
A Legacy Forged in Time: Famous 
Kurdish Figures in History 
I. Introduction: A Legacy Through Time 
The Kurdish people, an ethnic group indigenous to the Middle East, have historically inhabited 
a mountainous region often referred to as Kurdistan, an area that today encompasses parts of 
Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria . Their long history is marked by a rich tapestry of cultural 
development, the rise and fall of political entities, and the emergence of influential individuals 
who have left indelible marks on both regional and, at times, world history . For many 
centuries, the Kurds have navigated complex geopolitical landscapes, frequently finding 
themselves at the crossroads of major empires, notably the Ottomans and Safavids, whose 
rivalries often played out across Kurdish lands . Despite the absence of a unified, independent 
nation-state for much of their recorded history, Kurdish identity and influence have persisted 
through various manifestations, including the establishment of powerful dynasties, periods of 
significant intellectual flourishing, and the rise of formidable leaders who have impacted not 
only the Kurdish people but also the broader Middle Eastern and Islamic worlds . 
This report aims to provide an expert-level overview of famous Kurdish individuals who have 
shaped history across diverse fields. It will explore their contributions to political and military 
leadership, scholarship, literature, and religious thought. Drawing upon a range of historical 
sources, including those in English, Kurdish, Turkish, Arabic, and Persian, this account seeks to 
offer a comprehensive perspective on their achievements and enduring legacies [User Query, 
13, 15, 17, 19]. 
An enduring theme evident throughout Kurdish history is the persistent assertion of identity, 
cultural expression, and political agency, often in the face of significant external pressures 
and internal divisions. This remarkable resilience has been manifested through the 
establishment of influential dynasties that held sway over considerable territories, the creation 
of profound literary and scholarly works that enriched both Kurdish and broader Islamic 
civilizations, and the emergence of formidable leaders whose actions resonated far beyond 
their immediate spheres. The "famous Kurds" discussed herein are not merely isolated 
individuals but are both products and shapers of this continuous and dynamic historical 
legacy. Their stories collectively illuminate a pattern of deep-rooted cultural and political 
vitality that has allowed Kurdish influence to adapt and persist through various historical 
epochs and imperial dominations, demonstrating a consistent capacity for self-expression 
and governance. 
II. Ancient Roots and Early Dynasties 
A. Echoes of Antiquity: Peoples Linked to Kurdish Ethnogenesis 
The quest to trace the precise ancient origins of any people is fraught with complexity, and 
the Kurds are no exception. While direct, unbroken genealogical lines to specific ancient 
groups are challenging to definitively establish, several ancient peoples who inhabited the 
Zagros-Taurus mountain systems are frequently discussed in relation to Kurdish ethnogenesis, 
contributing to a foundational narrative of deep historical roots in the region. 



Among these are the Carduchoi (Kardouchoi), a fierce, independent tribal people mentioned 
by the Greek historian Xenophon in his Anabasis. In 401 BCE, Xenophon and his "Ten 
Thousand" Greek mercenaries encountered the Carduchoi as they retreated through the 
mountainous terrain north of the Tigris, near modern-day Zākhū in Iraq . Xenophon described 
them as skilled warriors, particularly with bows and slings, who were hostile to both the 
Persian Empire and his own forces, inhabiting well-provisioned villages and fiercely defending 
their territory . Some scholars propose a link between the Carduchoi and the Kurds, while 
others remain skeptical or dispute the direct connection . Later Roman sources refer to this 
region as Gordyene . Historical records note rulers such as Zarbienus, king of Corduene in the 
mid-1st century BCE, who engaged in political maneuvering with Rome, including planning a 
revolt against Tigranes the Great of Armenia. 
The Medes, an ancient Iranian people who established a significant empire in the 7th and 6th 
centuries BCE, are also prominently featured in discussions of Kurdish ancestry . Cyaxares 
(Old Persian: Uvaxštra), who reigned from approximately 625 to 585 BCE, was one of the most 
powerful Median kings. He is credited with reforming the Median army and, in alliance with 
Nabopolassar of Babylon, playing a key role in the overthrow of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The 
connection between the Medes and the Kurds is supported by several factors: geographical 
proximity, as the historical Median territories overlap significantly with areas of Kurdish 
settlement; linguistic affiliations, with Median classified as a Northwestern Iranian language, a 
group to which Kurdish languages also belong; and historical associations found in some 
medieval sources. For instance, certain medieval Armenian texts equate the Kurds with the 
Medes. Furthermore, the rock-cut tomb at Qyzqapan, located in present-day Iraqi Kurdistan 
(Sulaymaniyah Governorate), has been speculatively identified by some scholars, such as Igor 
Diakonoff, as the possible burial site of Cyaxares, and a relief at the tomb is thought by some 
to depict him. 
The persistent association of Kurds with such ancient, resilient mountain peoples as the 
Carduchoi and influential Iranian groups like the Medes, while not always definitively provable 
through direct lineage, underscores a foundational narrative of deep historical roots in the 
Zagros-Taurus mountain systems. This narrative emphasizes enduring characteristics such as 
a spirit of independence, martial prowess, and the maintenance of a distinct identity within a 
strategically vital and often contested region. The historical accounts of both the Carduchoi 
and the Medes depict strong, often autonomous entities inhabiting mountainous, defensible 
areas. Xenophon’s Carduchoi were formidable warriors who successfully harried a large Greek 
army , while Cyaxares’ Medes were capable of overthrowing one of the era's superpowers. 
This historical association, whether strictly genealogical or more broadly cultural and 
geographical, contributes to both a Kurdish self-perception and an external portrayal as an 
ancient people with a long history of resistance and distinctiveness in their homeland. This 
connection to antiquity provides a historical depth that has been important for Kurdish 
identity formation, particularly in the context of modern nationalist narratives, framing later 
Kurdish dynasties and figures not as historical anomalies but as continuations of a 
long-standing presence and agency in the region. 
B. Early Islamic Figures: The Dawn of a New Era 
The advent of Islam in the 7th century CE marked a transformative period for the peoples of 



the Middle East, including the Kurds. Among the earliest figures symbolizing the Kurdish 
connection to the nascent Islamic community is Jaban al-Kurdi, also known as Abu Maymun 
Jaban al-Kurdi. 
Jaban al-Kurdi is recognized in Islamic tradition as a Sahabi, a companion of the Prophet 
Muhammad. This status is highly significant, as it places him among the first generation of 
Muslims who directly interacted with and supported the Prophet. He is considered one of the 
earliest non-Arab converts to Islam and is reported to have traveled to his homeland of 
Kurdistan to preach the new faith, possibly in the 18th year after the Hijra. 
Though detailed biographical information about Jaban al-Kurdi is scarce, his existence and 
status are affirmed in classical Islamic biographical sources. The renowned scholar Ibn Hajar 
al-Asqalani, in his work Al-Isabah fi tamyiz al-Sahaba (Finding the Truth in Judging the 
Companions), records that Jaban narrated ten hadiths (sayings or traditions of the Prophet 
Muhammad). Furthermore, Jaban's son, Maymun al-Kurdi, also known as Abu Basir, is 
recognized as a Tabi'i, a member of the generation that succeeded the Sahaba and learned 
from them. Other important Islamic historical works, such as Ibn al-Athir's Usd al-ghabah fi 
ma'rifat al-Sahabah (The Lions of the Forest in Knowing the Companions) and Abu Nu'aym 
al-Isfahani's Ma`rifat al-Sahâba wa Fadâ'ilihim (Knowledge of the Companions and Their 
Virtues), also mention Jaban al-Kurdi and confirm his status as a companion. 
The figure of Jaban al-Kurdi, despite the limited biographical details available, holds immense 
symbolic value. His recognition as a Kurdish Sahabi serves to integrate the Kurdish people into 
the foundational narrative of Islam from its very inception. This connection predates the later 
Islamic conquests of Kurdish territories and suggests an early, potentially voluntary, 
engagement with the new faith by at least some Kurdish individuals. Companions of the 
Prophet hold a revered status in Islamic tradition, and their actions and narrations are 
considered foundational elements of Islamic jurisprudence and theology. By having a Kurdish 
Sahabi, Kurdish history becomes interwoven with the earliest stratum of Islamic history, 
implying an engagement with Islam not solely as subjects of later conquests but as active 
participants from the beginning. This early integration provides a historical basis for Kurdish 
Muslim identity that is both ancient and authentic within the broader Islamic ummah, 
countering narratives that might marginalize their role in the formative period of Islam. It also 
hints at early lines of communication and travel between the Arabian Peninsula and the 
Kurdish regions. 
C. Prominent Early Kurdish Dynasties and Their Leaders (10th-12th Centuries) 
The period spanning the 10th to 12th centuries CE was a dynamic era in the Middle East, 
characterized by the fragmentation of the Abbasid Caliphate's central authority and the rise 
of numerous regional powers. During this time, several influential Kurdish dynasties emerged, 
carving out autonomous or semi-autonomous principalities. These entities were primarily 
located in the mountainous regions of modern-day western Iran, northern Iraq, and parts of 
the Caucasus . They played significant roles in the complex political and military landscape, 
frequently interacting with larger powers such as the Buyids, the Great Seljuk Empire, and the 
Byzantine Empire, as well as with neighboring Armenian and Georgian kingdoms. The 
establishment of these dynasties demonstrates a notable Kurdish political dynamism and 
military capability during the medieval period. 



The following table provides a consolidated overview of some of the most prominent early 
Kurdish dynasties, their ruling periods, key figures mentioned in historical sources, and their 
primary regions of influence, allowing for a comparative understanding of their scope and 
impact. 
Table: Prominent Early Kurdish Dynasties and Key Figures 
Dynasty Period Key 

Rulers/Figures 
Mentioned 

Primary 
Region(s) of 
Influence 

Key Sources 

Shaddadids 951-1199 AD Muhammad ibn 
Shaddad, Ali 
Lashkari I, Fadl I, 
Abu'l-Aswar 
Shavur I, 
Manuchihr, Fadl IV, 
Fadl V 

Dvin, Ganja, Ani 
(Armenia, Arran) 

, , , , 

Marwanids 983-1085 AD Badh ibn Dustak 
(Baz), Abu Ali 
Al-Hasan ibn 
Marwān, 
Mumahhid 
al-Dawla Sa'id, 
Nasr al-Dawla 
Ahmad ibn 
Marwan 

Diyar Bakr (Upper 
Mesopotamia), 
Akhlat 

, , , , 

Rawadids 900-1070/1116 AD Muhammad ibn 
Husayn, 
Abu'l-Hayja 
Husayn I, Abu 
Mansur 
Wahsudan, 
Ahmadil ibn 
Ibrahim 

Azerbaijan, Tabriz, 
Maragha 

, , , , , 

Hasanwayhids c. 959-1015 AD Hasanwayh ibn 
Husayn 
al-Barzikani, Badr 
ibn Hasanwayh, 
Zahir ibn Hilal 

Western Iran 
(Zagros, Dinavar, 
Shahrizor) 

, , , , 

Annazids 990/991-1117 AD Abu'l-Fatḥ 
Moḥammad b. 
ʿAnnāz, 
Ḥosām-al-dawla 
Abu'l-Šawk Faris, 

Kermanshah, 
Hulwan (Iran-Iraq 
border) 

, , , 



Muhalhil ibn 
Muhammad 

This table is valuable as it consolidates key information about several distinct but often 
contemporaneous or successive Kurdish dynasties. It allows for a quick comparative overview 
of their ruling periods, the most notable leaders as identified in historical records, and their 
geographical spheres of influence. Such a structured presentation helps in understanding the 
fragmented yet significant political presence of Kurds before the rise of larger, more unified 
entities like the Ayyubids. It highlights the regional power bases from which Kurdish influence 
emanated and provides a foundational map of the political landscape of the era. 
1. Shaddadids (951-1199 AD) 
The Shaddadids were a Kurdish dynasty that established their rule in parts of Armenia and 
Arran (modern-day Azerbaijan). The dynasty was founded by Muhammad ibn Shaddad, who 
took control of Dvin (Dabil) in 951. His son, Ali Lashkari I (also known as Lashkari ibn 
Muhammad), expanded Shaddadid influence by capturing the important city of Ganja in 971. 
One of the most significant Shaddadid rulers was Fadl I ibn Muhammad (reigned 985-1031). 
During his long reign, he recaptured Dvin in 1022, constructed a bridge over the Aras River 
(possibly to facilitate campaigns against the Rawadids), and was the only Shaddadid ruler 
known to have minted his own coins, initially in Barda and later in Ganja. Fadl I engaged in 
numerous conflicts with the neighboring Armenian Bagratids and Georgians. 
Later, Abu'l-Aswar Shavur I (reigned c. 1049–1067), who initially ruled Dvin and subsequently 
Ganja, became the last major independent Shaddadid emir. He was renowned as a "fighter of 
faith" but eventually had to acknowledge the suzerainty of the Seljuk Sultan Tughril Beg in 
1054. A subsequent branch of the Shaddadids continued to rule in Ani, with figures like 
Manuchihr ibn Shavur (reigned 1072-1118) being prominent. The Shaddadids ruled over a 
predominantly Armenian population in key centers like Ani and Ganja . 
2. Marwanids (983-1085 AD) 
The Marwanid dynasty, also of Kurdish origin, controlled a significant territory in Diyar Bakr 
(Upper Mesopotamia), including cities like Mayyafariqin (Silvan), Amid (Diyarbakir), Akhlat, and 
Bitlis . The dynasty was founded by Badh ibn Dustak (referred to as Baz in some sources), a 
shepherd who rose to become a formidable chieftain. He seized Mayyafariqin in 983 following 
the death of the Buyid emir Adud al-Dawla and was known for his courage and wisdom . 
Badh was succeeded by Abu Ali Al-Hasan ibn Marwān (reigned 991-997) , followed by 
Mumahhid al-Dawla Sa'id (reigned 997-1010). The zenith of Marwanid power occurred during 
the long reign of Nasr al-Dawla Ahmad ibn Marwan (reigned 1011-1061) . A skilled diplomat, 
Nasr al-Dawla successfully navigated complex relationships with the major powers of the 
time, including the Buyids, the Fatimid Caliphate of Egypt, and the Byzantine Empire. His court 
in Amid became a cultural center, attracting scholars, historians, and poets, among whom was 
the famed historian Ibn al-Athir. Like other regional rulers, Nasr al-Dawla eventually 
acknowledged Seljuk suzerainty in 1054. 
3. Rawadids (Rawwadids) (900-1070/1116 AD) 
The Rawadids were centered in Azerbaijan, with Tabriz being one of their key cities. There is 



scholarly debate regarding their ethnic origins; some sources claim they were of Arab Azdi 
ancestry but later became Kurdicized, adopting Kurdish name forms like Mamlan (for 
Muhammad) and Ahmadil (for Ahmad) by the late 10th century. However, other scholars, such 
as Hugh Kennedy, note the mystery surrounding their origins and suggest plausible links to 
the Rawaddis Hadhabani Kurds. 
Early figures include Muhammad ibn Husayn al-Rawadi. The most renowned Rawadid ruler 
was Abu Mansur Wahsudan (reigned 1025–1058/59). His reign was marked by interactions 
with migrating Oghuz Turkic tribes, with whom he sometimes formed alliances and at other 
times engaged in conflict . He, too, acknowledged the authority of the Seljuk Sultan Tughril in 
1054 . The Persian poet Qatran Tabrizi composed numerous panegyric qasidas in his honor . 
Wahsudan was succeeded by his son, Abu Nasr Mamlan II. A later figure, Ahmadil ibn Ibrahim 
ibn Wahsudan al-Rawwadi al-Kurdi (reigned c.1100-1116), ruled in Maragha and is noted for 
fighting against the Crusaders. His descendants continued to govern Maragha and Tabriz as 
the Atabakane Maragha until the Mongol invasions. 
4. Hasanwayhids (c. 959-1015 AD) 
The Hasanwayhids were a Shia Kurdish dynasty that controlled extensive territories in western 
Iran, including parts of Iranian Azerbaijan, the Zagros Mountains, Dinavar, Hamadan, 
Nahavand, Shahrizor, and Khuzestan . The dynasty was founded by Hasanwayh ibn Husayn of 
the Barzikani (or Barzini) tribe, who ruled from 961 to 979 . As a vassal of the Buyid dynasty, 
Hasanwayh supported them against the Samanids, a strategic alliance that allowed him to 
consolidate and expand his power significantly. 
His son, Badr ibn Hasanwayh (reigned 979–1014), was a particularly notable ruler . He is 
credited with imposing order, developing a sophisticated financial administration, 
constructing roads and markets in the mountainous regions under his control, ensuring the 
safety of pilgrim routes, and striking his own coins, all while maintaining his allegiance to the 
Buyids. 
Badr was succeeded by his grandson, Zahir ibn Hilal ibn Badr (who also appears as Hilal ibn 
Badr or Tahir ibn Hilal in some lists) around 1013–1014 . However, his rule was brief. He was 
expelled by the Buyid ruler Shams al-Dawla in 1014 and killed shortly thereafter in 1015 . 
Following the collapse of Hasanwayhid rule, their territories were absorbed by various 
succeeding powers: the Annazids took large parts of their western lands, the Buyids 
controlled the eastern portions, and the Kakuyids took southern areas. Ultimately, all former 
Hasanwayhid territories fell under the control of the Great Seljuk Empire. 
5. Annazids (Banu Annaz / Banu Ayyar) (990/991-1117 AD) 
The Annazids were a Kurdish Sunni Muslim dynasty that established its rule along the volatile 
Iran-Iraq frontier, controlling areas such as Kermanshah, Hulwan, Dinavar, and Shahrizor . They 
were related by marriage to the Hasanwayhids, though the two dynasties were often fierce 
rivals. 
The founder of the dynasty was Abu'l-Fatḥ Moḥammad ibn ʿAnnāz (died 1010-11) . He ruled 
from Hulwan and was likely attached to the administration of the Buyid amir Baha al-Dawla. 
His early reign involved conflicts with the Banu Uqayl and the Banu Mazyad. In 1006, facing a 
significant military threat from the Hasanwayhids, Abu'l-Fatḥ sought refuge with the Buyids in 
Baghdad and subsequently declared himself a vassal of the Hasanwayhids. 



His son, Ḥosām-al-dawla Abu'l-Šawk Faris (also known as Abu al-Shawq or Abu'l Shawk), who 
ruled from approximately 1011 to 1046, had a particularly turbulent tenure . His territory 
fluctuated dramatically due to constant warfare and internal strife. At various times, he 
captured Daquq, Kermanshah, Hamadan, and Dinavar, but he also faced significant 
challenges from his own brother, Muhalhil ibn Muhammad (ruler of Shahrizor, c. 1011-1055), as 
well as from the Kakuyids and the advancing Seljuk Turks under Tughril and his general 
Ibrahim Inal . Abu'l-Šawk was eventually forced to retreat and died in the citadel of Sirwan in 
1046. 
The Annazid dynasty declined under increasing Seljuk pressure, although remnants of the 
family, such as Surkhab III ibn Annaz, are recorded as rulers in Luristan as late as the 12th 
century . 
The era of these early Kurdish dynasties, from the 10th to the 12th centuries, vividly illustrates 
a period of significant Kurdish political dynamism and military prowess. These entities, while 
often regional in scope and sometimes operating as vassals to larger empires like the Buyids 
and Seljuks, nevertheless demonstrate a persistent drive for autonomy and governance within 
their historical homelands. Their complex interactions—which included alliances, fierce 
rivalries, and periods of subjugation—with major contemporary powers such as the Buyids, 
the migrating Seljuk Turks, and neighboring Armenian and Georgian kingdoms, underscore 
their integral role in the intricate political fabric of the medieval Middle East and Caucasus. 
The establishment of courts, such as that of Nasr al-Dawla of the Marwanids which attracted 
scholars , and the minting of coins by rulers like Fadl I of the Shaddadids and Badr ibn 
Hasanwayh , serve as clear indicators of sovereign or semi-sovereign rule. Furthermore, the 
varying religious affiliations observed among these dynasties (e.g., the Sunni Shaddadids and 
Annazids versus the Shia Hasanwayhids) and the scholarly debates surrounding the origins of 
some (like the Rawadids, with discussions of Arab ancestry versus Kurdicization) point to a 
diverse and evolving Kurdish socio-political landscape. This period clearly laid a foundation 
for Kurdish political identity and demonstrated a capacity for state-building, even if these 
states were often eventually absorbed by larger conquests. The legacy of these dynasties 
would continue to inform later Kurdish aspirations and historical narratives, showcasing that 
"Kurdish" was not a monolithic political or cultural bloc but a dynamic and multifaceted 
identity. 
III. Saladin and the Ayyubid Zenith 
The late 12th century witnessed the rise of one of the most renowned figures in Islamic and 
world history, Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, known to the West as Saladin. His leadership not 
only unified vast Muslim territories but also decisively altered the course of the Crusades, 
leaving an enduring legacy that resonates to this day. 
A. Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub (Saladin) (c. 1137-1193) 
Origins and Early Life: 
Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub was born around 1137 or 1138 in Tikrit, located in present-day 
Iraq . He hailed from a prominent Kurdish family belonging to the Rawadiya tribe, which had 
historical roots near Dvin in Armenia and had, over time, become partially assimilated into the 
Arabic-speaking cultural sphere . His father, Najm ad-Din Ayyub, was a Kurdish mercenary of 
considerable standing. Saladin's early military career commenced under the tutelage of his 



paternal uncle, Asad ad-Din Shirkuh, a distinguished military commander serving Nur ad-Din, 
the Zengid ruler of Damascus and Aleppo . Saladin accompanied Shirkuh on several military 
expeditions to Egypt, which was then under the control of the Fatimid Caliphate . Reports 
from his youth suggest that Saladin was initially more inclined towards religious studies than 
military pursuits. He was well-versed in the Qur'an, religious sciences, Arab genealogies, 
history, and poetry. He was fluent in Kurdish and Arabic and also understood Turkish and 
Persian. 
Rise to Power in Egypt: 
In 1169, following the death of his uncle Shirkuh (who had briefly become vizier), Saladin was 
appointed vizier to the Fatimid Caliph al-Adid in Egypt . This appointment was a pivotal 
moment. Saladin moved to consolidate his power, effectively quelling internal revolts and 
challenges to his authority. A devout Sunni Muslim, he began to promote Sunni Islam in Egypt, 
which was predominantly Shia under the Fatimids. Upon the death of Caliph al-Adid in 
September 1171, Saladin formally abolished the Shia Fatimid Caliphate, proclaiming allegiance 
to the Sunni Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad. This act effectively made him the Sultan of Egypt, 
marking the true beginning of his independent rule and the foundation of the Ayyubid dynasty 
. 
Military Achievements and Conquests: 
As Sultan of Egypt, Saladin embarked on a series of ambitious campaigns to unify Muslim 
territories and confront the Crusader states established in the Levant. He systematically 
expanded his dominion to include Syria, conquering Damascus in 1174, followed by Hama, 
Homs, and eventually Aleppo in 1183, and also asserted control over Mosul . This unification 
created a powerful Muslim bloc stretching from Egypt through Syria and into Upper 
Mesopotamia. 
His most celebrated military achievements were against the Crusader kingdoms. The Battle of 
Hattin, fought on July 4, 1187, stands as a landmark victory. Saladin's forces decisively crushed 
the combined armies of the Crusader states, leading to the capture of King Guy of Lusignan 
and other prominent Crusader leaders . This victory shattered Crusader military power in the 
region. 
Following the triumph at Hattin, Saladin's forces systematically captured numerous 
Crusader-held cities and fortresses. The culmination of this campaign was the recapture of 
Jerusalem on October 2, 1187, after 88 years of Frankish rule . In stark contrast to the Crusader 
conquest of the city in 1099, Saladin offered generous terms to the Christian inhabitants, 
allowing many to ransom themselves and leave peacefully. He also notably permitted Jews to 
resettle in the city, reversing an earlier Crusader policy. 
The Third Crusade and Later Years: 
The fall of Jerusalem sent shockwaves across Europe and prompted the launch of the Third 
Crusade (1189–1192), which brought formidable European leaders, most notably King Richard I 
of England (Richard the Lionheart), to the Holy Land . Saladin found himself confronting this 
new wave of Crusader forces. He engaged Richard's armies in several significant battles, 
including the Battle of Arsuf in September 1191, which resulted in a defeat for Saladin's forces, 
and the Battle of Jaffa in July 1192. 
Despite the ongoing hostilities, a remarkable degree of mutual respect developed between 



Saladin and Richard I. They engaged in diplomatic negotiations, exchanged envoys, and even 
sent gifts to one another, though they never met in person. A truce was eventually agreed 
upon in 1192, which allowed Christian pilgrims unarmed access to Jerusalem and left the 
Crusaders in control of a narrow coastal strip from Tyre to Jaffa. A three-year peace was 
established. 
Death and Legacy: 
Not long after King Richard's departure from the Holy Land, Saladin fell ill with a fever and 
died in Damascus on March 4, 1193, at the age of 55 or 56 . It is reported that he had 
distributed most of his personal wealth to the poor, leaving insufficient funds even for his own 
burial . He was interred in a mausoleum in the garden outside the Umayyad Mosque in 
Damascus. 
Saladin was the founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, which continued to rule over Egypt, Syria, 
Yemen, and other territories for several generations after his death . His legacy is immense 
and multifaceted. In the Muslim world, particularly among Arabs, Turks, and Kurds, he is 
revered as a great hero who championed Islam, defeated the Crusaders, and exemplified 
justice, piety, and chivalry . His Kurdish identity is a significant point of pride and is often 
highlighted. The "Eagle of Saladin" became a potent symbol of Arab nationalism and was 
adopted as an emblem by several modern Arab states, including Egypt, Iraq, and Palestine. 
Even in medieval Europe, Saladin was often portrayed with respect, admired for his 
magnanimity and knightly virtues, a reputation that was further romanticized in later Western 
literature, such as Sir Walter Scott's The Talisman . 
B. Other Notable Figures from the Ayyubid Period 
The Ayyubid dynasty, established by Saladin, included several other Kurdish rulers and 
commanders who played significant roles in the governance of their vast territories and in the 
ongoing interactions with Crusader states and other regional powers. 
Saladin's brother, Al-Adil I (Saphadin), was a key military commander and administrator who 
later became Sultan, ruling a large portion of the Ayyubid realm. Saladin's sons also inherited 
parts of his empire; for example, Al-Afdal Ali initially ruled Damascus, and Al-Aziz Uthman 
ruled Egypt. 
Other notable Ayyubid figures included: 

●​ Al-Kamil Muhammad (reigned 1218–1238 as Sultan of Egypt, later Syria), a nephew of 
Saladin, known for his diplomatic dealings with Emperor Frederick II during the Sixth 
Crusade, which resulted in a treaty that temporarily returned Jerusalem to Christian 
control through negotiation. 

●​ Al-Ashraf Musa (Sultan of Egypt, r. 1250–1254, though this refers to a later Mamluk 
sultan with Ayyubid lineage claims, distinct from Al-Ashraf Musa, emir of Damascus, d. 
1237). The Ayyubid princes continued to rule various principalities even as the central 
power fragmented. 

●​ Turan-Shah (d. 1180), Saladin's elder brother, who conquered Yemen for the Ayyubids 
in 1174, expanding the dynasty's influence into the Arabian Peninsula . 

●​ Farrukh Shah (d. 1182), Saladin's nephew, who was a governor and military commander. 
●​ Al-Mu'azzam Isa (1176–1227), one of Saladin's sons, who ruled Damascus and was a 

significant patron of architecture and learning. 



Saladin's rise to preeminence and the subsequent establishment of the Ayyubid dynasty 
represent a pivotal moment in history where Kurdish leadership achieved trans-regional and 
pan-Islamic significance. While Saladin's Kurdish identity is well-established and a source of 
pride , the appeal of his cause and the scope of his empire transcended narrow ethnic lines. 
He successfully united diverse Muslim forces—Arabs, Turks, and Kurds among them—under 
the banner of jihad against the Crusaders. This demonstrates the capacity of Kurdish figures 
not only to establish regional power, as seen with the earlier dynasties, but also to lead and 
shape the broader Islamic world during a critical historical juncture. His leadership was built 
upon unifying diverse Muslim factions, and his success created an empire that, while founded 
by a Kurd, became a major Arab-Islamic state. His legacy, celebrated for chivalry and justice 
even by his adversaries in Europe, also highlights a complex and effective interaction of 
military prowess, political acumen, and diplomatic skill. This period illustrates how Kurdish 
individuals could ascend to the highest echelons of power and influence in the medieval 
Islamic world, profoundly shaping major historical events. 
IV. Scholars, Poets, and Historians: The Intellectual Flourishing 
Beyond the realms of political and military leadership, individuals of Kurdish heritage or hailing 
from Kurdish regions made profound and lasting contributions to the intellectual and cultural 
life of the Islamic world and beyond. This flourishing encompassed historical writing, 
sophisticated poetry often intertwined with Sufism, and significant advancements in Islamic 
sciences and broader scholarship. Many of these figures were multilingual, operating 
comfortably in Kurdish, Persian, and Arabic, and participated actively in wider Islamic 
intellectual currents, while some also played a crucial role in specifically nurturing and 
chronicling Kurdish language, culture, and history. 
A. Historians and Chroniclers: Recorders of a People's Past 
1. Ali ibn al-Athir (1160–1233) 
ʿIzz al-Dīn Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad ash-Shaybānī al-Jazarī, 
commonly known as Ali ibn al-Athir, was an exceptionally influential historian who wrote in 
Arabic . Born in 1160 in Jazirat Ibn ʿUmar (modern Cizre, in southeastern Turkey), he spent a 
significant part of his scholarly life in Mosul . He also visited Baghdad frequently and, for a 
period, traveled with Saladin's army in Syria, later living in Aleppo and Damascus . 
His magnum opus is Al-Kāmil fī al-tārīkh ("The Complete History"), a monumental universal 
history that chronicles events from the creation of Adam to his own time . This work was long 
considered a standard and indispensable source for Islamic history and the Crusades. Ibn 
al-Athir also authored Al-Tārīkh al-bāhir fī al-Dawlah al-Atābakīyah bi-al-Mawṣil, a history of 
the Zangid atabegs of Mosul, drawing from his own experiences and those of his father who 
served them . Another significant work is Usd al-ghābah fi ma'rifat al-ṣaḥābah ("The Lions of 
the Forest and the Knowledge about the Companions"), a comprehensive biographical 
dictionary of the Prophet Muhammad's companions . 
Regarding his ethnic background, Ibn al-Athir is primarily described as being of Arab descent, 
belonging to the Shayban lineage of the prominent Banu Bakr tribe . However, some sources, 
including the answer field in snippet S1, also describe him as being of Kurdish origin or having 
Kurdish connections [1 (answer field), 28 (Wikidata property)]. This dual attribution, while the 
scholarly consensus leans towards Arab descent, highlights the complex ethnic interactions 



and self-identifications prevalent in regions like Jazira during that era. The cosmopolitan 
nature of medieval Islamic scholarship and the fluidity of identity in borderland regions often 
led to such complexities. 
2. Sharafkhan Bidlisi (Şeref Xan Bidlîsî) (1543–c. 1603) 
Sharaf al-Din Khan b. Shams al-Din b. Sharaf Beg Bedlisi, known as Sharafkhan Bidlisi, was the 
Kurdish Emir of Bitlis and a distinguished historian and poet . He was born in 1543 in the village 
of Qara Rud in Safavid Iran. Sharafkhan received an elite education at the Safavid court, 
alongside Shah Tahmasp I's own children . He initially served the Safavids and was appointed 
Mir of Mirs (commander of commanders), effectively leader of all Iranian Kurdish tribes, in 
1576 . 
However, in 1578, Sharafkhan strategically shifted his allegiance to the Ottoman Empire, 
supporting them in their wars against the Safavids. Ottoman Sultan Murad III granted him the 
title of Khan and confirmed him as the Mir (Emir) of the Emirate of Bitlis . 
His most enduring legacy is the Sharafnama (Şerefname, "The Book of Honor"), which he 
completed in Persian in 1597 . The Sharafnama is a seminal work and one of the most 
important primary sources for Kurdish history. It meticulously details the history of various 
Kurdish dynasties, including the Marwanids, Hasanwayhids, Fadluyids, the Ayyubids (founded 
by Saladin), as well as numerous medieval Kurdish principalities in the Middle East and the 
Caucasus, and the history of his own lineage, the Mirs of Bitlis . Sharafkhan chose to write this 
monumental work in Persian, the dominant literary and courtly language of the time, to ensure 
it reached a wider audience across Persian-speaking regions and to enhance the legitimacy 
and prestige of his own dynasty and the Kurdish people as a whole. 
3. Mastoura Ardalan (Mah Sharaf Khanom Kurdistani) (1805–1848) 
Mah Sharaf Khanom Kurdistani, widely known by her pen name Mastoura Ardalan, was a 
remarkable Kurdish poet, historian, and writer . Born in 1805 in Sanandaj, the capital of the 
Ardalan principality in Qajar Iran, she was a member of the feudal aristocracy; her husband, 
Khasraw Khani Ardalan, was the ruler of the principality. Mastoura was highly educated, 
studying Kurdish, Arabic, and Persian under her father, Abolhasan Beig Qadiri . Following the 
Qajar conquest of the Ardalan territory in the 19th century and the death of her husband, she 
and her family left for the Baban principality, settling in Sulaymaniyah (then in the Ottoman 
Empire), where she died in 1848 . 
Mastoura Ardalan holds the distinction of being one of the first female historiographers in the 
Middle East. Her major historical work, Tarikh-i Ardalan (History of the Ardalan Dynasty), 
provides a valuable account of this significant Kurdish principality . Beyond history, she was a 
prolific poet, composing over 20,000 lines of poetry, primarily in Persian and the Gorani 
(Hawrami) dialect of Kurdish, though some poems in Central Kurdish also exist . She also 
authored a book on religious law (fiqh) in Persian, based on her studies of Arabic legal texts. 
Her literary work is particularly noted for its open expression of femininity and emotion, 
challenging the prevailing patriarchal norms of her time. Her 200th birthday was celebrated 
with a festival and the unveiling of her statue in Erbil, Iraqi Kurdistan, recognizing her 
significant contributions . 
B. Poets and Literary Figures: Voices of a Culture 
1. Malaye Jaziri (Melayê Cizîrî, Sheikh Ahmad Jaziri) (c. 1570–c. 1640) 



Born Ahmad Nîşanî in Cizre, in the Bohtan region (Ottoman Empire), Malaye Jaziri is a 
towering figure in classical Kurdish literature . He was a profound Sufi poet who is credited 
with laying the foundations for Kurdish poetry in the Kurmanji dialect . 
Jaziri's education was extensive; he studied in his hometown before traveling to major 
intellectual centers such as Baghdad, Syria, Egypt, and Persia to delve into philosophy, 
astrology, and divination . During this period, he became deeply influenced by classical 
Persian poets, particularly Hafez, whose style is reflected in his work, as well as Rumi, Saadi 
Shirazi, and Jami . Upon returning to Kurdistan, he settled in Diyarbakır, where he taught until 
his death . 
His primary literary legacy is his Diwan (collection of poems), which comprises approximately 
120 to 142 poems, including masterful examples of the qasida (ode) and ghazal (lyric poem) 
forms . Jaziri was the first Kurdish poet known to have systematically used the qasida genre 
and the first to compile a complete diwan in Kurdish . His poetry, deeply imbued with Sufi 
mysticism and inspired by the Naqshbandi order prevalent at the time, eloquently explores 
themes of "pure love, the wine of ecstasy, metaphysical rapture, and the joys and sufferings of 
mystical love" . He was a contemporary and friend of Sharafkhan Bidlisi and, significantly, 
expressed a profound love for Kurdistan in his writings . Malaye Jaziri is considered the 
progenitor of a distinct Kurdish literary school and was greatly admired by later Kurdish poets, 
including the celebrated Ehmedê Xanî, who was influenced by Jaziri's pioneering use of 
Kurmanji for literary expression . 
2. Faqi Tayran (Feqiyê Teyran, Mir Mehemed) (1590–1660) 
Faqi Tayran, whose birth name was Mir Mehemed, was another highly influential Kurdish poet 
who wrote in the Kurmanji dialect . He was born in the village of Verezuz in the Miks region of 
Hakkari (Ottoman Empire) . Like Jaziri, he received a madrasa education and may have 
studied under Jaziri himself in Cizre . Instead of becoming a traditional mullah, Faqi Tayran 
dedicated his life to poetry, often wandering as a dervish and reciting his compositions in 
assemblies and madrasas . 
He is best known for his epic poem Zembîlfiroş ("The Basket Seller"), a poignant love story 
that has become a classic of Kurdish folklore and literature . He also penned Çîrroka Şêxê 
Sen’an ("The Story of Sheikh San'an"), Qewlê Hespê Reş ("The Tale of the Black Horse"), and, 
significantly, Beyta Dimdim ("The Ballad of Dimdim"). This last work is considered the first 
literary account of the Battle of Dimdim (1609-1610), a historic Kurdish uprising against 
Safavid Iran . 
Faqi Tayran is regarded as a pioneer of Kurdish Sufi literature and one of the foundational 
figures of the classical Kurdish literary tradition, alongside Ali Hariri, Malaye Jaziri, and 
Ehmedê Xanî . His poetry is characterized by its use of plain, accessible language, its rich 
incorporation of folkloric elements, and its deep engagement with themes of mysticism, divine 
love, nature, and wisdom. 
3. Ehmedê Xanî (Ahmad Khani) (1650–1707) 
Ehmedê Xanî was a preeminent Kurdish intellectual, scholar, mystic, and poet, born in the 
village of Khan in the Hakkari region and later active in Bayazid (Doğubayazıt), where he died . 
He received his education in various religious schools across Kurdistan and served as a 
clerical secretary at the princely court of Bayazid before becoming a respected teacher . 



Xanî's most celebrated work is Mem û Zîn, completed in 1692 . This long romantic epic, which 
tells the tragic love story of Mem and Princess Zîn of Bohtan, is widely considered the Kurdish 
national epic and stands as the most famous single work in all of Kurdish literature . 
Beyond Mem û Zîn, Xanî authored several other important works, including Nûbihara Biçûkan 
("The Spring of Children"), a versified Arabic-Kurdish vocabulary designed for the education 
of children, which was a pioneering pedagogical tool . He also wrote Eqîdeya Îmanê ("The 
Path of Faith"), a religious poem outlining the tenets of Islamic belief, and Eqîdeya Îslamê 
("Basics of Islam") . These works were widely used in Kurdish madrasas for centuries, attesting 
to their educational and cultural significance . 
Ehmedê Xanî is often regarded as a foundational figure in Kurdish national consciousness, 
sometimes described as a proto-nationalist . In the introductory sections of Mem û Zîn, he 
famously laments the political disunity among Kurdish princes and the subjugation of 
Kurdistan by the Ottoman and Safavid empires. He expressed a yearning for a unified Kurdish 
entity under a Kurdish monarch who could liberate the Kurds from foreign domination and 
ensure their dignity . Xanî believed that an independent Kurdistan would also serve to 
safeguard and promote the Kurdish language for scientific, intellectual, and literary purposes . 
While this interpretation of Xanî as an early nationalist thinker is highly influential, particularly 
in modern Kurdish thought, it is also subject to scholarly debate. Some academics, such as 
Martin van Bruinessen and Hakan Özoğlu, suggest that Xanî's concept of "Kurd" might have 
been more limited to the Kurmanji-speaking tribes and elites of his time, or that his vision did 
not align with the modern concept of a nation-state . 
C. Scholars and Polymaths: Masters of Knowledge 
1. Abu Hanifa Dinawari (Aḥmad ibn Dāwūd Dīnawarī) (c. 815–895/902) 
Abū Ḥanīfa Aḥmad ibn Dāwūd Dīnawarī was a remarkable polymath of the Islamic Golden Age, 
excelling as an astronomer, agriculturist, botanist, metallurgist, geographer, mathematician, 
and historian . He hailed from Dinawar, a town in the region of Kermanshah in present-day 
western Iran . Dinawari studied grammar, philology, geometry, arithmetic, and astronomy, and 
was known as a reliable traditionist . 
His most renowned scientific contribution is Kitāb al-Nabaṭ ("Book of Plants"), a 
comprehensive botanical work that is considered foundational to Arabic botany . In this 
multi-volume work (of which parts survive), he described hundreds of plants, their phases of 
growth, the production of flowers and fruit, and discussed astronomical and meteorological 
phenomena relevant to plant life . Another major work is Kitāb al-Akhbār al-Ṭiwāl ("General 
History" or "Long Narratives"), a historical account written from a Persian perspective, which 
notably attempts to synthesize pre-Islamic Iranian history and epic romances with Islamic 
history, giving prominence to the concept of Iranshahr (the land of Iran) . 
Dinawari's ethnic background is a subject of some discussion. He is variously described as 
being of Persian origin [37 (Wikipedia: "Persian of liberal outlook"), (Iranica Online)], Kurdish 
origin, or even Arab of Persian ancestry. The region of Dinawar, from which he derived his 
nisba (toponymic surname), was historically a significant Kurdish area and later became a 
center for the Kurdish Hasanwayhid dynasty. While no definitive scholarly consensus on his 
precise lineage is presented in the provided materials, the strong association with a 
historically Kurdish region makes the suggestion of Kurdish roots plausible to many. 



2. Ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazuri (ʿUthmān ibn ʿAbd il-Raḥmān Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Kurdī al-Shahrazūrī) 
(c. 1181–1245) 
Abū ‘Amr ‘Uthmān ibn ‘Abd il-Raḥmān Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Kurdī al-Shahrazūrī, commonly known 
as Ibn al-Ṣalāḥ, was a highly distinguished Kurdish Shafi'i hadith specialist and jurist . He was 
born in 1181 CE in the village of Shahrakhan, near Erbil in Kurdistan (present-day Iraqi 
Kurdistan). He was raised in Mosul and later became a prominent scholar in Damascus, where 
he died in 1245. 
Ibn al-Ṣalāḥ began his fiqh studies with his father in Sharazor. His pursuit of knowledge led 
him to travel extensively to major centers of learning, including Baghdad, Hamedan, Nishapur, 
Merv, Aleppo, and Damascus. He became a leading figure in Islamic scholarship, teaching at 
prestigious institutions. Notably, he was appointed as the head of the Dar al-Hadith 
al-Ashrafiya in Damascus, a specialized institution for hadith studies that was built particularly 
for him . 
His most famous and influential work is the Muqaddima fī ʿulūm al-ḥadīth ("Introduction to the 
Science of Hadith"), often referred to simply as Muqaddimat Ibn al-Ṣalāḥ . This seminal 
treatise on the methodology, terminology, and principles of hadith criticism became a 
cornerstone for all subsequent scholarship in the field, summarizing previous work and 
shaping future contributions. He also authored works on Shafi'i jurisprudence (fiqh), Quranic 
exegesis, and issued numerous fatwas (legal opinions) . Ibn al-Ṣalāḥ was known for his strong 
opposition to the integration of logic and philosophy into Islamic legal theory, advocating for 
adherence to the methods of the early generations of Muslims . 
3. Al-Mawardi (Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn Ḥabīb al-Baṣrī al-Māwardī) (974–1058) 
Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn Ḥabīb al-Baṣrī al-Māwardī was an eminent Sunni Muslim 
polymath, a Shafi'i jurist, legal theoretician, muhaddith (hadith scholar), theologian, 
sociologist, and an influential expert in political science . Born in Basra (modern Iraq) in 974 
CE, he spent much of his career in Baghdad, where he died in 1058 CE . Al-Mawardi served 
the Abbasid caliphs in various capacities, including as a diplomat in important negotiations 
with regional princes and was eventually appointed Aqda al-Quḍāt (Chief Judge) . 
Al-Mawardi's most significant contributions lie in the field of Islamic political theory. His 
landmark work is Al-Ahkām al-Sultāniyyah wa al-Wilāyāt al-Dīniyyah ("The Ordinances of 
Government and Religious Mandates") . This book is a foundational text in Sunni political 
thought, systematically outlining the nature of the caliphate, the qualifications and duties of 
the caliph, the functions of various governmental institutions, and public law. He also 
authored Qanun al-Wazarah ("Laws Regarding Ministers") and Kitab Nasihat al-Mulk ("The 
Book of Sincere Advice to Rulers"), further elaborating on principles of governance . 
Regarding his ethnic background, some authors have made claims that Al-Mawardi's family 
was of Kurdish origin. However, the provided research material states that this claim is 
"unsubstantiated" . His primary identification in historical sources is with Basra and Baghdad, 
and his lineage is generally considered Arab. 
The period from the 9th to the 19th centuries reveals a remarkably vibrant and diverse 
intellectual tradition among individuals identified as Kurds or hailing from historically Kurdish 
regions. This tradition encompassed not only the meticulous recording of history by figures 
like Ibn al-Athir, Sharafkhan Bidlisi, and Mastoura Ardalan, but also the creation of 



sophisticated poetry, often deeply imbued with Sufi mysticism, by masters such as Malaye 
Jaziri, Faqi Tayran, and Ehmedê Xanî. Furthermore, significant contributions were made to the 
Islamic sciences and broader fields of scholarship, exemplified by Abu Hanifa Dinawari's 
pioneering work in natural sciences (particularly botany), Ibn al-Salah's foundational 
contributions to Hadith studies, and Al-Mawardi's seminal work in political theory. 
A notable characteristic of many of these scholars and writers was their multilingualism, with 
proficiency in Kurdish, Persian, and Arabic being common. This allowed them to participate in 
and contribute to the wider intellectual currents of Islamic civilization. Simultaneously, figures 
like Ehmedê Xanî and Malaye Jaziri played a crucial role in explicitly fostering and elevating 
the Kurdish language and cultural identity through their literary endeavors. Xanî's Mem û Zîn, 
for instance, is not just a literary masterpiece but also a profound statement on Kurdish 
identity and aspirations , while Jaziri's Diwan established a high literary standard for Kurmanji 
Kurdish. 
The recurring discussions and, at times, debates surrounding the precise ethnic origins of 
some of these eminent figures—such as Dinawari, Al-Mawardi, and Ibn al-Athir—underscore 
the cosmopolitan nature of medieval Islamic scholarship. Identity in these borderland regions 
was often complex, with cultural and linguistic affiliations sometimes being as significant as, 
or intertwined with, strict genealogical lineage. This intellectual flourishing demonstrates a 
rich heritage that contributed both to specific Kurdish cultural development and to the 
broader world of Islamic thought and civilization. The emphasis on Kurdish language and 
history by key literary figures, in particular, played an indispensable role in shaping and 
preserving Kurdish identity over many centuries. The ambiguities regarding origins also serve 
as a caution against anachronistically applying modern, rigid ethnic categories to individuals 
from the medieval period, where identities were often more fluid and regionally influenced. 
V. Leadership and Influence in Later Eras 
As history progressed beyond the medieval period, Kurdish individuals continued to play 
significant roles as leaders, founders of dynasties, and influential figures within larger 
empires, eventually giving rise to explicitly nationalist movements in the modern era. 
A. Karim Khan Zand and the Zand Dynasty (Ruled 1751–1779) 
Mohammad Karim Khan Zand (c. 1705–1779) was the founder of the Zand dynasty, which 
ruled over most of Iran and parts of the Caucasus for nearly half a century . Karim Khan 
belonged to the Zand tribe, who are described as Laks, a branch of the Lur people. Historical 
sources suggest that the Laks, and therefore the Zands, "may have been originally Kurdish" . 
The Zands were a pastoral tribe, traditionally migrating between the Hamadan plains and the 
Zagros slopes in western Iran . His father was Inaq Khan Zand . 
Karim Khan rose to prominence in the turbulent period following the assassination of Nader 
Shah Afshar in 1747 . Through a series of alliances and military victories, he gradually 
consolidated his power. Initially, he and his allies ruled in the name of a Safavid scion, Ismail III, 
as a figurehead . Eventually, Karim Khan became the undisputed de facto ruler of much of 
Iran. 
Significantly, Karim Khan chose not to adopt the imperial title of Shah (King). Instead, he 
preferred the more modest title of Vakil ol-Ro'aya, meaning "Representative (or Regent) of the 
People" . He established his capital in Shiraz, which he extensively beautified and developed 



with numerous architectural projects, including the famous Arg of Karim Khan (Karim Khan 
Citadel), the Vakil Bazaar, and several mosques and gardens. These efforts contributed 
significantly to the city's prosperity and cultural life . His reign, particularly the period from 
1765 to his death in 1779, is widely regarded as an era of relative peace, security, justice, and 
economic recovery for Iran after decades of devastating warfare. He successfully restored 
relations with Great Britain, permitting the East India Company to establish a trading post in 
southern Iran. Militarily, he conducted successful campaigns against rivals like Azad Khan 
Afghan in Azerbaijan and against the Ottoman Empire in Mesopotamia, capturing the 
important port city of Basra for a period . 
Karim Khan Zand is remembered in Iranian history as a just, benevolent, humane, and 
remarkably modest ruler, deeply concerned with the welfare of his subjects . His Kurdish/Lak 
tribal origins provide a significant instance of a leader with Kurdish roots governing a vast 
Persianate empire during a critical period of its history. However, the Zand dynasty declined 
rapidly after his death in 1779 due to internal succession struggles and the subsequent rise of 
Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar, who ultimately overthrew the Zands . 
B. Idris Bitlisi (Mevlana Hakimeddin İdris Mevlana Hüsameddin Ali-ül Bitlisi) (c. 
1457–1520) 
Idris Bitlisi was an influential Ottoman Kurdish religious scholar, administrator, and historian 
who played a pivotal role in shaping Ottoman-Kurdish relations in the early 16th century . 
While often associated with Bitlis, newer research suggests he was born in Sulaqan, near Ray 
in Iran, around 1457 . His father, Hosam al-Din Ali Bitlisi, was a Sufi author . 
Idris Bitlisi began his career in the service of the Aq Qoyunlu Turkomans but later entered the 
service of the Ottoman Sultan Selim I ("Selim the Grim") . He became a key figure following the 
decisive Battle of Chaldiran in 1514, where the Ottomans defeated the Safavids. Bitlisi was 
instrumental in forging a lasting alliance between numerous Kurdish emirs and chieftains and 
the Ottoman Empire . He successfully persuaded these Kurdish leaders to support the 
Ottomans against the Safavids, a strategic alignment that had profound long-term 
consequences for the region. 
In recognition of his efforts and influence, Sultan Selim I entrusted Bitlisi with exceptional 
authority. He was empowered to negotiate terms with the Kurdish notables and to grant them 
hereditary governance over their territories with a significant degree of autonomy within the 
Ottoman Empire . This arrangement helped secure the Ottoman Empire's eastern frontier and 
integrated large Kurdish-inhabited regions into the Ottoman domain. Bitlisi personally led 
Kurdish forces in the capture of Diyarbakır from the Safavids in 1514 . He was also instrumental 
in the peaceful incorporation of Urfa and Mosul into the Ottoman Empire, the capture of 
Mardin, and played a role in establishing Ottoman administration in Egypt after its conquest in 
1517 . 
As a scholar, Idris Bitlisi authored several important works. His Hasht Bihisht ("Eight 
Paradises") is a history of the first eight Ottoman rulers, written in Persian . His most famous 
historical work is the Selim Şahname, an epic chronicle of Sultan Selim I's reign, also in Persian 
. He died in Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1520 . 
C. Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nehri (Sayyid Ubeydullah) (1826–1883/4) 
Sheikh Ubeydullah of Nehri was an influential Kurdish landowner and a prominent Naqshbandi 



Sufi leader from the powerful Şemdinan family of Nehri, located in the Hakkari region of the 
Ottoman Empire . His family traced its ancestry to the revered 11th-century Sufi saint Abdul 
Qadir Gilani and, through him, to the Prophet Muhammad, hence their title of Sayyid . 
Sheikh Ubeydullah is widely regarded as the leader of the first modern Kurdish nationalist 
struggle . His rise to prominence occurred in the latter half of the 19th century, a period when 
Ottoman centralization policies had led to the dismantling of many semi-autonomous Kurdish 
principalities, creating a political vacuum that religious leaders like him often filled. He initially 
supported the Ottoman Empire, leading Kurdish tribal forces in its defense during the 
Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 . 
However, Sheikh Ubeydullah's ambitions extended beyond traditional tribal leadership. He 
articulated a clear vision for an independent Kurdish state, or Kurdistan, which he intended to 
govern without interference from either the Ottoman Empire or Qajar Iran . In a letter to a 
Christian missionary, he explicitly stated: "The Kurdish nation... is a people apart... We want 
our affairs to be in our hands...". 
His most significant action was the Revolt of 1880-1881. Gathering support from numerous 
Kurdish tribesmen and even some Nestorian Christian communities from the Hakkari region, 
Sheikh Ubeydullah launched a large-scale invasion of northwestern Qajar Iran in the autumn 
of 1880 . His forces, reportedly numbering tens of thousands, initially achieved considerable 
success, capturing cities such as Mahabad and Maragheh . The stated aim of the revolt was 
the establishment of an ethnic Kurdish state . However, the Iranian army, with some European 
assistance, eventually managed to suppress the uprising. Ottoman forces also played a role in 
intercepting the retreating rebels. The conflict resulted in significant violence, widespread 
displacement of populations, and considerable devastation in the affected regions . 
Following the revolt's failure, Sheikh Ubeydullah surrendered to Ottoman authorities in 1881. 
He was taken to Istanbul, but later managed to escape and attempted another, smaller 
rebellion in 1882. He was re-arrested by the Ottomans and exiled to the Hijaz (in present-day 
Saudi Arabia), where he died in 1883 or 1884. Sheikh Ubeydullah's revolt is considered a 
landmark event in the history of Kurdish nationalism, marking a significant shift from earlier, 
more localized tribal uprisings towards a broader, ideologically driven movement for national 
self-determination . His son, Seyyit Abdulkadir, would later become a prominent figure in 
Kurdish nationalist politics in Istanbul. 
D. Other Notable Political and Military Leaders (19th-20th Centuries) 
The 19th and 20th centuries saw the emergence of numerous other Kurdish leaders who 
challenged imperial and state authorities, advocating for Kurdish rights, autonomy, or 
independence. 

●​ Bedir Khan Beg (1803–1869): The last hereditary Emir of Bohtan, Bedir Khan launched 
a major uprising in the 1840s seeking to establish an independent Kurdish entity, free 
from Ottoman control. His revolt was ultimately suppressed. 

●​ Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji (1878–1956): A charismatic religious and tribal leader in 
southern Kurdistan (Iraqi Kurdistan), Sheikh Mahmud led several revolts against British 
mandatory rule in Iraq following World War I (notably the Mahmud Barzanji revolts, 
1919–1924) . He twice proclaimed an independent Kingdom of Kurdistan (1922-1924 and 
briefly in 1931), with himself as king, in an effort to resist incorporation into the new Iraqi 



state. 
●​ Mustafa Barzani (1903–1979): One of the most iconic Kurdish leaders of the 20th 

century, Mustafa Barzani was a formidable military commander and political figure . He 
served as the commander of the army of the short-lived Republic of Mahabad in Iran 
(1946) . As the long-time leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) in Iraq, he 
spearheaded major Kurdish armed struggles against successive Iraqi governments, 
most notably the First Iraqi–Kurdish War (1961–1970) and the Second Iraqi–Kurdish War 
(1974–1975), consistently fighting for Kurdish autonomy and national rights . 

●​ Qazi Muhammad (1893–1947): A religious judge and political leader, Qazi Muhammad 
was the founder and president of the Republic of Mahabad, a self-governing Kurdish 
state established in northwestern Iran in January 1946 with Soviet backing. The republic 
lasted less than a year before being overthrown by Iranian forces. Qazi Muhammad was 
subsequently tried and executed in March 1947. 

●​ Simko Shikak (Ismail Agha Shikak) (c. 1887–1930): A powerful chieftain of the Shikak 
tribe in northwestern Iran, Simko led several significant revolts against Iranian central 
government authority in the aftermath of World War I (primarily between 1918-1922, and 
again in 1926). He sought to establish a zone of Kurdish self-rule. 

●​ Sheikh Said of Piran (1865–1925): A prominent Naqshbandi Sheikh, Sheikh Said led a 
major Kurdish rebellion (the Sheikh Said rebellion) in southeastern Turkey in 1925 
against the newly founded secular Republic of Turkey . The revolt had both nationalist 
and religious dimensions, advocating for Kurdish rights and, for some participants, the 
restoration of the Islamic Caliphate, which had been abolished by the Turkish 
government. The rebellion was suppressed, and Sheikh Said was executed. 

The leadership exemplified in these later eras, from the 18th to the 20th centuries, showcases 
a significant evolution in Kurdish political aspirations and methods. There is a discernible 
transition from figures like Karim Khan Zand, who founded a dynasty and ruled a large state 
within existing imperial paradigms , or Idris Bitlisi, who skillfully negotiated Kurdish autonomy 
within the Ottoman imperial structure , towards leaders who spearheaded explicit nationalist 
movements demanding self-determination or outright independence. Figures such as Sheikh 
Ubeydullah of Nehri, Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji, Mustafa Barzani, and Qazi Muhammad 
increasingly framed their struggles in terms of a distinct Kurdish nation with inherent rights . 
These leaders often adeptly combined traditional sources of authority—such as tribal lineage 
or religious standing (as seen with Sheikh Ubeydullah's Naqshbandi leadership or the religious 
dimension of Sheikh Said's revolt )—with modern nationalist ideologies. This shift reflects the 
profound impact of global ideas about nationhood and self-determination on Kurdish 
aspirations, particularly in the context of the decline of old empires (Ottoman, Qajar) and the 
drawing of new state borders in the Middle East during the 20th century, which often divided 
Kurdish-inhabited territories. Their struggles underscore the persistent Kurdish desire for 
greater autonomy and the formidable challenges they faced, and continue to face, against 
powerful state actors in the region. This evolution from dynastic ambitions to nationalist 
struggles marks a crucial transformation in Kurdish political history and forms the bedrock of 
modern Kurdish political identity. 
VI. Concluding Reflections: The Enduring Legacy of Famous Kurds 



This exploration has traversed centuries of history, highlighting a diverse spectrum of famous 
Kurdish individuals who have left an indelible mark on the annals of the Middle East and, in 
some instances, the wider world. From the ancient chieftains of resilient mountain tribes and 
the founders of influential medieval dynasties such as the Shaddadids, Marwanids, and 
Hasanwayhids, who carved out autonomous territories, to the globally renowned figure of 
Saladin, whose leadership altered the course of the Crusades and unified vast Islamic lands. 
The intellectual sphere has been equally enriched by Kurdish contributions. Scholars, poets, 
and historians like Ali ibn al-Athir, Sharafkhan Bidlisi, Mastoura Ardalan, Malaye Jaziri, Faqi 
Tayran, and Ehmedê Xanî not only participated in and advanced the broader Islamic 
civilization but also played a crucial role in specifically nurturing, chronicling, and elevating the 
Kurdish language, culture, and historical consciousness. Their works stand as testaments to a 
vibrant intellectual heritage. 
In later eras, leaders such as Karim Khan Zand demonstrated remarkable statecraft, governing 
a large empire with a reputation for justice and benevolence. Figures like Idris Bitlisi adeptly 
navigated the complex political currents of major empires, securing significant autonomy and 
recognition for Kurdish principalities within the Ottoman framework. The 19th and 20th 
centuries witnessed the emergence of pioneering nationalist leaders like Sheikh Ubeydullah of 
Nehri, Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji, Qazi Muhammad, and Mustafa Barzani, who championed the 
cause of Kurdish self-determination in a world increasingly defined by nation-states. 
The collective legacy of these diverse figures demonstrates the profound and multifaceted 
contributions of Kurds to regional and world history. Despite frequently facing political 
fragmentation, external domination, and the absence of a long-term unified state, Kurdish 
society has consistently produced individuals of exceptional leadership, formidable military 
acumen, profound intellectual brilliance, and rich artistic creativity. A recurring and powerful 
theme throughout this long history is the remarkable resilience of Kurdish identity and the 
persistent aspiration for autonomy, self-expression, and self-governance. This aspiration has 
manifested in various forms, from the establishment of independent or semi-independent 
principalities in the medieval era, to the flourishing of a distinct and sophisticated literary 
tradition in the Kurdish language, and to the organized, ideologically driven nationalist 
movements of the modern period. 
The stories of these famous Kurds challenge simplistic or monolithic narratives of regional 
history. They reveal a people who have been active agents in shaping their own destiny and 
the broader history of the Middle East. Their achievements, struggles, and enduring legacies 
continue to inspire and inform Kurdish identity and aspirations in the contemporary world. 
The historical narrative of famous Kurds is, therefore, one of remarkable adaptability and 
enduring influence across a vast timeline. Whether operating within the structures of larger 
empires, forging their own states and principalities, or leading intellectual and cultural revivals, 
these individuals consistently demonstrated a capacity to leverage their unique cultural 
heritage and strategic geographical position. The complexities surrounding the ethnic 
identification of some early figures also point to a dynamic process of ethnogenesis and 
cultural exchange, where "Kurdishness" itself has been shaped, asserted, and has evolved 
over millennia. Their collective story is not merely a list of individual accomplishments but a 
testament to the enduring spirit and historical agency of a people who have profoundly 



shaped, and been shaped by, the rich and often turbulent history of the Middle East. 
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