
IN MEMORIAM

J . A. BOYLE 

(1916-1978)

Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hung. Tomus X X X V  (1 ), pp . 161 — 164 (1981)

The first w ork w hich a t  once secured to  Professor Boyle a highly estim ated  place 
am ong the leading scholars in Persian historical studies was his translation  of th e  T arikh -  
-i-J  ahân-Gushâ of the  P ersian  historian 'Al&’u-’d-D ïn 'Atâ-M alik-i-Juva in i. H e began 
to  work on th is te x t du ring  his studies in pre-w ar G erm any where he learned a t  the uni- 
versitiee of G öttingen and  Berlin. H e got th e  first im petus to  work on Ju v a in i’s te x t in 
Berlin, as a pupil of P rofessor Schraeder, and la ter i t  was V. Minorsky, then  Professor a t 
the  University of London, th e  best scholar of the tim e and field, who in troduced  him  into 
th e  methodology of te x t  editing. A version of P a r t I  of The History of the World Conqueror 
(I — II , M anchester, 1958) was included in his PhD  dissertation  which was subm itted  to  
th e  U niversity of London in 1947.

His small w ork A  Practical Dictionary of the Persian Language (London 1949) 
w as intended for s tuden ts. In  I960 he became senior lecturer a t the  U niversity  of Man- 
ehester. As a visiting Professor he worked 1959 —1960 a t  the U niversity  of California, 
Berkeley and then re tu rn ed  to  M anchester where he becam e Professor of Persian  studies 
in  1966. In  the sam e year he published his Grammar of Modern Persian (W iesbaden 1966).

His interest was focused on Persian h isto ry  and historiography of th e  Mongol 
period. As the editor and  one of the m ajor contribu tors he had an overview  of the  Saljuq 
and Mongolian periods in The Cambridge H istory of Iran, vol. V (1968). A fter having 
published his Juvaini-m onograph he edited the  o ther basic work of the  Mongol period, 
th a t  of Rashid-al-D in. The history  of Ju v a in i breaks off in the  reign of th e  G reat K han 
Möngke (1251 —1259) and  the  p a r t of Rashid-al D in ’s Järni' al-Tawârïkh  which has been 
translated  by Professor Boyle (The successors of Gengis Khan, N ew —Y ork — London 1971) 
carries the history of th e  Mongolian Em pire down to  the reign of Ternir Öljeitü 
(1294 — 1307). On th e  qualities of Boyle’s translations I  quote Owen L attim ore  : «. . . 
no  m atte r how recondite th e  subject, he sets i t  fo rth  in an easy, p lain English, light in 
its  touch, th a t inv ites th e  unlearned reader as well as the  specialist in to  a  s tudy  and 
lib rary  of a scholar who is as unpretentious as he is learned» (Preface to  J .  A. Boyle, The 
Mongolian World Em pire 1206 — 1370, London 1977, p . II).

The best qualities o f scholarship, wide overview  and philological accuracy, phan- 
ta sy  and abundan t knowledge of the facts, the  ab ility  of finding w hat is in teresting  and 
im portan t a t  the sam e tim e, characterized his papers as well. The h isto ry  of th e  Mongolian 
E m pire is one of the  m ost difficult targets because the m ost d ifferent sources have to  
be synoptically dea lt w ith , Chinese and L atin , A rm enian and Georgian, Russian and 
T ibetan, Turkish and A rabic and the ir testim ony has to  be confronted w ith  those w ritten 
in  Persian. In  th is  painstak ing  work an im portan t task  is to  identify  places, persons, 
titles and events occurring in various sources in different forms.
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M ajor contributions to  th e  h istorical georgaphy of th e  period are am ong o thers th e  
follow ing papers : The Sum m er and  W inter Camping Grounds of the Kereit (C A J  17, 1973, 
108 — 110), I r u  and M aru in  the Secret H istory of the M ongols (H J A S  17, 1954, 403 — 
410), T h e  Seasonal Residence of the Great Khan Ögödei (Sprache, Geschichte und K u ltu r der 
altaischen Völker, Berlin 1974, 145 — 151), The Burial Place of the Great K han Ögödei (Acta 
Orient. H avniae  22, 1970, 45 — 50), T he capture of Isfahan  by the Mongols (A tti del Convegno 
Internationale sul T em a : L a  P ersia  nel Medioevo, R om e 1971, 331—336), Sites and 
Localities Connected with the H istory of the Mongol E m pire (Proceedings of the Second 
In terna tiona l Congress of M ongolists, U lan  B ato r 1972, 75 — 79).

T h e  ta sk  of identifying persons and titles are th e  m ain  sub ject of such papers as : 
The M ongol Commanders in  A fghanistan  and Ind ia  According to the Tabaqät-i-Näsiri of 
J ü z jâ n ï (Islam is Studies 2, 1963, 235 — 247), On the T itles Given in  Ju v a in i to Certain 
M ongolian Princes (H J A S  19, 1956, 146 —154), The Posthumous Title of B athu K han. 
(Proceeding of the IX th  M eeting of the P I  AC, Naples 1970, 67 — 70), Some Additional Notes 
on the M ongolian Names in  the H istory  of the Nation of the Archers (Researches in  A ltaic  
Languages, B udapest 1975, 33 — 42).

T h e  historian was alw ays in te rested  in  the custom s and  beliefs of the  Mongols as 
can be seen  from  his papers as : K irakos of Ganjah on the Mongols (C A J  8, 1963, 199 — 
214), A  From  of Horse Sacrifice Am ongst the 13th- and 14th-Century Mongols (C A J  10, 
1965, 145 —150), A  Eurasian H u n tin g  R itual (Folklore 83, 1972, 177 — 193), The Thirteenth- 
Century M ongols’ Conception of the A fter-Life  : The Evidence of their Funerary Practices 
(M ongolian Studies 1, 1974, 5 —14 an d  in  : The journey to the other world, Cam bridge and 
Ipsw ich , 1975, 27 — 41), Narayrgen or the People of the S u n  (Altaica Collecta, W iesbaden 
1976, 131—■136), The Attitude of the Thirteenth-Century M ongols towards Nature (C A J  22, 
1978, 177 —185), The Owl and the Hare in  the Popular Beliefs of the Medieval Mongols 
(C A J  23, 1979, 6 5 -7 1 ).

W hile  working w ith th e  h isto rical sources of th e  M ongolian period he followed up 
m a n y  fo lk loristic themes to  be found  in these sources. A lready in his te x t editions he 
recognized th e  presence of th e  A lexander Rom ance to  which he devoted tw o special 
pap ers  : T he Alexander Legend in  Central A sia  (Folklore 85, 1974, 217 — 228) and Alexander 
and the M ongols (J R A S  1979, 123 —136), another folkloric them e is dealth  w ith  in  the 
pap e r T he Old M an in  the T ru n k  : The Greek Origin of a Theme in  the Oghuz-näma (Aspects 
of A lta ic  civilization  I I , B loom ington 1978, 11 —15).

P ro b a b ly  his in terest in  fo lk -lite ra tu re  led him  to  th e  w ork of the m ystical poet of 
th e  12 th  cen tu ry , Farïdu-'l-D ïn  'A ttâ r-iN eishabü rî, whose Ilähi-näm a  he transla ted  into 
E nglish  (M anchester 1977). The resu lt of his studies on the  origin of m any topics in  the 
Ilä h i-n ä m a , among others th e  A lexander Rom ance, th e  A rabian  N ights and 'A t ta r ’s 
poe tica l version  of the world-wide know n tale of the  M agician and his A pprentice is the 
su b jec t o f h is paper : Popular Literature and Folklore in  ’A ttar’s M athnavis (Colloquio 
I ta lo —Iran ico  sul Poeta M istico Fariduddin  ’Attar, R om e 1978, 57 — 70).

P ro fesso r Boyle took an  ac tiv e  p a r t in the in te rnationa l life of scholarship and 
w hen p re se n t in any of the  congresses and conferences his wise hum anity  and gentle 
h u m o u r alw ays warmed th e  a ir  a round  him. He organized tw ice the  P erm anen t In ter- 
n a tio n a l A lta istic  Conference in  M anchester (1967, 1978) the  scholarly and friendly 
a th m o sp h e re  of which m any of us will rem em ber for ever.

P ro fesso r Boyle had very  close contacts w ith his H ungarian  colleagues who highly 
esteem ed h is work and expressed th is  by  electing him  honorary  m em ber of the  Csoma 
de K ôrôs Society in 1973.

H is  intim ely death deprived us of a g reat scholar an d  a good friend.
A . Rôna-Tas
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