards in boxes. I went 
to the Harvard Yenching Institute, at that time the home of 
both the university’s East Asian Library and the department 
of East Asian Languages and Literature. I asked the secretary 
where I might find a copy of the book. She said, “Why don’t 
you ask Professor Cleaves?” and pointed to an office at the 
end of the hallway. I knocked on the door, introduced myself 
to Cleaves, and asked about the book. Cleaves reached into 
a leather briefcase beside his chair and handed me a set of 
photocopied pages held together with a clip. We agreed that 
I would make a photocopy for myself and return this one in a 
few days.

Making another photocopy took much less time than the 
earlier Chinese transmissions, when a bibliophile would find 
a book in a friend’s library and arrange for a manuscript copy 
to be made for his own collection.  Cleaves had given me  a 
photocopy of page proofs for the book (Volume I, Transla-
tion) which was the source of the quotations found in other 
books published since the 1950s.  I was struck by the curious 
style Cleaves had chosen for his translation. Each sentence 
was an almost literal rendering of the Mongolian grammar 
and connective phrases that were implied but not stated in 
the Mongolian were inserted in brackets. The English vo-
cabulary was intentionally archaic, as Cleaves explained in 
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his Introduction, modeled directly on the vocabulary of the 
King James Bible. A typical line reads:

Because [in serving the women] they also poured [the 
content of] one pitcher beginning at Ebegei, the “little 
mother” of Sača Beki, both Qorijin Qatun and Qu’urči 
Qatun saying, [each unto herself,] “How pour they, not 
beginning at me, but beginning at Ebergei?,” smote the 
cook Šiki’ür.
[Cleaves, pp. 60-61]

The resulting translation was very difficult to read. How-
ever, the story was not difficult to follow, and a number of 
narrative features reminded me of texts I had been reading 
and working with for several years. The poetry I read, edited, 
and wrote myself were all strongly influenced by folklore and 
oral traditions. Before taking the job at Harvard, I had been 
managing editor of Alcheringa:ethnopoetics, a journal de-
voted to translation of oral literature. One Alcheringa editor 
was Dennis Tedlock, an American anthropologist who had 
created pioneering translations of Zuni oral narratives in the 
form of dramatic poetry rather then conventional prose. The 
other editor was Jerome Rothenberg, an American poet and 
anthologist who had written free translations of many texts 
he could not read in the original language, which he called 
“workings”.

Cleaves was very careful to mark the repetition of for-
mulas and descriptive passages in the text, a style found in 
most oral traditions. While his translation had no detailed 
commentary, it had ample footnotes which often explained 
un-translated terms or concepts. About one third of the text 
was translated as verse, a feature established by earlier Eu-
ropean translators, but not visible in the Chinese summary.  
I began to re-write the story of a battle scene, and then a 
larger section. I chose an American vocabulary and a narra-
tive verse form. The parts of the text which were identified 
as verse by Cleaves and others worked well in this format. 
I broke the non-verse passages into lines that reflected the 
rhythm of the narrative. I decided that it would be easier to 
read, on the page and aloud, if the difference between verse 
and non-verse in the original was ignored. It was an unsci-
entific liberty to take with a text that I could not read in the 
original. I was “translating” a text for the readers of Ameri-
can English. I made heavy use of several other books as I 
methodically wrote a new book from Cleaves’ translation. 
Conqueror of the World, a biography of Chingis Khan by René 
Grousset, a French historian who used Pelliot’s translation 
as his source, had been translated into English. Grousset 
provided many detailed descriptions of the landscape in 
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which the action takes place. John Andrew Boyle, a British 
professor of Persian Studies, had translated Juvaini’s History 
of the World Conqueror, and this and other works by Boyle 
provided an Islamic context for the events. I found Igor de 
Rachewiltz’s translation and commentaries in the Western 
language periodicals collections of the Harvard Yenching 
Library. Both this translation, which was much easier to 
read, and the commentaries, which provided far more infor-
mation than Cleaves’ footnotes, were a valuable source for 
untangling obscure passages.

My book was finished in 1980. I had shown sections to 
Cleaves, who offered no objections or corrections. When 
a publisher was found, I showed the completed book to 
Cleaves along with the publisher’s letter asking for per-
mission to describe the book as an adaptation based on his 
translation. Cleaves responded to the request by stating 
that the publication of my book was impossible until his 
own book was published. There were several reasons why 
Cleaves’ translation remained un-published in 1980. It was 
well known that many English-speaking scholars in the 
small world of Mongolian studies had a negative opinion of 
the style and strategy Cleaves had taken, so publication was 
expected to create negative reviews in the scholarly journals. 
The fact that Cleaves had not yet written the promised sec-
ond volume of commentary would be more apparent when 
Volume One was published. 

But both of these reasons may have been secondary to 
a conflict of a personal and scholarly nature, which dated 
from 1951. In that year, William Hung, a Chinese scholar and 
professor of Chinese Language and Literature at Harvard, 
published his essay, “The Transmission of the book known 
as The Secret History of the Mongols” in the Harvard Jour-
nal of Asiatic Studies. This article described in meticulous 
detail the history of the Chinese copy book in which the text 
of The Secret History had been preserved. In addition to 
establishing where, when and by whom each of the Chinese 
copies was made, Hung presented his conclusion concerning 
the controversial question of when the original Mongolian 
book had been written. Dates in the book are recorded using 
the twelve-year animal cycle. Hung concluded that the Year 
of the Rat mentioned at the end of the book corresponded to 
1268 A.D.  The Introduction to Cleaves’ translation makes 
extensive use of Hung’s scholarship, quoting and citing 
his work in dozens of places, but on the question of dating 
the book Cleaves did not agree. This difference of opinion 
became a major factor in his decision to keep his translation 
unpublished. In Cleaves’ own words:

It was my dear friend and [Chinese characters for 
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“teacher”], William Hung, who was responsible for 
what happened. … Because William had written a 
paper, as you know, on The Secret History, he forbad 
me to publish in my “Introduction” anything that was 
contrary to his conclusions. 
[quoted from a letter from Cleaves to Igor de Rachewil-
tz, 7 March 1992, de Rachewiltz, Introduction, p. cv, 
fn. 312]

The final paragraph of Cleaves’ Introduction starts to deal 
with this issue, and then abruptly stops:

It is hardly an exaggeration to state that, since the time 
when the Archimandrite Palladiĭ expressed his views on 
the dating of the Mongolian text of The Secret History, 
although the problem has been considered by a number 
of scholars, it does not seem that any substantial 
progress has been made in the matter of its solution. 
While there has been a tendency to date the text later 
and later, with the result that the suggested dates of 
its composition now range from the years 1228 to 1264, 
the grounds for later dating have become increasingly 
hypothetical.
[Cleaves, Introduction, p. lxv]

Yet, in the final paragraph of Cleaves’ translation, he inserts 
his own conclusion: 

[We] finished writing at the moment when the Great 
Assembly was assembled and [when], in the year of the 
rat [1228], in the moon of the dam, the palaces were 
pitched at Dolo’an Boldaγ of Köde’e Aral of the Kelüren, 
between both Šilgin Čeg and … 
[Cleaves, p. 228]

To use an American colloquial idiom, Cleaves was between a 
rock and a hard place. He was damned if he did and damned 
if he didn’t. 

In 1980, William Hung died at the age of 87. The combi-
nation of Hung’s death, my request to publish my own ver-
sion, and the insistence by friends that Cleaves publish his 
translation before my book appeared, convinced Cleaves to 
allow the book to be printed. The Secret History of the Mon-
gols, For the First Time Done into English out of the Original 
Tongue and Provided with an Exegetical Commentary, Volume 
I (Translation)  by Francis Woodman Cleaves was published 
by Harvard University Press in 1982. The book was published 
in a small edition and went out of print. The anticipated 
negative reviews appeared. Now in his 70s, Cleaves retired 
to his farm in New Hampshire but when his student and 
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successor at Harvard, Joseph Fletcher, died, he returned part 
time to teach Mongolian. Francis Cleaves died in 1995, at the 
age of 84, without completing his volume of commentary.

The Secret History of the Mongols, the Origin of Chingis 
Khan, an adaptation by Paul Kahn appeared two years later 
from North Point Press. The book was published in an inex-
pensive format and went through a first and second printing 
before the publisher went out of business. A second edition 
of the book was published by Cheng & Tsui in 1998, with the 
help of one of Cleaves’ former students.

FW Cleaves and I de Rachewiltz
From the time of its first appearance, the translation of and 
commentary about The Secret History of the Mongols by 
Igor de Rachewiltz has been the most extensive scholarly 
work in English concerning the subject. However, it would 
remain unpublished in book form for two decades. Cleaves 
and de Rachewiltz maintained a polite and respectful dis-
tance during Cleaves’ lifetime. Cleaves was in New England 
and did not attend international conferences. De Rachewiltz 
worked in Canberra, Australia. In fact, the two men did not 
disagree on the most substantial issues concerning the text, 
and de Rachewiltz states (in letters quoted in his Introduc-
tion) that he found Cleaves’ linguistic scholarship, an issue 
that was never seriously questioned, extremely valuable. In 
the Preface,  de Rachewiltz states that he began his transla-
tion in 1968, at the urging of several prominent Mongolists 
who felt that Cleaves’ translation, whatever its merits or 
failures, was not likely to be published. By the time Cleaves’ 
book appeared in 1982, de Rachewiltz’ work was largely 
completed. The translation and commentary were published 
between 1971 and 1985 and it was immediately obvious that 
this was the most comprehensive work ever. At the same 
time, published in serial form in a relatively obscure journal, 
it was among the most unavailable. 

That issue of availability is now resolved. The Secret 
History of the Mongols, A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the 
Thirteenth Century, translated with a historical and philo-
logical commentary, by Igor de Rachewiltz has finally been 
published by Brill in The Netherlands in this first decade of 
the twenty-first century. The translation fills 218 pages. The 
Preface, Introduction, Commentaries, Appendices, Bibliog-
raphy and Index occupy another 1,200 pages. The format is 
hardly a popular edition – two large volumes of 1,400 pages 
costing over $200 – but that format is entirely appropri-
ate for its intended audience: libraries and specialists in the 
field. The Introduction states that the translation in the book 
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does not differ from the original journal publications. Igor 
de Rachewiltz’ style is clear and largely transparent, as is 
already apparent from the passage quoted above. This next is 
another good example, one of a series of praise songs Chingis 
Khan offers to members of his inner group shortly after his 
election. Here he is praising Boroqul, one of four men ad-
opted as a child by his mother:

On the bare ground she found you,
In other people’s camps.
She placed you close to her legs,
She treated you as her own sons
And brought you up with care;
She stretched your necks
And made you into adults;
She stretched your shoulders
And made you into men.
She surely brought you up in order to make you the 
companions of her sons. Who knows how many favours 
and services you have returned to my mother for the 
favour of having brought you up!
[de Rachewiltz, pp. 145-146]

In passages like this one, the rhythm of both the language 
and the thought unite, without recourse to footnotes. We 
understand the details of a nomadic culture – she placed 
you close to her legs, she stretched your necks – in which the 
metaphorical raising of animal (horses, cattle, sheep, cam-
els) and human companions are intertwined.

At the same time, the vocabulary de Rachewiltz chooses 
is clearly constrained by his responsibility as a linguist and 
the legacy of the earlier English translations. In an earlier 
praise sequence for another commander, Chingis Khan 
describes how his warriors manifest his will through their 
actions:

— when I sent you off, directing you to the place I had in 
mind,
When I said, “Reach there!”,
You crushed the stones to be there;
When I said, “Attack!”,
You split up the rocks,
You shattered the shining stones,
You cleft the deep waters.
[de Rachewiltz, p. 142]

Rocks and shining stones do not seem to carry the grandeur 
and contrast that the passage calls for. In the phrase “cleft 
the deep waters” we have an echo of the archaisms that so 
plague the Cleaves translation. It is difficult to tell whether 
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we should hear this phrase as grand or simply old fashioned.
It is clear that de Rachewiltz waited another twenty 

years to publish his book in order to revise his major work, 
the Commentary. By sheer weight as well as erudition, it 
is a tour de force. Even as the first sections were appear-
ing in the Papers on Far Eastern History, one could see that 
the Commentary was growing as the translator progressed 
through the book. By the time of its first completion in 
1985, the number of scholarly articles on related subjects 
had grown enormously, and continued to increase in the 
1990s as the isolation of scholarship and political prohibi-
tions against the subject inside the former Communist 
countries dissolved. The Secret History of the Mongols has 
been discussed extensively (reading west to east) in Eng-
lish, French, German, Polish, Russian, Hungarian, Bulgar-
ian, Turkish, Mongolian, Kazakh, Buriat, Oirat, Kalmuck, 
Korean, Chinese, and Japanese, and translated in some of 
these languages not once but several times. De Rachewiltz 
has read all the translations, along with the related scholar-
ship (he apologizes for not reading Korean). The resulting 
Commentary is even-handed and encyclopedic. His method 
is to explain his choice of words, seriously consider all sides 
to every question, offer his opinion and, in some cases, draw 
a conclusion. The scene in which Chingis Khan (Temüjin) 
separates his camp from his current ally, Jamuqa, is a good 
illustration of de Rachewiltz’ method. As the passage be-
gins, the two leaders are moving with their camps:

Temüjin and Jamuqa went together in front of the 
carts, and as they proceeded Jamuqa said, ‘Sworn 
friend, sworn friend Temüjin,
Let us camp near the mountain:
There will be enough shelter
For our horse-herders!
Let us camp near the river:
There will be enough food
For our shepherds and lamb-herds!’
Temüjin could not understand these words of Jamuqa 
and remained silent. Falling behind, he waited for the 
carts in the middle of the moving camp – for it was a 
moving camp – then Temüjin said to Mother Hö’elün, 
‘Sworn friend Jamuqa said,
“Let us camp near the mountain:
There will be enough shelter
For our horse-herders!
Let us camp near the river:
There will be enough food
For our shepherds and lamb-herds!”
I couldn’t understand these words of his, so I did not 
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give him any answer  and decided to come and ask you, 
mother.’
Before Mother Hö’elün could utter a sound, Lady Börte 
said, ‘Sworn friend Jamuqa, so they say, grows easily 
tired of his friends. Now the time has come when he 
has grown tired of us. The words which sworn friend 
Jamuqa has spoken just now are, therefore, words al-
luding to us. Let us not pitch camp, but while we are 
on the move, let us separate completely from him and 
move further on, traveling at night!’ This, then is what 
she said.
[de Rachewiltz, pp. 45-46]

Lady Börte, Temüjin’s first wife and mother of the sons who 
would inherit the empire, states her interpretation, and the 
camp, along with the story, moves on. 

This passage, one of the most important in the nar-
rative, is a good test of the Commentary. How is this 
piece of verse with its parallel structure, which the 
narrative’s main character does not understand, to be 
explained? And why do the characters react the way 
they do? De Rachewiltz devotes three pages of com-
mentary to this. He begins with a linguistic justifica-
tion for his choice of the word shelter in the first couplet 
of the mysterious statement, for which he cites seven 
different sources. Then he provides similar treat-
ment for several other individual words, because “[t]
his is important to understand Jamuqa’s apparently 
cryptic utterances…”  He follows this with a reference 
to another cryptic utterance by another important 
character earlier in the narrative. Thus far, he has done 
what a linguistic scholar is meant to do, accumulating 
references meaningful to other linguistic scholars, and 
pointing out textual parallels.  From there he moves on 
to interpretation:
It is clear that Jamuqa is offering Temüjin a choice: 
either to pitch camp on the wooded mountainside, 
where the horse-herders would be better off since they 
would be able to build themselves shelters with bark 
and twigs, or to pitch camp along the river, where the 
shepherds would find better grazing for their animals. 
On the face of it, Jamuqa’s question is anything but an 
idle one; on the contrary, it must have been dictated by 
a practical exigency. What may have puzzled Temüjin 
and made him suspect an ulterior motive, was the way 
Jamuqa put the question and the fact that he left the 
choice to him, ostensibly the junior partner. It was, 
however, Börte who, with her sudden intervention 
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(she did not even give Hö’elün the chance to express 
her opinion), fanned Temüjin’s suspicions and was 
actually responsible for his decision to abandon his 
partner.
[de Rachewiltz, p.441]

We can hear de Rachewiltz actually speaking here, with all 
the typographic emphasis (the italics and underlining are all 
his) added to help us hear his voice. He continues summariz-
ing an argument made by Owen Lattimore, ending with the 
appropriate citation. Then his voice returns:

But one should not overlook, viz. the ‘riddle’ element 
in Jamuqa’s question (note that in the SH account the 
words are in alliterative poetry!), a riddle that Temüjin 
admits he ‘couldn’t understand’. Börte’s words, too, 
indicate that she could not understand the meaning of 
the words, but she believed they concealed a scheme 
against Temüjin, hence her reaction. If neither Temüjin 
nor his wife could understand Jamuqa’s poetic riddle, 
what hope have we, who are so far removed from the 
culture, to understand what was the real meaning of 
those words?
	 I am of the opinion that the story of Jamuqa’s 
cryptic utterances and Börte’s interference is nothing 
but the post eventum, ‘official’ justification for what 
was, in effect, Temüjin’s callous betrayal of his sworn 
friend and ally. He used this technique throughout his 
career, as amply shown by the SH, and we need not 
be deceived by poetic riddles. The separation from 
Jamuqa was no doubt due to Temüjin’s ambition to 
gain supremacy – as a leader in his own right – over 
the subtribes and clans that owed allegiance to the 
Mongol (=Mongqol) tribe, as subsequent events will 
show. However, it seems that the actual rupture of the 
friendly relations between the two andas [the word 
translated above as ‘sworn friend’] was somehow 
engineered by Temüjin’s senior relatives Altan and 
Qučar, who were at the time in Jamuqa’s camp (see § 
127). The exact circumstance (and backstage machi-
nations) which culminated in the break-up will never 
be known and we can only make a guess on the basis 
of the available source material, much of which is 
tendentious. This paragraph has caused a good deal of 
controversy among ideologically motivated scholars 
and different interpretations have been put forth (some 
of them patently spurious) which have further coloured 
– and clouded – the issue.
[de Rachewiltz, pp. 441-442]
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In conclusion to this, he adds over a dozen citations to 
arguments made by other writers. We can see here several 
aspects of de Rachewiltz’ technique. He is thorough in the 
technical explanation of his choice of words in the transla-
tion. He is aware of the literary features of the book, which 
includes quotations of sayings and formulas considered 
ancient at the time the book was written. He can recognize 
a riddle when he sees one, perhaps influenced by, but not 
citing, various Anglo-Saxon and Icelandic examples. He will 
readily admit his lack of understanding of a culture which 
exists, after all, only in the text, albeit a text that he knows 
as well as any man. He does not pretend to be a medieval 
Mongol. He has no sympathy for what he considers to be 
“ideological” interpretations, a reference to various ortho-
dox Marxist interpretations of the characters’ motivations 
and actions.

And finally, he has his own opinion, which is found 
in direct statement rather than citation. We can read his 
translation with or without agreeing to be “deceived by a 
poetic riddle”. De Rachewiltz is careful to show that his 
choice of words is based on the language of the text and not 
on his interpretation. Then by reading the Commentary we 
can certainly see where the translator stands on the issue. 
His opinion, that the story is told thus to justify later actions 
between Temüjin and various tribal factions, suggests some-
thing fundamental about the book we are reading – that it 
was carefully written for a purpose. Whether or not we share  
his belief that Temüjin’s subsequent actions can be de-
scribed as the “callous betrayal of his sworn friend and ally”, 
we have to consider that the writer was calculating the effect 
his story would have on its audience. To accept this, we need 
to believe that someone wrote the book with a specific audi-
ence in mind.

The Three (Plus Two) Big Questions and Answers
The three questions that previous scholars and translators 
have sought to answer are: where was the book written, 
when was it written, and who wrote it. Each has provoked 
serious controversy. In the Introduction, de Rachewiltz 
summarizes the various arguments that have been put for-
ward and then states his opinion or conclusion:

where: de Rachewiltz identifies the place named at the 
end of the text as a specific location in the current Xentii 
Aimag (Khentey province) in the northern part of present 
Mongolia. 

when: de Rachewiltz agrees with Cleaves and several 
other scholars that the date of composition was the Year of 
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the Rat in 1228, one year after Chingis Khan’s death. 
However, the last few sections describe events that 

took place up to a decade after this date, during the reign of 
Ögödei. By choosing 1228, de Rachewiltz agrees with other 
scholars that these last sections were added to the book at a 
later date.

who is a different question. The location and date of 
composition are stated in the final paragraph, but there is 
no statement in the book that directly identifies the au-
thor. Here the arguments are speculative and deductive. De 
Rachewiltz eliminates several historical figures that others 
have favored. He names Šigi Qutuqu, another adopted son 
in Chingis Khan’s immediate family, based on a summary of 
arguments by a broad range of previous scholars. This also 
agrees with statements made by Cleaves. But this he quali-
fies as an opinion, “for want of any solid and convincing 
evidence, we can only make an educated guess in the matter, 
without absolutely ruling out certain of the other personages 
discussed above.” [de Rachewiltz, p. xl]

Speculation on the who question leads to the equally 
speculative, but perhaps more significant question of why 
the book was written at all. From the point of view of a lin-
guist, this question does not have to be answered. The text 
exists to be studied as a record of the language, and that lan-
guage is the same, regardless of the author’s intention. But if 
we are to understand what the book meant to the author and 
his intended audience, we need some concept of why it was 
written. This leads to the question of genre: is The Secret 
History of the Mongols to be considered literature, history or 
a group of tales compiled by a committee? This is a crucial 
question because, as already stated, the book has been ne-
glected in the field of World Literature largely because it has 
no obvious context, being in an obscure language with no 
literary precedent or successor.  

Clearly, de Rachewiltz thinks the book is coherent and 
survives today in the form in which it was originally writ-
ten. He provides a strong answer to both the why and genre 
questions in his Introduction, and reinforces his conclusions 
throughout his Commentary. As stated in his subtitle, he 
considers it an epic chronicle. In the Introduction, he sum-
marizes various previous arguments on the subject and then 
states his own conclusion:

Summing up we can safely state, I think, that the Secret 
History is, indeed, an epic chronicle rather than an 
heroic epic, aimed at recording not only the deeds and 
pronouncements of Chinggis Qan, but also those of his 
faithful companions in a language and style that reflect 
the attitudes and values of contemporary Mongols. It 
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is at the same time a glorification of the conqueror’s 
clan for the sake of posterity, especially of his immedi-
ate successors, and the mere fact that it was put down 
in writing so soon after his death (in the form which it 
still largely retains) indicates, in my view, that it was 
also meant to serve as a guide and instruction, not just 
as a plain record or entertainment. 
[de Rachewiltz, Introduction, p.lxix]

His conclusion is unequivocal and complex. The book is 
history, serving as a record of actual people and events. It is 
epic in scope, joining the story of a man, his contemporaries 
and the diverse nations they united, which nations were the 
nomadic cultures, not the sedentary Chinese and Islamic 
cultures they fought against. The members of its intended 
audience were the families who would carry on the cultural 
transformation for centuries. With this in mind, we can 
better understand why it is a book worth reading, in any 
language. Its uniqueness enables us to hear the voice of a 
culture that contemporary accounts could barely hear, and 
that later historians would largely ignore. 

While every linguistic puzzle has not been solved, one 
hopes that de Rachewiltz’s book can now free The Secret His-
tory from a century of linguistic study and reveal it to a gen-
eral audience. The book is a unique self-description of forces 
that created a thirteenth century Eurasia where cultural, 
religious, artistic and commercial influences mixed from 
the shores of China and Korea to Iran, Iraq and across Russia 
into Poland and the shores of Adriatic Europe. It could be 
argued, though not yet by tenured faculty, that the succes-
sor states of forces set in motion were the very cultures – 
Manchu China, Czarist Russia, Imperial Japan, the Otto-
man states and the European Colonial Empires – that faced 
each other around the unmapped void of Central Asia in 
the beginning of the twentieth century, just when the book 
was re-discovered. Perhaps twenty-first century readers, a 
new audience living in a new world, can learn something by 
listening to this voice.

Note concerning names
I have tried to use the spelling of place names and persons 
used by de Rachewiltz and Cleaves, within the limits of the 
character sets at my disposal. Along with my own habit of 
using Pinyin for Chinese names, this produces a mixture 
of transcription systems. When not directly quoting either 
author, I have used Chingis Khan rather than Chinggis Qan, 
the spelling favored by de Rachewiltz, simply out of personal 
preference.
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Introduction to “The Secret History 
of the Mongols”

 Origins of the “Secret History”
Sometime during the first half of the thirteenth century an 
extraordinary literary event took place. The life story of the 
man who came to be known as Genghis Khan was written 
down in the language he would have spoken.  Born with the 
name Temujin, he had come from a culture that thrived on 
the steppe to the north of China, to the east of the Christian 
and Islamic worlds. During the seven decades of Temujin’s 
life, he and his descendents organized the steppe peoples of 
this region into a single military force whose leaders were 
to become the Khans of Central Asia, the Ilkhanid rulers of 
what we know today as the Middle East, the Golden Horde 
of Russia and the Ukraine, and the emperors of the Yuan 
Dynasty in China.

This literary event was the first text to be composed in 
the Mongolian language. Its composition marked the transi-
tion from oral to written tradition in a bio-geographical 
region where human culture had thrived without written 
literature for thousands of years. The peoples of north and 
central Asia had been in continuous contact with literate 
cultures, and several preceding cultures in the same biore-
gion, notably the Uyghur Turks, had developed their own 
forms of writing. But the impetus for this manuscript was 
not merely contact with other writing systems; the new 
element was the motivation, perhaps even the necessity to 
record recent events in their own language in a written form. 

The story told in the book is extraordinary because of its 
immediacy. In Homer’s Iliad, the legends of Alexander the 
Great, or the Sagas of Icelanders, the adventures of cultural 
heros are recorded centuries after the events themselves oc-
curred. But in this case, the stories seem to have been writ-
ten down within a few decades, and by an author familiar 
with the events. Details of steppe life are rendered with inti-
mate detail, and men and women directly express their feel-
ings and thoughts. The way of telling the story is shaped by 
frequent use of parallelism and repetition, both well known 
techniques of oral storytelling. Events occur in groups of 
three. Characters justify their actions by repeating entire 
passages found earlier in the text. Attributes of characters 

Genghis Khan and the Mongol Empire, 
edited by Honeychurch, Fitzhugh 
and Rossabi, Genghis Khan Exhibits, 
2009, pp. 117-123



186
Paul Kahn | Collected Essays

are described in pairs, for example, Börte’s introduction as 
“a girl whose face filled with light, / whose eyes filled with 
fire” (Kahn p.15), itself an inversion of an earlier description 
of Temujin himself. Formulas used to describe a character 
are frequently repeated with slight variation each time the 
character appears. By capturing the form of oral literature in 
writing, the story from 800 years ago speaks to us directly.

Evidence suggests that this book was the property of the 
Mongol ruling family and was never intended to be viewed 
outside the inner court. Two Iranian histories, written 
during the Mongol Empire period, hint at the book’s exis-
tence by making reference to its stories. The History of the 
World Conqueror by Ata-Malik Juvaini and A Compendium 
of Chronicles by Rashid al-Din were available in Mongol 
Iran and later copied in Islamic courts from Turkey to India, 
transmitting detailed accounts of the origins and lives of the 
first generations of Mongol rulers. But no copy of the Mongol 
source from which these Iranian books quote survived in the 
Islamic world.

In the late fourteenth century the Han Chinese regained 
political and military control over their own land and forced 
the Mongol ruling class back to their homeland in the north. 
A copy of the Mongolian book about Genghis Khan, presum-
ably written in the script adapted from the Uyghur alphabet, 
remained in Chinese libraries after the transition of power. 
Following Chinese tradition, scholars of the newly estab-
lished Ming dynasty compiled the Yuanshi, the history of 
the previous dynasty drawn primarily from Chinese sources. 
Because Mongolian and Chinese are unrelated languages, 
with completely different writing systems and grammar, as 
well as little common vocabulary, scholars from the College 
of Literature created training materials in the Mongolian 
language for Chinese diplomats. One of the texts they chose 
was what we know today as The Secret History (de Rachewil-
tz, p.xliv-xlv).  The copy they created was written in Chinese 
characters and incorporated three parallel texts: Chinese 
characters transcribing the sounds of Mongolian words, a 
Chinese translation of each word or phrase, and a Chinese 
summary of each passage. The result was quite similar to the 
way anthropologists from the Bureau of American Ethnog-
raphy produced transcripts of Native American tales in the 
early twentieth century—transcribing the sounds of the 
language, literally translating individual words, and then 
writing a summary of the meaning. 

The Chinese copy of the book was given the title Yuan 
bishi meaning “The History of the Yüan (Mongol) Dynasty.” 
The text was divided into 282 sections, arranged in 12 chap-
ters. This organization seems to have more to do with the 
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way the book was copied in Chinese than any divisions in the 
original text. The scribes and printers divided the book into 
numbered paragraphs and chapters. The same scholars from 
the College of Literature incorporated this into a Mongolian-
Chinese language training manual.  In the first decade of the 
fifteenth century, both the Chinese copy and the training 
manual were copied once again into a larger encyclopedia. 
This copy survived in both manuscript and printed editions 
held privately by Chinese scholars and in the Imperial Li-
brary. The title of the book was changed to Yuanchao bi shih, 
meaning “The Secret History of the Yüan Dynasty.” The 
title was later reinterpreted by Western translators as “The 
Secret History of the Mongols.”  

From the fifteenth until the late nineteenth century, 
knowledge of the book was limited to Chinese intellectual 
circles, perhaps akin to the way rare Aztec codices are known 
only in the libraries of Spain. Its existence was a curiosity 
that attracted a few devoted readers. Chinese scholars who 
owned the book note repeatedly that it contained informa-
tion that should be of interest to historians and is not to be 
found in the official history, the Yuanshi. Francis Woodman 
Cleaves translated a typical remark by the eighteenth cen-
tury scholar, Qian Daxin:

Yüan T’ai-tsu [Genghis Khan] was the creator of an 
empire, yet the account of his deeds in the Yuan History 
is very careless and contradictory. Only the narrative 
in the Secret History seems to come closer to the truth, 
yet its language is vulgar and uncouth, not having had 
the benefit of polishing by a literary person. Hence, 
those who know [of] it[s existence are] few. It is very 
regrettable! 
[Cleaves 1982 [1956], p. xxxiv]

As Qian notes, a factor that contributed to the book’s ob-
scurity was that many of the events and actions it described 
were outside the boundaries of Chinese taste. The following 
passage illustrates aspects of the text that the Chinese char-
acterized as “vulgar and uncouth.” Höelün, mother of Geng-
his Khan and a woman in her sixties, rides into the camp in a 
cart drawn by a white camel to confront her eldest son, who 
has arrested his younger brother, Khasar, on suspicion of 
plotting to seize power.

Höelün rode into the camp furious,

lept from her cart,

and the mother herself unbound Khasar’s sleeves,

the sleeves Genghis Khan had just tied;

the mother herself returned Khasar his hat and his belt,

the hat and the belt Genghis Khan had just taken.
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Unable to control the anger she felt,

Höelün sat down before Genghis,

crossing her legs beneath her,

brought out her two breasts from under her coat,

lay them on her two knees, and cried:

“Do you know these breasts?

These are the breasts you sucked from!

These are the source of your life,

and like the mother of the wolf

I ate the afterbirth,

I cut the navel cord for you both.

What could Khasar have done to deserve this?

Temüjin could empty one of my breasts with his drinking,

and Alchidai and Odchigin together couldn’t even empty one.

But Khasar could drink all the milk from both breasts.

He eased my pains and brought me rest.

(Kahn, p. XX)

This kind of physical detail was as natural to Mongolian 
sensibilities as it was alien to Chinese taste. The intimacy 
of the scene (we are there) and the directness of the speech 
(the mother is speaking directly to her sons) are fundamen-
tal to the style of the book. The implied inner strength of a 
child who could empty one or both of a mother’s breasts is 
particularly Mongolian.

The entire language of the story is an expression of 
Mongolian experience and thought. Images of predatory 
animals (wolves, panthers) and birds (eagles, falcons) are 
used to describe human actions, mothers are shown caring 
for their children as they care for sheep and horses, husbands 
and wives share each other’s resources, and blood or spiritu-
al brothers defend each other’s lives. We learn that each man 
and woman has the obligation to defend the ruler of his/her 
tribe or clan. Betraying that ruler is an anti-social act pun-
ishable by death, and many examples are given to prove this 
point. But this loyalty is both absolute and transitory. Once 
a battle is over, each person is free to change allegiance. The 
defeat of one group by another certainly resulted in the death 
of some of the enemy, but victory is also portrayed as a form 
of redistribution, the absorption of one group by another. 
Former enemies who pledge allegiance to the victor after a 
proper fight are rewarded. Enemies who do not recognize 
redistribution, who flee and continue to resist, are dealt with 
ruthlessly. A woman’s loyalty, whether given in marriage by 
her parents or taken through abduction or warfare, is also 
to the victor. The quality of the people rather than the way 
in which a marriage begins determines the bond of loyalty 
between husband and wife.
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The Portrait of Genghis Khan
The young Temujin, who becomes the mature military leader 
Genghis Khan, is the main focus of the book. He is portrayed 
as a human character with strengths and weaknesses. While 
many incidents in his early life suggest that he is protected 
or favored by spiritual forces, he is never portrayed as having 
supernatural powers. His strengths are stamina, determina-
tion, and shrewdness. He repeatedly demonstrates that he 
knows when to run, when to attack, when to make peace, and 
how to manipulate alliances to his own advantage. 

His appearance and his actions clearly inspire devotion. 
The text includes many stories about the men who chose 
to join him. These men come from all the strata of steppe 
culture, wealthy and poor, princes and foundlings, close kin 
and unrelated tribes. A common factor is that all the major 
characters are people of the steppe, horse nomads who live 
off their herds and the hunt. The assumption that any band 
of people benefits from having a strong leader is presented as 
a self-evident truth, introduced as a prologue in the tales of 
Mongol ancestors. 

The story demonstrates how Genghis Khan, his first 
wife Börte and his loyal retainers embody and extend these 
principles of Mongol culture. Their actions bring peace and 
stability to a culture that seemed to thrive on and suffer from 
constant conflict driven by cycles of revenge. We see how 
Genghis Khan ends conflict by absorbing and redistributing 
the tribes into a Mongol nation, organized through comple-
mentary forms of hunting and military discipline, to be fed 
by constant expansion of territory, trade, and the rewards 
of conquest. In this peaceful world, all the spoils of hunting 
and warfare belong to the leader, who justly redistributes the 
wealth among his people.

The story teaches us that Genghis Khan is a great ruler 
because he inspires his followers, he listens to good counsel, 
and he keeps his promises.  He is always ready to face the 
next challenge to his leadership role, he acts decisively, and 
finally he succeeds. The fact that he is favored by Heaven is 
self-evident. It is both the cause and the result of his success 
as a leader and definer of a nation described as “these fields 
of tangled grasses.”

The Rediscovery 
Today we know that some of the old Mongolian sources 
found in The Secret History of the Mongols were incorpo-
rated in later Mongolian texts, but these works were not read 
in Chinese intellectual circles and were unknown in Europe. 
International political and social dynamics at the start of the 
twentieth century finally brought the book to the attention 
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of a Chinese and non-Chinese audience. 
As the twentieth century began, explorers, archaeolo-

gists, linguists, and religious missionaries from Russia, 
British India, France, Germany, and Japan were active 
in China and the border regions then known as Russian 
Turkistan, Chinese Turkistan, and Outer Mongolia. All 
were motivated by a mixture of nationalistic competition, 
scientific discovery, military intelligence, and religious 
mission. Both secular scholars and Christian missionar-
ies were studying the native languages of the non-Chinese 
groups living on the borders of the British-Russian-Chinese 
Empires. The region, newly accessible along its margins 
by railroad, was being explored and mapped to prepare for 
possible military confrontations. British, French, Ger-
man, American and Russian archaeologists and explorers 
were excavating sites that had been ignored for centuries. 
Inscriptions and fragments of writing in known and previ-
ously unknown languages were found among the paintings, 
sculptures, cloth fragments, and objects of daily life. Hun-
dreds of crates were being packed and shipped to London, 
Paris, Berlin, and St. Petersburg for further examination in 
national libraries and museums.

Most of these archaeological sites predated the Mon-
golian Empire, and the book about the life of Genghis Khan 
was not among the treasures found buried in the sand. The 
book was in libraries and private collections of the Chinese 
capital, Beijing. In 1866 Archimandrite Palladiĭ (Palladius), 
a member of the Russian religious mission, became the first 
non-Chinese to find a copy. Palladiĭ could read Chinese but 
not Mongolian, so he translated the book’s Chinese summa-
ry into Russian. As a result of his work, the first European 
edition of the book was a Russian translation based on the 
Chinese summary of Chapter 1, published in St. Petersburg 
by A.M. Pozdneev in 1880. From that moment on, The Secret 
History of the Mongols was “injected into the bloodstream of 
Western scholarship,” (Cleaves, p. xix). However, it re-
mained obscure until a full Chinese version was published 
in 1933 followed by the first translations into European 
languages in the 1940s.

Once the Chinese text was available, several factors 
kept the book from being read by all but a few specialists. 
To translate the book into a modern language, the trans-
lator must know both Chinese and Mongolian. The Old 
Mongolian to be translated is a vernacular language of the 
thirteenth century, related but not identical to contem-
porary Mongolian. The Secret History itself is the key to 
that language, being the single large work from that period 
that survives. The task is further complicated because the 
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scholars at the College of Literature left in place but did not 
translate words and place-names they did not understand. 
To understand these words, a translator must also possess 
knowledge of the Altaic family of languages related to Mon-
golian. Many of the fourteenth century sources that could 
be used to explain or verify obscure passages are in Iranian, 
a language that is unrelated to Chinese or Mongolian. Most 
of these sources remained untranslated into European lan-
guages until recently.

In addition to the language challenges, the book was 
difficult to place in the context of any literary or histori-
cal tradition. Being in a language spoken by a few million 
people, with no literary precedent or successor, The Secret 
History does not fit clearly into any larger body of litera-
ture. It is not an epic poem, a work of fiction, or a cycle of 
tales. Some passages are alliterative poetry, intended to be 
recited, but much of the text seems to be narrative prose. 
While its subject is the life of a nation-builder, it does not 
resemble medieval romances such as La Chanson de Roland 
or Cantar del Mio Cid, both considered precursors to later 
European literature. 

If it’s place as literature has been unclear, its place as 
history has also been suspect. The Secret History does not 
fit the definition of history as that term is used by our own 
Greek-Roman-European tradition, nor by the standards of 
the Chinese or Islamic worlds. The description of people 
and events inside and outside of Mongolia contain many 
chronological details that are contradicted by Iranian or 
Chinese sources, leading many historians to question its 
value. Sections such as those describing the reign of Ögödei, 
Genghis Khan’s son and first successor, were probably not 
part of the original. The text we have appears to have been 
altered or added to during the Yuan period, but there is no 
clear evidence as to why or when these alterations were 
made. 

A printed edition of the Chinese copy was produced 
by The Commercial Press in Shanghai in 1933. Within a 
decade, The Secret History of the Mongols had become the 
focus of scholarly translations in German, French, and Eng-
lish. The first European scholars who dedicated themselves 
to the task were Erich Haenisch, whose work was published 
in German in 1948, and the French Sinologist Paul Pel-
liot, whose incomplete translation was published in French 
after his death in the same year. Father Antoine Mostaert, a 
Belgian Catholic missionary in Inner Mongolia, and Francis 
Woodman Cleaves, an American who later became a profes-
sor of Chinese and Mongolian language at Harvard Univer-
sity, began similar work. The Cleaves English translation 
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(1982), copies of which had been circulating since the 1950s, 
is the primary source for my adaptation, The Secret History 
of the Mongols: The Origin of Chingis Khan (1984 [1998]), 
quoted in this chapter and throughout this volume. 

One recent English translation deserves special men-
tion. Igor de Rachewiltz prepared a fine translation accom-
panied by a historical and philological commentary and 
devoted four decades to compiling a commentary on each 
passage. The result (2004) is perhaps the most complete 
scholarly work on the subject in any language, a veritable 
encyclopedia of the field. His introduction summarizes the 
various arguments put forward regarding when The Secret 
History was written and by whom.

De Rachewiltz agrees with Cleaves and several other 
scholars that the date of composition was the Year of the Rat 
in 1228, one year after Genghis Khan’s death. 

By choosing 1228, de Rachewiltz agrees with other 
scholars that the last few sections, which describe events 
during the reign of Ögödei, were added to the text at a later 
date. To consider these passages about Ögödei later addi-
tions does not make them less interesting, but does give us a 
better sense of the shape of the original text, which ends at 
Genghis Khan’s death and contains no account of his funeral 
or the events that followed.

The location and date of composition are stated in the 
final paragraph of the text as it was found, but there is no 
statement in the book that directly identifies the author. 
Therefore, any identification of the author is speculative and 
deductive. De Rachewiltz chooses Shigi Khutukhu as the 
author, a foundling adopted from the Tatar tribe into Geng-
his Khan’s immediate family, described in the book as chief 
judge and record keeper. De Rachewiltz’s decision is based 
on a summary of arguments by a broad range of previous 
scholars, including Cleaves.

Speculation on who composed the book leads to the 
equally speculative, but perhaps more significant, ques-
tion of why the book was written at all. To understand what 
the book meant to the author and his intended audience, we 
need some concept of motivation. Is The Secret History of 
the Mongols to be considered literary composition, a work of 
history, or a group of tales compiled by a committee?  Why 
does some of the chronology not agree with Iranian and Chi-
nese sources? Paul Ratchnevsky in his biography of Genghis 
Khan concludes, “The chronology of the Secret History is 
unreliable because the author considers the individual epi-
sodes of his epic to be more important than either their in-
terrelation or correct chronological order.” (1983 [1991] p.61) 
To understand what the author did consider important, we 
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must recognize that the book was written for posterity not 
as a chronology but as a cultural instruction to generations 
who would inherit a new political state. Its essential value 
was didactic, to transmit in a dramatic form the information 
it contains. 

The characters of the book explain their motivations 
very carefully each time they act. An attack today is always 
justified by a previous transgression or just cause for re-
venge. The consistent focus on how to act toward members 
of one’s family, clan, and tribe; the details of just punish-
ments and rewards; and the many acknowledgments of and 
invocations for the protection the Eternal Blue Sky—the 
Mongol deity—all are meant to teach future generations 
crucial cultural values. It is significant that people of the 
steppe, having accomplished an unprecedented cultural, 
military, and material transformation, chose to record these 
lessons in a literary form.

De Rachewiltz draws a similar conclusion, calling The 
Secret History

… an heroic epic, aimed at recording not only the 
deeds and pronouncements of Chinggis Qan [Geng-
his Khan], but also those of his faithful companions 
in a language and style that reflect the attitudes and 
values of contemporary Mongols. It is at the same time 
a glorification of the conqueror’s clan for the sake of 
posterity, especially of his immediate successors, and 
the mere fact that it was put down in writing so soon 
after his death (in the form which it still largely retains) 
indicates, in my view, that it was also meant to serve 
as a guide and instruction, not just as a plain record or 
entertainment. 
[de Rachewiltz 2004, p.lxix]

In Mongolia today, the life and accomplishments of Genghis 
Khan are well known and freely celebrated in books, music, 
drama, and the plastic arts. Increasingly this is also true 
throughout the world. In each case, The Secret History of 
the Mongols is the primary source. In her catalog of trans-
lations of the The Secret History of the Mongols, Sarant-
satsral (2006) lists nearly every major, and many minor, 
European and Asian language including English, French, 
Spanish, German, Russian, Hungarian, Polish, Japanese, 
Modern Mongolian, and Modern Chinese. More than forty 
translations have appeared since 1990. As the twenty-first 
century begins, nearly everyone on the planet can read the 
book that was once the private property of the descendants 
of Genghis Khan.

The version we read today is a record, albeit a selective 
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one, of actual people and events. It is epic in scope, join-
ing the story of a man, his contemporaries, and the diverse 
nomadic nations they united. It is weak in its depiction of 
sedentary Chinese, Tangut, and Islamic cultures the Mon-
gols fought because it is not about them. The book’s intended 
audience was the members of those families who carried 
on the cultural transformation that Genghis Khan began. 
With this in mind, we can better understand why it is a book 
worth reading in any language. Its uniqueness enables us to 
hear the voice of a culture barely understood by the people 
that it conquered, a culture that contemporary historians 
can no longer ignore. 
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Driving A Truck Through A Sway 
Among A Swarm

I Was Blown Back, by Norman Fischer

150 pages. Singing Horse Press, 2005. 
paper. $15 US. 0-935162-32-1.

Some of us share a social agreement that poetry is the best 
way to communicate essential things. Poetry is such a 
narrow, low impact form of communication. How can we 
make a few words on a page express our experience of living 
beyond thought in someone else’s mind? How can we look 
out of our self and into the world that we are part of and 
separated from?

It’s the old story told again

Lost in the brush of the sentence

Looking through the bars

At the invincible caged world – 

Norman Fischer has written a marvelous book of poems 
about the experience of thinking the unthinkable. The book 
consists of two parts: ‘I Was Blown Back’, a group of untitled 
short individual verse, and ‘Ask A Difficult Question’, a long 
numbered series of poems. The latter has the subtitle ‘Varia-
tions on Rumi’ each section beginning with a quotation from 
that 13th century Persian poet.

Norman Fischer is a religious man. He is not an English 
professor or creative writing teacher, the two most common 
professions American poets gravitate towards. He is a priest 
in the American lineage of Soto Zen Buddhism and he has 
been actively practicing that profession for thirty years. To 
demystify, since Zen and Buddhism are loaded words, he is a 
meditation teacher and pastoral counselor. He sits, he leads 
groups of people in the practice of ‘just sitting’, he lectures 
and counsels people who are trying to attain religious in-
sight. It is a profession that involves a profound combination 
of isolation and confrontation. The reader can sometimes 
find glimpses of the priest in the poems, a figure whose 
costume is a sign and a metaphor, playing with the robes and 
knots, beads and burning incense sticks.

I put on these robes long ago not for the purpose

Of covering but to uncover

All these knots not for the purpose of

Untangling, which would be the end
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But so as to set aflame, cool,

So that all float down while I watch

And leap and journey

These poems seem to be a result of that daily fluctua-
tion, this practice of focusing the mind without grasping at 
meaning. As a result, while it is not difficult to tell what the 
poems are about, it is difficult to say what Fischer’s poems 
mean. The poems are hard to hold on to. The words go by, 
one line after another, occasionally snapping together into 
couplets or phrases that fall apart again, leaving the reader 
unsure whether the meaning is happening on the page or in 
the reader’s experience of similar words, similar metaphors, 
similar landscapes. The music is soothing and easy to listen 
to. Fischer often demonstrates a mastery of technique, 
building metaphors from jarring opposites and surprising 
juxtapositions, joining lines of words with assonance and 
alliteration, weaving syncopated rhythms.

How hard I work

To open locks for which there seem to be no keys

Stranded here as usual beside the pump

While the social body blunders on in the forced march of its 

deceptions

Toward a lurching just maybe possible dream

That seems to saturate my soul like starch in a shirt

But always comes to nothing when I can’t wake up

Is ‘the pump’ a beating heart or did I make that up? I had 
never thought of religious experience acting on the soul in 
the way I have seen starch cause the limp and wrinkled fab-
ric of a white shirt to temporarily appear stiff and smooth, 
the way we would like a formal shirt to look when we appear 
at a formal occasion. This metaphor blossoms among all the 
variations of ‘s’ sounds, when the metaphorical mind joins 
‘saturate my soul’ and ‘starch in a shirt’ with the grasping 
fingers of analogy. But in these poems nothing is quite like 
anything else for more than a line or two. The most predict-
able and the most astonishing things happen simultaneous-
ly. The poem concludes with an invocation of mechanical 
regularity and cartoon surprise.

Still, planes take off into sky

The way you imagine something that might occur tomorrow

That won’t quit once you start in on it

Nor blow up properly when the fuse is lit

Giving life that razor’s edge quality
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After all, the predictable happens, and so does the un-
predictable.

Most poets write to make meaning, to record some rela-
tionship between feeling and thought in the form of words. 
Fischer writes poetry as a way to search for relationship be-
tween language – memory, passing thoughts, sensory expe-
rience, globs of words that coagulate into associations – and 
its opposite – a space so empty of conceptions, pre- or post-, 
that it might be the place where the world actually exists.

Poetry’s a way not a topos

In which something appears

It’s a sway among a swarm

To be hurled from side to side

Against the language walls

That tunnel subversive

Through what is

As far as it is known

Occasioning a gap in mind

Through which you could theoretically drive a truck

If that passage is a statement of intention, it goes some 
way to explain why Fischer is attracted to formal writing 
projects that literally fill ‘a gap’. His recent book Success 
(Singing Horse Press, 2000) was selected from 28 lines writ-
ten each day for one year, filling the pages of a daybook. The 
long poem sequence that makes up ‘Ask A Difficult Question’ 
consists of lines written to fill the blank space in a book pre-
printed with quotations of a saint from an Islamic tradi-
tion quite distant in time and culture from contemporary 
America. The setting of the poem, the context as it were, is 
the poet’s return to his hometown in northeastern Pennsyl-
vania, one of the places where Polish Jews settled after the 
great migration at the turn of the last century, on the occa-
sion of the death at the age of 52 of a close family member. 
The poem is a meditation on a particular kind of death, the 
death that comes, by social convention, too soon. 

But by describing the poem in this way, I am making it 
into something that it is not, a narrative experience with 
characters, a setting, even a plot. The poem doesn’t work 
like that. It passes in and out of focus, moving from asser-
tion to observation to internal meditation at the turn of a 
line. Every once in a while, such as in this last part of section 
5, I feel I can see what’s going on.

And they believed in the words that reminded them

Said, Pay attention to what has been told

To what has passionately been repeated and sung
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What has been sounded out on trumpets

Pay attention to that

When you come in and when you go out

By your arm and on your head

Do not imagine or construct anything

Because you cannot make anything that is not tainted

By wild desire, it is not new

Running along another road

But remember the story of what’s been repeated

In the comfort of authority

Be bound in that for the goodness it brings

Being a fine person is that

Held in the flaming words

Of how you are, be that

In the town create people to depend on to use

For the going

Of the entanglement of where you are to go

A white piece of cloth

Only knotted that way

Call it a name but do not say the name

Know it but do not think of it as a name

I can see a man, perhaps myself, standing in a syna-
gogue surrounded by family members, repeating prayers 
that exalt God, prayers that existed before they were memo-
rized and, once memorized, now exist deep in the complex 
where thought and feeling arise, “And you shall bind them 
for a sign upon your hand, and they shall be an ornament for 
your head between your eyes.” (Deuteronomy, 6:4-8) I see 
a man standing ‘In the comfort of authority’, describing for 
my benefit an interior dialog of what it feels like to pray the 
way Jews pray. But as soon as I fabricate this picture, I look 
back at the poem and wonder where it came from. Not sim-
ply from the words on the page. Another person might see 
a different picture, or might see nothing. That ‘white piece 
of cloth’, is it a prayer shawl or an image in a Buddhist sutra 
that is not already stored in my brain? Why do we ask, like 
Adam, for everything’s name?

It is a noble gesture to speak about the unspeakable.
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Recent Books by James Koller 

I.

Poets write poems. They write poems for their own reasons: 
to communicate, to record, to remember, to perform in lan-
guage an event that occurs inside a human brain.

People who read poetry often carry poems with them, 
in their brain, perhaps some lines imperfectly caught in the 
ganglia that merges with a time or place in their life. Like 
the lives of saints or the legends of heroes, tales of poets are 
taught to us in a narrative that is means to connect a state 
of grace from somewhere inside a culture, a state we need to 
give meaning to our daily lives. 

In Xanadu did Kublai Khan

A stately pleasure dome decree

*

Who degrades or defiles the living human body is cursed

*

So much depends

upon

a red wheel

barrow

*

My real trouble is

People keep mistaking me

for a human being

*

America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel

*

Qui beaulté ot trop plus qu’humaine,

Mails ou sont les neiges d’antan?

Statement, observation, captured in a few chosen words 
of someone’s language, sometimes a new way to say what is 
already known, sometimes a memory of a language we never 
knew. But someone tried to teach us, someone impressed by 
a song that carried that language into a present. 

The poems are collected into books which eventually 
are published, usually in small editions by small publishers. 
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These books appear as a relationship between the poet, the 
publisher of the poet, and the audience who wants to receive 
the information.

II,
 Snows Gone By, New & Uncollected Poems – 1964-2002

James Koller writes poems and publishes them in small 
books. On two occasions some poems were selected into 
large books, Poems for the Blue Sky (Black Sparrow, 1976) and 
Like It Was (Blackberry, 1999).  The former is a conventional 
selected poem from work produced during a period where 
San Francisco served as gathering place of writers who cre-
ated one of several alternative poetries. The latter includes 
an autobiographical pastiche of memoir, poems, and selec-
tions from a novel. Both books are good selections of writing 
by a poet whose life and work is focused on a natural world of 
familiar things that challenge understanding.

When I received Snows Gone By: New & Uncollected 
Poems – 1964-2002 in the mail, I was happy to see a new col-
lection, some of which I had heard in performance in recent 
years. Koller regularly travels and performs in Europe, a 
part of his work that began during his many collaborations 
with Franco Beltrametti over twenty years ago. Franco was a 
man of many hyphens: Italian-Swiss, poet-painter, writing 
in Italian, English and French. That collaboration opened 
Koller’s work to many places and sounds and brought him to 
swings through Europe. His time in Europe has brought his 
work to a new audience, along with translations of his poems 
into Italian, French, German, Dutch and Swedish.

But Snows Gone By is a more surprising book than any 
other collection of Koller’s writing. As the title states, it 
contains both new and uncollected poems spanning nearly 
four decades. In an introductory note, Koller tells us that the 
“older poems” were all left out of previous books. Left over 
poems? Rejects? Not some lost manuscript found in a shed 
tied up in old newspapers. Not Billy Budd found in a drawer 
when the family decides to sell old furniture. These are re-
jects, words left out of the dozens of small books. “Collected 
here, I realize, the poems together probably give a better 
idea of my total work than any of my other books have – they 
present a life & work that has been what it’s been, with little 
need for consistency.”

Consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, wrote a 
man from Concord Massachusetts. Do I contradict myself, 
asked  a man from Brooklyn. Do I drop the self-correcting 

Snows Gone By, New & Uncollected 
Poems – 1964-2002, Albuquerque, 
NM: La Alameda Press, 2004
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veil and present myself naked before thee in the things left 
out? Walk back through time and tell me what you see.

Bright moon on new snow.

She dreamed of deer. With the dawn

she found their hoof prints.

16 March 1999

for Maggie

*

WE WERE BORN TO FLOWER

And who will taste our honey

before we go to seed?

1993

*

ON MY WAY UP THE COAST, VALNETINE’S DAY

First time, in the dark, I missed

the leg of my pants. You heard me,

pulled the covers over your head.

At dawn, I drank my coffee, watched

a sparrow shiver on the windowsill.

14 Feb 1975

*

must be another way

to the grave this

is a damned strange

road narrow before & back

so narrow I wonder how

I came to get this far

maybe I’ll stay right

here set up a camp

o build myself a fire

in the road right

in the middle save

all this forget the whole
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damned thing why not

have a bite to eat

why not before you go

16 Feb 1964

These poems flow backwards in time, the direction of 
memory. If she dreamed of cell phones in the moonlight, 
what would she see on the ground in the morning? In Koller’s 
world, the things we see while awake or asleep are animate. 
Birds, signs of weather, the season of the trees, the engine of 
a truck, a shotgun, architecture viewed from the highway. 
The people we know, the men and women we love and live 
with are that way, a morning conversation, a voice heard 
through the phone (but not the phone itself), a face brought 
back when waking from a dream. The snow is on the ground 
and in the air, not on the television. 

I remember the motion of the feathers on that sparrow’s 
wings from the moment I typed this poem for publication in 
a mimeograph newsletter. The poem, the image, the thing 
appear as overlays each time a particular bird returns to a 
particular architectural detail outside any window. And that 
road, if you have ever driven it, is very narrow and very dark. 
It must eventually lead to the real grave, not a metaphor for 
death.

François Villon, the surviving voice of Paris in the late 
Fifteenth century, was brought into English by Swinburne 
and other late Victorians more interested in opening than 
controlling the senses. Koller takes his title from Villon’s 
Ballade des Dames du Temps Jadis, a poem on what we might 
call the medieval idea of transitory life and vanity. But 500 
years later, as well as 5,000 years before, life remains transi-
tory. The poem is written by a transitory consciousness 
interacting with a “real world” 

The real world is one I’ve carried within me – 

forty years gone by & the engines still turn

& the wheels they drive still turn & drive me

& carry me through these summer nights

The surprise is how consistently the poems bring us into 
the world of memory, evoking dead friends, sights seen on 
roads across a landscape that has a biological reality but no 
nation, in a society of people who need and want and love 
what they see, all quite naked beneath that dress and those 
jeans.
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III.
Looking For His Horses

Crows Talk To Him

Selected poems have a place in our consumption of anyone’s 
writing. We have faith that someone picked the good ones 
and saved us some time. Anyone who has read the tangle of 
prose and poetry improvisations from which William Carlos 
Williams’ poetry masterpieces Spring and All were ripped, 
or gently lifted, and then a few brilliant sections further sep-
arated for appropriate placement in anthologies and teaching 
collections, would understand the difficulty of looking at the 
raw materials. How are we supposed to know what’s good?

James Koller has also recently published two small 
books. We can call them books because they are separate, 
with covers, and can be held in the hand. But these books 
are short – about twenty pages each – and without a spine, 
so we can call them chapbooks, which once meant works of 
popular literature sold for a few pennies, carried around by 
peddlers or “chapmen”. They are certainly hard to find in 
bookstores, lost on the shelves of the poetry section if they 
ever get there. Both these books provide satisfying examples 
of Koller’s art: narrative poetry so brief that the story seems 
to have gone by as quickly as it is remembered.

Looking For His Horses is a long poem, 10 pages. A man 
is looking for something. His horses are missing, we’ll have 
to assume. The man is riding one through the woods, looking 
at tracks in the snow.

I’ll just keep making a big circle, he thought,

study all the openings. Sooner or later

there will be a sign. He knew the story

would be there, on the ground.

In these woods are characters. A man alone is talking 
to himself, or talking to his characters: The Gray Wolf, his 
friend Smith. His characters talk about dreams and his-
tory: Garibaldi, Temujin, Ibn Khaldun, François Villon. The 
narrator is moving while he’s talking to himself or to his 
characters, trying to gather up what’s been lost.

The man on the horse asked, Who was it

carried the head of his dead friend with him,

guessing that the dead

                                 might have still more to say?

The conversation suggests ideas, evokes the memory of 
lives who have moved in and then out of the action of history 
– what we remember. The man on the horse keeps looking, 

Looking For His Horses, Brunswick, 
ME: Coyote Books, 2003

Crows Talk To Him, Brunswick, ME: 
Coyote Books, 2003
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admiring the sky and “the view from hill to hill, the long 
view.”

Crows Talk To Him is the record of “a twenty day cross-
ing”, a drive across America from east to west and the return 
to the east. It includes some of the fine “new” poems select-
ed for Snows Gone By, but displays them in a context that 
moves at a different pace, across the landscape, through the 
changing weather, rather than back in time. The landscape 
of America appears rather like it does in the films of Jim 
Jarmusch, slow and deliberate, the most common things a 
bit strange. This comparison is not to suggest any form of 
contemporary influence, only to observe that the foreigner 
Jarmusch’s sense of the dull exotic is similar to the native 
Koller’s sense of the familiar alien. There are some charac-
ters and dialog:

The girl asked

why Indians slept in their clothes.

Koschei laughed.

It’s an old cowboy trick.

Mama warned me about cowboys.

There are those moments when the world is something 
sliding by the windshield, wind and weather. Sometimes 
it is just a view out the window, perhaps jotted down on a 
notebook on the empty seat by the driver.

Half Donner Lake

is open, half iced

& covered with snow.

The Truckee runs

under snow.

The birds of the title follow the rider much like the birds 
of the sea follow a sailor. What they say is recorded in the 
way they appear.

Two corbies

in the median.

Betwixt & between.

Hawk with all his feathers

top of a telephone pole.

Back to snow
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on the ground

& big wet flakes.

There is moving. There is observing. There is memory. 
The birds keep crossing the rider’s path. As I read it I won-
der, what is the relationship between the inside and the out-
side? Does the poet see the crows flying out of the rainbow 
because he is moving on the road? He reads the weather like 
a rhyme – if the clouds look like this, the rain will follow. 
Does the continent have a rhythm? Perhaps the world is 
talking to him.

If some peddler drops these books off in your town, pick 
them up and enjoy the conversation and the ride.


