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ABSTRACT 

Egyptian and Italian Merchants in the Black Sea Slave Trade, 1260-1500 

Hannah Barker 

The present study examines the merchant networks which exported slaves from the Black 

Sea to Genoa, Venice, and Cairo from the late thirteenth to the late fifteenth century on the basis 

of both Arabic and Latin sources. It begins with an explanation of features distinctive to slavery 

in the medieval Mediterranean, the most important of which was its ideological basis in religious 

rather than racial difference, as well as a comparison between the Christian and Islamic laws 

governing slavery. In subsequent chapters it covers the variety of roles played by slaves in 

Mediterranean society, how the use of individual slaves was shaped by their gender and origin, 

and the processes which led to the enslavement of people within the Black Sea region. The heart 

of the project is the fourth chapter, an analysis of the commercial networks which conveyed 

slaves from the ports of the Black Sea to those of the Mediterranean. This chapter profiles 

individual merchants who dealt in slaves, traces the routes and identifies the logistical challenges 

of the slave trade, and analyzes the relative importance of various groups of merchants in 

supplying the Mediterranean demand for slaves. The next chapter explains the process of 

finding, inspecting, and buying a slave in the marketplace and how it differed from the purchase 

of other commodities. The final chapter addresses the place of the Black Sea slave trade in the 

political and religious context of the late medieval crusade movement. Proponents of the 

crusades argued that Christian merchants, especially the Genoese, were strengthening the sultan 

of Egypt to the detriment of the crusaders by supplying him with slaves for military service. The 

validity of these accusations is examined in light of the sources informing the rest of the study.  
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Chapter One:  

Slavery in the Medieval Mediterranean 

 
 On September 19, 1363, a ten-year-old Tatar boy named Jaqmaq was sold as a slave in 

the Black Sea port of Tana. His first owner had probably been a Christian, since Jaqmaq had 

already been baptized with the name Antonio. His second owner was a Muslim inhabitant of the 

port named Aqbugha, the son of Shams al-Dīn. Aqbugha sold Jaqmaq/Antonio to his third 

owner, Nicolò Baxeio of the parish of St. Patermanus in Venice, for 400 aspers in the local 

currency. Nicolò also bought a fifteen-year-old Tatar girl from Aqbugha and a twelve-year-old 

Tatar boy from another local man. All three children were to be delivered to different people in 

Venice. Jaqmaq/Antonio was destined for Gabriel Teuri of the parish of St. Severus, his fourth 

owner.  

 Roughly twenty years later another boy named Jaqmaq, this time a Circassian, was also 

sold as a slave in the Black Sea. He was purchased by a merchant named Kazlak, who brought 

him to Egypt. There Kazlak sold him to a commander in the army, the amir ‘Ali ibn Ināl, who 

raised him as a mamluk, a military slave. Once fully trained, he accompanied ‘Ali’s mother on 

the hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. Upon his return, Jaqmaq discovered that his older brother was also 

serving as a mamluk in the household of the sultan of Egypt. The sultan took Jaqmaq away from 

the amir and into his own household, reuniting the brothers. After a short period of additional 

training, the sultan freed Jaqmaq and made him a page at court. Over the course of several 

decades Jaqmaq rose through the ranks in the court and the army, eventually reigning as sultan 

from 1438 to 1453. During this period he purchased thousands of slaves to staff his household 

and to serve as mamluks in his army. His successor, al-Manṣūr ‘Uthmān, was his son by a 

Turkish slave concubine named Zahrā’.   
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 The existence of the first Jaqmaq, the Tatar boy sold to Venetians, is recorded in a single 

brief note in a register of the notary who drew up the contract for his sale.
1
 As a result, we know 

a great deal about the circumstances under which he was sold but nothing about his life as a slave 

before or afterwards. The existence of the second Jaqmaq, the Circassian boy sold to Egyptians, 

is attested by numerous chronicles, biographical dictionaries, and other narrative sources, as well 

as coins minted in his name and a school (madrasah) which he endowed and which still stands in 

Cairo today.
2
 However, these sources reveal more about his political career than his early life as 

a slave. What binds the stories of the two Jaqmaqs together, despite their radically different fates 

both in life and the historical record, is their involuntary participation in the late medieval Black 

Sea slave trade.   

 

Black Sea Slaves in the Mediterranean  

 The history of the Black Sea as a source of Mediterranean slaves extends from the Greek 

colonies of antiquity to networks of human trafficking in the present day. During the Middle 

Ages, the height of the Black Sea slave trade occurred between 1260, when the Byzantine 

emperor Michael Paleologus granted commercial privileges in the Black Sea to the Italian city-

state of Genoa, and 1475, when Ottoman forces conquered Genoa’s largest Black Sea colony at 

Caffa on the Crimean peninsula. The Black Sea was certainly not the only source of 

                                                 
1
 ASVe, Cancellaria inferiore, Notai, b.19, N.7, reg. 5, item 111, 19 September 1363. The name Jaqmaq is spelled 

Zachmach or Zachomach in Italian sources. Items 95 and 106 in the same register record the purchase of the two 

other slaves by Nicolò Baxeio.  

 
2
 Jaqmaq’s early life is discussed in Jamāl al-Dīn Yusūf ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī wa-al-mustawfā baʿd 

al-wāfī, ed. Muḥammad Muḥammad Amīn and Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ ʿAshūr (Cairo: HMAK, 1986), 4:275-312, no. 

849; Jamāl al-Dīn Yusūf ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Nujūm al-zāhirah fī mulūk Miṣr wa-al-Qāhirah (Cairo: MTTTN, 

1963-1972), 15:258; Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Iyās, Bidāʾiʿ al-zuhūr fī wiqāʾiʿ al-duhūr (Cairo: HMAK, 1984), 

2:198-99. When Jaqmaq died in 1453, he was in his eighties. I estimate that he was born in Circassia in the early 

1370s, imported to Egypt in the mid to late 1380s, and acquired by the sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq during his second 

reign (1390-99).   
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Mediterranean slaves during the late medieval period. Muslim Iberia, Sardinia, the Balkans, the 

Aegean, and sub-Saharan Africa also supplied significant numbers of slaves.
3
 But it was the 

Black Sea trade that dominated Mediterranean markets in the late thirteenth to late fifteenth 

centuries, providing merchants with profit and prestige; states with military recruits, revenue, 

and diplomatic bargaining power; and individual consumers with a large and varied selection of 

enslaved men and women.  

 The present study reveals the structure and significance of the Black Sea slave trade by 

examining the activities of the three Mediterranean powers most deeply involved in it. Through 

its colony at Caffa and its bustling settlements in other major ports, Genoa was able to control 

shipping and regulate the slave trade throughout the Black Sea. Venice did not possess a colony 

of its own there, but the Venetian community at Tana competed with the Genoese in trading 

slaves and other commodities. The Mamluk sultanate which governed Egypt and greater Syria 

(bilād al-Shām) depended on slaves from the Black Sea for military service; these slaves, the 

mamluks for whom the sultanate was named, were imported as children, converted to Islam, 

trained as elite soldiers, manumitted, and given posts in the army and government.   

These three strands in the web of Black Sea slaving have never been studied together, 

primarily because such a study must draw on sources in both Latin and Arabic.
4
 Yet integrating 

                                                 
3
 Olivia Remie Constable, “Muslim Spain and Mediterranean Slavery: The Medieval Slave Trade as an Aspect of 

Muslim-Christian Relations,” in In Christendom and its Discontents, ed. Scott Waugh and Peter Diehl (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), 264-284; Susan Mosher Stuard, “To Town to Serve: Urban Domestic Slavery in 

Medieval Ragusa,” in Women and Work in Preindustrial Europe, ed. Barbara Hanawalt (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1986), 39-55; R.C. Müller, “Venezia e i primi schiavi neri,” Archivio veneto, 5
th

 ser., 113 (1979): 

139-142; Domenico Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi a Genova nel secolo XV (Genoa: Fratelli Bozzi, 1971); 

Bernard Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East: An Historical Inquiry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1990); Shaun Marmon, Eunuchs and Sacred Boundaries in Islamic Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). 

 
4
 Attempts have been made using Latin sources or Arabic sources, but not both. Andrew Ehrenkreutz, “Strategic 

Implications of the Slave Trade between Genoa and Mamluk Egypt in the Second Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 

in The Islamic Middle East, 700-1900, ed. Abraham Udovitch (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1981), 335-345; Reuven 

Amitai, “Diplomacy and the Slave Trade in the Eastern Mediterranean: A Re-examination of the Mamluk-
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the two sets of sources reveals that the Genoese, Venetian, and Mamluk slave trades were 

thoroughly entangled with one another and enmeshed in the broader economic and political 

concerns of the Mediterranean world. The rivalry between Genoa and Venice for control of the 

Black Sea and its lucrative supply of slaves was one element, and an important one, in their on-

going struggle for commercial dominance of the Mediterranean. In addition, because both Genoa 

and Venice had the ability to disrupt the strategically important supply of slaves to the Mamluk 

sultanate, their merchants enjoyed special privileges in the lucrative Mamluk markets of 

Alexandria and Damascus. On the other hand, those same merchants were left vulnerable to 

Mamluk reprisals whenever Genoa or Venice exercised their ability to interfere with the Mamluk 

slave supply. Yet when Genoa or Venice refrained from interfering with slave imports to the 

Mamluk sultanate, they were castigated by supporters of the crusade movement, who demanded 

that they use their leverage over the slave trade to weaken the forces of Islam and strengthen 

those of Christendom. This web of political, religious, and economic constraints makes it 

impossible to fully understand the dynamics of the Italian or Mamluk slave trades without 

delving into the connections between them.  

Bringing together the Latin and Arabic sources also sheds light on the structure of the 

local slave trade within the Black Sea region, a phenomenon which is otherwise poorly 

documented and has been the subject of much speculation. When anecdotal evidence from 

Mamluk chronicles is combined with data from Genoese and Venetian account books and 

notarial registers, it becomes clear that a local slave trade did exist; that the majority of slaves 

                                                                                                                                                             
Byzantine-Genoese Triangle in the Late Thirteenth Century in Light of the Existing Early Correspondence,” Oriente 

moderno 88 (2008): 349-368; Charles Verlinden, “Medieval ‘Slavers’,” in Economy, Society, and Government in 

Medieval Italy, ed. David Herlihy, Robert Lopez, and Vsevolod Slessarev (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 

1969), 1-15; this is essentially the same article as Charles Verlinden, “Mamelouks et traitants,” in Économies et 

sociétés au Moyen Age (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1973), 737-747. 
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were enslaved through capture in wars and raids, but that some were sold into slavery by their 

own families; that the shift from Tatars and Kipchak Turks to Circassians in the late fourteenth 

and early fifteenth centuries affected the entire Black Sea slave trade, not just the Mamluk 

branch, and was supply- rather than demand-driven; and that from the mid-fourteenth century, 

there was a land route from the southern coast of the Black Sea to the Mamluk sultanate via 

eastern Anatolia which provided a viable alternative to the Italian-dominated maritime route via 

the Aegean Sea. These findings are not apparent without bringing together Italian and Mamluk 

perspectives on the Black Sea, and they require significant changes to the current understanding 

of the slave export process. 

Finally, reading the Arabic and Latin sources side by side highlights a set of practices 

associated with slavery that appear throughout the late medieval Mediterranean and that, taken 

together, constitute a common culture of slavery. This study focuses on the elements of that 

common culture which are most useful for framing the historical particularities of the Black Sea 

slave trade. One such element is a common definition of slave status. Throughout the late 

medieval Mediterranean world, it was understood that slavery was legal; that its ideological basis 

was religious; and that it was reciprocal. All free adults living in the Mediterranean region during 

the later Middle Ages could go to a regional slave market and legally purchase slaves from 

religious backgrounds different than their own, but if unlucky they might also be made slaves 

themselves. Another element is the shared set of criteria used to determine the religious 

affiliation of individual slaves and hence the legality of their status. These included language, 

customs, origin, and physical appearance as well as direct professions of faith.  

A third element in the common culture of slavery is the operation of the Mediterranean 

slave market. Merchants generally imported slaves from the Black Sea in small numbers (ones or 
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tens) and sold them one at a time in markets or private homes. These small-scale transactions 

were often facilitated by brokers. Brokers or doctors  might also help buyers inspect slaves for 

illness or other hidden faults. The contractual language used to formalize these sales was 

strikingly similar in Latin and Arabic. The occasional inclusion of a clause in which a slave 

acknowledged or consented to his or her own sale raised questions about the agency of the slave 

and about the legal paradoxes inherent in the sale of a human commodity.  

A fourth element in the late medieval common culture of slavery is the uses to which 

slave owners put their slaves. Throughout the Mediterranean, slave owners deployed their slaves 

as financial and social assets as well as laborers. While the scholarly literature on slavery often 

assumes the typical slave to be male, the majority of slaves in the late medieval Mediterranean 

were female, and the exploitation of their sexual and reproductive capacities was an essential 

component of slave ownership. The slave owner largely determined what functions an individual 

slave would perform and what his or her experience of slave status would be.  

These four elements alone do not fully constitute the late medieval Mediterranean 

common culture of slavery. Additional elements, such as practices of manumission, are just as 

important in the broader scope of slavery but less relevant to the slave trade specifically. Since 

the slave trade is the focus of the present study, they will not be addressed here. Moreover, this 

study does not attempt to trace the origins or evolution of the Mediterranean common culture of 

slavery, only to identify and describe a few of its elements as they appear in the late medieval 

context.
5
 Finally, although there were meaningful differences between Mamluk and Italian 

                                                 
5
 The common culture of slavery certainly originates before the later Middle Ages. For the legacy of Galenic and 

Aristotelian thought, see John Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria: Two Perspectives on Slavery,” in The Medieval 

Tradition of Natural Law, ed. Harold Johnson (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1987), 87-101; Franz 

Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom Prior to the Nineteenth Century (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1960), 81; Hans 

Müller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs nach arabischen, persischen und türkischen Ratgebern vom 10. bis zum 18. 

Jahrhundert (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980). The legacy of Roman law in medieval Europe is well known, 
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practices of slavery (such as the Mamluk use of male slaves for military purposes), this study 

will present these differences as regional variations within a shared framework rather than two 

fundamentally different frameworks to be compared point by point.   

Before introducing in more detail the concept of slave status within the late medieval 

Mediterranean common culture of slavery, a note should be added concerning terminology. In 

classical Arabic, the words for slave included ‘abd )عبد(, raqīq (رقيق), ghulām (غالم), khādim 

 ,(جارية) jāriyah  ,(وصيف/وصيفة) waṣīf/waṣīfah ,(مملوك/مملوكة) mamlūk/mamlūkah ,(فتى) fatā ,(خادم)

and ammah (أمة).
6
 Both free and freed people were referred to as ḥurr (  but the freed could be ,(حرّ 

differentiated from the freeborn with the term ‘atīq (عتيق). In the Anglophone historiography, 

mamluk with a lower-case m is used for male slaves in training for military service, while 

Mamluk with an upper-case M refers to the state which governed Egypt and Greater Syria from 

1258 to 1517, a state headed by former mamluk slaves. Certain words for slave, especially 

ghulām and khādim, were also used for free servants and social inferiors. Others, such as mamlūk 

and ‘abd, were used by free people to describe themselves in order to convey respect and 

humility in formal contexts, much as an English-speaker might once have used the phrase “your 

humble servant” to close a letter. Sometimes the status of the person being referred to is clear 

because of its context within a particular source. A contract for the sale of an ‘abd definitely 

refers to a slave, whereas a letter in which the sender refers to himself as an ‘abd indicates a free 

                                                                                                                                                             
but for the Islamic world see Irene Schneider, Kinderverkauf und Schuldknechtschaft: Untersuchungen zur frühen 

Phase des islamischen Rechts (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1999) and Joseph Miller, “The Historical Contexts of 

Slavery in Europe,” in Slavery Across Time and Space, ed. Per Hernaes and Tore Iversen (Trondheim: Department 

of History, NTNU, 2002), 18.  

 
6
 Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab (Cairo: MTTTN, 1964-1992), 9:35; 

Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī al-Jarawānī, Al-Kawkab al-mushriq fīmā yaḥtāj ilayhi al-muwaththiq li-ʿālim al-shurūṭ, ed. 

Souad Saghbini (Berlin: EB-Verlag, 2010), 54; Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Asyūṭī, Jawhar al-ʿuqūd wa-muʿīn al-

quḍāh wa-al-muwaqqiʿīn wa-al-shuhūd, ed. Muhammad Hamid al-Fiqqī (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat al-sunnah al-

Muḥammadiyyah, 1955), 1:96-97; Robert Brunschvig, EI2, “ʿAbd.” See also Chouki El Hamel, Black Morocco: A 

History of Slavery, Race, and Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 21-36 for detailed analysis of 

Quranic terms.  
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person expressing humility. In other contexts the meaning is ambiguous: a chronicle reference to 

a khādim in the sultan’s household could mean either a free or an enslaved servant.  

 In medieval Latin, the most commonly used words for slave were servus and sclavus. 

Servus in classical Latin meant slave, but over time it came to refer to serfs and others of unfree 

status too.
7
 An invented etymology connected it with the verb servare, to save, with the 

explanation that slaves were war captives saved from death and sold instead. Sclavus was coined 

during the medieval period to distinguish slaves from serfs. The term sclavus first appeared in 

Italy in the eleventh century but did not entirely replace servus until the fourteenth century.
8
 

Since many of the authoritative legal sources of the later Middle Ages were compiled in the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries, they tended to favor the term servus. It can therefore be unclear 

whether serf or slave was intended. Less common Latin words for slave included mancipium, 

emtitus, and ancilla. Vernacular terms such as schiavo and testa also appear in sources where the 

distinction between Latin and Italian was blurred. Famulus had referred to slaves in Roman 

times, but by the later Middle Ages it was used for apprentices and others serving in order to 

learn.
9
 Liber referred to all people of free status: those born free were ingenui, while those 

manumitted were libertini.  

                                                 
7
 Rolandinus Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae Rolandini Rodulphini Bononiensis (Bologna: Arnaldo Forni, 

1977), fol. 412v.  

 
8
 Steven Epstein, Speaking of Slavery: Color, Ethnicity, and Human Bondage in Italy (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 2001), 18-19; Alfred Haverkamp, “Die Erneuerung der Sklaverei im Mittelmeerraum während des hohen 

Mittelalters,” in Unfreie Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von der Antike bis in die Gegenwart, ed. Elisabeth 

Herrmann-Otto (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2005), 140. On the persistence and stability of ancilla as 

servus/serva underwent a major shift in meaning, see Susan Mosher Stuard, “Ancillary Evidence for the Decline of 

Medieval Slavery,” Past and Present 149 (1995): 8. 

 
9
 Laura Balletto, “Schiavi e manomessi nella Chio dei genovesi nel secolo XV,” in De l'esclavitud a la llibertat, ed. 

M.T. Ferrer i Mallol and J. Mutgé Vives (Barcelona: Consell Superior d’Investigacions Científiques, 2000), 661. 
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 In both Arabic and Latin, the masculine plural form is commonly used for groups of 

mixed gender. In the context of slavery, this means that the presence of female slaves is often 

hidden behind grammatically masculine forms.
10

 In some genres, especially legal ones, the 

authors make clear their intent by using pairs of gendered nouns (sclavi et sclavae, mamālik wa-

jawārī) to explicitly include both male and female slaves. Nevertheless it is common to find only 

the masculine plural noun in contexts where slaves of both genders seem to be intended. 

 

The Legality of Slavery 

Slavery was legal throughout the medieval Mediterranean. Moreover, there existed a 

broad consensus about the legal and theological meaning of slave status. Both Christian and 

Muslim authorities agreed that slaves were spiritually equal to free people.
11

 As a result, the 

religious belief of slaves and their conversion from one religion to another was meaningful, and 

slaves were generally permitted to take part in religious rites.
12

 Nevertheless the institution of 

slavery, though not divinely ordained, was accepted as a product of human history and therefore 

a legitimate part of human society.
13

 Slave owners were encouraged to treat their slaves with 

                                                 
10

 John Gillingham, “Women, Children and the Profits of War,” in Gender and Historiography, ed. Janet Nelson, 

Susan Reynolds, and Susan Johns (London: IHR, 2012), 68 makes this point for Old English and Latin.  

 
11

 Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 2a; Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 30; Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 88 

and 91-92; Emil Friedberg, ed., Corpus iuris canonici, 2 vols. (Graz: Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt, 1959), 

C.29 q.2 c.1, X.4.9.1 and its gloss on a sacramentis. All citations of the Decretum and the Liber Extra are taken 

from this edition. 

 
12

 Some exceptions were made when obedience to God might conflict with obedience to their owners. Slaves were 

not allowed to hold positions of religious leadership; Christian slaves were not to be ordained as priests or admitted 

to monasteries, and Muslim slaves were not to lead prayers as the imam. Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3d; X.1.18. 

Slave marriage posed complex problems which will be discussed in chapter 2.  

 
13

 Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 31-32; R.H. Helmholz, “The Law of Slavery and the European Ius 

Commune,” in The Legal Understanding of Slavery, ed. Jean Allain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),  

section A; Kyle Harper, Slavery in the Late Roman World, AD 275-425 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2011), 213. Private property was also seen as a human institution and not a divine one.  
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kindness, and manumission was upheld as an act of piety, charity, and expiation for past 

misdeeds, but the right to own a human being was never questioned.
14

 Slaves were urged to obey 

their owners and serve them humbly.  

In the Middle Ages, the institution of slavery fit within a widely accepted concept of 

social hierarchy that encompassed the power of God over humanity, rulers over subjects, men 

over women, and parents over children. Ibn Manẓūr, the author of the fourteenth-century Arabic 

dictionary Lisān al-‘Arab, made a play to this effect on the word ‘abd, meaning slave with the 

plural ‘abīd and worshipper with the plural‘ibād. Thus all people were‘ibād of God, but some 

were also ‘abīd of God’s creatures.
15

 Likewise Iacopo da Varagine, a late thirteenth-century 

archbishop of Genoa famous for his collection of saints’ lives known as the Golden Legend, 

argued that although slaves were equal to free people in life, death, and the world to come, they 

were still rightly placed under the authority of the head of the household along with dependent 

women and children.
16

  

The opposing argument, that slaves were inherently inferior to free people by divine 

institution or by nature, was occasionally put forward during the medieval period but not widely 

accepted. The rhetoric of spiritual enslavement to passion and animal desire was common among 

                                                 
14

 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 20; Lewis, Race and Slavery, 4; Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 2a and 2b; 

Amerigo D’Amia, Schiavitù romana e servitù medievale (Milan: Ulrico Hoepli, 1931), 162; Shaun Marmon, 

“Domestic Slavery in the Mamluk Empire: A Preliminary Sketch,” in Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, ed. Shaun 

Marmon (Princeton: Markus Wiener, 1999), 3. 

 
15

 Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 1-2.  

 
16

 “Quia omnes, tam servi quam liberi, de terra sunt creati et nudi et plorando nati... omnes, tam liberi quam servi, 

eundem locum habent scilicet eundem mundum, eandem terram, eundem aerem... omnes, tam liberi quam servi 

moriuntur, in cinerem resolvuntur et putrescunt... omnes, tam liberi quam servi, habent unum Dominum... omnes, 

tam liberi quam servi, ad iudicium Dei venient et de omnibus factis suis rationem reddent, et ibi gloriam vel penam 

recipient.” Giovanni Monleone, ed., Iacopo da Varagine e la sua cronaca di Genova (Rome: Istituto Storico 

Italiano, 1941), 213-15.  
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both Christians and Muslims, but it was rarely applied to actual, juridical slaves.
17

 The most 

influential medieval argument in favor of natural slavery was derived from Aristotle’s Politics. 

Since the Politics was not widely read in Islamic scholarly circles, the concept of natural slavery 

did not gain much traction there.
18

  In contrast, Christian scholastics translated the Politics into 

Latin in the thirteenth century and immediately began to produce commentaries.
19

 Thomas 

Aquinas’ influential commentary began with the conventional explanation of slavery as a human 

institution based on capture in war, but then went on to suggest the existence of natural slavery 

on the basis that defeat in war was usually the result of some virtue possessed by the victors and 

not by the defeated.
20

 Thus slaves captured in war must naturally be inferior in some way to their 

captors. In the Summa Theologica, Aquinas arrived at the same conclusion by a different route, 

arguing that the initial state of humanity had been freedom, but that original sin had changed the 

circumstances of human life such that slavery became natural and beneficial.
21

 Sinful and 

unbelieving slaves were naturally subject to the power of righteous Christian masters, who would 

                                                 
17

 Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 81-92; Christians often cited the biblical story of Hagar and Ishmael 

(Gen. 16 and 21, especially 21:10) in this regard. Citations in D.47 c.9, D.56 c.9, C.32 q.2 c.12, C.32 q.4 c.2. 

Christians also associated slavery with God’s punishment of Israel with captivity in Egypt C.1 q.4 c.11 and C.23 q.5 

c.49, and with the subordinate status of Jews in medieval Europe, X.5.6.13 and its gloss on libera and ancilla. It was 

also associated with original sin, C.12 q.2 c.68; dictum Gratiani C.33 q.3 d.4 c.12.  The curse of Ham and Gen. 10 

was far more important to early modern ethnic theology than it was in the Middle Ages. Travis Glasson, Mastering 

Christianity: Missionary Anglicanism and Slavery in the Atlantic World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 

44-45; Benjamin Braude, “The Sons of Noah and the Construction of Ethnic and Geographical Identities in the 

Medieval and Early Modern Periods,” William and Mary Quarterly 54 (1997): 103-142. 

 
18

 Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 30-32, 91. Medieval Islamic scholars interested in politics and 

government favored Plato’s Republic. 

 
19

 Jean Dunbabin, “The Reception and Interpretation of Aristotle's Politics,” in The Cambridge History of Later 

Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 723-737. 

 
20

 Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 89.  

 
21

 Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 91; Günther Mensching, “Die Rechtfertigung von Unfreiheit im Denken des 

Hochmittelalters,” in Unfreie Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von der Antike bis in die Gegenwart, ed. Elisabeth 

Herrmann-Otto (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2005), 126-28. In my opinion, Haverkamp overstates the 

acceptance of this argument. Haverkamp, “Die Erneuerung der Sklaverei,” 135-36.  
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exercise control over them for their own betterment. On the relationship between slavery and 

original sin, the obvious counter-authority to Aquinas was Augustine, who argued that slavery 

could not be natural because sin, even original sin, was not the natural state of humanity.
22

  

 How did these theological and philosophical principles play out in the field of religious 

law? This question is challenging to answer, since the sources for Christian and Islamic religious 

law (canon law and sharī’a) are very different in form. Canon law in the later Middle Ages 

consisted of two authoritative compilations, the Decretum and the Liber Extra.
23

 The Decretum, 

compiled by Gratian, appeared around 1140 and quickly became the standard text for teaching 

canon law in universities throughout Europe. Subsequent papal rulings were collected by 

Raymond of Peñafort and officially issued as the Liber Extra in 1234. Over time, both works 

came to be circulated with a standard gloss consisting of commentary and cross-references that 

challenged and elaborated on the original text.
24

  

 In contrast, Sunni Islamic law (sharī’a) was divided into four schools (madhhab, pl. 

madhāhib) which offered authoritative interpretations of the Quran and ḥadīth, sayings and 

actions ascribed to the Prophet Muhammad. The prevalent school varied by region, but the 

Mamluk sultan was advised by representatives of all four. Each school had its own legal texts 

and commentaries refined over the course of generations. Delving into the full legal complexities 

of slavery as discussed in all four Sunni schools, not to mention Shi’ite law, is beyond the scope 

                                                 
22

 Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 88 and 92; Helmholz, “Law of Slavery,” section A. Guy of Rimini also argued 

against natural slavery because it violated the natural love between people as well as the Golden Rule. Dunbabin, 

“The Reception and Interpretation,” 728. 

 
23

 Friedberg, Corpus iuris canonici; James Brundage, Medieval Canon Law (London: Longman, 1995) provides a 

useful introduction to the history of canon law. Additional compilations followed the Liber Extra, such as the Liber 

Sextus of 1294, but they contain little material on slavery. 
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of this project.
25

 Instead this section will focus on aspects of slave status shared by all four Sunni 

schools during the Mamluk period.  

 Both canon law and sharī’a embraced freedom as the original status of humankind and 

assumed it in cases of doubtful status, such as orphans of unknown parentage.
26

 Nevertheless, 

they recognized the legitimacy of slavery as a human institution and admonished slaves to obey 

their owners and serve them loyally.
27

 People could legally be kept as slaves if they were born 

into slave status, if they were unbelievers captured in war, or if they were purchased as slaves.
28

 

Self-sale and the sale of children by their parents were forbidden by sharī’a but permitted by 

canon law “in greatest necessity.”
29

 In theory canon law also permitted enslavement as 

punishment for such sins as drunkenness and inappropriate sexual activity (especially by women 

and the clergy), but there is no record of enslavement being used as punishment in practice.
30

  

                                                 
25

 W. Heffening, “Zum Aufbau der islamischen Rechtswerke,” in Studien zur Geschichte und Kultur des nahen und 

fernen Ostens (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1935), 101-118 compares the organizational structure of law books (furūʿ al-fiqh) 

across the four major schools and several minor schools. Every school includes a chapter on slavery. Kecia Ali has 

devoted an entire monograph to the development of a single facet of slave status in Islamic law, the analogy in legal 

reasoning between slavery and marriage. Marriage and Slavery in Early Islam (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2010).  

 
26

 In Sunni law, االصلّهوّالحرية. Lewis, Race and Slavery, 6; Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 2; Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” 

section 3a; Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 31-32. The first appearances of this principle in Islamic 

jurisprudence are traced by Schneider, Kinderverkauf, 23-24. In canon law, “homines, quos ab initio natura liberos 

protulit.” C.12 q.2 c.68. See also Helmholz, “Law of Slavery,” section A; C.32 q.4 c.15, gloss on deteriorem partem 

sumit; X.4.9.3 and its gloss on favore libertatis; X.3.19.3, gloss on commutari; and X.5.11.1; X.4.9.3. 

 
27

 Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 2 and 4; Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 2b. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians and 

Colossians are often cited on this point. Monleone, Iacopo da Varagine, 212-3; Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 88. 

 
28

 Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3a; Lewis, Race and Slavery, 6; D.1 c.7; C.15 q.8 c.3, gloss on ingenuae and 

hereditatem; X.1.18.8 and its gloss, X.4.10.1, C.32 q.3 c.1, and C.32 q.4 c.9, gloss on nec sanguinis. 

 
29

 C.29 q.2 c.7, see especially the gloss on divortii, and X.3.21.2, gloss on lex. Schneider, Kinderverkauf examines 

the emergence of this consensus in Islamic law.  

 
30

 D.35 c.8 on drunkenness; D.32 c.10, D.34 c.7, D.81 c.30, gloss on et venundentur, C.15 q.8 c.3, C.32 q.2 c.11, and 

C.32 q.4 c.9 on sexual sins; C.36 q.1 c.3 on rape. For example, in theory clerical concubines could be sold into 

slavery, but the harshest punishment they suffered in practice was exile. Roisin Cossar, “Clerical 'Concubines' in 

Northern Italy during the Fourteenth Century,” Journal of Women’s History 23 (2011): 115-16.  
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 Slavery as a legal status implied both legal disability and commodification. Legal 

weakness meant that slaves were deprived of the capacity to own property, inherit or bequeath it, 

conduct business, hold positions of legal authority, testify in court, execute a will, or serve as a 

legal guardian.
31

 In this respect slave status was comparable to that of women, minors, and the 

mentally ill. Some aspects of legal weakness could be moderated with the owner’s permission; 

for example, a Muslim owner could authorize a slave to conduct business on his or her behalf.
32

 

Loopholes mitigated other aspects of legal weakness; for example, canon law and sharī’a 

allowed slaves to possess some personal property, their peculium in Roman terminology. This 

technically belonged to their owners and could not be disposed of without their owners’ 

permission, but in practice it could be used to buy freedom. Commodification meant that slaves 

themselves could be bought, sold, given, rented, pledged, and otherwise disposed of as 

property.
33

 Although slaves as living commodities in the marketplace were often compared to 

animals, their humanity was not in question.
34

 Unlike animals, slaves were recognized to have 

                                                 
31

 Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3e and 3g; Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom, 25-6; Marmon, “Domestic 

Slavery,” 3; Ali, Marriage and Slavery, 8 and 192; C.3 q.5 c.8 and 11, d.p.c. C.3 q.11 c.4, C.6 q.1 c.17, C.13 q.2 c.5 

with its glosses, C.32 q.2 c.12, C.32 q.4 c.9, C.33 q.3 d.1 c.19, X.2.20.45,  X.3.49.6, X.4.9.2, X.5.3.7, X.5.38.2, and 

X.5.40.10 with its gloss on si liber. 

 
32

 This status was called ma’dhūn. Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3h; Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 6. 

 
33

 C.1 q.3 c.6; C.12 q.2 c.67 and X.3.19.4; Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3b. 

 
34

 Simon Simeonis, Itinerarium Symonis Semeonis ab Hybernia ad Terram Sanctam, trans. and ed. Mario Esposito 

(Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1960), 90-91; Bernhard von Breydenbach, Sanctarum 

peregrinationum in montem Syon ad Christi sepulcrum in Hierusalem (Speyer: Peter Drach, 1502), fol. 84v. 

Manuals for Italian notaries and Mamluk market inspectors grouped slaves and animals under the same heading. 

Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Maʿālim al-qurbah fī aḥkām al-ḥisbah, ed. Reuben Levy (London: Luzac 

& Co., 1938), ch. 41; Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad al-Qalqashandī, Subḥ al-aʿshā fī ṣanāʿat al-inshāʾ (Cairo: Al-Maṭbaʿah 

al-amīriyyah, 1913-1919), 4:32; Salatiele, Ars notariae, ed. Gianfrano Orlandelli (Milan: Giuffrè, 1961), 1:156-58.  
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reason and souls.
35

 In Islamic law, they were also considered dependents, people with a claim 

(ahl al-istiḥqāq) on the head of the household for food and clothing.
36

  

  In the Mamluk context, slave status and its attendant legal complexities were fully 

covered by religious law.
37

 However, since slavery in the Christian context was defined as a 

matter of human law (ius gentium) or custom rather than divine or natural law, the details of 

slave status were defined by civil law codes and adjudicated in civil courts.
38

 In Italy, civil law 

was enacted by each city-state but was strongly influenced by Roman law, some aspects of 

which had remained in continuous use throughout the Middle Ages and other aspects of which 

were rediscovered with the Justinianic code in the eleventh century. As a result, the laws 

governing slavery could vary significantly from city to city within Italy. This discussion will 

focus on the civil codes of Venice and Genoa as well as the notarial formularies which were used 

by notaries throughout Italy as references for drawing up legal documents correctly. The authors 

of notarial formularies were more interested in the general principles governing slavery than the 

legislators of Genoa and Venice, who were primarily concerned with slaves as a valuable but 

troublesome form of property.  

                                                 
35

 Jussi Varkemaa, Conrad Summenhart's Theory of Individual Rights (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 224. Italian cargo 

manifests referred to slaves as both teste (heads, comparable to heads of cattle) and anime (souls, unique to humans). 

B. Cecchetti, “La donna nel medioevo a Venezia,” Archivio veneto 31 (1886): 324. 

 
36

 Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 5; Brunschvig, “ʿAbd,” section 3b. Required by all except Hanafis. 
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 Jews and Christians living under Mamluk rule administered their own religious law through communal courts. 

The Mamluk state also had a civil judicial system (the maẓālim) through which subjects could petition the sultan and 

his administration. However, maẓālim courts tended to hear cases about the status and possession of land and not 

moveable goods such as slaves. Jorgen Nielsen, Secular Justice in an Islamic State: Maẓālim under the Baḥrī 

Mamlūks, 662/1264-789/1387 (Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1985), 46 and 95.  

 
38

 D.1 c.9 for human law, C.3 q.7 c.1, gloss on moribus for custom. See also D.8 c.1; dictum Gratiani following C.3 

q.7 c.1; X.1.3.13; and X.5.40.10; Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae, gloss on fol. 412r-v; Gino Masi, ed., 

Formularium florentinum artis notariae (1220-1242) (Milan: Società editrice vita e pensiero, 1943), 10; Melchiorre 

Roberti, Un formulario inedito di un notaio padovano del 1223 (Venice: R. Istituto nel Palazzo Loredan, 1906), 85. 

Slaves belonging to the church did fall under the jurisdiction of canon law. C.17 q.2 c.39, X.1.18.2, X.3.13.3, and 

X.3.13.4. 
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 Rolandinus Passeggieri, author of the most widely copied late medieval notarial 

formulary, conceptualized the division between slaves and free people as one of six fundamental 

divisions that characterized humanity.
39

 The others were gender (male, female, and 

hermaphrodite), birth (those already born and those about to be born), legal capacity (those 

empowered to act legally and those under the legal power of someone else), birth status 

(legitimate, natural, or neither), and age (adults and children). Passeggieri accepted the canon 

law principle of freedom as the natural and original state of humankind. He incorporated it into 

his sample manumission document with the clause: “restoring them to their former origins and to 

the right of free birth, and declaring them Roman citizens, and restoring them to the primeval 

right according to which all men are born free.”
40

 This clause and variations on it appeared in 

actual manumission documents of the time.
41

 Passeggieri also accepted the canon law 

assumption in favor of freedom: “as often as the interpretation of freedom is doubtful, it ought to 

be declared according to freedom.”
42

 He discussed enslavement through capture, birth, and self-

sale, but not the sale of children by parents. The rules governing self-sale were strict: the buyer 

must be unaware of the free status of the person selling himself, but the seller must be more than 

                                                 
39

 Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae, fol. 411r-415v. 

 
40

 “Restituens eos natalibus antiquis, & iuri ingenuitatis, et denuncians eos cives Roma. atque restituens eos iuri 

primȩvo secundum quem omnes homines liberi nascebantur, nec erat illis temporibus manumissio introducta, cum 

servitus esset incognita.” Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae, fol. 179v. Although Roman citizenship no longer 
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always been free. Ibid., fol. 179r. The gloss on the phrase “former origins” connected it to freedom under natural 

law. Ibid., fol. 180r. 
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 Antonio Lombardo, ed., Nicola de Boateriis, notaio in Famagosta e Venezia (1355-1365) (Venice: CPFSV, 

1973), 52-53, doc. 48 copies Passeggieri’s language word for word except that it substitutes third-person pronouns 

with second-person pronouns. Variations in Paola Piana Toniolo, Notai genovesi in Oltremare: Atti rogati a Chio da 

Gregorio Panissaro (1403-1405) (Genoa: Accademia Ligure di Scienze e Lettere, 1995), 134, doc. 83 and Philip 

Argenti, The Occupation of Chios by the Genoese and their Administration of the Island, 1346-1566 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1958), 3:807, doc. 321. 
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 "quia quoties dubia interpretatio libertatis est secundum libertatem pronunciandum erit.” Passeggieri, Summa 

totius artis notariae, fol. 178v and fol. 412r-v gloss. 
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twenty years old, aware of his status, consenting to the sale, and receiving a share of the price in 

the contract and in practice.
43

 Otherwise the sale of free people as slaves was strictly forbidden.
44

 

 The civil codes of Genoa and Venice were more concerned with regulating the use and 

behavior of slaves than they were with defining slavery.
45

 To the extent that the Genoese defined 

slave status, they emphasized its property aspect: “let male and female slaves be understood... as 

those who were possessed or detained by any person as male or female slaves.”
46

 They were also 

referenced in terms of submission and obedience.
47

 City codes were unconcerned with the 

processes of enslavement and manumission except to formalize the principle that slave status 

was passed through the mother and not the father.
48

 They were more interested in regulating the 

conduct of the slave trade, as will be discussed in later chapters.  

Since slavery was not well defined in civil law, cases of disputed status were usually 

decided on the basis of written documents (sale contracts or certificates of manumission) and 

witness testimony about the reputation of the person in question. Genoese law defined as a slave 
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 Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae, fol. 412r-v and its gloss.  
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 Passeggieri, Summa totius artis notariae, fol. 434r; Salatiele, Ars notariae, 1:19, 2:16 and 116.  
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 For the laws of Genoa, see L. Sauli, ed., Leges municipales, Monumenta Historia Patriae 2 (Turin: Regio 

Typographeo, 1838); Liber iurium reipublicae genuensis,  Monumenta Historia Patriae 7-8 (Turin: Regio 
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Barbagallo, ed. Luigi de Rosa (Naples: Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane, 1970), 2:147-172.  

 
46
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tamquam sclavi vel sclave possessi fuerint seu detempti.” Desimoni, Leges genuenses, 937-38. 
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 “Submissam personam uel submissas personas.” Sauli, Leges municipales, 373. 
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 Desimoni, Leges genuenses, 951, phrased so that the children of slave women belonged to their (presumably free) 

fathers. Sally McKee, “Inherited Status and Slavery in Renaissance Italy and Venetian Crete,” Past and Present 182 
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“she who is held and owned as a slave by her master or mistress, and she who is considered and 

held to be a slave by the neighborhood of the said master or mistress.”
49

 Reputation was certainly 

a decisive factor in some cases of disputed status. The podestà of Genoa received a complaint in 

1397 that Georgius, a free Armenian living in the Genoese colony of Caffa, was being held 

illegally as a slave.
50

 The case was decided in favor of Georgius because three witnesses testified 

on his behalf. The testimony of three Genoese merchants and a ship captain verified the free 

status of a Greek sailor named Maurus, whom another Genoese merchant had tried to sell into 

slavery in 1328.
51

 However, in many cases the documents and witnesses to a person’s status 

were unavailable or contradicted one another. Without evidence, unwritten assumptions about 

slavery played a decisive role in determining status. Of these unwritten assumptions, the most 

important were derived from the association between slavery and religious difference.  

 

Slavery and Religious Difference 

Although slavery was legal and socially acceptable in the late medieval Mediterranean, 

there were restrictions on who could and could not be enslaved by whom. Late medieval 

Mediterranean slavery was intrusive, meaning that the slaves were outsiders brought into the 

slave-holding society and different in crucial ways from the members of that society.
52

 In the late 
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 “Intelligatur sclava alicuius, quoad presens capitulum, que teneatur et habeatur pro sclava per dominum vel 
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genuenses, 951-52. See also Ibid., 583 and C.3 q.7 c.1, gloss on dum putaretur; X.4.9.3; C.17 q.2 c.3 and X.1.18.2, 
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 Michel Balard, La Romanie génoise (XIIe – début du XVe siècle) (Genoa: Società ligure di storia patria, 1978), 
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 The illegal sale happened in Palermo. Pietro Corrao, ed., Acta curie felicis urbis Panormi (Palermo, 1986), 77-78.  
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medieval Mediterranean common culture of slavery, the most important form of difference was 

religious. Adherents of one’s own religion should not be enslaved, but adherents of other 

religions were fair game as long as they did not enjoy protected status.
53

 Thus Christians were 

allowed to enslave Muslims and pagans, while Muslims were allowed to enslave Christians and 

pagans. Jewish slaves were fairly rare during this period, and Jewish ownership of slaves was 

restricted by both Muslim and Christian authorities.
54

 When able to acquire slaves, Jews also 

preferred adherents of religions other than their own.  

Several complicating factors affected the implementation of this simple rule. One area of 

controversy was the significance of sectarian divisions within Christianity, especially those 

between the Greek and Latin churches. It was commonly accepted within the Latin church that 

all fellow Latins, those who upheld the primacy of the pope in Rome and used Latin as their 

ritual language, were of the same religion and thus not enslaveable. The Greek church likewise 

held that fellow Greeks, those who acknowledged the leadership of the patriarch of 

Constantinople and used the Greek rite, were co-religionists and should not be enslaved.
55

 

However, the pope and the patriarch of Constantinople had been in conflict with one another for 

centuries over the issue of papal primacy. This ecclesiological conflict was compounded by 
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 Killoran, “Aquinas and Vitoria,” 91; Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 5; Stephen Bensch, “From Prizes of War to 
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differences in belief and practice, notably the inclusion of filioque in the Nicene Creed and the 

use of leavening in the Eucharistic bread, as well as differences in language and culture between 

the eastern and western Mediterranean. The conquest of Constantinople by Latin crusaders in 

1204 and their creation and subsequent loss of a Latin kingdom in the heart of Byzantium 

generated bitter hostility even among those who were not theologically inclined. Even after the 

apparent negotiation of a union between Greeks and Latins at the Council of Ferrara-Florence 

(1431-1445), mutual suspicion remained widespread. 

In theory, it was illegal for Christians to enslave other Christians regardless of how much 

they hated each other. In practice, the sectarian difference between Greeks and Latins was clearly 

connected to the enslavement of Greeks by Latins and vice versa.
56

 The most compelling 

evidence for this connection comes from the first half of the fourteenth century.
 
In 1339, Pope 

Benedict XII received envoys from the Byzantine emperor Andronicus III Paleologus to discuss 

church union and an alliance against the Turks. Among the envoys’ suggestions for improving 

relations was for the pope to order that “all Greeks who were sold by Latins, wherever they are, 

should be freed, and in addition that Greeks should not be sold, and if certain people buy or sell 

them, or go against them, they should be excommunicated.”
57

 Benedict XII ignored this request, 

and contemporary Latins seem to have agreed that the Greeks deserved enslavement because of 

sectarian differences. An anonymous English pilgrim in 1344 observed concerning the Greek 

clerics of Cyprus that, because of their schismatic beliefs, “their punishment, when captured, is 

life servitude, nor does the Church of Rome, although it is a work of charity to ransom slaves, lift 
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a hand for their liberation.”
58

 Niccolò of Poggibonsi, who traveled east between 1356 and 1350, 

also believed that Greek independence from the papacy justified their enslavement: 

The Greeks hate us Latins more than they hate the Saracens, and through this great hatred 

they are separated from the Roman Church. As we make the pope, the vicar of God, to be 

the head of the Roman Church for Christians, likewise the Greeks make a vicar for 

themselves. In the place of the pope, they make the patriarch of Constantinople, and he 

makes the bishops… every Sunday the pope communicates with all those who obey him; 

but the pope treats them in this way, that he allows others to take them and then sell them 

as slaves. And many times I saw merchants who had a great line, and they led them thus 

to sell at the market, as they do beasts; and when a merchant wants to sell this sad 

merchandise, he has them cried by the auctioneer; and whoever offers the most money, to 

him they are sold. O Greeks, who were masters of the world, and now are made slaves, 

resold throughout the world, priced like beasts!
59

 

 

A more moderate approach was taken by the early fourteenth-century crusade propagandist 

William of Adam, who argued that the pope did not have a pastoral duty towards Greek 

Christians but nevertheless deplored their enslavement by Muslims.
60

 Nevertheless, attempts by 
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later popes to ban the sale of Greek Christians were quickly revoked.
61

 As late as the 1430s, a 

Latin visitor to Constantinople reported that the Greeks “had reached the point of damning the 

Pope who had held a general council in which they were declared schismatics and damned and 

that they were a race of slaves [or serfs].”
62

 

 The sense of irreconcilable religious difference displayed in the previous examples goes a 

long way towards explaining why Latin and Greek Christians enslaved one another. Yet Greek 

Christians were sometimes able to claim freedom on the basis of shared religion in Italian civil 

courts. The majority of examples come from Genoa, where the sindicatori had jurisdiction over 

cases of slave status. In 1380, a slave woman who successfully demonstrated herself to be a 

Greek from Constantinople and not a Bulgar was freed on the grounds “that all Greeks should be 

free and held and treated as free in the city and district of Genoa.”
63

 In 1479, another Greek slave 

named Anna was freed because Greeks should not “be sold nor bought nor kept as a slave as 

accustomed by law and by justice.” Moreover, her owners were cautioned to abide by the 

decision “lest the soul of the said late Ilarius [Anna’s deceased former owner] suffer on account 

of such retention.”
64

 In Caffa, Genoa’s colony in the Crimean peninsula, Greek slaves were freed 
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on similar grounds in 1380 and 1398.
65

 Fewer examples have survived from Venice, but in 1386 

the senate ruled against the importation of Albanian children who “can be sold and treated as 

slaves, which is done wrongly and against God and the honor of our dominions,” justifying this 

“because they are Christian, and they ought not to sell them nor cause them to be sold in any 

way.”
66

 Finally, the podestà of Lucca heard a case in 1413 in which a particularly eloquent 

representative argued for the freedom of a slave woman “because she was of Bosnian origin and 

Christian, and in that region Christ the Lord is worshipped, through whose blood all believers are 

redeemed, and entirely exempt from any yoke of servitude.”
67

  

In theory, sectarian differences were less of a concern in the Islamic world than the 

enslavement of Muslim captives through the ignorance or greed of fellow Muslims.
68

  This 

concern was most famously expressed by Aḥmad Bābā, a seventeenth-century jurist from 

Timbuktu who advised slave buyers in the Saharan oasis of Suwāt about their obligation to avoid 

buying African Muslims.
69

 In practice, Mamluk-era jurists and slave buyers did not investigate 

the origins of their slaves very carefully. A ruling by the fifteenth-century jurist al-Subkī on 
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obligation to avoid buying slave concubines of Muslim origin was far less strict than that of 

Aḥmad Bābā.
70

 Unlike Aḥmad Bābā, he did not attempt to describe the religious ethnography of 

areas such as the Black Sea from which slave concubines were commonly drawn in order to 

provide guidance on which women were and were not likely to be Muslim. He also departed 

from the principle of assuming freedom in doubtful cases by permitting owners to keep 

concubines of Muslim origin as long as there was any possibility that they might be descendants 

of slaves. It is clear from the origins of both male and female Mamluk slaves in the Black Sea 

that a number of them must have been Muslim. In a few cases this was openly acknowledged and 

recorded. Anasa, the father of the sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq, was described as a Circassian who 

knew only a little of the Turkish language but was nevertheless a good Muslim and devoted to 

charity.
71

 This strongly implies that Barqūq had been born Muslim. The amir Taghrī Barmish al-

Jalālī, in recounting his own life story, began by stating that his origin was from Anatolia and 

that his father was Muslim.
72

 Another amir, Yalbūgha al-Sālimī, was also reported to be a 

Muslim from Samarqand with the original name of Yūsuf.
73

 The willingness of Mamluk-era 

slave owners to turn a blind eye to the obviously Muslim origins of their slaves is striking.
74

   

A second source of debate was the significance of slave conversion. If slaves converted 

to the religion of their owners, were the owners obliged to free them? Both Muslim and Christian 
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authorities answered no. The conversion of slaves to the religion of their owners was taken for 

granted as part of their status and did not mandate manumission.
75

 In fact, conversion was a 

common justification for owning slaves and generated competition between Christians and 

Muslims for control over slave souls. Owners could force their slaves to convert to one religion 

and prevent them from converting to others, thus increasing the number of souls adhering to the 

“right” religion and decreasing the number of souls available to the “wrong” one.  

This encouraged both Christians and Muslims to accumulate slaves of all religions, both 

to force slaves of other religions to convert and to protect slaves of the same religion from being 

converted. Canon law urged Christian communities to buy Christian or potentially Christian 

slaves from Jewish owners in order to protect them from forced conversion.
76

 This principle was 

quickly extended to Muslim and pagan owners, so that the fifteenth-century traveler Pero Tafur 

was able to claim that “the Christians have a Bull from the Pope, authorizing them to buy and 

keep as slaves the Christians of other nations, to prevent their falling into the hands of the Moors 

and renouncing the Faith.”
77

  The fourteenth-century Dominican William of Adam dramatized 

the plight of the Christian slave in Muslim hands with two tales. The first was that of a slave 

woman who gave birth to a son on the road to Persia and debated with herself whether to kill the 

child in order to prevent him from apostatizing or whether to keep him alive and rely on God’s 
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mercy. William characterized this as a struggle between faith and love (fides and pietas), with 

the faithful decision being the one to kill her son and avoid apostasy.
78

 The second tale was that 

of a renegade slave in India who confessed that he felt abandoned by God:  

The Lord has turned His back to us, not His face; He has stricken us with His heel, utterly 

destroyed, and uprooted, and deserted us as useless logs cut for burning and has 

apparently deleted us from His memory. What shall we do? ... although I believe and 

know that it is better to put down the burden of the flesh than to lose eternal life, I have 

not been granted by heaven the gift of dying for the faith which I hold in my heart.
79

 

 

Putting words in the mouths of historical figures was a common medieval rhetorical device, and 

William may well have invented these two tales in order to prove a point. The point was to 

demonstrate the spiritual violence of slavery; forced conversion was the greatest fear and most 

painful injury suffered by William’s imagined slaves.
80

 This mentality had a mutually 

reinforcing relationship with crusade and missionary movements and continued to affect 

Muslim-Christian relations well into the early modern period.
81

 It also helps to explain why both 

Muslims and Christians were sometimes able to keep co-religionists as slaves.  

 

The Reciprocity of Slavery 
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In the Islamic tradition, there is a saying (ḥadīth) concerning slaves that “God has given 

you the right of ownership over them; He could have given them the right of ownership over 

you.”
82

 This was not a platitude. While the late medieval Mediterranean culture of slavery 

restricted enslavement to religious outsiders, it did not categorically protect any group of people 

from being enslaved. Slavery was a dangerous reality with which all inhabitants of the late 

medieval Mediterranean had to live. Free people could find themselves enslaved through military 

defeat, such as the inhabitants of Acre taken and sold by the Mamluks in 1291.
83

 People living 

along the coast might be swept up by raiders, such as the Aegean Greeks who were victimized by 

the Venetians, Genoese, and Catalans, not to mention Ottoman Turks and those from Menteshe 

and Aydin.
84

 They might also be kidnapped, like the young Neapolitan girl named Maria who 

was lured onto a Genoese ship and taken away to be sold.
85

 Travelers were especially vulnerable. 

The incautious pilgrim bound for Jerusalem was advised not to wander along the seashore in the 

eastern Mediterranean, “lest he be suddenly seized by pirates and reduced to perpetual and 

miserable servitude, which often happens.”
86

 Travelers also feared shipwreck on a hostile coast 
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and capture by pirates, who “would have carried us into a strange land and sold us all.”
87

 The 

most unfortunate were betrayed by their own ship captains, like the group of Tunisian traders 

who took passage from Cairo to the Barbary coast on a Catalan ship in 1408, but instead were 

taken to Barcelona and sold there as slaves.
88

  

The distinction between slavery and captivity in these situations was hazy. In theory sale 

was supposed to mark the transition from captive to slave: captives could be ransomed by their 

families, their rulers, or by charitable organizations; but those too unimportant or isolated to 

command a ransom would be sold into permanent slavery. For example, a legal dispute from 

Genoa in the 1360s over the status of Lucia, a Greek woman captured in the defeat of the city of 

Recroa or Recrea, turned on the circumstances of her sale.
89

 One side argued that Paganino 

Doria, the victorious Genoese general, sold Lucia and many other captives to Bartolomeo 

Lercario and Antonius Pellavicino. They took Lucia to the market in Theologum and sold her 

again. The other side cited the peace treaty resolving the conflict between Byzantium and Genoa, 

which specified that Doria would release all of his Greek captives except those who had already 
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been sold.
90

  Lucia said that she could not remember being sold to Lercario and Pellavicino and 

therefore she should be freed. The document is incomplete and so we do not know how the 

dispute was resolved, but sale was the decisive criterion for determining whether Lucia had been 

a temporary captive covered by the terms of the peace treaty or a permanent slave.  

However, in most cases sale did not cause an irreversible change of status. Captives who 

were sold close to their place of origin might still be ransomed after years of slavery. In 

Valencia, for example, captives from nearby Muslim communities were sold as slaves but did 

not convert to Christianity because they were likely to be ransomed eventually, whereas slaves 

from the more distant Canary Islands did convert because their chances of ransom were slim.
91

 

Greek and Turkish slaves who remained within the Aegean could also hope for eventual ransom 

by their relatives. In 1301, Filipachis de Caristo of Negroponte sold a captive in Crete on the 

condition that “if his father or any of his relatives want to ransom him, you [the buyer] are bound 

to return him.”
92

 Michael Cuticha, a Greek slave in Cyprus, was purchased and freed by his 

grandfather Dimitri in 1361.
93

 Slaves exported from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean were 

far less likely to be recovered by their relatives though.  

Ransoms arranged by a charitable stranger rather than a family member or ruler 

sometimes came with conditions that could result in more permanent and binding enslavement. It 

was fairly common, for example, for well-meaning Latin merchants to ransom Greek captives 
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from the Mamluks and Ottomans in return for several years of service. These arrangements could 

be formalized through a document of sale, in which the merchant purchased the Greek slave, 

followed by a document of manumission, in which the merchant guaranteed that the slave would 

become free after a certain term of service had elapsed. These terms were often set at five 

years.
94

 The danger of permanent enslavement arose when such ransoms were not formalized. 

For example, a Greek woman named Maria who had been ransomed by Bartolomeo of Azano, a 

Genoese merchant resident in Kilia at the mouth of the Danube, was then sold by his wife 

Iohanna.  The circumstances of her sale were explained in detail in the contract:  

This is the slave whom the said Bartolomeo, [Iohanna’s] husband, redeemed from 

Saracens in Asprocastro [i.e. Moncastro], in which place she was a slave, as the aforesaid 

Iohanna and the slave Maria both assert. Maria asserts the aforesaid things to be true, and 

that it is also true that she, Maria, was and is a slave of Iohanna and the said Bartolomeo 

on account of the aforesaid redemption, allowing it to be true that there is not any 

instrument or document concerning the aforesaid matters. And Iohanna made the 

aforesaid sale, as she asserts, on account of the need which she has for money for the 

subsistence of life for herself and her two daughters, because she said that the said 

Bartolomeo her husband does not do and has not done any good for Iohanna or her said 

daughters either, several months have now elapsed, but he remains in Maurocastro [i.e. 

Moncastro] with a certain woman whom he keeps, and also in order to pay one sommum 

of silver to a certain priest to whom the said Iohanna is obligated, as she asserts.
95
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In other words, although Maria was supposed to serve for a fixed period of time in order to 

compensate Bartolomeo for her ransom from the Muslims in Moncastro, she did not have any 

documents stating when her servitude was due to end. When Bartolomeo abandoned his wife and 

family in Kilia and ceased to support them, Maria was quite possibly the most valuable 

possession he left behind. Selling her would certainly help Iohanna to pay her accumulated debts 

and temporarily help stave off poverty. However, Maria’s buyer, Precival Marchexano of Genoa, 

probably intended to transport her into the Mediterranean, since he purchased both Maria and a 

second female slave in September, roughly the time when ships bound for Italy would need to 

depart before winter made sailing difficult.
96

 Once in the Mediterranean and without 

documentation of her history, Maria was not likely to be freed when her original term of service 

expired. By having a Genoese notary record the story and take it back to Genoa, Iohanna gave 

Maria a limited ability to challenge her status later.
97

 But this anecdote reveals how tenuous the 

distinction between a ransomed captive and a slave could be.  

The universal threat of enslavement made late medieval Mediterranean slavery different 

from slavery in the Atlantic world. The Mediterranean was not an environment in which one 

clearly defined group of people systematically enslaved another. A slave owner one day, whether 

Italian or Egyptian, might realistically find himself enslaved the next if he fell into the wrong 

hands. Attitudes towards slaves and slavery were therefore inconsistent. Slaves were considered 

the most miserable and unfortunate of people, a status which one wished to avoid for oneself but 

might choose to alleviate or to exploit in others depending on the circumstances. For example, 

the fifteenth-century German pilgrim Felix Fabri pitied the slaves he observed in Egypt, 
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sympathizing with their desire to flee and deploring the horrible punishments they endured if 

they did not succeed.
98

 Yet he and his fellow pilgrims were filled with great delight (magna 

jucunditate) at being mistaken for slaves in the Cairo slave market, where they might well have 

been sold in reality if their ship had been captured by pirates. After the misunderstanding was 

cleared up, one of his companions tried to purchase an Ethiopian Muslim slave in the same 

market where he himself had just been haggled over, but was not able to do so since he was a 

Christian and not permitted to buy Muslim slaves in a Muslim state. The inconsistency of these 

responses shows the complexity of the late medieval Mediterranean culture of slavery. 

 

Historiography 

Scholars of the late medieval Black Sea slave trade tend to be specialists in either 

European or Middle Eastern history. Thus the literature on the subject reflects two very different 

sets of historical questions and research methods, and there has been very little dialogue between 

them. Nevertheless, both have been shaped by two narratives which have influenced modern 

scholarship on all forms of slavery: the antislavery narrative of Christian amelioration, and the 

Marxist economic narrative of labor and modes of production.  

The narrative of Christian amelioration, first promoted by the late eighteenth-century 

antislavery movement in Britain, was based on the idea that Christian principles of spiritual 

equality and brotherly love were incompatible with slavery. It therefore asserted that the 

Christianization of the Roman empire had caused the gradual disappearance of slavery from 

Europe. This was supposed to be slow process, as Christian principles acted indirectly to mitigate 

the behavior of slave owners and the policy of states over the course of centuries. Therefore 
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some proponents of Christian amelioration located the end of European slavery between the sixth 

and twelfth centuries, depending on whether serfdom was considered to be an extension of 

slavery or a new and different status.
99

 Others acknowledged the continuation of slavery into the 

later Middle Ages but explained it in terms of gradual improvement.
100

 Either way, the sixteenth-

century resurgence of slavery in the European colonies of the New World had reversed the 

civilizational progress made by long centuries of Christian influence.
101

 The good news was that 

this lost progress could be restored through abolition. Although the late eighteenth century also 

saw the circulation of proslavery arguments based on Christian principles, the success of the 

antislavery movement meant that its historical narrative became the dominant one.
102

 

The second narrative, expressed most famously by Karl Marx, ascribed the disappearance 

of slavery in Europe to economic rather than religious forces. Marx described a series of 

historical stages in the division of labor in which the ancient and fundamentally urban opposition 

between citizens and slaves was succeeded by the medieval and fundamentally rural opposition 
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between nobility and serfs.
103

 Although both ancient slavery and medieval feudalism were 

associations of owners against a subjected class of producers, slavery and feudalism were 

structured differently because they arose out of different modes of production. Later versions of 

the economic narrative of slavery have taken a capitalist perspective, but they have continued to 

treat slavery primarily as a form of labor and a mode of agricultural production.
104

  

Unfortunately for historians of medieval Europe, both of these prevalent narratives are 

heavily Eurocentric yet presume the disappearance of European slavery during the Middle Ages. 

Another narrative focused on the legal development of slavery in Europe also tends to jump 

straight from the Justinianic code to European colonies in the early modern period, ignoring the 

medieval period entirely.
105

 One response to these narrative holes was to clarify their boundaries; 

scholars sought to identify exactly when and how European agricultural slavery had died out. 

After much wrangling, those focusing on serfdom and the economic narrative seem to have 

concluded that the transition happened during the high Middle Ages, with many regional 

variations in timing and process.
106

 Another response has been to document the existence of 

European slavery throughout the Middle Ages in exhaustive detail. Because of the nature of the 

primary sources, this literature has focused on the slave trade, the demography of the slave 
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population, and the labor performed by slaves.
107

 Historians of gender have drawn attention to 

the urban domestic and sexual labor performed by female slaves during the later Middle Ages in 

contrast to the male rural agricultural labor which was the focus of traditional economic models 

of slavery, whether Marxist or capitalist.
108

 Slavery in law has also attracted more attention,
109

 as 

has slavery beyond the reach of Roman influence in early medieval northern Europe.
110

 Finally, 

there have been efforts to link the end of high medieval agricultural slavery with the emergence 

of late medieval urban slavery.
111

 

Thus although both the Christian amelioration narrative and the economic narrative of 

European slavery are over a century old, they continue to shape historical scholarship today. The 

role of the economic narrative is openly acknowledged, and an emphasis on economic forces has 

become accepted as the norm in the study of late medieval slavery as well as slavery in other 

periods. In contrast, the assumptions underlying the Christian amelioration narrative, especially 
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the static and monolithic role ascribed to institutional Christianity, have been questioned and 

discarded by historians of both Roman and New World slavery, although their rejection is 

surprisingly recent and has not yet extended to medieval history.
112

 Since the appearance of 

Charles Verlinden’s seminal work L’Esclavage dans l’Europe médiévale in 1955 and 1977, it 

has been clear that European Christians owned slaves throughout the Middle Ages and that the 

church as an institution not only tolerated slavery but owned slaves itself. As mentioned earlier 

in the discussion on slavery and religion, the enslavement of Christians by other Christians was 

frowned upon during the medieval period, and therefore slavery went into steep decline in 

northern Europe as Christianity spread to the previously enslaveable pagan populations.
113

 

However, this does not mean that slavery died out in southern or eastern Europe, where non-

Christians became easier to enslave from the eleventh century, nor does it mean that northern 

Europeans hesitated to buy or take slaves when they had access to non-Christians.
114

 

Nevertheless, there remains a sense that this should not have been the case. Historians who study 

late medieval slavery still feel compelled to condemn it on moral grounds. This is not simply a 

matter of anachronism, of criticizing medieval society for its failure to uphold modern standards 

of behavior. Rather, it is the ghost of the Christian amelioration narrative that has not yet been 

exorcised from the minds of medieval historians.  
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Nineteenth-century proponents of Christian amelioration interpreted late medieval 

slavery (when they acknowledged its existence at all) as a sign of moral corruption, namely the 

corruption of Christian principles either by a sinful desire for mastery and gain or through the 

nefarious influence of contact with the Orient.
115

 Either way, Italians and Spaniards were 

portrayed as especially guilty. Their persistence in keeping slaves could be attributed to regional 

backsliding and therefore did not reflect on the overall progress of the Christian world. The 

association between slavery, moral corruption, and Italian merchants greedy for power and profit 

has been repeated by generations of medieval historians up to the present day.
116

 Its effects on 

Anglophone scholarship have been especially pervasive, since Christian amelioration was most 

strongly associated with the British Protestant antislavery movement and with the civilizing 

mission of the British empire.
117

 But it has continued to influence medieval historians of other 

backgrounds too.  

Unquestioning adherence to the Christian amelioration narrative has led to the 

misinterpretation of medieval sources that did not assume slavery to be inherently wrong. For 

example, the fifteenth-century Genoese lawyer Bartolomeo de Bosco drew up an advisory brief 

(consilium) in which he defended the inheritance rights of the son of a former slave woman and 

her owner, a resident of the Genoese port of Caffa in the Black Sea.
118

 Other members of the 

family had challenged the boy’s inheritance rights because his mother had been a slave at the 
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time of his conception; the boy contended that his mother had later been freed and that his father 

had declared him legitimate. Bosco’s brief began with a warning that “a judge ought not to 

decide simply following conscience, but ought to form [his decision] according to the things 

which were mentioned and proved pertaining to the truth of the actions.”
119

 Since Bosco was 

arguing in favor of the boy, in this passage he was cautioning the judge not to follow his 

conscience, which would prompt him to rule against the son of slave, but rather to examine the 

facts, which would show the boy to be a legitimate heir. Bosco’s own conscience could not have 

been too deeply troubled by the institution of slavery, since he himself owned a female slave.
120

 

Yet a recent article discussing this brief has misinterpreted Bosco’s defense of the slave woman’s 

son as a sign of opposition to slavery: “Bosco accepted that slavery was a normal, legal, human 

condition for some, but he knew that in a perfect world it would not exist. His long consilium on 

this case reveals his pleasure in defending this colonial family.”
121

 This is the reverse of Bosco’s 

comment in the brief, which assumed that conscience would favor slavery and the slave owner’s 

interests. This example illustrates the importance of studying medieval slavery within the context 

of medieval laws and ethical norms rather than assuming a correspondence with our own. 

The study of slavery in the medieval Middle East is part of a different historiographical 

tradition. The Eurocentric nature of the economic narrative combined with a dearth of economic 

sources from the medieval Islamic world mean that an economic approach to medieval Islamic 
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slavery has not gained much traction in the field.
122

 Instead the focus has been on the legal 

history of slavery, for which there are excellent sources, and the social history of slavery with 

special attention to questions of race, gender, and sexuality. Much work in this field has been 

framed in terms of ahistorical “Islamic slavery,” but recently there has been more attention to 

historical context and to variations in the practice of slavery by Muslims
 
living in different times 

and places.
123

 Dialogue with the anthropological and historical literature on slavery in Africa has 

also contributed new perspectives on slavery as a state of violence, kinlessness, and dishonor.
124

 

The study of mamluk military slaves under the Mamluk sultanate in Egypt and Syria has 

been shaped by an additional set of concerns. One area of interest is the distinctively Islamic 

nature of military slavery and its consequences for both the military and the government in 

specific historical contexts.
125

 Scholars in this field study Mamluk-era military slavery as a 

central example because the Mamluks were among the few groups of military slaves to seize 

political power for themselves in law as well as in practice. However, the Mamluks were able to 
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achieve political legitimacy only by instituting systematic manumission as well.
126

 Since 

Mamluk rulers were freed at the beginning of their political careers, scholars of the Mamluk state 

are interested in slavery primarily as it influenced the training of future Mamluk leaders.
127

 

Although the Christian amelioration narrative would seem to have little to do with the 

history of slavery in the Islamic world, it has managed to affect the historiography in subtle 

ways. British antislavery societies and representatives of the British state, convinced by the 

narrative of Christian amelioration and civilizational progress, pressured Islamic rulers to abolish 

slavery in the nineteenth century.
128

 This pressure generated a reaction defending the role of 

slavery in Islamic societies, which then coalesced into an Islamic amelioration narrative. The 

Islamic amelioration narrative held that Islamic principles, although not promoting the abolition 

of slavery, had led to far better treatment of slaves than that experienced by the slaves of 

Christian masters until very recently, and thus Islamic societies should not be viewed as morally 

inferior to Christian ones.
129
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This defensiveness continues to affect the modern scholarship on Islamic slavery through 

the question of treatment and the resulting value judgments about societies which treated their 

slaves “better” or “worse” than others.
130

 I do not consider treatment a productive avenue of 

research, since on the one hand it depended as much on the behavior of individual slaves and 

owners as on the legal and social structures which governed slavery, and on the other hand all 

late medieval slaves from the Black Sea were subject to the violence of capture, the humiliation 

of sale, and the vulnerability of slave status in much the same ways regardless of whether they 

ended up in the hands of Christian or Muslim owners. Also, just as the Christian amelioration 

narrative has encouraged modern historians to make assumptions about the medieval European 

conscience and to judge participants in medieval European slavery as morally corrupt, the 

Islamic amelioration narrative has led to similar assumptions and judgments about medieval 

Middle Eastern people and their use of slaves.
131

 Like the Christian amelioration narrative, the 

Islamic amelioration narrative should be recognized, challenged, and discarded as anachronistic 

by scholars of slavery in the medieval Islamic world.  

 

Primary Sources 

Taking a step back from the historiography into the primary sources has made it possible 

to re-evaluate and revise these narratives. The current bodies of scholarship on European and 
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Middle Eastern slavery are not simply divided by language proficiency, methodology, and 

dominant historical narrative; the genres of primary sources and the types of information which 

they provide are radically different as well. This makes a straight comparison between European 

and Middle Eastern slavery difficult to construct, but where the two bodies of sources overlap, 

they complement each other in valuable ways.  

The richest set of primary sources for the slave trade in Latin is the notarial registers 

which document the sale, rental, donation, inheritance, and manumission of slaves as well as 

disputes over their status and ownership. These can be found in state archives throughout Italy, 

but I have focused on the collections in Venice and Genoa. The registers available today 

represent only a small fraction of the total number of documents produced by notaries in Genoa 

and Venice during the medieval period, but they still provide thousands of examples of 

transactions and lawsuits involving slaves. The notarial sources recording private transactions are 

complemented by state-generated records of taxes collected annually on the import and export, 

sale, possession, and manumission of slaves.
132

 While these series are far from complete, the 

years that do survive provide economic context for the individual transactions preserved in the 

notarial registers. As discussed earlier, the legal sources defining slavery and slave status include 

canon law, civil law codes and the deliberations of civil bodies such as the Venetian senate, and 

notarial formularies.
133

 Treaties governing the slave trade and tracts circulated by proponents of 
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the crusade movement place the slave trade within the broader context of Mediterranean 

politics.
134

 Finally, there is the eclectic field of anecdotes and examples derived from chronicles, 

personal and business letters, merchants’ account books, travelers’ tales, literary works, and 

sermons.
135

 References to the slave trade in these sources are few and far between, but they help 

place the legal documents and tax yields in context. 

 In Arabic, the most substantial and thoroughly studied bodies of sources for the Mamluk-

era slave trade are prescriptive legal sources, including compilations of religious law according 

to the four Sunni schools, manuals for notaries, manuals for market inspectors, and treaties 

governing the slave trade.
136

 When compared with the prescriptive legal sources in Latin, as 

earlier in this chapter, they suggest a common culture of slavery. However, the practical realities 

of the slave trade are harder to grasp because very few descriptive legal genres have survived, 

with the exception of juridical rulings (fatwā, pl. fatāwā) in response to specific questions.
137

 

There are no extant tax registers or account books in Arabic and very few slave sale documents, 
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so comparative economic analysis is impossible.
138

 Instead, there is a vast body of narrative 

sources which discuss the lives of elite slaves, primarily mamluks but also prominent slave 

women and eunuchs. These include chronicles, geographical treatises, biographical dictionaries, 

and the accounts of travelers.
139

 Although the authors of these sources were primarily interested 

in the political and religious activities of their subjects, they sometimes discuss their early lives 

and the process by which they became enslaved as well. They provide valuable descriptions and 

explanations of the enslavement of individuals and an alternative perspective on the diplomatic 

considerations which governed the slave trade. Finally, the Arabic literature includes several 

guides to buying slaves.
140

 This genre brought together medical and ethnographic information to 

advise prospective slave buyers on how to choose a healthy slave with skills and temperament 

suitable for his or her intended function. There is nothing comparable among the Latin sources, 

and so this genre provides a unique perspective on how the market for slaves functioned.  

The greatest obstacle to the study of the late medieval Black Sea slave trade is that 

virtually all of the available sources, whether in Latin or Arabic, were produced in the 
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Mediterranean and not in the Black Sea itself. The archive of the Golden Horde, the Mongol 

state north of the Black Sea, was destroyed by Timur in the early fifteenth century.
141

 

Archeological excavations of medieval sites in the Black Sea region are underway, but the 

majority of their results have been published in Russian.
142

 The surviving texts and objects from 

regional powers such as Georgia and Bulgaria have little to do with commerce and nothing to do 

with slavery.
143

 Direct evidence for the Black Sea slave trade comes primarily from the Italian 

residents of Black Sea ports. Genoa’s colony at Caffa was especially productive in this respect 

because important administrative records, such as the registers of the colonial treasury 

(massaria), were copied each year and sent back to Genoa for safekeeping.
144

 Genoese and 

Venetian notaries in the ports of Caffa, Tana, and Kilia also documented the presence and 

passage of slaves in their registers.
145

 Travelers, missionaries, and short-term residents recounted 

their experiences and sometimes wrote them down.
146

 These sources, although sparse, serve as a 
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check against the more voluminous but less reliable material produced in the Mediterranean. All 

together, these sources provide the foundation for our knowledge of the Black Sea slave trade.  

 

Outline of Chapters 

 Having explained the importance of legality, religious difference, and reciprocity as 

elements of the late medieval Mediterranean culture of slavery, and having briefly described the 

state of the historiography and the surviving primary sources, I will now turn to the specifics of 

the slave trade from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean from the late thirteenth to the late 

fifteenth century. The next chapter, “Criteria for Enslavement and the Uses of Slaves,” discusses 

language, customs, origin, and physical appearance as factors used to identify the religious 

affiliation of individual slaves, as well as the role played by gender, origin, and the identity of the 

owner in determining the functions performed by slaves. It concludes with a discussion of 

demography and the slave population in the Mediterranean.  

Chapter Three, “Making Slaves in the Black Sea,” considers the evidence for violent 

capture and sale by relatives as the chief mechanisms for enslaving free people within the Black 

Sea region. It then examines the specific conditions which governed the slave trade in the north, 

where slaves from the Golden Horde were funneled through the Genoese colony at Caffa on the 

Crimean peninsula and the Venetian settlement at Tana by the mouth of the Don; in the east, 

where slaves from the mountainous regions of Georgia and Circassia flooded the market; in the 

west, where the trade in Bulgarian and Wallachian slaves predated the Ottoman conquest; and in 

the south, where slaves were delivered to Anatolian ports and transported south by land as well 

as by sea.  
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The heart of the project is Chapter Four, “Slave Traders and State Policies.” It profiles 

individual merchants who bought and sold slaves in small numbers and in bulk, as opportunists 

and as specialists, for themselves and as agents for others. It also traces the routes used by these 

merchants, the ways in which they cooperated and competed with one another, the logistical 

challenges that they faced and the rewards that they received, and the role of various states in 

constraining and directing their activities.  

Chapter Five, “The Process of Buying a Slave,” describes the locations and operations of 

the major slave markets in Genoa, Venice, Cairo, and Alexandria. It walks through the process of 

inspecting a slave for health and quality, explaining how the purchase of a slave differed from 

the purchase of other commodities. It analyzes what data we have for the changing price of 

slaves and the various factors which might affect the value of a particular individual. Finally, it 

highlights certain unusual features that appear in sale contracts for slaves, such as consent 

clauses and health warranties.  

 “The Black Sea Slave Trade and the Crusades,” the sixth and final chapter, situates the 

Black Sea slave trade within the political and religious context of the late medieval crusade 

movement and the broader struggle between Christian and Muslim powers for control of the 

lands surrounding the Mediterranean. Christian proponents of the crusades asserted that Christian 

merchants, especially the Genoese, were strengthening the sultan of Egypt to the detriment of the 

crusaders by supplying him with mamluk military slaves from the Black Sea. While the crucial 

role played by the Genoese in facilitating the Mamluk slave trade cannot be denied, it was the 

Genoese state and not individual Genoese merchants that set the terms of engagement with the 

Mamluks, and it was the Genoese state that struggled to reconcile its slaving and crusading 

activities. Thus the late medieval Black Sea slave trade should be understood not only as an 
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economic activity carried out by networks of merchants, but also as an activity of great political 

and diplomatic significance in the broader Mediterranean context.  
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Chapter Two: 

Criteria for Enslavement and the Uses of Slaves 

This chapter approaches slavery from the perspective of the slave owner. It examines 

how slaves were identified and perceived upon their arrival in the Mediterranean, the functions 

which slave owners expected their slaves to perform, and the ways in which slave owners’ 

personalities and social status shaped the lives of their slaves. It also provides a rough sketch of 

the demography of the slave population in Genoa, Venice, and the Mamluk sultanate. Along the 

way, it highlights many facets of the common culture of slavery in the late medieval 

Mediterranean, from notions of the relationship between skin color and geographical origin to 

the systematic sexual exploitation of female slaves. 

Of course, the defining feature of the late medieval Mediterranean culture of slavery was 

the use of religious difference as the basis for legal and socially acceptable slave ownership. Yet 

accurately determining the religious beliefs of an individual slave could be difficult. In 

marketplaces, courts of law, and other contexts where slave status might be contested, a number 

of criteria were used to determine the religious affiliations of individual slaves. Some slaves 

were able to demonstrate their religious affiliation by making a profession of faith (the 

shahādah) or reciting a prayer (the Pater Noster, Ave Maria, or Credo).
1
  If a slave did not speak 

the local language, an interpreter could be asked to mediate. In the marketplace, sellers and 

expert traders or brokers would offer their opinions on the slave’s religion and background, but a 

wary buyer could not trust them entirely. Otherwise, the religious identification of a slave 

depended on a set of external indicators associated with religion. The most important secondary 
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and tertiary criteria that pointed back towards religion and the validity of slave status were 

language, customs, origin, and physical appearance.
2
 

Slave owners in the late medieval Mediterranean purchased slaves from the Black Sea for 

a variety of reasons. Some functions could be carried out by slaves of any kind. All slaves served 

as social and financial assets for their owners, although their value could be employed in various 

ways. Domestic service and manual labor could be performed by male or female slaves of any 

background. However, the use of slaves for military service was particular to the Mamluk state, 

which preferred  light-skinned male slaves of northern origin for this purpose. Mamluk slave 

owners also differed from Italians in their employment of eunuchs. Finally, female slaves, the 

majority of the slave population throughout the late medieval Mediterranean, were subject to 

sexual and reproductive exploitation as well as demands on their labor. The sexual use of slave 

women in the Islamic world has attracted far more scholarly attention than in the Christian 

world, where the practice was just as common.  

Upon slaves’ arrival in the Mediterranean, their first owners acted as their gateways into 

local society, dictating what roles they would be expected to perform. The importance of the 

slave owner’s personality and social status in determining an individual slave’s experience of 

slavery cannot be overstated. A young boy purchased by a Venetian baker was likely to find 
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himself working in his owner’s shop and running household errands but would probably never 

ride a horse or wield a spear, whereas a young boy purchased by a Mamluk amir would become 

an expert horseman and warrior but would probably never have occasion to bake bread. The fact 

that these two boys might well have come from the same Circassian village via the same 

Crimean port is one of the most striking features of the Black Sea slave trade.  

The importance of Mediterranean slave owners in shaping the demand for slaves and the 

individual experience of slavery suggests that demographic studies of the slave population 

should be accompanied by studies of the demography of slave ownership. For this reason, this 

chapter will conclude with estimates and discussion of the total slave populations of Genoa, 

Venice, and Cairo; the demography of the slave population in terms of gender, age, and origin; 

the professions associated with slave ownership; and the number of slaves per household.  

 

Language 

Language was strongly associated with religion and with slavery in both Christian and 

Muslim cultures. Christians liked to invoke linguistic diversity and the tower of Babel as 

symbols of the religious diversity of the Christian community and of humanity in general, while 

Muslim authors emphasized the role of the Arabic language in uniting the Muslim community.
3
 

Slaves in both cultures were notorious for their poor command of the local language, an 

indication of their foreign and heathen origins.
4
 Although naming practices in each culture 
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differed, names and the languages with which they were associated were used by both to signal 

slave status.  

In the Islamic context, great importance was placed on language as an indicator of 

religion because of the role of Arabic as God’s language of revelation in the Quran. Muslims 

might not be recognized if they could not communicate in Arabic, and under the wrong 

conditions this could lead to their enslavement. For example, in 1462 two Christian ships arrived 

in Tunis with an assortment of captives for ransom. A passing traveler, ʿAbd al-Bāsiṭ ibn Khalīl, 

visited the ships and found only one captive left, “an excellent Muslim of Turkish race, knowing 

only Turkish and the language of the Franks.”
5
 Since ʿAbd al-Bāsiṭّ spoke Turkish as well as 

Arabic, he convinced the locals that this remaining captive was also Muslim. The local merchant 

who hastily arranged the ransom explained his mistake: “‘By God,’ he said to me, ‘we didn’t 

know his language at all, we believed that he was an infidel’” because he didn’t speak Arabic.
6
 

Later in his journey, ʿAbd al-Bāsiṭ was shocked to encounter a group of Berbers who didn’t 

recognize him as Muslim even though he was “addressing them in Arabic speech and confessing 

the two shahāda,” the Islamic profession of faith.
7
 In fact, “they didn’t know Arabic at all: their 

language is Berber, and they don’t distinguish between the language of the Arabs and that of the 

Franks. They astonished me greatly.” 
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The assumption that all Muslims could speak Arabic was also the basis for a slave market 

scam practiced in thirteenth-century Islamic Spain.
8
 An unwary buyer would be offered a female 

slave at a very high price with the claim that she was a fresh captive from Christian territory who 

could only speak northern languages. After the sale had been concluded and the seller had gone 

away, the woman would address her buyer in perfect Arabic, demanding that he resell her and 

split the proceeds. Otherwise she would complain to the local judge that he had enslaved a free 

Muslim, which was illegal.  

While Muslims generally considered Arabic to be a sign of religious unity, Christians 

connected linguistic diversity to diversity of belief within the Christian community. The Latin 

and Greek languages were used as shorthand for the two sides in the schism between the Roman 

pope and the patriarch of Constantinople. In his crusade proposal of 1332, Brocardus asserted 

the orthodoxy of the Latins against the “many Christian peoples of diverse languages who do 

not walk with us in faith or in doctrine,” i.e. non-Chalcedonian as well as Greek Christians.
9
 

Language was often used by Latin pilgrims to express the religious variety of the people whom 

they encountered in the eastern Mediterranean. In his description of Christmas celebrations at 

Bethlehem, the fourteenth-century pilgrim Niccolò of Poggibonsi explained that “each 

generation celebrates in its own rite, in its own tongue, so that it is a marvel to see so many 

people thus disguised in tongue and attire.”
10

 He referenced both spoken and written language in 
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his description of Cairo, where “one generation is distinguished from another in language and 

letters and dress.”
11

 The fifteenth-century pilgrim Arnold von Harff used both linguistic and 

religious difference to measure the extent of his physical journey: “I will, with God’s help and 

according to my small understanding, now describe from country to county, from town to town, 

from village to village, from mile to mile, from one day’s journey to another, from language to 

language, from faith to faith, together with all that I have seen and experienced.”
12

  

Such apparently loose associations between language and religion could play a key role 

in legal disputes regarding slave status. In 1224, an unidentified plaintiff speaking through an 

interpreter brought a claim before the archbishop of Genoa’s court challenging the status of a 

slave woman named Maimona. The archbishop ruled that Maimona’s enslavement was 

legitimate because “she did not seem to him to be from the land of Egypt, rather she seemed to 

be from the Maghrib on account of her language.”
13

 As an Egyptian, Maimona might have been 

protected by Genoa’s desire for good trade relations, but as an inhabitant of the Maghrib she was 

vulnerable.  
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While both Italian and Mamluk owners had the ability to impose new names on their 

slaves, their naming practices differed. Italian naming practices as reflected in the notarial 

documents have been associated with the process of conversion and baptism. In some cases the 

connection between baptism, the Latin language, and the conferral of a new name was explicit, 

such as the Tatar woman “called Margarita at baptism and in Latin” and a letter to the Pratese 

merchant Francesco Datini from his Venetian correspondent informing him of the purchase of a 

Tatar slave and advising him to “have her baptized and give her a name in your own way.”
14

 In 

other cases the connection was implicit, such as the Tatar man “called Ordisi in the Tartar 

language and Iohannes at baptism.”
15

 The Latin baptismal names given to slaves were also given 

to free people, but the pool of common slave names was much smaller.
16

 Roughly 80 percent of 

slave women in Genoa were given one of six names (Caterina, Lucia, Maddalena, Margherita, 

Maria, or Marta), and the name Giorgio was far more common among male slaves than free 

men.
17

 

Because of examples like those cited above, scholars have assumed that all slaves with a 

recognizably Christian or Latin slave name must have been baptized.
18

 This raises several 

problems. First, it is possible that owners felt free to rename their slaves without the sacrament 
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of baptism. Certain slave names, while clearly derived from Latin, refer not to the saints but to 

desirable qualities looked for in the slave. They include Cita (quick), Bona (good), Divizia 

(riches), Melica (musical), and Aspertus or Expertus (experienced).
19

 Names like these were not 

common in the free population and while they may possibly have been conferred through 

baptism, they did not immediately suggest the conversion of the slave to Christianity.  

Second, not every slave name can be clearly identified with a language or a religion. For 

example, the name Caracossa might be derived from Saragossa in Spain, from Circassia in the 

Black Sea region, from the Greek name Karakouttis, or from a Tartar name.
20

 Other slaves were 

given ethnonyms that did not match their stated origins. These included women described as 

Tatar but named Cataio (Chinese), described as Zich but named Gota (Goth), and described as 

Laz but named Comana (Cuman).
21

    

Finally, there are numerous examples of slaves with both original and slave names that 

were clearly Christian, such as the Russian woman Maria renamed Martha or the Tatar man 

Simon renamed Antonius.
22

 We might speculate that the Russian woman was more likely to 

have been born Christian, whereas the Tatar man’s name might have been given to him by a 

previous owner, but in either case, did the giving of a second Christian name imply a second 

baptism? Multiple baptisms of the same individual would be theologically unsound. Pope 

Martin V threatened to excommunicate those who rebaptized Greek slaves, since baptism 
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according to the Greek rite would have been sufficient.
23

  But if multiple baptisms did not occur, 

then we must abandon the assumption that the conferral of a Latin Christian name always 

indicated baptism.  

Unlike Christian slave converts, Muslim slave converts were usually not given typical 

Islamic names. Domestic slaves and eunuchs were often named after exotic or beautiful objects 

or after desirable qualities.
24

 Young mamluks, as well as some of the slave women who served 

as their concubines, were given distinctive names composed of Turkic and Persian elements.
25

 

This signaled their membership in the mamluk social class but not their actual origins as 

individuals. Some of these names were invented by slave owners and others seem to have been 

names used in the Black Sea region as well as the Mamluk sultanate.
26

 Distinguishing between 

the invented ones and the ones associated with a particular language or region of the Black Sea 

has been difficult. A comparison with the slave names in Italian notarial documents is revealing. 

The name Jaqmaq, common in Mamluk biographical dictionaries, also appeared fourteen times 

in documents from Tana, Venice, Genoa, and Pera under the spellings Zachmach and 

Iacomacius. The origins of the mamluks named Jaqmaq were not stated, but of the Italian slaves 

with the same name, eleven were described as Tatar and one as Circassian. Other male names 

which appeared in both sets of sources are Qutlubughā/Cotluboga, Qarābughā/Charaboga, 
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Jarkis/Charcaxius, Kitbughā/Katboga, and Tangrībirdī/Tangriberdi. Female names included 

Mughāl/Mogal, Tughay/Tochay, and Tulu/Tholu. 

The names of slaves in biographical dictionaries were marked by another distinctive 

feature. While a typical entry for a free man began with his personal name and a chain of 

patronymics, a mamluk's entry included only one patronymic, Ibn 'Abd Allah (son of a servant 

of God), to emphasize his lack of recognized kin.
27

 The names of free men also included a nisba 

(pl. nisab) or laqab (pl. alqāb), an adjectival nickname. A single individual could have multiple 

nisab referring to different facets of his identity such as his patron (al-Nāṣirī for a client of the 

sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad), his affiliation with a legal or theological school of thought (al-

Mālikī for a jurist of the Maliki school), his physical appearance (al-A’war for a man with one 

eye), or his place of origin (al-Asqalānī for a man from Ascalon). While mamluks also had 

nisab, their nicknames referred to facets of their lives as slaves, especially their relationships 

with the slave traders who had imported them and the owners who had manumitted them.
28

 

These naming conventions effectively erased the biological families and geographical and 

linguistic origins of slaves, instead emphasizing the group spirit (‘aṣabiyya) and loyalty 

cultivated in their training.  

 

Customs 
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Another secondary indicator of religion was custom, the most visible manifestations of 

which were clothing and hair style. In the Latin Christian world, the clothing of Jews and 

Muslims was regulated in order to distinguish them from Christians.
29

 In Cairo, religious groups 

were marked by the color of their turbans: Muslims wore white, Coptic Christians black or blue, 

Jews yellow, and Samaritans red.
30

 Another distinctive item of clothing was the belt that gave its 

name to Christians of the Girdle, the native Christians of the Mamluk sultanate.
31

 According to 

one fifteenth-century traveler, Egyptian Christians were “assimilated to the Moors in everything 

except faith and dress.”
32

  

 
Image 2.1 The distinctive clothing of Greek Christians, heathens, Turks, and Jews. 

 

A change of clothing was therefore an effective way to disguise one’s religion. The 

Jewish traveler Meshullam ben Menahem successfully avoided a toll on Jews and Christians by 
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wearing a white turban instead of a yellow turban.
33

 Bertrandon de la Broquière was able to visit 

mosques and travel with a returning hajj caravan by dressing like a Muslim, although the caravan 

members quickly re-identified him as a Christian because he was unable to speak Arabic or 

Turkish.
34

 Fortunately most of them were kindly disposed and helped him improve both his 

costume and his accent.  

Hair, especially facial hair, was often cited as a distinguishing physical mark associated 

with religion. From the twelfth century, it was widely held that western Christians were clean-

shaven while Muslims and eastern Christians were bearded.
35

 In 1365, Urban V gave Franciscan 

missionaries in Pera and Caffa explicit permission to grow beards so that they would be more 

easily accepted by the locals.
36

 Variations on this stereotype were still alive and well in late-

fifteenth century travel literature: “A Greek and a Turk are known by their beards. The Turk 

shaves the beard clean off beneath the chin and keeps the hair above the mouth growing long, 

which he twists like the tusks of a boar, and the Greek cuts the lower beard almost to a finger’s 

breadth and lets the hair grow above the mouth like the Turk.”
37
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Image 2.2 The distinctive facial hair of a Greek, a Turk, and a Greek monk. 

 

The distinction between bearded Greeks and clean-shaven Latins was even raised in the context 

of their religious schism. A noble traveler from Cordoba, Pero Tafur, had grown a long beard 

over the course of his journeys in the eastern Mediterranean. Upon his arrival in Ferrara, where 

the ecumenical Council of Ferrara-Florence was underway, he was compelled “on the petition of 

the Castilians who were there” to cut off his beard and dress in the Spanish style. This change 

distressed the Byzantine emperor, who had previously greeted Tafur as a kinsman and now 

chided him for cutting his beard, “which is the greatest honour and dignity belonging to man.”
38

  

Other visible customs strongly associated with religion were food-related. Christians, but 

not Muslims or Jews, ate pork.
39

 Christians and Jews, but not Muslims, drank wine.
40

 While 

visiting Sinope on the Black Sea, the Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta aroused the locals’ suspicion 

because of his posture during prayer. He prayed with his arms hanging down instead of raised, 

which they associated with Shi’ism. Ibn Battuta tried to explain that different postures for prayer 
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stemmed from adherence to different legal schools. The locals were Hanafi while Ibn Battuta 

was Maliki, so they prayed somewhat differently, but both schools were Sunni and therefore 

orthodox. However, the locals could only be convinced by watching Ibn Battuta and his party 

slaughter and eat a hare, a food that Shi’ites reputedly did not consume.
41

  

Finally, there were customs associated with religion that marked the body directly. 

Nubian, Indian, and Jacobite Christians were said to practice baptism by fire as well as water, 

branding themselves with the sign of the cross. Both Jewish and Muslim men were circumcised, 

but so were Christian men from some of the eastern churches.
42

 In any case circumcision would 

have been difficult to observe during the course of everyday activities and did not help in the 

religious identification of women.  

 

Ancestral and Geographical Origin 

Yet another secondary indicator of religion was origin.
43

 In Latin, the terms used to 

categorize people by origin were natio, generatio, gens, genus and progenies.
44

 In Arabic, the 

equivalent terms were jins, aṣl, and naw’.
45

 These terms carry a broad range of meanings in both 
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languages. Jins and genus, for example, cover three spheres of meaning: kind, type, or general 

category; sex or gender; and geographical or biological origin.  

These terms have often been rendered in English as race, ethnicity, or nation. Nation is a 

reasonable translation to the extent that territorial or kinship groups were associated with 

political units.
46

 But a medieval state might include multiple territorial or kinship groups, and a 

single kinship group might have members in multiple states. The territory of the Holy Roman 

Empire, for example, included Sicily and parts of northern Italy in addition to much of modern 

Germany. Noble Norman families ruled states from England to the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. 

Political affiliation was certainly an important part of identity in the late medieval 

Mediterranean, but it tended to be expressed in terms of citizenship in a city or subjection to a 

ruler, not origin.   

Using race or ethnicity as the translation for medieval terms of origin poses a different set 

of problems. As it is used today, race can be defined as culturally constructed “representations of 

human difference that posit a direct connection between physical and mental qualities that are 

constant and unalterable by human will, based on hereditary factors or external influences such 

as climate or geography.”
47

 Late medieval Italians certainly made direct connections from origin 

through religion to slavery. The Florentine legal code made this equivalence explicit: “[a person] 

is presumed to have been of infidel origin, if he or she arose from infidel places (partibus) and 
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ancestry (genere).”
48

 A slave’s ancestral origin and geographical origin were treated as 

functionally equivalent in sale contracts.
49

 Slaves might be sold “from the generation of the 

Alans,” “from the nation of the Tartars,” or “from Bulgaria.”
50

 The medieval chain of association 

between slavery, religion, and origin evolved over time into the racialized slavery of the 

nineteenth century.
51

 Yet like the modern concept of nation, race fits some configurations of 

medieval identity better than others.  

The hereditary aspect of race certainly had an analogue in the genealogical idiom of 

medieval thought that connected ancestry with communal traits of various kinds.
52

 On the other 

hand, medieval authors did not hesitate to revise or invent genealogies in order to explain the 

shared traits of groups whose members were clearly not biologically related.
53

 Such fictional 

genealogies drew on the three sons of Noah, the apostles sent out by Jesus, the founders of Arab 

tribes, the Trojans, and imaginary eponymous founders in order to explain traits associated with 
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various groups and the relationships among them.
54

 Groups with purely metaphorical shared 

ancestry included the tribe of Adam (i.e. all humanity), the tribe of the free, and the communities 

of Christian, Muslim, and pagan believers.
55

  

The geographical aspect of race also had an analogue in the medieval theory of climate 

that connected climatic zones with specific traits among their inhabitants.
56

 Those living in the 

cold climate of the far north were supposed to have pale skin, lank hair, a dull intellect, and a 

frigid temperament. Those living in the hot climate of the far south were associated with dark 

skin, woolly hair, foolishness, and a hot temperament. The moderate climate of the 

Mediterranean was, of course, ideal for producing well-balanced people. Climate-based 

stereotypes were understood at the time to be generalizations, not necessarily applicable to 

individuals. The variety of observed skin colors will be discussed later. However, whether the 

relationship between climate and traits was fixed and unalterable was subject to debate. Some 

medieval authorities considered climatic traits to be fixed, while others argued that they could be 
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changed over the course of generations by moving people from one climatic zone to another.
57

 

Since the general outlines of climatic theory and its associated stereotypes were drawn from 

ancient Greek sources, they were part of the intellectual inheritance shared by the entire 

Mediterranean world.  

So far, the modern definition of race bears some relation to the medieval understanding 

of difference between human groups. However, there were several complicating factors. Most 

importantly, medieval thinkers liked to play on terms of origin that had more than one meaning. 

The modern concept of race fails to convey all the facets of such multivalent terms and the 

distinct yet overlapping relationships that they implied. An example is the term “Frank,” which 

could refer to a geographical origin in Europe;
58

 to subjects of a particular monarch, the king of 

France;
59

 to the ancestrally defined group of Franks associated with the founding of the kingdom 

of France; or to all Latin Christians regardless of geographical origin or political affiliation.
60

 

Some individuals were covered by all four meanings; a nobleman from Champagne making a 

pilgrimage to Jerusalem, for example, was a likely to be Frank in every sense of the word. Other 

individuals participated in only one or two aspects of Frankishness, such as the Genoese Frank, a 

Latin Christian born or resident in Genoa. Genoese Franks were not biracial and trying to 
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describe them in terms of race is unnecessarily confusing. Their double name reflected multiple 

facets of their identity superimposed, and these are better expressed in terms of origin. Like race, 

origin used in a general sense could include both geographical and ancestral roots. Unlike race, 

origin could be qualified to emphasize particular facets within the complex and shifting layers of 

individual identity, their configuration dependent on context and purpose.  

There were several such multivalent terms which applied to the Black Sea slave trade. In 

Latin, the term Greek could refer to Christians who followed the patriarch of Constantinople; to 

speakers of the Greek language; and to inhabitants of Byzantium, the Greek peninsula, and the 

Aegean islands. A slave described as both Russian and Greek was probably of Russian 

geographical origin and Greek religion.
61

 The Arabic word usually translated as Greek, rūmī, 

technically meant Roman. It could therefore refer to all inhabitants of Anatolia (including both 

Greek and Turkish speakers) or to all subjects of the Byzantine emperor (regardless of their 

language or location).  

In Latin and the various European vernaculars, Saracen usually implied adherence to 

Islam, but it was also used to distinguish sedentary inhabitants of the Middle East from the 

nomadic Bedouin and Tatars.
62

 Within the Black Sea, it may have referred to Cuman Turks and 

not to Arabs.
63

 Thus a slave described as saracenum de genere saracenorum, a Saracen of 

Saracen origin, should probably be interpreted as a Muslim of Middle Eastern origin.
64
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According to Mamluk-era shurūṭ manuals (collections of model contracts), the enslaved 

populations of the Islamic world were divisible into two categories, Turk and Sūdān.
65

 This 

binary reflected both geographical origin and skin color. Turks were supposed to be light-

skinned and originating from the north, anywhere from Europe to China. Turk was also a 

specific term for people from the Kipchak steppe, and even more specifically for the mamluks of 

the Baḥrī regiment and their successors who ruled the Mamluk state until the late fourteenth 

century.
66

 Like the Genoese Frank mentioned previously, the Circassian Turk was therefore not 

biracial, but a light-skinned, northern slave originating from Circassia. The term Sūdān was used 

for slaves who were dark-skinned (sūdān means black) and came from the south, anywhere from 

Africa to India.
67

 The two sets of distinctions, skin color and geography, which defined the Turk-

Sūdān binary were linked by the medieval theory of climate.  

Unlike the shurūṭّ manuals, Mamluk guides for slave buyers used not two, but three 

categories to categorize the slave population: Arabs, ʿAjam, and Sūdān.
68

 Sūdān was used for 

dark-skinned southern slaves as before. Arabs rarely appeared as slaves during the Mamluk 

period, but they may have been included as part of a comprehensive ethnography or as a legacy 
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from earlier examples of the genre.
69

 ʿAjam was yet another term with a variety of meanings: it 

could refer to all foreigners (i.e. all non-Arabs); all northern, light-skinned foreigners; or Persians 

specifically. A fifteenth-century slave-buying manual defined as ʿAjam “absolutely everybody 

who differs from the Arab tongue, such as the Persians and the Turks and the Greeks and the 

Armenians and the Sūdān and the Berber and the rest of them, although this name specifies the 

Persian people conventionally.”
70

 The subcategories of ʿAjam shifted between the thirteenth and 

fifteenth centuries as well. In an anonymous thirteenth-century slave-buying guide, the ʿAjam 

category included Persians, Turks, Kurds, Greeks, Armenians, Franks, Alans, Indians (al-hind), 

and Berbers. In al-‘Ayntābī’s fifteenth-century guide, he added Circassians, Daylamites (from 

Gīlān in Iran), Zaranj (from southwest Afghanistan), and another subcategory of Indians (al-

sind). Circassian slaves had served in Egypt since the thirteenth century or earlier, but their 

inclusion among the subcategories of slaves in the fifteenth century was probably a result of their 

rise to political power in the late fourteenth century. The inclusion of Indians, al-hind and al-

sind, among the ʿAjam in both slave-buying guides is also notable because the shurūṭّ manuals 

tended to categorize them as Sūdān instead.
71

 

The medieval usage of precise terms for groups associated with the Black Sea is no less 

confusing than the usage of general terms. All of these terms were used for free people as well as 
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slaves, but the discussion that follows is based on their use in slavery-related sources. Latin 

sources, especially those written by humanists, were prone to use anachronistic terms for the 

peoples of the Black Sea taken from ancient Roman sources. The most common were Scythian 

and Sarmatian, used not only in private letters among humanists but also in official Genoese 

government correspondence.
72

 Thousand-year-old terms even found their way into notarial 

records. In the years 1416 and 1417, for example, the Genoese notary Giuliano Canella identified 

five different slaves as Gepids or Zichs.
73

 Zichs were a widely-recognized fifteenth-century 

group; but Gepids had appeared in fifth- and sixth-century texts. 

Determining the origins of individual slaves from the Black Sea was difficult for the 

authorities in the Mediterranean, whether they were Italian notaries attempting to describe a 

slave accurately or Mamluk scholars trying to compose biographies of the sultans. For Mamluk 

scholars, a way out of this dilemma was to use the catch-all term Turk. Notaries could put the 

burden of identification on the seller, as in the case of a slave “of Goth origin, as she seems to 

that same Iohannes [the seller] to be from Gothia.”
74

 Occasionally notaries made mistakes or 

gave contradictory information. In some cases a notary recorded an origin for the slave and then 

crossed it out or changed it. Russians and Tatars were most often mistaken for each other in this 
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way.
75

 Another approach adopted by both notaries and Mamluk scholars was to record multiple 

origins for the same slave. Notarial examples include Tatar Russians, Tatar Alans, Russian 

Armenians, Russian Bulgars, and Bulgar Tatars.
76

 Mamluk scholars reported the amir Bahādir 

al-Minjakī to be either Greek (rūmī) or Frankish and the amir Jaqmaq al-Arghūnshāwī to be 

either Circassian or Turkman.
77

 A few notaries gave up entirely, either skipping the category of 

origin or leaving it blank.
78

 Vague qualifiers like “of an origin as is” and “of an origin which is 

permitted to be sold” were also used to evade the problem.
79

 Even when the origin of an 

individual slave could be accurately determined, the link between origin, religion, and slavery 

was not always clear. This problem will be discussed in Chapter Three.  

 

Physical Appearance 

The connection between physical appearance and slave status was indirect and confused, 

since it depended on a chain of associations from physical appearance to origin, to religion, and 
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then to slave status. Skin color is the physical feature which has received the most attention in 

the secondary literature because of its importance as a determining factor of enslavement in the 

Atlantic context. A close examination of medieval physical descriptions of slaves helps to reveal 

which aspects of physical appearance were most significant to their contemporaries. The fact that 

a physical description was considered necessary to identify slaves was a mark of their obscure 

origins and social exclusion.
80

 Free people were identified by their names, families, 

neighborhoods, and professions. Slaves were reduced to bodies to be owned and exchanged, 

without social or biological ties and without fixed personal names. 

The Latin terminology for skin color was fairly straightforward. The colors commonly 

used to describe skin were white (alba or blanca), red (rubera), olive (olivastra or olivegna), 

brown (bruna or bruneta), and black (nigra).
81

 Intermediate colors, such as “whitish-olive” or 

“brown between two colors,” appeared occasionally.
82

 The significance of black skin has 

received the most scholarly attention because of its implications for the Atlantic trade in African 

slaves, although slaves described as black were rare in Latin sources prior to the late fifteenth 

century.
83

 In any case, the connection between skin color and slavery was tenuous during this 
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period. Religion, not skin color, was used to rationalize slavery and define slave status in the late 

medieval Mediterranean. Manumitted slaves were able to blend in visually, especially in port 

cities such as Venice and Genoa with free inhabitants of diverse appearances.
84

 

When mentioned in a sale contract, skin color was more often incorporated into the 

clause concerning good health than the clause identifying the slave. Moreover, notaries chose to 

record skin color far more frequently in the thirteenth century than in the fourteenth or 

fifteenth.
85

 Between 1201 and 1300, about 45 percent of slave-related documents mentioned skin 

color. For the following two centuries, the figure was only 3 percent.  

Table 2.1 References to Skin Color in Italian Notarial Documents 

Years Documents with Color Total Documents Percentage with Color 

1201-1300 78 175 45% 

1301-1400 27 1050 3% 

1401-1500 25 982 3% 

 

The reason for this shift is unclear. It may be an artifact of the surviving data because it depends 

on the habits of individual notaries. Of the fourteenth-century references to skin color, for 

example, 63 percent (17 out of 27) come from a single notary, Bartholomeus Gattus.
86

 Many 

notarial registers from Genoa have been lost over the course of time, especially during 

Napoleon’s bombardment of the archives. It is impossible to know whether the surviving 

registers are fully representative of the lost ones. The shift away from color seems to have been 
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less pronounced in Pisa and Florence, the hinterland of the Italian slave trade, although their 

references to skin color were less common than has been implied in the secondary literature.
87

 

Nevertheless the drop from 45 percent to 3 percent is a striking one and suggests that the 

racialization of slavery in Italy did not grow in a linear way over the course of the later Middle 

Ages.  

  In Arabic, the terminology for skin color was much more complex than in Latin. The 

following passage illustrates the variety and subtlety of the available terms. It appears in a 

Mamluk-era shurūṭ manual, a guide to writing legal documents. The chapter from which it has 

been taken explains how to compose a physical description of the parties to a contract, including 

age, stature, forehead, eyebrows, eyes, nose, cheeks, jaw, lips, mouth, teeth, neck, and 

distinguishing features. For skin color, it offers the following array of possibilities: 

If a man is very aswad (black), he is called ḥālik (pitch-black). If his black is mixed with 

red, he is called daghmān. If his color is pure, he is called asḥam. If the black is mixed 

with yellow, he is called aṣḥam. If his color is muddy, he is called arbad. If it is purer 

than that, he is called abyaḍ. If it is fine yellow and leaning towards black, he is called 

adamī in color.
88

 And if it is below arbad and above adama he is called very adama. If it 

is pure adama, he is called shadīd al-samra (very brown). And if it is purer than that, he 

is called asmar in color. And if it is purer than that, he is called raqiq al-samra (fine 

brown). If it is purer than that and leaning towards white and red, he is called ṣāfī al-

samra ta’aluhu ḥamra (pure brown rising to red), and is called raqīq al-samra bi-ḥamra 

(fine brown with red). If his color is very pure he is called ṣāfī al-samra (pure brown) and 

is not called abyaḍ (white) because bayāḍ is leprosy. If he is completely white, he is 

called anṣaḥ. If there is paleness in his whiteness, he is called ashqar (pale). If he is paler 

than that, he is called ashkal. If there is nevertheless increasing red, he is called ashqar. If 

there are nevertheless freckles, he is called anmash (freckled). If his color is pure and 

leaning towards yellow and he is not ill, he is called asḥab in color.
89
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Because this passage is drawn from a chapter on descriptions of the parties to a contract, its 

range of skin colors are clearly meant to apply to free people as well as slaves. Religion, not skin 

color, was the ideological basis of late medieval slavery.  

With such a wide variety of color terms available, restricting scholarly discussion of 

slavery to black and white limits our understanding of the meanings attached to skin color. 

Nevertheless, it has frequently been claimed that the terminology of slavery in Arabic reflects a 

binary division between black and white skin. Derivatives of the root mīm-lām-kāf (ّمّلّكi.e. 

mamlūk) were associated with white slaves while derivatives of the root ‘ayn-bā-dāl ّعّبّد)ّ i.e. 

‘abd) were associated with black slaves.
90

 The root rā-qāf-qāf ( ّرّقّق i.e. raqīq) applied to both 

white and black slaves. 

There are enough exceptions to this rule, however, to suggest that binary classification by 

skin color is of more interest to modern historians than it was to medieval slave owners. The 

eleventh-century Hanafi jurist al-Sarakhsī discussed a hypothetical case in which an ‘abd was 

sold as a Turk but in fact was a Greek (rūmī) or Indian (sindī).
91

 According to the rule, the term 

‘abd should indicate a black slave, but both Turks and Greeks were considered light-skinned and 

Indians were a borderline case, as mentioned previously. al-Asyūtī’s fifteenth-century shurūṭ 

manual refers to the exchange of “a white or black ‘abd for a female slave,” when the rule 
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suggests that every ‘abd should be black.
92

 Another fifteenth-century jurist, al-Suyūṭī, cited a 

case in which a group of thirteenth-century amirs were called ‘abīd of the treasury, although as 

light-skinned Turks they should have been mamālīk.
93

 But not all mamālīk were white. Five 

mamluks and former mamluks were described as brown (asmar) in their biographical dictionary 

entries.
94

 There appears to have been at least one dark-skinned Ethiopian (ḥabashī) mamluk 

whose brother was also enslaved as a eunuch.
95

 A fourteenth-century marriage contract between 

two slaves referred to the husband, a dark-skinned Nubian (nūbī), as a mamlūk.
96

 

 Tying skin color back to origin was not a simple matter in either the Arabic or the Latin 

context. There was not a one-to-one relationship between the categories. Although shurūṭّ 

manuals divided slaves by origin (jins) into light-skinned Turks and dark-skinned Sūdān, they 

also made clear that origin (jins) and its implied skin color was different from the physical 

appearance (ḥāliyyah) of an individual slave.
97

 Origin and physical appearance were two distinct 

elements of a full description and were not interchangeable in Latin sources either. Greeks, for 

example, were described in Arabic sources as pale, red, or brown, and in Latin sources as white, 

olive, or brown.
98

 Tartars might be white or olive.
99

 Circassian slaves were white, olive, brown, 
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or red.
100

 Saracens could be white, black, olive, mixed (laurus), and even indigo.
101

  Skin 

described as white could belong to people of Abkhaz, Bulgar, Circassian, Russian, Saracen, 

Slavic, Tatar, or Turkish origin according to the Latin sources; in the Arabic sources, white skin 

belonged to Circassians, Greeks, and Turks.
102

 In either case, the origins associated with white 

skin included some likely to be Christian (Russians, Greeks) and some likely to be Muslim 

(Saracens, Turks). The same held for slaves with brown skin: in Latin sources they might be 

Circassian, Laz, Saracen, Spanish, or Zich, and in Arabic sources they might be Greek or 

Tartar.
103

  

Skin color was only one aspect of physical appearance. Face or look was another trait 

often mentioned in Latin sources, especially in reference to Tatars. Francesco Sacchetti, a 

Florentine poet, described a fugitive Tatar slave woman as “around twenty years of age, who has 

brown skin and eyes, suitable enough in the bust, i.e. neither fat nor thin. She is small and doesn't 
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have a very Tartar face.”
104

 One characteristic of this Tatar face was broadness or wideness.
105

 A 

Venetian merchant described a Tatar slave woman as having “a face like a shield,” that is, flat 

and round.
106

 He also commented that his correspondent’s wife would not be jealous of this 

slave, implying that the Tatar face was considered ugly.  

Another element of the Tatar face was the eyes. Apparently “their foreheads are wide and 

their eyes are small;” Tatar eyes were described elsewhere as concave, underdeveloped 

(suffornati), and pale.
107

 The German traveler Felix Fabri described Tatar slaves in Cairo: “They 

are small, and have big protruding eyes, covered with eyelids, thus, so that the aperture in them 

is small. Besides, they have flat faces and flat foreheads, and they are beardless, except on the 

upper lip, and they have rare and fleeting hair on the chin.”
108

 He also seems to have judged the 

Tatar appearance negatively, speculating that they were not “flourishing with much reason” 

because their gestures struck him as very stupid (stultissimos) and their haircuts resembled those 

of idiots (stulti) at home.
109
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The sculpted heads on two fourteenth-century capitals located in the south and west 

façades of the Doge’s Palace in Venice offer late medieval images of the Tatar face to compare 

with the verbal descriptions.
110

  

    
Image 2.3  The Tatar face, west facade          Image 2.4  The Tatar face, south facade 

 

Petrarch linked the perceived ugliness of the Tatar or Scythian face directly to its association 

with slave status. In a 1367 letter from Venice to his childhood friend Guido Sette, at that time 

archbishop of Genoa, he wrote: 

Already, a strange, enormous crowd of slaves of both sexes, like a muddy torrent tainting 

a limpid stream, taints this beautiful city with Scythian faces and hideous filth. If they 

were not more acceptable to their buyers than they are to me, and if they were not more 

pleasing to their eyes than to mine, these repulsive youths would not crowd our narrow 

streets; nor would they, by jostling people so clumsily, annoy foreign visitors, who are 

accustomed to better sights.
111
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The physical features associated with a Tatar face did not change much when the person being 

described was free, but descriptions of free Tatars were not accompanied by the same kind of 

aesthetic judgment. The Tatar face of the king of western Georgia was considered handsome.
112

  

 Finally, both Italian and Mamluk sources left physical descriptions of Turkish faces. The 

Italian description adopted an insulting tone similar to that used for the Tatar face: “[Turks] have 

short faces, broad in the upper part and narrow below. Their eyes are very small and very similar 

to those of that small beast [the weasel], which by instinct hunts rabbits in their warrens and 

underground holes. Their noses are rather like those of the Indians [Ethiopians], and their beards 

closely resemble those of cats.”
113

  

 
Image 2.5  The Turkish face, west facade 
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In contrast, Mamluk shurūṭ manuals offered far more comprehensive models for the physical 

description of male and female Turks in the context of slave sale contracts. According to al-

Asyūṭī, the description of a Turkish mamluk should mention “whether he has sprouted a 

moustache, that he is white of complexion, with a prominent forehead, with big deep-black eyes, 

long lashes, and lids painted with kohl, with a low-bridged nose, flat jaws, ruddy cheeks, red lips, 

well spaced teeth, with a small mouth, a long neck, of full stature, with small feet.”
114

 A female 

Turkish slave should be described as follows: “that she is a young woman, white tinged with red 

in color, with a prominent forehead, as in the previous description but in feminine form.”
115

 

 

Slaves as Social and Financial Assets 

All slaves were liquid assets of significant value. Purchasing a slave could be considered 

an investment, with all the attendant risks of depreciation and loss through aging, illness, and 

death as well as the attendant potential for appreciation and gain as the slave converted to the 

owner’s religion, learned the owner’s language and customs, grew to maturity, and developed 

specialized skills. While slave prices varied over time, their value was comparable to that of a 

house in Genoa, ten pieces of woolen cloth, two mine (160 kg) of grain, or three years’ salary for 

a sailor.
116
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Selling slaves for cash was not the only way to realize their value or utilize them 

financially. The labor of slaves could be rented to others.
117

 Lactating slaves were especially 

profitable, as they could be rented as wet-nurses for twice as much as other women and generate 

a profit of 16-20 percent on their purchase value.
118

 Wet-nurse rentals in Italy tended to be three 

years in duration.
119

 Because of the responsibility of this position and its importance for the 

baby’s health, wet-nurses were older than the average slave woman and their contracts included 

provisions regarding the quality and quantity of milk to be provided.  

Like other forms of moveable property, slaves could be bartered for other goods in lieu of 

monetary payment;
120

 pledged as collateral against debts;
121

 granted to a daughter as part of her 

dowry;
122

 confiscated by the state from debtors and those who fell from power;
123

 and appraised 

for inheritance through in estate inventories and wills. As a result of these activities, as well as 
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direct purchase, it was not unusual for slaves to be jointly owned. One contract from fourteenth-

century Jerusalem concerned a single slave who had belonged to the deceased male head of 

household and was inherited collectively by six women (his two wives, his two sisters, and his 

two young daughters under the guardianship of one of his wives).
124

 Another slave was jointly 

purchased by an Egyptian husband and wife, ‘Abd al-Razzaq and ‘Aisha, and given to their two 

sons as co-owners.
125

 One slave woman was jointly owned by two Venetian brothers, Petrus and 

Georgius de Manfredis, while another was jointly owned by a Genoese couple, Petrus and Isolta 

de Vignolo.
126

 Joint owners were not always relatives: two dyers, Damiano of Castagna and 

Antonius of Rapallo, shared a Circassian slave woman named Lucia.
127

  

Slaves were also social assets which enabled their owners to display power and wealth. 

According to a Mamluk saying, “slaves, even if they consume your wealth, increase your 

prestige.”
128

 Slaves could be deployed as social assets in various ways. A slave attendant or a full 

retinue might accompany the owner in public places.
129

 Slaves were often depicted with their 
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Italian owners in portraits and other artworks, while the slave women of Egyptians were 

expected to participate in public mourning at their owners’ funerals.
130

 Slave dancers and 

musicians, usually women, entertained the guests of the Mamluk upper classes. Singers and lute 

players were especially favored, but wealthy fourteenth-century amirs had slave orchestras 

ranging in size from ten members to fifty.
131

 Ownership of mamluks by civilians signaled their 

pretensions of equality with the military class.
132

 For example, ‘Abd al-Basīṭّ ibn Khalīl ibn 

Ibrahīm was criticized for aspirations beyond his station because he flaunted an extensive retinue 

of slaves, including “mamluks of the widely-available kinds,” in a way appropriate for important 

statesmen but not for a treasury clerk.
133

 Likewise the civilian supervisor of the two shrines in 

Jerusalem used to bring his troop of mamluks on hunting excursions and to audiences with the 

military governor of Jerusalem.
134

  

 Finally, slaves were given as gifts.
135

 In the context of diplomacy, slaves were exchanged 

over long distances along with other prestigious objects such as jewels, luxury textiles, gold, 

silver, and horses. The Mamluk sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars sent black male slaves and female slave 

cooks as gifts to Berke, the khan of the Golden Horde, in 1262-3 in order to congratulate Berke 
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upon his conversion to Islam.
136

 al-Nāṣir Muḥammad received eighty male and twenty female 

slaves as a gift from Tokhta Khan, as did al-Nāṣir Ḥasan from Janibak Khan.
137

 Gifts of slaves 

were also exchanged between the Mamluks and the sultan of Baghdad, the Ottoman sultan, and 

the king of Nubia.
138

 One mamluk, Arghunshāh al-Nāṣiri, was sent as a gift from China to Persia, 

where the Ilkhan re-gifted him to the Mamluks.
139

 

 Within the Mamluk sultanate, gifts of slaves among the upper tier of amirs and the sultan 

signaled respect and the conferral of favor. It was usual for the governor of Syria to send large 

groups of valuable slaves, including mamluks and eunuchs, to the sultan.
140

 The amir of Ṣafad 

also sent a eunuch to al-Ẓāhir Barqūq.
141

 In return, sultans gave slaves to their amirs.
142

 Some of 

these human gifts had personal significance as well as monetary value: al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

reinforced his close connection with the amir Yalbūghā al-Yaḥyāwī  by giving him one of a pair 

of slave sisters and keeping the other for himself.
143

 The refusal to give a slave at the sultan’s 

request could be interpreted as a sign of disloyalty or rebellion. When the sultan of Mardin 
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proved reluctant to give up a beautiful harpist at the request of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, sending a 

different slave woman and two mamluks instead, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad threatened to sack 

Mardin.
144

 Amirs who lost favor with the sultan could expect to have their slaves confiscated 

along with the rest of their possessions.
145

 Finally, slaves were given as gifts among family 

members.
146

 

 Gifts of slaves in Italy tended to remain within the family, especially between spouses or 

parents and children. Exceptions include Lionello Cattaneo, who gave his slave woman to a 

priest before departing on a journey to the east in 1411, and Regina Morosini, a Venetian widow, 

who gave a slave woman to her parish priest because “you have conferred so many services and 

indulgences on me [that] it would be unfitting if I were ungrateful to you.”
147

 

 

Slaves as Domestic and Manual Labor 

Most slaves in both Italy and Egypt were purchased for domestic work. Their tasks 

included cooking; cleaning; washing and maintaining clothes and linens; carrying water; buying 

food; collecting firewood and tending the fire; spinning; sewing; weaving; running errands; 

caring for children; and personal service.
148

 In Italy, the majority of these domestic slaves were 
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women who either managed bachelor households or worked under a wife’s supervision.
149

 Male 

slaves were more likely to work with horses (or with boats in Venice) and to provide personal 

service for male owners.
150

 The norm in Italy was to have only one or two slaves per household, 

perhaps working alongside free servants, and so slave labor was expected to be flexible. Slave 

wet-nurses were the exception: they were held in higher respect and expected to devote 

themselves fully to childcare.  

The Italian sources have little to say about how origin-based stereotypes might have 

affected the use of domestic slaves. Black men were especially prized as gondoliers in Venice, 

while Tatar women were preferred as wet-nurses in Genoa.
151

 Tatars also had a reputation for 

loyalty “since it may be taken as a certainty that no Tartar ever betrayed a master.”
152

 A 

Florentine mother writing to her son in Naples about purchasing a female slave to assist his 

future wife advised him to choose  “one of the Tartar nation, who are rough and advantageous 

for long hard work. The Russians, i.e. those from Russia, are more sensitive and more beautiful; 

but, it seems to me, a Tartar would be better. The Circassians have a passionate nature; although 
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all the others have that too.”
153

 Such a direct explanation of the relative merits associated with 

slaves from different origins is rare in the Italian sources, however. 

In Egypt, the households of the wealthy and powerful had much larger numbers of slaves, 

and free women were less likely to work as servants. As a result, although domestic slaves 

collectively performed more or less same tasks as they did in Italy, in Egypt they were more 

likely to specialize in one area such as cooking or childcare.
154

 Male slaves also worked as 

guards and doormen (ḥujjāb).
155

  

Unlike the Italians, Mamluk slave owners left indications of how their origin-based 

stereotypes affected their use of slaves, particularly through the genre of slave-buying guides. 

Dark-skinned African slaves were often given domestic and low-status tasks.
156

 Many mamluks 

had black male slaves to look after their horses and collect their rations of meat, bread, and 

barley from the citadel each day.
157

 Greeks were characterized by obedience, sincerity, loyalty, 

reliability, and intelligence, but they could also be stingy.
158

 Therefore Greek men were valued 

for their manners and scientific knowledge, while Greek women were seen as ill-mannered but 
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effective housekeepers because they were accurate and not too generous with household 

resources. Alans were supposed to be sturdy, gentle, good-natured, agreeable and morally 

upright, but also careless and lazy.
159

 Both men and women were well suited for domestic 

service. Armenians were said to be strong, constitutionally sound, and beautiful.
160

 On the other 

hand, they were also stereotyped as dishonest, greedy, rude, and dirty. Thus they were suitable 

primarily for hard work, and because of their laziness and unreliability they might need to be 

beaten or threatened to do so.  

 Eunuchs fulfilled a special domestic function as the guardians of Mamluk household 

honor.
161

 They served the dual households of prominent men and royal women, in the ḥarim 

where the women and young children lived and in the barracks (ṭabaqah) where the young 

mamluks were trained.
162

 In either context they helped integrate other slaves into the household. 

The zimāmdār (the head of the ḥarim) and his staff supervised the female slaves, both domestic 

servants and concubines. The supervisor of mamluks (muqaddam al-mamālīk) and his staff 

oversaw the upbringing of young mamluks. The eunuch Sandal al-Manjakī, for example, was 

treasurer and then head of the Sandaliyyah barracks under the sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq.
163

 He 

made a powerful impression on his mamluk charges, who spread stories about his generosity, 

abstemiousness, piety, and holiness (barakah) despite the temptations of his powerful position.  
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Although the castration of young boys was not permitted in the Qur’an or Islamic law, 

high demand for eunuchs meant that the practice continued outside the borders of the Islamic 

world.
164

 Although male slaves from any region could become eunuchs, the preferred groups 

were Greeks (rūmī), Indians (hindī), West Africans (takrūrī), and Ethiopians (ḥabashī).
165

 Of the 

fourteen eunuchs I have identified with origins in the Black Sea, twelve were Greek, one was 

Russian, and one was a Kipchak Turk.
166

  

To the extent that slaves were used for heavy physical labor such as agriculture or 

construction, they tended to be male. There were a few examples of slaves working on farms or 

building fortifications in Genoa, but this was far more common on the Mediterranean islands 

(such as Majorca, Ibiza, Crete, and Cyprus) than in Italy.
167

 A few Mamluk slaves worked in salt 

and copper mines in the Sahara.
168

 The fifteenth-century German traveler Bernhard von 

Breydenbach reported slaves making bricks from mud and chaff on the banks of the Nile, but 

these may have been free laborers whom he imagined to be slaves in the biblical tradition of the 

Israelites’ enslavement in Egypt.
169

 Although the enslavement of men in the Mediterranean is 
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often associated with galley warfare, the use of slave oarsmen in galleys was not common until 

the sixteenth century.
170

 

Trade and craft production have also been associated with male slaves. Male slaves 

belonging to both Italian and Mamluk merchants were sometimes employed as their assistants, 

traveling with them or acting independently as business agents.
171

 In Cairo, there was a 

community of Christian slaves who worked for wages as “masons, carpenters, and other 

craftsmen.”
172

 Slaves assisted artisans and craftsmen in Venice and Genoa too, though local 

guilds and governments placed certain restrictions on their activities. Several Venetian guilds 

banned slaves from learning trade secrets for fear that they would later be sold to outsiders, but 

most Genoese guilds allowed slaves to learn the secrets as long as they did not compete with 

their former owners after manumission.
173

 Fear of poisoning meant that slaves were permitted to 

assist apothecaries but not to run the shop or to dispense arsenic.
174

 Finally, some slave women 

assisted their owners with artisanal labor, such as a Bulgarian slave in Genoa who was trained to 
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spin gold thread.
175

 Slave women also assisted free women working in female-dominated trades 

such as hairdressing.
176

  

 

Slaves as Soldiers 

The best-documented slaves in the Mamluk sultanate were in training to become soldiers, 

the mamluks who led the state and after whom it was named.
177

 Membership in this elite class 

was open only to light-skinned male slaves of northern origin, generally imported at a young age 

and purchased by an amir or the sultan. Newly acquired mamluks were housed in special 

barracks (ṭabaqa) under the supervision of eunuchs. A jurist (faqīh) would visit the barracks each 

day to instruct them in reading and writing, the Quran, ritual prayer, and the rudiments of Islamic 

law. Military instructors trained them in archery, horsemanship, and the use of various weapons. 

The intensity of this process forged bonds of loyalty among fellow mamluks (khushdāsh) as well 

as between mamluks and their owner (ustādh). These new relationships replaced the ties of 

biological kinship that had been erased through the process of enslavement.
178

 Mamluks 

completed their training with a graduation or passing-out ceremony (kharj).
179

 During the kharj 
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ceremony for mamluks belonging to the sultan, the sultan would inspect them as a group and 

issue each mamluk a suit of formal clothing (representing service), a horse, and a sword. Each 

mamluk was also given a document known as an ʿitāqa which certified both his graduation from 

training and his manumission from slavery. From this moment on he was legally free.  

After the kharj, the freed mamluk would be enrolled as a soldier (jund) in his owner’s 

mamluk corps and given a salary or a fief (iqṭa’) to live on.
180

 In this context, the bonds of 

loyalty formed through enslavement and training were reconstituted; owners became patrons and 

fellow slaves became factional allies. Thus the ability of an individual mamluk to rise through 

the ranks depended on the support of his fellow mamluks and the patronage of his former owner 

as well as his own skill.
181

 Mamluks of the sultan could generally expect a higher income and 

faster advancement than mamluks who had belonged to amirs. Mamluk-era sources say the most 

about those who attained the highest ranks: commander (amīr), governor (nā’ib), general 

(atabak), and sultan. But the vast majority of mamluks remained in relative obscurity at the rank 

of soldier (jund), lodging in the city, receiving a small salary and rations from the state, and 

supplementing their income by earning or extorting money from civilians.
182

 Of the five 

thousand mamluks associated with al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh, only 60 (1.2 percent) became 

prominent enough to merit their own entries in a biographical dictionary.
183

 The most successful 

Mu’ayyadī mamluk, Khushqadam, rose over the course of forty years to become sultan. During 
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the same forty-year period, his fellow Mu’ayyadī Jānibak Shaykh was not promoted at all. As 

sultan, Khushqadam remembered his bond of metaphorical brotherhood (khushdāshiyya) with 

Jānibak Shaykh and made him an amir at the lowest rank. Yet by the time Jānibak Shaykh died, 

six or seven years after the accession of al-Ẓāhir Khushqadam, he was unemployed. His 

biographer described him as “one of the neglected, lost ones.”
184

 

Mamluks were unique among late medieval Mediterranean slaves in that their 

manumission was virtually assured and set them on a clear career path with real opportunities for 

gaining wealth and power.  Their lives in the barracks have been compared to studying at a very 

strict boarding school: harsh, but not abusive, and with the promise of eventual graduation.
185

 As 

a consequence of their high social status, it may seem that the slave status of mamluks was 

blurred or softened. However, the process of enslavement and sale was not just an unhappy 

interlude to be forgotten as quickly as possible. The time which mamluks spent in slavery was 

the basis of their class identity. No one could become a mamluk,and by extension no one could 

hold a post of significant military or political power in the Mamluk state, without undergoing 

both enslavement and manumission.
186

 While enslaved, mamluks’ freedom of movement was 

restricted. They were required to live in the barracks and could not go into the city without 

permission from their eunuch guardians.
187

 They had no money, privileges, or military 
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equipment of their own.
188

 They also could not marry without the sultan’s permission.
189

 Even 

after manumission, mamluks might suffer legal disabilities because of their previous status. For 

example, the jurist al-Suyūṭī argued that an amir could not legally designate his property as a 

charitable endowment (waqf) because as a freed slave he did not enjoy full ownership rights: “we 

say that [the waqf] reverts to the treasury because its endowers are slaves of the treasury and the 

permanence of their manumission is subject to consideration.”
190

 In support of this claim, he 

cited numerous precedents that slaves of the treasury, male or female, could not be manumitted 

by any authority other than the treasury.  

As a result, free people who wanted to wield political power had to become slaves first. 

Qawṣūn is the classic example, an amir who came to Egypt from the Golden Horde as a 

merchant in the retinue accompanying the daughter of Uzbak Khan.
191

 While he was selling 

leather blade strops and embroidered leather items in the citadel of Cairo, the sultan noticed him 

and was so impressed that he persuaded Qawṣūn to sell himself into slavery. The sultan arranged 

for 8,000 dirhams to be paid to Qawṣūn’s brother in the Golden Horde as his purchase price and 

sent Qawṣūn himself to the barracks, although he was quickly promoted.  
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 The reverse also applied; mamluks whose manumission was not correctly performed 

could not hold prominent posts until their status was rectified.
192

 For example, an amir named 

Aytamush was about to be appointed general (atabak) by al-Ẓāhir Barqūq when Barqūq was 

informed of a problem with his manumission.
193

 Aytamush had belonged to another mamluk 

named Asandamur, who in turn had belonged to Jurjī, the governor of Aleppo. When Jurjī died 

in 1370, an amir named Bajjās took possession of both Asandamur and Aytamush and 

manumitted them, but this manumission was invalid because Bajjās had acquired them illegally. 

Technically Aytamush still belonged to the estate of Jurjī. So before appointing Aytamush as 

general, Barqūq had to contact the heirs of Jurjī, buy Aytamush, and re-manumit him. He also 

punished the judges and witnesses who had approved the invalid manumissions by Bajjās.  

Military slavery in the Mamluk sultanate was only open to light-skinned Turks (in the 

generic sense).
194

 This was justified by the commonly accepted connection between light skin, 

northern origin, cold climate, vigorous physical strength, and animal aggression.
195

 The only 

exception to this rule was a corps of dark-skinned slaves equipped with firearms that was formed 
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at the very end of Mamluk rule, apparently because the light-skinned mamluk cavalry considered 

firearms beneath them.
196

  

The ethnographic sections of Mamluk-era manuals for slave buyers elaborated on and 

refined these stereotypes with respect to specific northern groups. Turks (specifically Cumans or 

Kipchaks) were described as moderate in temperament, strong and powerful, with beautiful and 

proportionate bodies but grim faces.
197

 Those from Khurasān thrived best in Egypt. Turkish 

children were characterized as clean, healthy, skillful, and beautiful in both body and face. 

Turkish men were recommended for use as soldiers, but they were also marked as merciless, 

potentially treacherous, and coarse at heart because they consumed too much horse meat. They 

were not skilled in politics, judgment, craftsmanship, or the sciences.  

Circassians were stereotyped as more physically powerful than Turks, brave and always 

ready to strike the first blow, with a strong sense of group solidarity (ʿasabiyya).
198

 Yet they 

were also characterized as lacking wisdom, work ethic, and the patience for long-term warfare 

and hardship. Untrained Circassians were proud and unruly, but those trained in knightly skills 

(furusiyya) from a young age were excellent warriors and suited for command. Uneducated 

Circassians were also said to have no grasp on religion, but with instruction they could become 

proficient Muslims and a few attained the level of religious scholars (ʿulamāʾ). In other words, 

the worst Circassians were utterly unmanageable, but the best Circassians - those raised and 

trained as slaves - were expected to achieve excellence.
199
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In addition, Circassians came in an array of colors that reflected the variety and 

inconsistency of their collective character. Pale-skinned (ashqar) individuals had “no equal in 

shamelessness, debauchery, evil morals, and lying.”
200

 If they were also slender in stature, they 

were likely to be active, quick to move and speak, and governed by their passions. Those with 

white skin imbued with red (al-abyaḍ al-musharrib bi-ḥumrah) were intelligent and opinionated. 

Dark skin (asmar) shading into black (sawād) and yellow (ṣufrah) indicated bravery, 

responsibility, and boldness. However, one who was mostly black (sawād) was rash and 

cowardly to the point that his bad qualities were likely to outweigh his good ones. He might also 

be greedy and unkind. An individual with dark skin shading into red (samrah ḥumrah) was said 

to be active, quick, clever, opinionated, powerful, a good companion, and generally more good 

than bad. 

 Mamluks were assigned to barracks according to their origin.
201

 For example, al-Burjiyya 

barracks were designated for Circassians and Alans while al-Dhahabiyyah and al-Zumurrudiyyah 

barracks were for Kipchak Turks and Khitai. This may have contributed to the formation of 

origin-based political factions in addition to the factions based on loyalty to a patron and former 

owner.
202

 A Turkish (Kipchak) faction ruled the Mamluk state from 1260 to 1390 (the Baḥrī 

period), while a Circassian faction ruled from 1390 to 1516 (the Burjī period). Reasons for the 

shift from Kipchak to Circassian domination in 1390 will be discussed below.  
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Slavery and Sexuality 

In both Mamluk and Italian societies, the rights conferred by slave ownership included 

control over the sexuality of female slaves.
203

 All female slaves were assumed to be sexually 

available to their male owners, whether they had been purchased for the express purpose of 

sexual exploitation or not. Since honor and respectability for women in both societies depended 

primarily on their sexual reputation, slave women were categorically dishonored and 

dishonorable in comparison to free women.
204

 Sex between female owners and male slaves did 

occur, as did homosexual sex between owners and slaves, but it was illicit and discussed only in 

certain contexts.
205

 Thus the sexual exploitation of female slaves by male owners was part of the 

common culture of late medieval Mediterranean slavery, although the laws and norms which 

governed it varied by region.  

In Venice and Genoa, the sexual use of slave women was a legal and social grey area. 

Licit sexual activity was supposed to occur within marriage, which as a sacrament was governed 
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by canon law and the church.
206

 As Christians, baptized slaves had access to all the sacraments of 

the church (except ordination) and could marry other baptized slaves. Their owners’ permission 

was preferred but not required.
207

 Marriages between baptized slaves and free people were also 

permitted under canon law as long as the free partner was aware that his or her spouse was 

enslaved.
208

 However, the difference in social status between a slave and a free person was so 

great that such marriages were not socially acceptable and did not occur in practice. Marriages 

between former slave women and free men, usually the working poor, were more common and 

brought a greater degree of respectability to the previously dishonored woman.
209

  

The sexual use of slave women by their owners outside of marriage was governed by the 

ius commune, an amalgam of Roman, canon, and civil law which varied from state to state 

within Italy. Among the Roman legal concepts preserved in the ius commune was concubinage. 

A concubine was defined as an unmarried woman, free or enslaved, who was the sole sexual 

partner of an unmarried man, who lived in his home, and whom he treated with affection.
210

 For 

young bachelors, elderly widowers,  priests, and merchants residing in distant parts of the world, 

a slave concubine could fulfill many of the functions of a wife, including both household 
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management and sex.
211

  Living with a concubine was considered normal for unmarried men and 

did not affect their honor, although it did affect the honor of the concubine.
212

 In 1464, a 

Florentine mother wrote to her unmarried son about his slave Marina  

and how well she looks after you. Hearing such things I find it easy to understand why 

you want to put off getting married for a year and why they’re so slow in finding you a 

wife. You behave like a man who wants to put off dying or paying his debts for as long as 

he can. At the moment you’ve only got one woman in the house and you’re well looked 

after, but when you get married there’ll be lots of them and you wonder how you’ll get 

on. So it seems to me you’re wise to take your time.
213

 

 

Concubinage did not confer legal rights or obligations on either partner, but it did benefit 

their children. According to Roman and canon law children followed the status of their mother, 

and in Lombard law they followed the status of the inferior parent. Either way, the children of a 

slave woman and a free man would be slaves at birth.
214

 The father/owner could then choose to 

keep them as slaves, manumit and legitimate them in order to raise them as his own, or send 
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them to a foundling hospital (where all children were assumed to be free) and rent out the slave 

mother as a wet-nurse.
215

 A single Florentine man, Stefano Moronti, is known to have sent four 

children by slave women to the foundling hospital over the course of twelve years, and Nicolaus 

dell’Orto of Genoa recognized children by two different slave women in his will.
216

 On the other 

hand, Alberto de Pont asked Caterina, his slave woman in Valencia, to send their daughter to 

Genoa so that she could be raised as the free child of his wife.
217

  

If the father/owner chose to manumit his children, then the mother’s status as a concubine 

came into play. The children of concubines were considered natural, one step down from 

legitimate children produced through marriage or adoption and one step up from spurious 

children produced through adultery, incest, or other illicit sexual activity.
218

 Natural children 

were much easier to make legitimate than spurious children, and once legitimate they could 

inherit from their fathers.
219

 This occasionally resulted in the conundrum of a free and legitimate 

son inheriting his own mother as part of his father’s estate.
220

 It also disrupted patrician lineages, 

especially as the children of Venetian or Genoese men and slave women returned from their 
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overseas colonies in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries to claim their fathers’ 

property and social status.
221

  

An example of this is a dispute over the inheritance of Nicolinus de Presanis.
222

  

Nicolinus, originally from Cremona, moved to Caffa and had children there by a woman named 

Lucia Christiana whom he did not marry. Nicolinus had their son A. formally declared 

legitimate, but then died intestate. Nicolinus’ relatives in Genoa contested A.’s right to inherit his 

father’s property on several grounds. One of them was his mother’s status; Nicolinus’ relatives 

argued that Lucia Christiana had been a slave at the time that A. was conceived, and therefore 

that A. was spurious and could not inherit.
223

 In his advisory brief on this case, the Genoese 

lawyer Bartolomeo de Bosco disputed this argument. Lucia Christiana’s slave status had not 

been proven to the court, and even if she were a slave, “she could be a concubine, and sons born 

from her are natural.”
224

 To support his assessment, he cited Roman laws governing slave 

concubinage along with a canon from the Liber Extra on the right of slaves to marry, but he 

rejected another set of canons from the Decretum which forbade the children of slave mothers to 

inherit “because that chapter is speaking as far as the spiritual penalty.”
225

 The outcome of this 

dispute was not recorded, but de Bosco’s brief demonstrates the possible benefits which 

concubine status could bring to the children of a slave woman.  
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Sexual relations between slave women and their owners which did not meet the criteria of 

concubinage, such as sex between slave women and married men, were illicit but widely 

tolerated, as were sexual relations between lower-class women and upper-class men generally.
226

 

For example, the Milanese ambassador to Venice in 1475 reported that the doge Pietro 

Mocenigo, in his seventies at the time, slept with two young and beautiful Turkish slave 

women.
227

 The power differential in such relationships was crucial. Lower-class women were 

assumed to have little social protection and little honor to protect.  Slave women had no honor, 

no legal right to refuse sex with their owners, and no social protection except through the owner 

and his household. The older historiography on this subject has put forward a narrative of jealous 

wives, cheating husbands, and seductive slave women.
228

 Regardless of the feelings of the 

individuals involved, slave women did not have the legal right or social power to resist the 

sexual advances of their owners, married or unmarried.  

An apparent exception was the prohibition enacted by the Great Council of Venice in 

1364 against sexual relations between female slaves and their male owners, “because the 

quantity of female slaves at present in Venice is very large and will be greater in the future” and 

because “female slaves are made lesser and cheaper in price because they are made pregnant and 

adulterers.”
229

 The Signori di Notte, the policing authority of Venice, was charged with enforcing 
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this law. However, there is no record of any slave owner being prosecuted as a result.
230

 Perhaps 

the social norms which allowed powerful men access to disempowered women were too deeply 

rooted, or perhaps the level of investigation that would have been required was too intrusive.  

The extent to which slave women experienced coercion and exercised choice in their 

sexual lives remains unknowable because no sources have survived in which slave women 

discussed such things freely. Coercion and choice were not mutually exclusive: a slave coerced 

into sexual activity, for example, might choose whether or not to become pregnant.
231

 An astute 

sexual strategy and an amenable owner might greatly increase a woman’s chances of 

manumission, while a poor sexual strategy or an intractable owner might lead to disaster. In a 

letter of 1382, a merchant complained that his slave was claiming to be pregnant “so that I love 

her and free her,” but he was skeptical that her pregnancy was real.
232

 In any case he was 

determined to keep or manumit her according to his own interests. The worst-case scenario was 

that of Bona, a Tatar slave of the fifteenth-century Venetian noble Nicolo Barbo. When she 

“made herself pregnant” by a male servant in the same household, Nicolo became angry and beat 

her with a wooden harness for carrying water.
233

 Since Nicolo was already recovering from a 

long illness, Bona retaliated by mixing arsenic into his food and medicine, causing his violent 

death. For this she was executed. As a direct result of this case, laws were passed severely 

restricting the sale of poisons and toxic substances as well as ordering the Signori di Notte to 
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investigate anyone involved in concocting substances which might disrupt mental or physical 

health, “because a short time ago such things seem to have occurred, perpetrated by female 

slaves or servants.”
234

  

The only actively enforced restriction on the sexual exploitation of female slaves was to 

limit it to the slave’s owner (and perhaps the male members of his immediate family). Sex 

between female slaves and other men, whether outsiders or male servants, was not allowed, and 

owners were forbidden from prostituting their slaves.
235

 If a slave woman helped a man to enter 

the household, the crime was conceptualized as housebreaking and both parties were punished.
236

 

To the extent that slave women were seen as victims of sexual exploitation, the crime was 

conceptualized as property damage to be compensated with a fine, not as damage to household 

honor to be repaired through marriage.
237

 This was especially true if the slave became pregnant, 

with all the attendant risks of childbirth. Fifteenth-century Genoese law imposed a fine of 25 lire 

for impregnating another person's slave, and if the slave died as a result of the pregnancy the fine 

rose to 50 lire.
238

  

In the Mamluk context, ownership of a slave woman included unrestricted sexual access 

to her and absolute rights over her children. Every female slave was a licit sexual partner for her 
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male owner (and only for her male owner), whether she had been purchased for the express 

purpose of sexual exploitation or not.
239

 All of the Mamluk slave women I have been able to 

identify were sexually exploited by their owners. Sexual exploitation and its attendant dishonor 

were so strongly associated with slave women that they did not veil themselves in public as free 

women did and could be manumitted with the formula “your sexual organ is free” (farjuki 

ḥurrun).
240

 However, as in Italy, only one’s own female slaves were licit sexual partners.
241

 

If a man had sex with his own female slave and she conceived a child that he 

acknowledged as his own, she attained the status of umm walad (mother of a child).
242

 There was 

no equivalent to this status in Italy, although there was some awareness of the practice there.
243

 

An umm walad could not be sold or given away during the lifetime of her owner. She would be 

automatically manumitted upon his death. Her owner could continue to have sex with her, use or 

rent her labor, and marry her to another man without her consent. Although her child was 

considered a free and legitimate heir of its father, it could be taken away from her and raised by 
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the women of the father’s family. Nevertheless, the prospect of umm walad status was an 

incentive for slave women to go along with the sexual demands of their owners. 

It was fairly common for male owners to manumit and marry their ummahāt awlād, the 

slave mothers of their children.
244

 Manumission was an essential part of the transition from 

concubine or umm walad to wife because marriage between a slave and her owner was not 

permitted under Islamic law.
245

 Marriage and slavery constituted two different types of 

ownership of the body with different rights and obligations.
246

 Ownership in marriage was 

mutual: both husband and wife had rights over each other’s bodies, although these rights were 

not equal. Ownership in slavery was entirely one-sided: the owner exercised extensive rights 

over the body of the slave, while the slave had no rights at all over the body of the owner. The 

two legal states of slavery and marriage could not coexist because the rights of a slave and a 

spouse were incompatible. There was no such thing as a slave wife.
247

 The exception was 

marriage between two slaves, which was permitted. 

Women who were able to make the transition from slave concubine to wife of a powerful 

man were sometimes able to gain wealth and political influence in their own right. Shajar al-Durr 

was the first former slave (and the only former slave woman) to rule Egypt in her own name.
248
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Other former slaves became the wives of sultans and amirs, engaging in politics and influencing 

the succession of their sons.
249

 Julubān, slave and then wife of al-Ashraf Barsbay, “made good 

plans” for the succession of her son Yūsuf.
250

 Surbay, a slave concubine of al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq, left 

an estate of 50,000 dinars and parts of the town of Bulāq as well as endowments for a public 

fountain (sabīl), two public baths (hammām), and seven bridges.
251

 Shirin, an umm walad of al-

Ẓāhir Barqūq, sponsored the renovation of a ribat in Mecca, Qur’an readers at Barqūq’s madrasa, 

and endowments for the tomb of her son Faraj.
252

 On a more modest social level, the former 

slave woman of a judge (qāḍī) in Cairo owned a house, which she chose to leave as an 

endowment for the benefit of her former owner’s four granddaughters.
253

 

If a female slave conceived a child and her owner did not recognize it as his own, the 

child would be considered a slave and part of the owner's property.
254

 The only legal protection 

offered to slave mothers of slave children was the rule that young children could not be separated 

from their mothers by sale. The age of separation was debated: some Mamluk-era authorities set 

it at seven or eight years of age
255

 while others used the loss of baby teeth or the onset of 
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physical maturity.
256

 This may be the reason why the slave women of the traveler Ibn Battuta 

lied to him about the gender of a child born on the road between the Golden Horde and Bukhara, 

telling him that it was a boy instead of a girl. The women admitted the deception after Ibn 

Battuta had performed the naming ceremony, but he acknowledged his daughter anyway, writing 

that “this girl was born under a lucky star, and I experienced everything to give me joy and 

satisfaction from the time of her birth.”
257

 

For traveling merchants and scholars who were not able to hire domestic help or to 

marry, slave women fulfilled many of the same functions as a wife and housekeeper without the 

rights and obligations of marriage.
258

 Unmarried Italian men used slave women in much the 

same way. On the other hand, Mamluk slave women were also treated as a disposable source of 

sexual gratification, an attitude which was not expressed openly in Italian sources. Al-Qazwīnī 

kept four permanent concubines (his ummahāt awlād) and six temporary ones, whom he replaced 

periodically through visits to the slave market.
259

 Ibrahīm ibn Aḥmad al-Zar’ī, a fourteenth-

century jurist, visited the slave market and the book market on alternate Fridays to acquire 

pleasures for both body and mind.
260

 Ibn al-Mujāwir, an early thirteenth-century traveler in the 
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Arabian peninsula, was shockingly explicit about men who purchased slave women, sexually 

exploited them for a week or two, and then tried annul the purchase because of alleged defects.
261

 

Sexually desirable slave women could come from any background, depending on fashion 

and the preference of the owner.
262

 However, Mamluk-era slave-buying guides offered advice on 

the sexual characteristics associated with women of various origins. Alan women were not 

recommended for sexual use because they were not lustful: “coldness predominates in them.”
263

 

Circassian women were not mentioned at all, and Greek women were praised for their skill as 

housekeepers rather than sexual partners. Armenian women were considered unsuitable for either 

“enjoyment” or childbearing, although Armenian men were apparently skilled in “acts of 

pleasure.”
264

 Turkish women were said to lack elegance and gentleness but “they accumulate 

children and treasure-troves of offspring.”
 265

  

 

The Gates of Slavery and the Slave-Owner Relationship 

The first owner of a newly imported slave was the gate through which that slave entered 

into the slave-holding society.
266

 The status of a slave’s first owner, and the tasks which he or 
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she assigned to the slave, usually determined the future direction of that slave’s life. This was 

especially true in Mamluk society, where a wide variety of career paths were potentially open to 

slaves but access to certain paths was only available through certain owners. 

In Mamluk society, the military path was not only restricted to young light-skinned male 

Turks; they had to be purchased by an amir or the sultan as well. Even the most naturally 

talented slave boy had no hope of becoming a mamluk if his owner was a civilian. Civilian slave 

owners among the bureaucratic and scholarly elite ranged from caliphs and ministers (wazīr) to 

judges (qaḍī), jurists (faqīh), professional witnesses, reciters of the Quran and hadith, chemists, 

mathematicians, and married women.
267

 At lower social levels, interpreters, merchants, tailors 

and wet nurses owned slaves.
268

 Around Bahnasa in Upper Egypt, slave sales occurred between 

unmarried women, merchants, and apothecaries.
269

 

A more comprehensive view of slave ownership in Italy is possible because notarial 

documents, especially those from Genoa, often identified the parties according to their 

professions as well as their families, neighborhoods, and parish churches. In Venice, the most 

commonly reported professions were priests; priors and prioresses of hospitals and monasteries; 
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doctors; notaries; government officials; ship captains; and sailors. In Genoa, notaries made up a 

striking 17.6 percent of the slave-owning population (see Appendix A). They were followed by 

silk workers (only 8.8 percent), merchants, smiths, cobblers, wool merchants, cloth merchants, 

spice merchants, barbers, priests, monks and nuns, furriers, retail sellers of clothing, and doctors. 

The large proportion of notaries among Genoese slave owners has attracted scholarly attention; 

this has been explained both as an expression of “classicizing chic” among humanists wishing to 

imitate Roman practices and as an artifact of the source base, since notaries were more likely to 

draw up formal documents regarding their slaves.
270

 Finally, in Genoa women constituted 7.4 

percent of recorded slave owners (326 out of 4427), and in Venice they made up 14.9 percent 

(203 out of 1363), excluding instances of joint ownership. 

Slaves could always be resold, and most slaves passed through the possession of multiple 

owners over the course of their lives. Chains of ownership are easiest trace among the mamluks. 

Although the theoretical norm for a mamluk was sale to a single owner who would train him and 

command his loyalty, in practice mamluks changed hands often. Many mamluks had two or three 

owners before they were manumitted, but Jaqmaq al-Arghunshāwī had seven.
271

 Another 

Jaqmaq, the slave boy whose sale was described at the beginning of Chapter One, had gone 

through at least four owners by the time he arrived in Venice.
272

 Such changes in ownership 
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rarely resulted in major changes of function though: domestics continued to work as domestics, 

mamluks as mamluks.  

There were some exceptional slaves who underwent drastic changes of both owner and 

path. The first owner of the future sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars was a goldsmith; for Fāris al-

Qutluqajawī he was a baker.
273

 Both were purchased subsequently by amirs and became 

mamluks. Tughan started out as a donkey driver for the governor of Ṣafad and made his own 

way into mamluk status.
274

 Movement occurred in the other direction as well: occasionally 

young male slaves purchased as mamluks were found to have other talents and allowed to pursue 

them, ending up as religious scholars, jurists, or poets.
275

 Arghūn Shāh al-Dawādār was adopted 

by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and studied Hanafi law, serving as head of the chancery (dawādār) and 

governor of Aleppo as well as judging legal cases and studying in Mecca.
276

 Ashiqtamur al-

Mardinī al-Nāṣirī was a successful amir, but gained his first promotion through his skill at 

playing the oud.
277

 

Even after manumission, former slaves tended to remain in a patronage relationship with 

their former owners.
278

 Their subsequent livelihoods often depended on the assistance of their 
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patrons, and they continued to exercise the same skills and play the same roles they had learned 

in slavery. Former domestic slaves might remain in the same household as salaried servants. 

When Clara, a Tatar slave of the Venetian patrician Michael Steno, was manumitted, she agreed 

to continue serving Steno for a salary of five ducats per year.
279

 Others sought out a new 

household, such as Margarita, the former slave of Bartolomeus Vallaresso, who contracted to 

serve the widow of Marcus Morosini for seven ducats per year.
280

  

Another option available to a former slave woman was marriage, especially if her former 

owner was willing to provide a dowry. Marcus Mazole of the Giudecca in Venice freed his slave 

Magdalena and gave her a dowry of 40 ducats.
281

 She married a Georgius, a sailor from Tana, 

and settled down in the parish of S. Antonini. In Genoa in the 1460s and 1470s, one married pair 

of former slaves were able to purchase a house together with money advanced by a relative of 

the woman’s former owner, and another pair of former slaves received 99 lire from the man’s 

former owner as a combination gift and dowry.
282

 The amir Bashtak freed eighty of his female 

slaves in 1341, found husbands for them among his mamluks, and gave each a dowry along with 

gifts of clothing and pearls.
283

 Ittifāq, a second-generation black slave singer trained in the 

provincial town of Bilbays, was sold to the Head of Singers in Cairo and given to the sultan al-
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Nāṣir Muḥammad. Her popularity at court catapulted her into the elite and into a series of 

marriages to prominent men, beginning with three sultans in succession.
284

 

Dowries, gifts, bequests, and other provisions for the future of a former slave might be 

framed by the owner as a reward for past service, a condition to ensure good service in the 

future, a pious act for the soul of the donor and his or her family, or a display of magnanimity 

and honor.
285

 When Iacobus de Bochasiis of Ferrara passed away in Famagusta in 1361, he not 

only manumitted his slave Nicola and left him a bequest of 50 besants, but also stipulated that “a 

document of manumission and liberty be made for him through my aforementioned executors” to 

forestall any future question about his status.
286

 Badr al-Dīn ibn ‘Abdallah al-Ḥusaynī set up a 

charitable endowment (waqf) to support his freed slaves and servants.
287

 Lorenza, the widow of 

Tommaso di Matteo of Florence, freed her slave Ursa and stipulated that she be made rectoress 

of a hospital for poor women endowed by her husband.
288

 In his will of 1434, Antonius Morosini 

freed his slave woman Pasqualina but instructed his grandson to let her stay in the household 

where she had always lived with her own son.
289

 In the fourteenth century, when hereditary 

succession was normal in the Mamluk state, the nanny or governess (dādah) responsible for 
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raising a future sultan would enjoy wealth and influence when her young charge took the 

throne.
290

  

Freedmen, especially those who had assisted merchants or artisans, had the option of 

going into business for themselves or with their former owners after manumission.
291

 Marco Polo 

freed his Tatar slave Petrus with his personal property (peculium), “everything which he acquired 

by his own labor in my house.”
292

 One Georgius became a seller of eggs (revenditor ovarum) in 

Pera, while another Georgius in Genoa became a retail seller of clothing (revenditor raubarum) 

and was successful enough to purchase a slave for himself (also named Georgius).
293

 Antonius, a 

former slave of the priest Oberto de Petra Magolana, became a monk.
294

  

The previous examples were best-case scenarios for the slave, assuming a wealthy, 

sympathetic owner inclined towards eventual manumission. However, the only slaves guaranteed 

manumission were those with umm walad status.
295

 In the worst-case scenario, there were very 

few legal restrictions on the power of an owner to abuse his or her slave. Both Christian and 
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Muslim legal systems allowed owners to chain and beat their slaves but not to kill them in cold 

blood.
296

 The Genoese legal code considered the weapon used in the death of a slave as evidence 

of the owner’s state of mind; a sword implied intent to kill and therefore culpability for the death, 

whereas a whip or stick implied intent to punish and therefore the owner would not be held 

accountable.
297

 In practice, even the apparent death by torture of one Genoese slave was not 

enough to convict her owner of murder.
298

 The vast majority of slave owners fell between these 

two extremes, but an individual slave’s experience depended more on the behavior of his or her 

specific owner than on the overall social structure of slavery. 

The most effective limit on an owner’s power over his or her slaves was exercised by 

society and not by law enforcement.
299

 The conceptual framework for the intervention of 

neighbors was articulated by Conrad Summenhart in a treatise on individual ownership rights:  

It is licit for every dominus to master and use his own things. This is true if they are 

mastered properly and used according to the right reason. For it is of interest to the 

commonwealth how one uses his things. Otherwise it would be licit for a dominus to use 

his female slaves in any way whatsoever and thus abuse them.
300

  

 

In other words, the ownership of slaves, like the ownership of one’s own body, was a legal right 

but was also constrained by reason and by the requirements of the common good. Thus while a 
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slave owner was legally permitted to abuse his slaves as long as they did not die, such behavior 

would earn the owner a reputation for cruelty that would have consequences for his or her social 

relationships. Examples of social intervention are rare in contemporary sources except for an 

anecdote about al-Zāhir Barqūq, who was disturbed by screams from the quarters of his deposed 

predecessor al-Manṣūr Ḥajjī and intervened to stop him from beating his slave women.
301

 At the 

same time, society exerted pressure on slaves to remain obedient and not resist abuse. Two 

female slaves who sought magical assistance against their owners’ beatings were punished for 

their trouble.
302

 

 

The Black Sea Slave Population 

It is difficult to find reliable information on the size of the free population in most places 

during the medieval period; counting the slave population and analyzing its makeup is even more 

difficult. Rough estimates appear in chronicles and travel accounts, but they cannot always be 

trusted. In states which taxed the possession of slaves, the total revenue generated by the tax can 

be used to estimate the number of slaves present each year. However, Genoa is the only state 

from which a data series of this kind has been preserved.  

 From 1381, Genoa taxed the possession of slaves at the rate of half a florin per slave per 

year in order to finance its debts from the Chioggia war.
303

 This tax applied to inhabitants of the 
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city of Genoa, its suburbs, and the nearby towns of Polcevera, Bisagno, and Voltri. It was 

collected in April and October. The collection records were organized geographically. Noble 

families were listed according to their households (alberghi) and ordinary people according to 

the quarters (conestagie) in which they lived. If a slave changed hands or died in the middle of 

the year, the required payment was reduced by half.   

The half-florin tax on slave possession, like other Genoese taxes, was habitually collected 

by tax farmers.
304

  Individuals would bid at a public auction (in publica callega) for the right to 

collect this particular tax for one to three years. The auction was conducted in the piazza Banchi 

under the loggia of the di Negro palace by a pair of officials called the consules galleghe. The 

winning bidder gave pledges and then paid his bid to the state through a bank in installments, 

usually two to four installments over the course of a year. Meanwhile he would collect the tax 

whose revenues he had won. Any additional money he managed to collect beyond his bid to the 

state and his costs in collecting the tax he kept as profit. Thus the bids made by tax farmers can 

be seen as investments and the tax farmers themselves as specialist investors who farmed 

multiple taxes over the course of several years. In order to profit from their investments, they 

would systematically underestimate the actual revenue produced by the tax. 

The rule of thumb for converting the bids of Genoese tax farmers into revenue is that the 

bids represent about 70 percent of the total revenue yielded by each tax, with 10 percent of the 

total spent on the expenses associated with collection and 20 percent as profit for the tax 
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farmer.
305

 The 10 percent figure is supported by a document in which the half-florin tax farmer 

for 1468-70 paid a salary of 50 lire to the man who would physically collect the tax for him, or 

8.6 percent of the 580 lire bid for the half-florin tax.
306

 The 30 percent figure can be checked 

against the data from 1458, the only year in which both the tax farmer’s bid and the tax 

collection register have been preserved.
307

 In 1458, Gregorio de Cassana paid 900 lire for the 

privilege of collecting the half-florin tax on slave possession. This implies a slave population of 

1,440, rising to 2,057 if a 30 percent margin for costs and profits is factored in. In the tax 

collection register for 1458, I counted 2,025 slaves and Gioffrè counted 2,059. Either way, the 30 

percent margin produced an estimate reasonably close to the documented slave population in 

1458. The actual slave population would have been higher still than the number of slaves 

documented in the 1458 collection register, since the Fieschi family and the Spinolas of Luccoli 

were exempt or refused to pay in that year.  

The following chart shows the winning bids for the half-florin tax on slave possession in 

almost every year between 1381 and 1472.
308
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The fourteenth-century numbers were strikingly higher than those for the fifteenth 

century, but it is not clear whether the 7,223 slaves taxed in 1381 represented a peak or the norm 

for the late fourteenth century. It has been suggested that the slave population of Italy increased 

after 1348 as a result of the Black Death, either to compensate for the sudden shortage in labor or 

to threaten the security of free servants and prevent them from demanding higher wages.
309

 

However, the high price of slaves would make them an economically inefficient solution to a 

labor shortage.
310

 It has also been suggested that the collapse in numbers between 1380 and 1400 

might be attributed to difficulties in tax collection during Genoa’s transition to French rule, but 

this does not explain why the slave population then stabilized at a lower level.
311

 At the other end 
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of the chart, the long tail of decline began in 1456 and reached its lowest point in 1471-2 (1,143 

slaves). This was due to interruptions in the slave supply as the Ottomans consolidated their hold 

on the Black Sea, culminating in their conquest of the Genoese colony at Caffa in 1475.
312

  

In the fifteenth century, the peak years for the half-florin tax on slave possession were 

1417 (3,451 slaves) and 1440-1442 (3,049 slaves). The reasons for the peak in 1417 are unclear, 

but it is matched by a peak in the one florin tax on slave transfers discussed in chapter four. Dips 

in 1421, 1430, and 1436 can be linked to outbreaks of the Black Death in Genoa.
313

 The half 

florin tax had been auctioned for five years in 1435, but tax revenues were so badly affected by 

the plague that the officials of the Banco di S. Giorgio allowed tax farmers to pay less than their 

original bids for 1435 and 1436. Gaspare de Oliva and Agostino de Clavica, the collectors of the 

half florin and one florin taxes on slaves respectively, paid three quarters of their bids for 1435 

and half of their bids for 1436.  

 Based on largely on the Genoese data, scholars have estimated that the slave population 

as a proportion of the free population ranged from 1-2 percent in the thirteenth century to 4-5 

percent in the fifteenth century throughout northern Italy.
314

 While Venice also instituted a tax on 

slave possession in 1379 to raise revenue for the Chioggia war, records of the income generated 

by this tax have not survived.
315

 Thus estimates for the slave population of Venice depend on 

anecdotal evidence and are much less reliable. A German pilgrim passing through Venice in 
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1483 reported a slave population of 3,000 slaves.
316

 Although this seems high in comparison to 

figures for Genoa, Venice’s free population was also higher than Genoa’s - about 120,000 in 

1500. The slave population would therefore have been about 2.5 percent of the total population, 

comparable with the situation in Genoa. Like Genoa, Venice also seems to have experienced a 

decline in its slave population around 1460. In 1459, the Venetian senate received a complaint 

about a slave shortage.
317

  

The Mamluk sultanate did not collect a tax on slave possession, and slaves were not 

included under the poll tax (jizya) paid by non-Muslim subjects (dhimmī) either.
318

 Travelers’ 

estimates of the slave population of Cairo were limited to the sultan’s household and did not 

cover the city as a whole. Several scholars have noted a decrease in the number of mamluks, 

concubines, domestic slaves, and slave musicians in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth 

centuries.
319

 This has been interpreted as a sign of a general decrease in the slave population of 

the Mamluk sultanate. 

Another approach to the demography of slavery is to count the number of slaves per 

household. The bourgeois style of servant-keeping identified by Dennis Romano, in which a 

single household kept two or three female servants, seems to have been the norm in late 

medieval Italy.
320

 Once again, the Genoese case is the easiest to quantify because of the survival 

of the register for the half-florin tax on slave possession in 1458. This tax was collected by 
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household and reveals that about 95 percent of slave-owning households had either one or two 

slaves. A set of letters dating from 1458 between the Genoese merchant Giovanni da Pontremoli 

and his extended family corroborates this picture.
321

 Although seven slaves are mentioned in the 

letters, Giovanni himself owned just two, Magdalena and Catalina. The greatest number of slaves 

recorded in a single household in 1458 was six. They belonged to Manuel and Leonel 

Grimaldi.
322

 

Table 2.2  Number of Slaves per Household in Genoa, 1458 

Number of Slaves Percentage of Households Number of Households 

1 slave 74% 1143 

2 slaves 21% 330 

3 slaves 4% 57 

4-6 slaves 1% 12 

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests a similar pattern of slave ownership in Venice, with all but 

the largest and wealthiest households having two or three slave women and free servants. Andrea 

Barbarigo, a frugal fifteenth-century patrician who dedicated his life to rebuilding his family 

fortune, had three slave women (two in domestic service and one rented out) and two hired wet-

nurses.
323

 The 1364 will of Nascimbene de Ferraria, a Venetian apothecary, mentioned six 

slaves, but only four were present in the household at the time the will was drawn up.
324

 

The number of slaves kept by civilian households in the Mamluk sultanate had a greater 

range than the number of slaves per household in Italy. At the low end of the range, Dalshād bint 
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Sulṭānshāh al-‘Ajamiyyah, a woman living in Jerusalem, owned one female slave.
325

 A private 

secretary of the sultan (kātib sirr) in Damascus left five slaves to his orphaned children, and the 

son of a judge (qāḍī) inherited four slaves.
326

 The sultan’s chief interpreter, a convert from the 

Jewish community in Seville, was reported to have four wives who were former slaves and who 

probably had slaves of their own for personal service.
327

 At the high end of the range, ‘Abd Allah 

ibn Muhammad al-Qazwīnī had ten slave concubines, and ‘Abd al-Laṭّīf ibn ‘Abd al-Muḥsin al-

Subkī boasted that he had gone through more than a thousand.
328

  

 The upper ranks of the Mamluk military owned many more slaves. The size of the unit 

commanded by each amir, a group composed of both free and enslaved horsemen, was 

theoretically limited by his rank.
329

 Thus an amīr mī’a muqaddam alf (amir of one hundred and 

commander of one thousand) could own up to one hundred mamluks, an amīr arba’īn (amir of 

forty) or amīr ṭablakhānah could own forty, an amīr ‘ashara (amir of ten) could own ten or 

twenty, and an amīr khamsa (amir of five) could own five. Since there were supposed to be 

twenty-four amirs of one hundred, forty amirs ṭablakhānah, twenty amirs of twenty, fifty amirs 

of ten, and thirty amirs of five, the Mamluk army should theoretically have consisted of 164 

amirs leading a total of 26,650 mamluks, including both the enslaved and the manumitted.
330

 

Each amir was required to register his mamluks with the diwān al-jaysh, the administrative body 

which governed the army, and could not purchase mamluks beyond the limit associated with his 
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rank. In practice, the most powerful amirs accumulated mamluks far beyond these theoretical 

limits. Such a retinue might include anywhere from 150 to 1000 mamluks as well as.
331

 Although 

a large mamluk corps was a sign of prestige, amirs with too many mamluks might appear to be 

challenging the power of the sultan and risked his retaliation.
332

  

 In addition to the mamluk corps, military households owned numerous domestic slaves. 

According to Christian travelers, soldiers of moderate rank were reported to have thirty or forty 

slaves in domestic service while amirs might have two or three hundred.
333

 The number of slave 

concubines in a military household varied. Tankiz, governor of Damascus in the early fourteenth 

century, had nine concubines, while the amir Qawṣūn in Cairo had sixty and the amir Bashtak 

had eighty.
334

  Taghrībirdī, governor of Damascus and father of the chronicler Yūsuf ibn 

Taghrībirdī, had children by eight female slaves but also owned a large number of slave 

concubines who had previously belonged to the sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq.
335

 Estimates for the total 

slave population of a single household are difficult to come by but Sunqur, governor of Bahsana, 

owned sixty concubines, thirty other slave women, and fifty mamluks at the time of his death in 

1335.
336

  

 Of course the largest Mamluk household was that of the sultan, and it included a 

correspondingly large number of slaves. The sultan’s mamluk corps (al-mamālīk al-sulṭāniyyah) 
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was made up of three groups, including both the enslaved and the manumitted: mamluks 

purchased by the reigning sultan (al-mushtarawāt or al-julbān), mamluks inherited by the 

reigning sultan from previous sultans (al-qarāniṣah), and mamluks inherited or confiscated by 

the sultan from amirs who had died or lost favor (al-sayfiyyah).
337

 The citadel in Cairo had 

twelve barracks (ṭibāq) with a capacity of one thousand mamluks each.
338

 However, 

contemporary estimates of the sultan’s mamluk corps were anecdotal and varied wildly.  

Table 2.3  Number of Mamluks per Sultan 

Year (A.D.) Sultan Source Citadel Mamluks  Total Mamluks 

1260-1277 al-Ẓāhir Baybars al-Yunini,  

Ibn Taghri Birdi 

- 4,000 or 10,000 

1279-1290 al-Manṣūr Qalawūn Ibn Iyas - 12,000 

1323 al-Nāṣir Muḥammad Simon Simeonis 10,000 30,000 

1384 al-Ẓāhir Barqūq Frescobaldi,  

Gucci 

- 25,000 or 

600,000-800,000 

1421-1423 al-Ṣāliḥ Muḥammad de Lannoy 2,000 10,000 

1470-1471 al-Ashraf Qaytbay Adorno 6,000 - 

1480-1483 al-Ashraf Qaytbay Ghistele, Fabri, 

Breydenbach 

10,000 12,000 or 20,000 

or 30,000 

1496-1499 al-Nāṣir Muḥammad von Harff - 16,000 

 

The turnover of the sultan’s mamluks was probably higher than that of the amirs’ mamluks 

because the loyalty of mamluks inherited by the sultan from his predecessors and amirs was not 

always reliable. Some sultans purged their mamluk corps in the course of their rise to power; the 

most notable purges were carried out by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad at the beginning of his third reign 

in 1310 and by al-Nāṣir Faraj towards the end of his reign in 1411-12.
339

 In addition to mamluks, 

a sultan might have anywhere from 40 or 60 to 1,200 women in the ḥaram, including both free 
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wives and slave concubines as well as 600 eunuchs.
340

 These women would have their own 

domestic and personal slaves; head wives such as Ardakin and Ṭughay were said to have retinues 

of one thousand slave women each.
341

  

A third and final approach to demography is to consider the balance of age, gender, and 

origin represented in the slave population. Mamluk slaves were imported young and often 

described as children (ṣaghīr, pl. ṣugharā’) before the age of puberty or maturity (bulūgh). The 

tendency of fifteenth-century sultans, beginning with al-Nāṣir Faraj, to accept older mamluks 

was cited by the contemporary scholar al-Maqrīzī as a sign of decadence and corruption.
342

 Even 

so, a late fifteenth-century traveler reported that mamluks in training ranged in age from seven to 

eighteen.
343

 

Biographical dictionaries consistently record the death dates of individual slaves and 

sometimes their ages at death, but not the ages at which they were imported or manumitted. 

Nevertheless there were a few individuals whose age at the time of importation was stated or 

could be easily inferred. The youngest mentioned were Jaqmaq al-Arghūnshāwī, who arrived in 

Egypt with his mother at age three, and Sanqar al-Zaynī, who was imported around age six.
344

 al-

Ẓāhir Khushqadam was ten, al-Mu’ayyad Sheikh was twelve, al-Ẓāhir Baybars was fourteen, and 

Taghrī Barmish al-Jalālī and the eunuch Fayrūz al-Nawrūzī al-Rūmī were also in their teens 
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when they arrived in Egypt.
345

 At the older end of the range, Qawsūn al-Nāṣirī came to Egypt 

voluntarily at age eighteen and accepted enslavement in order to become a mamluk of the sultan, 

and al-Ashraf Qaytbay was brought to Egypt in his early twenties.
346

 Unfortunately there is no 

comparable data for female slaves.  

 Italian notarial documents, especially sale contracts, usually included the age of the slave 

in question. These ages were estimates; in the documents they were always qualified by the word 

circa (approximately), and several scholars have noticed a pattern of rounding the age to the 

nearest multiple of 2 or 5.
347

 As shown in the two graphs below, slaves on the market in both 

Venice and Genoa tended to fall between the ages of 15 and 25.
348
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Scholars who have broken down the age data further have found that women in the market 

tended to be a few years older than men.
349

 They have also concluded that the average age of 

slaves from the Black Sea increased over the course of the fifteenth century and especially after 

1460, probably because of decreasing supply.
350

  

 Many scholars have argued that the Black Sea slave trade was divided by gender, with 

male slaves going to the Mamluks and females going to Italy.
351

 The explanations commonly 

offered for this division are based on demand.
352

 In the Italian context, women were supposed to 

                                                 
349
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be docile and suitable for both domestic and sexual service, whereas men were more likely to 

flee or resist violently. Male physical strength was not in demand because slaves were not used 

for agricultural labor except in Majorca, Sicily, and Crete. In the Mamluk context, the focus has 

been very much on male military slaves, minimizing the presence of female slaves except as a 

“necessary complement” to fulfill the sexual needs of the male slaves.
353

  

In fact, the sources show that women made up the majority of the slave population 

throughout the Mediterranean.
354

 This pattern can be explained in terms of both supply and 

demand. First, although the Mamluk military class required large numbers of both male and 

female slaves, there was a strong demand for female slaves among Mamluk civilians which was 

not matched by a corresponding demand for males. Second, the supply of slaves throughout the 

medieval period was predominantly female.
355

 The primary means of generating slaves was 

capture in war or in raids. In such contexts, men were more likely to be killed and women were 

more likely to be taken captive and sold. Michel Balard noticed an increase in the proportion of 
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men purchased immediately following the first outbreak of the Black Death in 1348, but within a 

few years women were again the majority.
356

 

Origin, like age, was mentioned far more often in Italian notarial documents than it was 

in Mamluk biographical dictionaries. However, Mamluk chroniclers and other contemporary 

observers noticed certain trends in slave origins, the two most notable being the shift from 

Kipchak Turks to Circassian mamluks at the end of the fourteenth century and the general 

preference of most sultans and amirs for slaves of the same origin as themselves. These two 

trends were linked by the suggestion that Barqūq, the first major Circassian sultan, precipitated 

the shift away from Kipchak Turks by favoring Circassians like himself.
357

 A preference for 

slaves from the same origin was also displayed among the slave women of amir Taghrībirdī. He 

was Greek in origin and five of his eight ummahāt awlād, the slave mothers of his children, were 

Greek as well.
358

 Little more can be said about the origins of Mamluk slaves except to note 

which origins appeared frequently and which were rare. By far the most commonly mentioned 

groups were Circassians, Greeks (rūmī), and Kipchak Turks. Less frequently mentioned but still 

important were the Tatars, Mongols, Turkmen, Kurds, Armenians, Cypriots, Franks, Indians 

(hind), and Ethiopians (ḥabashī). China, Russia, Samarqand, and West Africa (takrūrī) were 

represented by single individuals.
359
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In the Italian context origin, like age, was usually included in notarial documents that 

mentioned slaves. The chart below shows the changing proportion of different groups within the 

slave populations of Venice and Genoa on the basis of references from all types of documents. 

The proportions of Tatars, Russians, and Circassians (including Zichs) are highlighted because 

together they made up the great majority of slaves in both places.
360

 The category labelled Other 

includes slaves from Abkhazia, the Balkans, Bulgaria, the Canary Islands, Greece, Hungary, and 

Mingrelia (western Georgia), as well as Africa and the Middle East (Turks, Saracens, Ethiopians, 

and Moors). Groups for which less than ten individuals appear include Armenians, Berbers, 

Cuman Turks, Cypriots, Goths, Iberians, Italians, Jews, Laz (modern Daghestan), Libyans, 

Mongols, Ruthenians (modern Ukraine), Sarmatians, Slavs, and Wallachs (modern Romania).  
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The most striking pattern is that the proportion of Tatar slaves in both Venice and Genoa 

decreased markedly at the beginning of the fifteenth century. This roughly corresponds with the 

shift in power from Kipchak Turks to Circassians in the Mamluk sultanate beginning with the 

ascension of Barqūq to the sultanate in 1390. The Kipchaks came from the same region as the 

Tatars and in practice they seem to have been the same group called by two different names. The 

Mamluk shift away from Kipchaks or Tatars in 1390 has inspired both supply- and demand-

based explanations. The decline of the Golden Horde in the late fourteenth century, its  

internal wars, the external attacks by Timur, and the constant drain of the slave trade may have 

depleted the Kipchak population so much that a new source of slaves was needed.
361

 On the 

other hand, the internal and external conflicts of the late fourteenth century may have increased 

the supply of available slaves.
362

 Some have argued that Circassians preferred to buy fellow 
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Circassians as slaves, and therefore that Barqūq’s rise to the sultanate caused the shift in demand, 

while others maintain that Kipchaks preferred to buy mamluks of the same background.
363

 

However, the Italian evidence suggests that the greatest period of change in the make-up of the 

Mamluk slave population might have occurred during the reign of al-Nāṣir Faraj (1399-1412 

with an interregnum in 1405) rather than that of al-Ẓāhir Barqūq (1382-1399 with an 

interregnum in 1389). Since supply factors would affect both the Italian and Mamluk markets 

while demand based on the origin of the sultan would affect only the Mamluk market, I suggest 

that the shift away Tatar/Kipchak slaves occurred primarily because of a decrease in the supply 

rather than any preference of Barqūq or Faraj for Circassians.  

Unfortunately there is not enough data from the first half of the fourteenth century to 

include it in the charts above. According to Michel Balard, groups originating in the Black Sea 

began to appear as slaves in Genoa in the 1270s, but they did not become the majority of the 

slave population until the Tatar influx in the second half of the fourteenth century.
364

 During this 

early period, the most important groups among Black Sea slaves were Russians, Circassians, and 

Cuman Turks, but not Tatars.
365

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has approached slavery from the perspective of the slave owner. It has 

explained the use of language, customs, origin, and physical appearance in order to identify the 

probable religious background of slaves and thus verify the legality of their status. It has also 
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discussed the various ways in which slave owners used their slaves, whether as financial assets, 

domestic and artisanal laborers, soldiers, or sex objects. It has profiled the slave owners 

themselves and the ways in which they dictated the slaves’ experience of slavery and of life after 

manumission. Finally, it has sketched a demographic picture of slave population as it appeared to 

slave owners: the total number of slaves present in society, the number of slaves typically found 

in a single household, and the breakdown of the slave population according to age, gender, and 

origin. In all of these areas, it has emphasized the similarity between Italian and Mamluk 

practices as evidence of the common culture of slavery in the late medieval Mediterranean.  

The following chapter turns away from Mediterranean slave owners and the factors 

which conditioned their demand for slaves. Instead, it focuses on the supply of slaves from the 

Black Sea, the factors that governed which people became enslaved, and how they fell into 

Mediterranean hands. Building on the demographic trends established in the present chapter, it 

explores why young female slaves of Tatar, Circassian, and Russian made up the majority of 

slaves exported from the Black Sea. It also investigates the causes behind the shift from Tatar to 

Circassian slaves in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century. Last but not least, it compares 

the known religious affiliations of various Black Sea groups with the religions of their owners in 

order to determine how effectively the prohibition on enslaving co-religionists was upheld.  
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Chapter Three: 

Making Slaves in the Black Sea 
 

 The process by which free people became enslaved is the murkiest aspect of the medieval 

Black Sea slave trade. The explanations offered by historians have been vague and speculative, 

often based on sweeping generalizations about unnamed forest peoples, steppe nomads, and 

mountain tribes.
1
 Penetrating this fog may seem impossible. Many of the communities 

surrounding the Black Sea did not leave substantial written records for the late medieval period, 

and acts of enslavement were particularly unlikely to be recorded if they involved violence or 

law-breaking.
2
 Information recorded by communities far from the Black Sea is not entirely 

reliable, since it often comes from people who owned or traded in Black Sea slaves and therefore 

had a stake in how the slave-taking process was represented. However, piecing together 

information from a variety of sources and placing it in the context of broader trends does rule out 

certain theories about slave origins and enhance the credibility of others. In particular, the 

accumulated evidence provides surprisingly firm support for the idea that children were not only 

captured and enslaved by enemies, but also sold into slavery by relatives. It also enables 

discussion of the religious backgrounds of Black Sea slaves and therefore the legality or 

illegality of their enslavement according to Islamic and Christian law.  

                                                 
1
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 Before slaves from the Black Sea could be shipped into the Mediterranean, they had to 

pass through one of the larger Black Sea ports and fall into the hands of an exporter. The 

structure of local slave markets within the Black Sea and the ways in which they interlocked with 

the long-distance slave trade into the Mediterranean are still poorly understood. Breaking down 

the Black Sea into local or regional markets makes this set of questions easier to address. For that 

reason, separate sections will be devoted to the slave trade on the northern coast of the Black Sea 

dominated by the Golden Horde; the eastern coast dominated by the feudal kingdom(s) of 

Georgia and Circassia; the western coast dominated by Bulgaria; and the southern coast 

contested between Byzantine Greeks, Ottoman Turks, and their various allies and vassals. Of 

these four regions, the northern coast has the most thoroughly documented slave trade because of 

Genoese administrative practices in their colony at Caffa on the Crimean peninsula. Therefore a 

focus on the slave trade between the Golden Horde and the Genoese provides the best 

opportunity for understanding the dynamics of the Black Sea slave trade as a whole.  

 

Becoming Enslaved 

In the Black Sea, the transition from free to slave status occurred through two processes.
3
 

The first involved physical violence and capture. The logic of this mode of enslavement was that 

of social death: captives were at the mercy of their captors, who could choose to kill them or 

spare their lives for service as slaves.
4
 The scale of violent capture ranged from kidnapping 

through raids to full-fledged wars.
5
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Map 3.1  Peoples and Regions of the Black Sea 
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At one end of the scale, the Mongol conquests of the western steppe from the 1220s to 

the 1240s would have generated thousands of slaves, enough to support the rapid expansion of 

the mamluk corps under al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb.
6
 These included the future sultans al-

Manṣūr Qalawūn, who was captured and sold by the Mongols, and al-Ẓāhir Baybars, who fled 

from Kipchak territory to the khan of Aulaq who sold him. Until the late thirteenth century, 

Russian vassals of the Mongols were required to send a tithe of all their possessions, including 

livestock and people, to the Mongol khan as tribute. The tithed people might then be employed 

as soldiers, artisans, or domestic servants, or might be sold as slaves for cash.
7
 The Mamluk 

sultan al-Manṣūr Qalawūn reportedly acquired Russians, Circassians, and Alans whom the 

Mongols had acquired as captives or tribute.
8
 Wars between the Golden Horde and the Ilkhanate 

over Azerbaijan, civil wars within the Golden Horde during the late fourteenth century, and 

Ottoman wars of expansion from the late fourteenth century into the fifteenth generated 

thousands of slaves.  
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Enslavement on a more moderate scale, involving hundreds rather than thousands of 

captives, was accomplished through raiding. Raids between neighboring powers seem to have 

been a regular occurrence throughout the Black Sea region. They contributed to the maintenance 

of military power by keeping soldiers active and rewarding them with the value of whatever they 

could seize.
9
  The Mongols and their Tatar subjects were the most notorious raiders. Al-

Qalqashandī claimed regarding the khan of the Golden Horde: “in the power of this kingdom 

were groups of Circassians and Russians and Alans... he killed their men, and captured their 

women and children, and sold their slaves to the corners of the earth.”
10

 A fifteenth-century 

Venetian nobleman, Giosafat Barbaro, described the excitement caused by a rumor that nomadic 

Circassians were camping in a wood about three miles outside the city of Tana. A Tatar 

merchant incited a group to go out and find them. Although the group managed to kill or capture 

forty out of one hundred Circassians, the Tatar was not satisfied and spent an hour chasing those 

who fled before giving up in frustration.
11

 The same Venetian nobleman also received a gift of 

eight Russian slaves from his Mongol friend Edelmulgh, who described them as “part of the 

booty which I got in Russia.”
12

  

Raiding for slaves was not an activity limited to Mongols and Tatars, however. The Turks 

were reported to raid Christian territory, “not in hatred of the cross and faith, not for the sake of 
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taking gold and silver, but to capture people and reduce them to servitude” because of the high 

prices they would fetch.
13

  The Genoese admiral Paganino Doria raided the coastal town of 

Sozopol in 1352 and took twenty Greek inhabitants as slaves.
14

 Geoffrey de Thoisy, one of the 

commanders of the Burgundian fleet which was supposed to assist the crusade of Varna on the 

west coast, instead conducted raids along the east coast to finance his galleys. Among other 

adventures, he captured about four hundred Tatars near the port of Copa and used five of them to 

pay for supplies in Trebizond.
15

 

At the low end of the scale, kidnapping produced slaves in ones and twos. This form of 

enslavement was opportunistic and was occasionally prosecuted as a crime. For example, an 

Armenian man named Georgius, an inhabitant of Caffa, appealed to the podestà of Genoa in 

1397 because he had been illegally detained as a slave by a Genoese man.
16

 Within weeks of 

being declared free, he had been enslaved again by another Genoese. The mamluk Taghrī 

Barmish al-Jalālī was from a Muslim family in Anatolia, but “some traders purchased him from 

someone who had stolen him.”
17

 In 1460, a teenaged boy named Giorgio appeared before the 
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authorities in Siena to contest his status as a slave. He insisted that he was of free Christian 

origin and had been kidnapped at the age of six while he was playing on the beach near Caffa. As 

he explained, “around ten years ago, I being in the city of Caffa and being with other children by 

the sea, and a ship of the Genoese being in port, it sent a gondola with several men to land and 

secretly took me and another boy, who was with me, about ten years of age, and then it left from 

there and brought us to Chios in the east, and I submitted myself.”
18

 

Because of cases like this, Genoa found it necessary to expressly forbid the sale of 

Caffans as slaves in 1441: “any person of whatever condition, status or rank he may be, whether 

he be a Genoese or a foreigner, may not dare or presume, publicly or secretly, in the city center 

or in the outlying areas of Caffa, to buy or cause to be bought, by himself or through an 

intermediary, any man or woman of the inhabitants of Caffa, of whatever descent or nation he or 

she may be.”
19

 Yet just a few years later, a pair of Genoese ship captains employed by a 

Burgundian fleet which was ostensibly on crusade against the Ottomans decided to kidnap and 

enslave some women and children from Caffa.
20

 The culprits were swiftly apprehended: “for 

when the same Iacobus secretly and against the laws of Caffa carried off women and children 
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from there, it was then necessary to arm ships which pursued him. And thus captured he was 

brought to Caffa. And there because of the continual carrying off of locals [familiarum] he ought 

to have been condemned to death, but he was saved by the mercy of the rectors. The bireme was 

kept, which ought by law to have been burned.”
21

 The fate of the captured women and children is 

not revealed, but they must have been recovered along with the bireme.  

 In general, women and children were more likely than men to be taken as captives in the 

Black Sea.
22

  Although much of the modern scholarship on slavery has focused on the labor of 

adult men, adult men were more likely to be killed in wars and raids, whereas women and 

children had a better chance of surviving the initial violence and then being enslaved. As a result, 

slave populations skewed towards the female and the young in the Mediterranean (as described 

in chapter two) as a consequence of the supply as much as the demand. 

 Soldiers and raiders capitalized on their successes by selling their booty, including 

slaves.
23

 Some captors delivered their slaves to market in person, while others consigned them to 

local traders acting as middlemen. In 1330, the Franciscan bishop of Savastopol described slaves 

being led into port by ropes around their necks which were tied to the tail of the trader’s horse.
24

 

Slaves captured by the Tatars in Poland during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were 
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forced by their captors to walk to market in the Crimea, sometimes in chains. Speed was 

essential in order to avoid reprisals, and many died along the way or were killed because they 

could not keep up.
25

 Strong Mediterranean demand for slaves encouraged long-distance 

merchants to tap into these local and regional markets, with the result that regional violence in 

the Black Sea became profitable whether or not it had been initiated for the express purpose of 

taking slaves.
26

 

The second way in which individuals transitioned from free to slave status was through 

sale. As mentioned in Chapter One, self-sale and the sale of children by their parents were legal 

under Christian law but illegal under Islamic law. Nevertheless, modern historians of the 

Mamluk sultanate have taken at face value the claims of Mamluk-era scholars that peasants in 

the Black Sea voluntarily sold their children into slavery.
27

 Some emphasize as motives for child 

sale the high prices offered by slave traders and the prospect that children sold to Egypt might 

become wealthy and powerful members of the Mamluk class.
28

 This case was made most 

strongly by David Ayalon, who described slaving as a “peaceful trade, based on common interest 

and common agreement,” in which slave merchants were held in esteem and might return 
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repeatedly to the same local families in order to buy young boys for service as mamluks.
29

 The 

most frequently cited medieval statement used to support this view is that of al-Maqrīzī: “the 

Mongols gave their sons and daughters and relatives to the traders, and they sold them to them 

desiring the prosperity of Egypt.”
30

 Al- Maqrīzī made this statement as part of a broader critique 

of changes made by the sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to the mamluk training system, but it has 

been taken to apply to mamluk recruitment in other periods too.   

Al-Isḥāqī also reported a story about the importation of the future sultan Qaytbay that 

supports this narrative. As Qaytbay and his fellow slaves were traveling through the desert on the 

land route from the Black Sea to Egypt, they decided to make wishes on a moonlit night which 

they believed to be the night of al-Qadr, the celebration of the revelation of the Quran which falls 

during the month of Ramadan.
31

 Qaytbay wished to become sultan, his companion wished to 

become a great amir, and their camel driver wished for a good death. The conclusion of the story 

is that both Qaytbay and his companion received their wishes, and they often wondered whether 

the camel driver had received his. For historians, there is the interesting suggestion that young 

slaves on their way to Egypt from the Black Sea already knew what to expect there.  

The other motive for child sale suggested by the Mamluk-era sources was desperate 

poverty. According to the geographer al-‘Umarī, children were sold to pay oppressive taxes “in a 

bad year, when plague beset the herds, deep snow fell and severe frost reigned.”
32

 Al-
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Qalqashandī repeated the statement of a merchant that Kipchaks “sell their children of all ages 

for want of food.”
33

  He also described Circassians as living a life of hardship, although he did 

not directly connect this to the slave trade.
34

 On this basis, modern historians have argued that 

children from the Black Sea would live more comfortable lives as slaves in Egypt than as free 

but starving peasants in the Black Sea.
35

  

Modern historians of Italian slavery have made similar claims about child sale in the 

Black Sea.
36

 The profit motive is supported by the fifteenth-century Spanish traveler Pero Tafur, 

who reported that greedy Black Sea parents “say, further, that the selling of children is no sin, for 

they are fruit given by God for them to use for profit.”
37

 Hayton of Armenia also claimed that 
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free people sold themselves in order to receive a higher price, and by extension greater honor, as 

mamluks.
38

 The poverty motive was expressed in humanist trappings by Petrarch: “The downfall 

of Greece is ancient, that of the Scythians recent. As a result, from where until recently huge 

quantities of grain would be brought ever year by ship into this city, today ships come from there 

laden with slaves, sold by their parents under pressure of hunger…[otherwise] they would be 

hungrily plucking the scanty grass with their teeth and nails on the stony soil of their Scythia, 

which Ovid once described.”
39

  

Finally, selling family members into slavery was a sign of barbarism which was used to 

distance Latin Christians from the inhabitants of the Black Sea region. The Genoese humanist 

and teacher Alberto Alfieri claimed that the local population of Caffa practiced polygamy and 

nature-worship, and that “they sell children for a price.”
40

 Marco Polo reported that the Russians 

would “borrow money on the security of their children from merchants who come from 

Khazaria, Sudak, and other neighbouring countries [i.e. the Genoese from the Crimea], and then 

spend it on drink, and so they sell their own children.”
41

 Johannes von Schiltberger reported that 
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Circassians, though Greek Christians, were wicked people “because they sell their own children 

to the Infidels, and steal the children of other people and sell them.”
42

 

 The problem with both the profit motive and the poverty motive for child sale is that they 

are based on sources created by slave owners with an interest in justifying the institution of 

slavery. Both Pero Tafur and al-‘Umarī’s informants purchased slaves in the Black Sea for 

themselves. There is also a temptation for historians to read later accounts of voluntary self-sale 

and child sale in the Black Sea back into the Middle Ages.
43

 Claims of medieval child sale need 

to be checked against other types of evidence, preferably evidence not shaped by later events or 

the ideological concerns of medieval slave owners. The idea posited by the Mamluk sources that 

peasants living in rural or remote areas of the Black Sea knew that their children could become 

wealthy and powerful as slaves in Egypt also requires explanation. How would they have learned 

this? And did they take any measures to ensure that their children ended up in the hands of 

Mamluk rather than Italian traders?  

As it turns out, these claims have more validity than they initially seem to warrant. The 

legal underpinning for the practice of child sale, at least on the Christian side, was the concept 

derived from Roman law of children as property belonging to their parents. Italian notarial 

registers offer examples of children being sold as slaves by their own relatives. Instances from 

Tana include an uncle selling his fourteen-year-old niece, a father selling his fourteen-year-old 

son, and a widowed mother selling her fifteen-year-old daughter.
44

 There are also some unclear 

                                                 
42

 Johann Schiltberger, The Bondage and Travels of Johann Schiltberger, a Native of Bavaria, in Europe, Asia, and 

Africa, 1396-1427, trans. J. Buchan Telfer (London: The Hakluyt Society, 1879), 50. 

 
43

 Charles King, The Black Sea: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 117-18 mentions some of these 

accounts; Malowist, “Kaffa,” 108; Richard Hellie, Slavery in Russia, 1450-1725 (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1982), 370.  

 
44

 Verlinden, L’Esclavage, 2:931-32; ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.19, N.7, reg. 2, fol. 21v, item 125. 



152 

 

cases, such as the thirteen-year-old Tatar girl named Taytana who was sold by her mother’s 

owner.
45

 He may well have been her father, but the sale document does not state this. In other 

cases a family member pledged a child against a loan, such as the Alan father named Elya who 

pledged his fifteen-year-old son for a loan of 300 aspers.
46

 If the loan were not repaid, the child 

could be sold onward as a slave. What the notarial documents do not reveal is the motives behind 

these sales. They do not state whether the relatives were driven to sell their dependents into 

slavery by profit, poverty, or some other cause.  

 

Religion and the Legality of Black Sea Slavery 

 As explained in Chapter One, religious difference was the ideological basis for slavery in 

the late medieval Mediterranean. It has been proposed that, in a world divided into large and 

religiously homogenous blocs, the Black Sea region was a popular source of slaves because its 

religious diversity and persistent paganism ensured that traders of all faiths could find 

appropriate slaves there.
47

 This explanation raises several questions, however. How substantial 

was the pagan population of the Black Sea by the late Middle Ages? How much of a gap existed 

between the religious self-identification of slaves and the religions with which they were 

identified by slave traders and slave owners? If much of the population was either Christian or 

Muslim and acknowledged to be so, how did Mediterranean merchants ensure that they did not 

purchase co-religionists as slaves? Did Mediterranean merchants invest much effort in 
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determining the religious background of slaves, and if not, were they ever taken to task for their 

carelessness regarding the law?  

 Such questions have not been taken seriously by historians of medieval slavery. 

Specialists in Mamluk history have tended to assume that all inhabitants of the Black Sea were 

pagan or that their Islamization was recent, superficial, and therefore legally and ethically 

irrelevant.
48

 Medieval reports of Christian Kipchak Turks have also been ignored or explained 

away.
49

 Specialists in Italian history should not have been able to write off centuries of Christian 

establishment in the region so lightly, although some have done so anyway.
50

 Others dismissed 

the apparent contradiction of Christians enslaving other Christians as typical of the medieval 

period, with the implication that the corruption of religious principles was typical too.
51

 A third 

approach to the problem was to separate Christians within the Byzantine sphere of protection 

from Christians beyond it. This makes a certain amount of sense in terms of the juridical and 

theological differences between Byzantine subjects, Chalcedonian Christians, and non-

Chalcedonian Christians, but it does not explain why Albanians would be treated any differently 

                                                 
48

 Linda Northrup, “Military Slavery in the Islamic and Mamluk Context,” in Unfreie Arbeit, 120; Ulrich Haarmann, 

“Ideology and History, Identity and Alterity: The Arab Image of the Turk from the Abbasids to Modern Egypt,” 

IJMES 20 (1988): 183; David Ayalon, “Mamlūkiyyāt,” JSAI 2 (1980): 338. 

 
49

 Alan Fisher, The Crimean Tatars (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1978), 2 identified the Turks of Crimea as 

Seljuks as well as Muslims, neither of which seems likely; Alexander Vasiliev, The Goths in the Crimea 

(Cambridge: Medieval Academy of America, 1936), 175. For Christian Kipchaks, see Muḥammad ibn Baṭṭuṭa, The 

Travels of Ibn Battuta, ed. H.A.R. Gibb (New Dehli: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 1999), 516; Vladimir 

Kouznetsov and Iaroslav Lebedynsky, Les chrétiens disparus du Caucase (Paris: Editions Errance, 1999), 38.  

 
50

 Bongi, “Le schiave orientali,” 220; Alfred Haverkamp, “Die Erneuerung der Sklaverei im Mittelmeerraum 

während des hohen Mittelalters,” in Unfreie Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von der Antike bis in die Gegenwart, 

ed. Elisabeth Herrmann-Otto (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2005), 138.   

 
51

 Charles Verlinden, “Esclavage et ethnographie sur les bords de la Mer Noire (XIIIe et XIVe siècles),” in 

Miscellanea historica in honorem Leonis van der Essen (Brussels: Éditions universitaires, 1947), 1:295n32.  

 



154 

 

from Russians, both of whom were Chalcedonian Christians but not Byzantine subjects.
52

 Greeks 

narrowly defined as Byzantine subjects were in fact a small minority of the slave population in 

Italy.
53

 Greeks broadly defined as orthodox Christians were a much larger population and the 

legality of their enslavement deserves closer scrutiny.   

The table below shows the Black Sea groups from which slaves originated. If a group 

appeared at least once in the Italian notarial registers, it is marked in the Italian column. If a 

group appeared at least once in Mamluk slave-buying manuals or in narrative sources about the 

backgrounds of Mamluk individual slaves, it is marked in the Mamluk column. The final column 

shows the religion(s) associated with each group.  

Table 3.1  Perceived Religious Affiliation of Black Sea Peoples 

Group Enslaved by Italians Enslaved by Mamluks Reported Religion 

Abkhaz x  Greek 

Alan x x Christian, Muslim 

Armenian x x Non-Chalcedonian Christian 

Bulgar x  Greek, Muslim, pagan 

Circassian/Zich x x Greek, no religion 

Goth x  Greek, Muslim 

Greek x x Greek 

Hungarian x  Latin 

Laz x  Greek 

Mingrelian (Georgia) x  Greek 

Mongol x x Muslim, no religion 

Russian x x Greek 

Ruthenian x  Greek, Latin 

Tatar x x Muslim, Jewish, pagan 

Turk x x Muslim 

Turkmen  x Muslim 

Cuman/Kipchak Turk x x Greek, pagan, no religion 

Wallachian (Romania) x  Greek, Muslim, pagan 

 

This table highlights a number of problems in the Black Sea slave trade. First, 

contradictory information about the religion of some groups circulated in the Mediterranean and 

so it may have been unclear who could and could not legally enslave whom. The Alans were 
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claimed as Christians by Christian sources and as Muslims by Muslim sources.
54

 In theory, 

therefore, they should not have been enslaved by either group. In practice, they were enslaved by 

both. As for the Bulgars and Wallachians, neighbors in what is now Bulgaria and Romania, a 

single author gave a thoroughly confused account of their location and beliefs.
55

 Al-Qalqashandī 

located the Bulgars in their early medieval kingdom on the Volga, not their late medieval 

kingdom on the Danube. In terms of religion, he first connected them with the Hanafi school of 

Islamic law but later described them as a mixed group of pagans and Christians.
56

 The 

Wallachians he placed in two kingdoms, one on the Danube with its capital at Trnovo (actually 

the kingdom of the Bulgars), which he identified as pagan, and the other on the Tuna river, 

which he identified as Muslim. Christian narrative sources unanimously considered both the 

Bulgars and the Wallachians to be Greek Christians. However, a controversy in 1488 over the 

baptism of a fugitive slave in Sardinia turned on whether she was Hungarian, and therefore 

already Christian, or Bulgarian, and therefore assumed to be pagan.
57

  

Second, some groups were known to be mixed, and so origin could not be a decisive 

criteria in determining whether their enslavement was valid. Armenia and Georgia, Christian 

since the late third century, came under Islamic rule in the seventh century. Although Georgia 
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regained its autonomy as a Christian kingdom within a few centuries, its territory continued to 

include Muslim principalities such as the atabak of Samtzkhe as late as the fifteenth century.
58

 

Some mountain populations were perhaps still pagan; a Georgian monastery made efforts to 

convert the Lezghiens in the 1270s and 1280s.
59

 Thus the population under Georgian rule could 

not be decisively categorized as Christian or Muslim. The inhabitants of Gothia in the Crimea 

were described by Pope John XXII as a mixture of Greek Christians and Muslims as well.
60

  

The Mongol rulers of the Golden Horde, unlike their counterparts in Persia, adopted 

Islam quickly and decisively. As a result, both Christian and Muslim sources agreed that the 

Golden Horde was an Islamic state with flourishing Muslim communities.
61

 However, 

substantial portions of the subject population did not convert to Islam and were known to be 

religiously mixed.
62

 The Dominican friar Giovanni Colonna explained that while Islam was the 

publicly proclaimed religion of the Tatar state, Christians and others were permitted to practice 

their faiths, preach publicly, and make converts.
63

 From 1261, the capital at Saray was even the 

site of a Greek Christian episcopal see.
64

 In theory, the Golden Horde should have been 
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considered part of the Dār al-Islām, its inhabitants either Muslims or protected dhimmī minorities 

not subject to enslavement. In practice, subjects of the Golden Horde seem to have been enslaved 

by both Muslims and Christians in the Mediterranean regardless of their religion.  

Third, some groups changed their dominant religious affiliation during this period. For 

example, the Ruthenians in Galicia and Volhynia (modern Ukraine) passed from Mongol 

suzerainty into the kingdoms of Poland and Lithuania in the late fourteenth century. As a result, 

they gradually shifted from the Greek rite to the Latin rite preferred by their new rulers.
65

 By the 

mid-fifteenth century, the Latin rite had become dominant in the region. Ruthenian slaves were 

not common anywhere in the Mediterranean, but they appear only in the records of Latin 

Christian slave owners.
66

 

Fourth, it was claimed that certain groups did not practice any religion, or that their 

religion was rudimentary and not worthy of consideration. In the context of a manual for slave-

buying, the assertion that Circassians “have no book and no grasp on religion” was a 

straightforward justification for enslaving them.
67

 Although al-Qalqashandī reported the presence 

of an Islamic school (madrasah) in Saray, he also repeated a traveling merchant’s claims that 

Kipchak subjects of the Golden Horde did not follow a religion and sold children out of hunger. 

He also reported that Kipchaks were the best type (jins) because of their loyalty, bravery, perfect 

stature, good looks, and refined character. Although al-Qalqashandī never identified his 

merchant source, his information sounds suspiciously like a sales pitch for the legality and 
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virtues of enslaving Kipchaks.
68

 Christian sources also described the Mongols as “rough men and 

they do not have a law,” ripe for conversion to Christianity.
69

  

Finally, even in cases where there was a clear consensus among Christian and Muslim 

sources about the religious affiliation of a particular group, that does not seem to have prevented 

their enslavement by co-religionists. Hungarians and Russians, universally believed to be 

Christians, were nevertheless mentioned as slaves in Italian sources more frequently than in 

Mamluk sources. Turks and Turkmen, widely known to be Muslim, were enslaved in greater 

numbers by the Mamluks than by the Italians. Speculative connections between Greek Christian 

groups in the Black Sea and Latin Christian groups in the western Mediterranean did not protect 

the Greeks from enslavement by fellow Christians. The Goths in the Crimea were connected 

with both the Visigoths who conquered Spain and with the Germans whose language theirs 

resembled, but Goths were nevertheless enslaved in Genoa and its colonies.
70

 A rumor circulated 

that the Christian populations of the Black Sea were descended from returning crusaders who 

had traveled east to avoid the perfidious Greeks of Constantinople.
71

 Union between Greek 

churches and the pope did not provide protection against enslavement either.
72

 A German 
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observer detailed the history of Armenian friendship with the papacy at length and concluded: 

“They place much confidence in our religion; they also willingly go to Mass in our churches, 

which the Greeks do not. They say that between their religion and ours, there is only a hair’s 

breadth, but that there is a great division between the Greek and their religion.”
73

 Despite all this, 

Armenians were enslaved by Italians as well as by Mamluks.
74

 

 On the basis of this evidence, it is hard to know what to conclude about the legality of the 

Black Sea slave trade. The export of certain groups, such as Russians to Egypt or Mongols to 

Venice, was clearly legal. The export of other groups, such as Russians to Venice or Mongols to 

Egypt, was clearly illegal, but it happened anyway. There is no evidence that either Italian or 

Mamluk slave traders, or the owners who purchased slaves from them, were called to account for 

infringing the law. When slaves in Italy were able to successfully challenge their status in court, 

they were freed, but no penalty was exacted from their owners or traders beyond the loss of value 

represented by the loss of the slave. The only inquiries into Genose administration of the slave 

trade at Caffa concerned the export of Christian slaves to Muslims; the export of Christian slaves 

to Christians passed without comment. Mamluk authors such as al-Qalqashandī reported the 

import of slaves from regions which they clearly identified as Muslim without noting or 
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questioning the implied crime.
75

 The authors of biographical dictionaries recorded several 

mamluks with Muslim fathers.
76

 David Ayalon has argued that the fathers of mamluk slaves 

were left anonymous in order to veil their non-Muslim origins, but in fact the goal may have 

been to conceal the Muslim origins of many mamluks.
77

  

 Several factors may have facilitated the purchase of co-religionists from the Black Sea as 

slaves in the Mediterranean. First, the Black Sea was sufficiently distant from the Mediterranean 

in geographical, linguistic, and cultural terms that slave buyers in the Mediterranean did not ask 

too many questions about the origins of their slaves. Additional distance was added for 

Christians because the majority of Black Sea Christians were Greek, deemed schismatic by the 

Latins. The Black Sea was a place where merchants and administrators went to get rich quickly 

in unscrupulous ways.
78

 In other words, what happened in Caffa stayed in Caffa, and that 

included acts of enslavement that were technically illegal.  

Second, Mediterranean religious and civil authorities during the late medieval period 

were more concerned with protecting souls than bodies. The enslavement of Christians by 

Christians or Muslims by Muslims might be illegal, but that crime was not as grave as the sin of 

allowing Christians to be enslaved by Muslims or Muslims to be enslaved by Christians. In other 

words, it was better to keep co-religionists as slaves than to allow them to be oppressed and 
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converted to other religions. Pero Tafur, a fifteenth-century traveler from Cordoba, compared the 

ruined and miserable state of Christians in the Black Sea to that of Muslims in Spain and 

rationalized his own purchase of three Christian slaves by juxtaposing it with the Mamluk slave 

trade. Furthermore, “the Christians have a bull from the pope to buy Christians of other nations 

and hold them as perpetual captives so that they do not fall into the hand of the Moor and 

renounce the faith. They are Russians, Mingrelians, Abkhaz, Circassians, Bulgars, Armenians, 

and other diverse Christian nations.”
79

 This was the strongest justification for purchasing Latin 

Christians, such as Hungarians, who had been enslaved by the Ottomans, as well as those who 

were vulnerable to purchase by the Mamluks.  

Third, the regional Black Sea powers did not have enough leverage against either the 

Mamluks or the Italian maritime powers to halt the enslavement of their own subjects. In 1308, 

the Byzantine emperor Andronicus II Paleologus complained that “certain Genoese induced 

certain Greek boys and girls from Constantinople and from other countries in Romania, 

promising to do many good things for them, if they would come to Genoa with them. Many boys 

and girls came, and when they were in the city of Genoa they sold them as slaves, which is 

unjust.”
80

 He asked Genoa to declare the enslaved Greeks free and to allow them to go wherever 

they wished, and the Genoese governor in Pera agreed to this.
81

 Nevertheless, Greeks remained 

vulnerable to enslavement in Italy for the rest of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.  
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In the same year (1307-8) Tokhta, the khan of the Golden Horde, used the Genoese trade 

in Mongol slaves as a pretext for attacking Caffa.
82

 Yet his successor, Uzbak, allowed the 

Genoese to return and resume the slave trade in 1313. The civil war that tore the Golden Horde 

apart in the late fourteenth century halted any attempt to prevent the sale of Tatar slaves at Caffa, 

and the successor states of the fifteenth century benefited by selling captives in Caffa more than 

they suffered from the enslavement of their own people.  

All in all, there was little incentive for Mediterranean slave traders or slave owners to 

inquire too deeply into the backgrounds of slaves from the Black Sea. This complicates the task 

of modern historians attempting to understand the sources of slaves and the local slave trade 

among Black Sea ports. Nevertheless, the following sections present what little is known about 

the slave trade in the regions surrounding the Black Sea. The north coast is discussed first since it 

was the site of the two largest export markets in the Black Sea region, Caffa on the Crimean 

peninsula and Tana at the mouth of the Don River. The east coast is covered next since the trade 

in Circassians and Georgians was high in volume, though poorly documented. Trade on the west 

coast, the third to be discussed, is well documented but low in volume. The south coast is 

covered last because the slave trade there has attracted the least scholarly attention, but it was 

essential as a transfer point to the overland route leading to Aleppo and the Mamluk sultanate. 
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Map 3.2  Port Cities of the Black Sea 
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The Crimean Coast: The Northern Black Sea 

Two northern ports lay at the heart of the Black Sea slave trading network. Caffa, located 

on the Crimean peninsula, was a colony under the direct rule of Genoa from 1281 to 1475. Its 

main rival was Tana, located on the Sea of  Azov at the mouth of the Don, which was under the 

administrative control of the Golden Horde but commercially dominated by Venetians. Caffa and 

Tana served both as outlets for the sale of captives taken in regional conflicts and as exchange 

points for slave traders from other parts of the Black Sea. Caffa had an additional role as a 

regulatory and administrative center for Genoese communities throughout the region, and the 

Genoese authorities sought to expand Caffa’s power over non-Genoese communities too. For 

these reasons, understanding the slave trade as it was conducted at Caffa and Tana is essential to 

understanding the slave trade throughout the Black Sea.  

The hinterland of both Caffa and Tana was governed by the khan of the Golden Horde, 

referred to in Italian sources as the Empire of the Tatars. This was one of the four successor 

states that emerged from the Mongol conquests of the early thirteenth century; the others were 

the Ilkhanate of Persia, the Chaghatay Khanate in Central Asia, and the Yüan dynasty in China. 

By 1260, when Michael Paleologus granted Genoa privileged access to the Black Sea and 

temporarily barred Venice from it, the Golden Horde was fully independent of the principal 

Mongol capital at Karakorum. It continued to be ruled by Mongols from the lineage of Chingiz 

Khan who had adopted Islam as their religion, but it was inhabited by a religiously and ethnically 

mixed population referred to as Tatars.
83

 The Tatars were primarily descendents of the Cuman or 

Kipchak Turks who had inhabited the region before the Mongol conquest. Their language, 
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referred to sometimes as Tatar and other times as Cuman, continued to be the lingua franca of 

the region, although for official purposes the Golden Horde used Persian or the Mongol language 

written in Uighur script.
84

 The territory of the Golden Horde, ruled directly or through vassals, 

extended west to the Danube, including Hungary and Wallachia (modern Romania), and east 

beyond the Caspian Sea to Khwarazm. The princes of the Rus’ (modern Russia) to the north 

were all vassals of the Golden Horde, and in the south it struggled with the Ilkhanate for control 

of the Transcaucasian region (modern Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan). From the 1250s, its 

administrative and commercial capital was fixed at Saray on the Volga (Itil) river rather than 

moving with the khan’s nomadic court.  

 By the mid-thirteenth century, Genoa and Venice already had a history of involvement 

and rivalry in the Black Sea. Because of its participation in the Fourth Crusade, culminating in 

the sack of Constantinople in 1204 and the creation of the Latin Kingdom of Constantinople, 

Venice had enjoyed special privileges in the Black Sea for the first half of the thirteenth century 

while Genoa was effectively excluded.
85

 When Michael VIII Paleologus reconquered 

Constantinople and re-established it as the seat of the Byzantine empire in 1260 with Genoese 

support, the tables were turned. Genoa was given privileged access to the Black Sea through the 

Treaty of Nymphea in 1261 while Venice was excluded, and Mengu-Timur Khan of the Golden 

Horde also granted privileges to the Genoese in 1266.
86

 He placed only two restrictions on them: 

Golden Horde subjects resident in Genoese territory fell under the jurisdiction of a tudun, a judge 
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representing the khan, and another representative of the khan was empowerd to collect a customs 

tax in Genoese territory.
87

 The activities of the Genoese during this period are not well 

documented, but they seem to have settled in Caffa between 1270 and 1275. By 1281 Caffa was 

governed by a consul appointed by the Office of Gazaria in Genoa.
88

 Venice was permitted to 

return to the Black Sea at the end of the thirteenth century and seems to have occupied Caffa 

briefly between 1296 and 1299.
89

 Within a few years the Venetians had established themselves 

permanently at Tana, but this was a less desirable location than Caffa. It was isolated from other 

areas of Venetian influence, subject to outbreaks of disease, and remained under the jurisdiction 

of the Golden Horde.
90

 

 Access to the Black Sea was the object of intense competition during the late thirteenth 

and early fourteenth centuries because it was one of the western outposts of the Silk Road.
91

 

Control of another western Silk Road outpost, Ayas (Laiazzo) in Cilician Armenia, caused a war 

between Venice and Genoa during this same period. At stake was the lucrative trade in low-

volume, high-value commodities from the East such as silk, spices, and jewels. Italian merchants 

in the Black Sea also profited from dealing in local goods such as grain, fur, leather, honey, wax, 

wood, salt, and salted fish, as well as slaves. In return the Italians imported a variety of textiles, 

iron, wine, oil, and gold. Thus slaves were not the most important commodity traded through 

                                                 
 
87

 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 1:459.  

 
88

 Balard, “Gênes et la mer Noire,” 33; Malowist, “Kaffa,” 104; G.I. Bratianu, Recherches sur le commerce génois 

dans la Mer Noire au XIIIe siècle (Paris: Libraire Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1929), 206 and 221. The Office of 

Gazaria also appointed a deputy (vicarius) and two chief advisors referred to as treasurers (massarii). 

 
89

 Jorga, “Notes et extraits,” 4 (1896): 28.  

 
90

 Marino, El Libro del conoscimiento, 96-97; F.Thiriet, La Romanie vénitienne au Moyen-Age: Le développement et 

l’exploitation du domaine colonial vénitien (XIIe-XVe siècles) (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1959), 347. 

 
91

 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 2:719-733; Balard, “Gênes et la mer Noire,” 33-45; Canale, Della Crimea, 1:315-

323. 



167 

 

Caffa or Tana during the initial phase of their development. While there may have been specialist 

slave dealers or brokers who operated locally, the slave trade from the Black Sea into the 

Mediterranean was conducted opportunistically by Genoese and Venetian merchants who dealt 

in a variety of goods and not by specialists.
92

  

 Mamluk access to the Black Sea during this period was governed by an entirely different 

set of factors. In the 1260s, the Golden Horde and the Mamluks were in the process of 

developing an alliance against their mutual enemy, the Ilkhanate of Persia. While each had 

territorial conflicts with the Ilkhanate, the Mamluks in Syria and the Golden Horde in 

Transcaucasia, they also chose to frame their relationship as an alliance of Islamic powers 

against traditional Mongol paganism.
93

 The slave trade, though essential for the perpetuation of 

the Mamluk military and political system, was only one element in this broader diplomatic 

picture.  

 When Michael Paleologus took power in Byzantium in 1260, he immediately favored 

Genoa over Venice but hesitated to take sides between the Ilkhanate and the Mamluk-Golden 

Horde axis. However, in 1263 he concluded a treaty with the Mamluk sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars in 

which he permitted two Mamluk ships to pass through the Bosporus into the Black Sea each 

year.
94

 The contemporary Byzantine chronicler George Pachymere interpreted this provision as 

regulation of the Mamluk slave trade, explaining that “indeed he [the sultan] was unable to bring 

Scythians safely to himself without sending ships to the Black Sea,” access to which was in the 
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power of Constantinople.
95

 In order to ensure his supply of slaves, therefore, the sultan offered 

gifts to the Byzantine emperor and negotiated a treaty so that “with the agreement of the august 

one [Michael Paleologus], agents came and went freely in the Black Sea with much gold from 

the prince of Ethiopia [Baybars], who brought him the maximum number of Scythian youths 

purchased with large amounts of money.”
96

 However, I am not entirely convinced that two ships 

per year would be sufficient to supply the Mamluk sultanate during this period. The next group 

reported to be traveling from the Mamluks to the Golden Horde were diplomats.
97

 Two ships 

would certainly be able to carry a group of ambassadors with a large retinue and gifts, perhaps 

including slaves. 

In contrast, the next surviving Byzantine-Mamluk agreement dealt directly with the slave 

trade. In 1281, Michael Paleologus and the sultan al-Manṣūr Qalawūn swore reciprocal oaths 

establishing peace between their kingdoms.
98

 Qalawūn’s oath included two short statements that 

Mamluk ambassadors returning from the Golden Horde with slaves as well as traders from 

Soldaia (Sūdāq) with slaves could pass freely through Byzantine territory. The wording of 

Michael Paleologus’ oath was more specific: 
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If merchants come from the territory of Sūdāq, and wish to travel to his Majesty’s 

territory, they shall not be hindered in Our territory, but their transit and return shall be 

without let or hindrance after they have paid the due charge on their wares in Our 

territory. Likewise if merchants from the people of his Majesty’s territory appear, and 

wish to cross to the territory of Sūdāq, they shall cross from Our territory without let or 

hindrance, and likewise if they return; all this after paying the due charge. If these 

merchants from the people of his Majesty’s territory and from the people of Sūdāq are 

accompanied by slaves and slave-girls, they may pass with them to his Majesty’s territory 

without let or hindrance, unless they [the slaves] are Christians, for our law and religious 

code do not allow us this in the case of Christians.
99

  

 

In other words, both Crimean and Mamluk merchants were traveling through Byzantine territory 

to deliver slaves to the Mamluks. The port with which this trade was identified was not Caffa but 

its neighbor Soldaia. Soldaia had been a Venetian foothold during the mid-thirteenth century, but 

the Genoese quickly established their own colony there in the 1260s.
100

 Soldaia is mentioned as 

the gateway to the Golden Horde in other late thirteenth-century Mamluk sources as well.
101

 

While merchants from Syria and Cairo owned houses and funduqs in Caffa during this period 

too, Caffa was not yet the dominant port for Mamluk trade or diplomacy in the region.
102
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The reason why Mamluk merchants and ambassadors might prefer to enter the Golden 

Horde via the Crimean peninsula was the convenient location of a regional Mongol governor in 

Solgat (Qirim in Arabic, Eski Kirim today), just half a day’s journey from the coast.
103

 Solgat 

quickly became a center of Islamic life in the region, boasting a vibrant community of religious 

scholars (ʿulamāʾ) as well as a thirteenth-century mosque sponsored by the Mamluk sultan al-

Zāhir Baybars and a fourteenth-century mosque by Uzbak Khan of the Golden Horde.
104

 Over 

the following centuries, religious scholars from the central Islamic lands visited the Black Sea,
105

 

and Muslims from the Crimea made the reverse journey in order to study and join the scholarly 

elite.
106

 Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Uthmān ibn Sulaymān ibn Rusāl al-Karadī al-Ḥanafī, the friend and imam 

of the late fourteenth-century sultan al-Ẓāhir Barqūq, was one of them. According to his son, 

“our origin (aṣl) is from the country of Qirim. My grandfather was an expert scholar, and the 

father of my grandfather was a king in that country.”
107

 

Italian notarial records from the Black Sea during this period are limited to one notary, 

Lamberto de Sambuceto, who was active in Caffa during the years 1289-1290.
108

 65 acts 

pertaining to 70 slaves have survived in his registers. The population was almost equally divided 

between male and female slaves (36 female vs. 34 male) and the median age was 12 years old. 
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63 percent originated from the Caucasus (24 Circassians, 5 Abkhaz, 11 Laz, and 4 Majar). There 

were also 7 Bulgars (including two mothers sold with their children), 4 Russians, 2 Cuman 

Turks, one Hungarian man, and one Indian woman. The median price was 12.1 ducats.
109

 

However, there is not sufficient data from Genoa or Venice for the corresponding period to make 

a meaningful comparison between the two populations.  

As for the slave trade, the buyers and sellers were almost entirely Italian men.
110

 The 

predominance of Italians is not surprising since Lamberto de Sambuceto was an Italian notary 

working in an Italian colony. Non-Italian inhabitants of the city would have recorded their 

transactions elsewhere. Of the transactions recorded by Leonardo de Sambuceto, 90 percent took 

place in the loggia. The remainder happened in private houses, the hospital, or the Genoese 

fondaco. Some of the demand for slaves in these ports was for domestic service in local 

households, and other slaves may have spent several years working in Caffa before being 

exported west or south.
111

  

Very few people appeared more than once as parties to a slave sale, confirming the earlier 

assertion that the slave trade was not a specialized activity. Facinus of Nice and Guillelmus 

Lercarius each sold two slaves and the furrier Enricus de Serrino purchased two slaves. Others 

transacted as agents as well as for themselves. Milanus of Asti sold one slave himself and a 

second that he owned jointly with two other men. Iohannes Rubeus, a broker, sold one slave on 
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behalf of a relative. He and Iacobus de Placi from Asti sold their shares in a slave and a ship to 

one of their co-owners, Paganus de Savignono. Iohannes de Carro, a tailor, sold one slave and 

hired an agent to sell the second for him. Franciscus the smith bought one slave for himself and 

another for Precivalis Osbergerius. Finally, Daniele de Curia purchased three slaves, two for 

himself and one for Precivalis Spinola. These transactions show merchants buying and selling 

slaves for personal use, as agents on behalf of their friends and relatives, and as investments. 

None of them appear to be specialists in the slave trade.  

Finally, Lamberto de Sambuceto visited the regional capital of the Golden Horde at 

Solgat for several days in June 1290 and drew up several documents while he was there. One of 

them concerned the sale of an eighteen-year-old Majar slave woman named Margarita by 

Franciscus, a shoemaker, to the merchant Guideto Spinola.
112

 About a month later, a pair of 

agents acting for Guideto sold a Majar woman named Margarita in Caffa, but in this document 

her age was reported as twenty-three. This may have been the same woman and the agents 

simply misreported her age, in which case it would illustrate a connection between the slave 

markets of Solgat and Caffa. On the other hand, these may have been two different women, as 

Margarita was a common slave name.  

The high number of slaves from the Caucasus found in Caffa during this period does not 

have an obvious explanation, since competition between the Golden Horde and the Ilkhanate for 

control of the region had cooled by the 1280s. In fact one would have expected to find more 

Tatars and Russians than Caucasians in the market, since the period 1287-1299 saw a struggle 

between Telebugha, Tokhta, and Nogai for control of the Golden Horde as well as factional 
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violence among the Russian princes over Vladimir, the traditional seat of the leading prince.
113

 

Upon his victory over Nogai in 1299, Tokhta was reported to have sold countless women and 

children.
114

 However, the Tatars of the Golden Horde were also known for raiding their 

neighbors and this may be the origin of the Caucasian slaves in Caffa. A Tatar raid on Poland is 

known to have occurred in 1287.
115

 

The fourteenth century was a turbulent period for both Caffa and Tana. In 1307-8 Caffa 

was burned down by Tokhta Khan of the Golden Horde, allegedly because the Genoese were 

kidnapping Mongol children and selling them as slaves to the Mamluks.
116

 In fact the Mamluks 

were probably the target of Tokhta’s gesture because the Mamluk sultan, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, 

had refused to cooperate in a joint offensive against the Ilkhanate in that year.
117

 The threat to the 

Mamluk slave supply via Caffa was meant to coerce them into joining the next offensive.  

Trade in the Black Sea flourished during the reign of Tokhta’s successor, Uzbak Khan, 

from 1313 to 1341. He permitted the Genoese to rebuild Caffa and to appoint a bishop, and in 

1332 he allowed the Venetians to establish their own quarter in Tana with a bishop as well.
118

 

                                                 
 
113

 Martin, Medieval Russia, 171-72.  

 
114

 B. Grekov and A. Iakoubovski, La Horde d’Or: La domination tatare au XIIIe et au XIVe siècle de la Mer Jaune 

a la Mer Noire, trans. François Thuret (Paris: Payot, 1939), 116. 

 
115

 Bertold Spuler, Die Goldene Horde: Die Mongolen in Russland, 1223-1502 (Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz, 1965), 

384. Lithuanians raided Poland and Russia regularly during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries but did not sell 

their slaves in the Black Sea. Rowell, Lithuania Ascending, 73-76 and 202.  

 
116

 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 1:202; Amitai, “Mamluks of Mongol Origin,” 121; Jorga, “Notes et extraits,” 4 

(1896): 28; Balard, “Gênes et la mer Noire,” 36.  

 
117

 Virgil Ciocîltan, The Mongols and the Black Sea Trade in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries, trans. 

Samuel Willcocks (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 168-172.  

 
118

 John Meyendorff, Byzantium and the Rise of Russia: A Study of Byzantino-Russian Relations in the Fourteenth 

Century (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1989); bishops of Tana mentioned in Golubovich, 

Biblioteca bio-bibliografica, 4:423; bishops of Caffa in Golubovich, Biblioteca bio-bibliografica, 3:38-58 and 

4:230-233.   



174 

 

Both towns attracted a religiously and geographically diverse population. Caffa had Greek and 

Armenian churches, mosques, and synagogues as well as a Latin cathedral. Its population 

included large proportions of Greeks, Armenians, and Tatars in addition to the Italian settlers.
119

 

In the 1330s Uzbak also moved the capital of the Golden Horde to a new site, Saray-Berke, 

further up the Volga.
120

 This city had close commercial ties with Tana and was certainly a center 

of the slave trade within the Golden Horde, since it was the home of the Mongol administrative 

and commercial elite. The Mamluk scholar al-Qalqashandī described it as “a great entrepot for 

traders and Turkish slaves,” and archeologists claim to have identified slave quarters in the 

houses of Mongol elites.
121

 It also had a quarter just for merchants from the Mamluk sultanate 

and Iraq.
122

 

One possible threat to the slave trade during the reign of Uzbak may have been the 

enactment of the Alexandria Ban (devetum Alexandrie) by the Genoese Office of Gazaria in 

1316. In the wake of papal bans on trade with the Islamic world, the Alexandria Ban forbade 

Genoese subjects from transporting war materials including “mamluks, male or female, or other 

Saracens, Turks, or infidels,” within the Black Sea or exporting them to the Mamluk sultanate.
123

 

It was to be enforced by the consuls of Caffa and Pera. Uzbak Khan may also have threatened 

the Mamluk slave trade in the early 1320s, but al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was not in immediate need 
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of new mamluks and no attack on Caffa ever materialized.
124

 Unfortunately, the only surviving 

Italian document from this period is a letter from a Venetian merchant in Tana asking his 

correspondent to assist in the delivery of a slave that he was shipping home to his wife.
125

 The 

slave trade in Genoa and Venice is also thinly documented for the 1310s and 1320s. It is 

therefore impossible to know whether the Alexandria Ban was enforced within the Black Sea 

during this period.  

The next khan, Janibak, expelled the Venetians from Tana in 1343 after a murder sparked 

riots there and went on to besiege Caffa.
126

 The Genoese permitted the Venetians to transfer their 

trade to Caffa and agreed to a mutual boycott of Tana. Eight notarial documents concerning the 

slave trade survive from Caffa from winter 1343 and spring 1344, an insufficient number for 

general analysis but enough to show that Janibak’s siege did not inhibit the slave trade for 

long.
127

 

It was during Janibak’s second siege of Caffa in 1346 that the bodies of plague victims 

from the Tatar army were flung over the walls in the city. Ships fleeing this siege carried the 

Black Death back to Italy, from where it spread throughout western Europe. Despite the havoc 

wreaked by the Black Death in both Italy and the Black Sea region, the Venetians returned to 

Tana within a few years in violation of their agreement with the Genoese. The Genoese retaliated 

by attacking Venetian ships, and the result was a major maritime war lasting from 1350 to 
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1355.
128

 The peace treaty specified, among other things, that neither Genoa nor Venice would 

send ships to Tana for a period of five years.
129

 At the same time, the Venetian senate forbade its 

merchants from conducting trade in Caffa or the surrounding region between 1355 and 1359, 

when it lifted the ban.
130

 As a result, there was virtually no official Venetian galley (muda) traffic 

to Tana between 1343 to 1359.
131

 Accordingly, there are no slave-related documents from Tana 

during this period and only two from Caffa. The first, dated 1351, documented the sale of a 

Cuman woman by Stiliano, a Greek innkeeper from Solgat, to Antonius Donatus called 

Bussorinus.
132

 This demonstrates that while the war between Genoa and Venice may have 

hindered the export of slaves, inland trade between Solgat and Caffa was not halted. The second 

was a 1356 inventory of the estate of a deceased Italian merchant which included an Alan slave 

woman.
133

 

 The Venetians returned to Tana in 1359 and immediately started to make up for lost time. 

I have found 228 documents produced by Venetian notaries in Tana between September 1359 

and September 1363. Together they represent 251 slaves. The majority of these, 213 documents, 

come from the registers of a single notary, Benedetto Bianco, but I argue that this wealth of 

information reflects a pent-up Venetian demand for slaves and other products of Tana and is not 
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simply an artifact of the historical windfall represented by Bianco’s registers.
134

 For these 251 

slaves, the gender ratio was 76 percent female (191 women, 51 men, and 9 unspecified) and the 

median age was fourteen years old. The locations within Tana where the sales took place are 

rarely noted.
135

 The really striking change was in the origins attributed to the slaves. Whereas in 

the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries most slaves were from the Caucasus, in the 

1359-1363 data 82 percent of the slaves were from the Golden Horde (169 Tatars and 21 

Mongols out of 232 total), 10 percent were from the Caucasus (16 Circassians and 7 Alans), and 

8 percent were from other places (Russian, Chinese, Greek, Jewish, and Saracen). Tatars also 

filled the slave markets of Genoa and Venice during the 1360s, as shown in Chapter Two.  

 This sudden influx of Tatar and Mongol slaves is not difficult to explain. The death of 

Berdibak Khan in 1359 marked the beginning of a twenty-year period of civil war within the 

Golden Horde. The conflict was precipitated by competition for the khanate among Berdibak’s 

heirs, but it was compounded by the effects of the Black Death (which diminished the population 

of the Golden Horde by at least 25 percent between 1346 and 1375), losses in tax revenue due to 

the 1350-55 Genoese-Venetian war and their subsequent boycott of Tana, and additional 

economic losses from the overthrow of the Mongol Yüan dynasty in China in 1368 and the 

resulting decline in Silk Road traffic.
136

 The Genoese authorities in Caffa seized this opportunity 

to extend their influence along the Crimean coast to Cembalo (modern Balaclava), and the new 

status quo was acknowledged by a succession of Mongol governors of Solgat during the final 
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stages of the Golden Horde power struggle in the 1380s.
137

 Already in 1362, Tatar and Mongol 

slaves were available for sale by Genoese residents of Cembalo.
138

 

 The Crimean slave trade continued to flourish for the remainder of the 1360s and 1370s, 

but the evidence for this comes from administrative rather than notarial sources. These show an 

increasing flow of slaves through Caffa and an emerging class of specialists in the slave trade to 

facilitate their export. The 1381 register of the Caffan treasury made a passing reference to 

Nicolaus de S. Giorgio, a retail seller of slaves (revenditor sclavorum).
139

 Bailiffs of the 

commune of Caffa were empowered to auction the estates of deceased merchants, including their 

slaves, in order to remit the proceeds to their heirs. For example, in 1371 the goods of the 

deceased notary Nicolaus Bosonus were sold in a series of five auctions. His three slaves were 

sold in a dedicated auction which was conducted at the order of the consul and the request of his 

executors “by Stephanus de Camilla, bailiff of the commune in Caffa, who reported that he had 

auctioned the male slave and female slaves mentioned below for several days continuously, 

publicly, and in a loud voice through the loggia and had not found anyone who would offer more 
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than the people listed below.”
140

 Two slaves were sold on April 15 but the third was not sold 

until April 17. 

 Finally, it was in the 1370s that the Office of St. Anthony first appeared in Caffan 

records. Over the course of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries this office took on a 

number of responsibilites related to the slave trade as well as trade in other commodities 

conducted by Muslim merchants. At this early stage, however, the Office of St. Anthony was 

charged with collecting a tax on slave brokers and a tax on merchants who stored their slaves in 

the commune’s building while waiting to export them.
141

 This building was known as the slave 

house (domus sclavorum). 1374 was the first year in which records survive for the auction of the 

tax on the slave house (introytus domus sclavorum), but it only reports the total value of the tax, 

7,500 aspers, and not the rate at which it was collected.
142

 The alternative was to keep the slave 

in a private house. In Tana, for example, a seller agreed to house the slave until the Venetian 

muda galleys were ready to depart.
143

  

 In the 1380s, the Genoese authorities at Caffa continued to extend their hegemony over 

trade in the Black Sea, including the slave trade, at the expense of Tana and the Golden Horde. 

Tokhtamysh Khan, who finally succeeded in unifying the Golden Horde in 1381, was almost 

immediately drawn into conflict with his nominal overlord Timur (Tamerlane) for control of 

Khwarazm and Azerbaijan. In the settlement which concluded the Chioggia War between Venice 
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and Genoa (1378-1381), both cities agreed not to conduct any trade in Tana for a two-year 

period.
144

  

 During this interval in the early 1380s, Genoa seized the opportunity to extend its 

regulatory authority over shipping throughout the eastern Black Sea by requiring all merchants, 

including Venetians and Muslims, regardless of their ports of origin or destination, to stop at 

Caffa and pay certain taxes.
145

 Venice reacted against a further move by Genoa to monopolize 

the transport of Tatar subjects within the Black Sea in 1384.
146

 Nevertheless, from the 1380s, 

Office of St. Anthony was charged with taxing all Muslims traveling in the eastern Black Sea, 

enslaved or free, whether or not they were traveling on “Muslim” ships.
147

 Its full name became 

the Office of Saracen Heads of St. Anthony (Officium capitum sarracenorum Sancti Antonii), 

and it was ordered to station agents “in every place from which heads are exported, whether in 

Tana or Savastopol or wherever else the ships go.”
148

 Because the word “head” (capitum) is used 

to refer to Muslims in both the name of the office and its duties, scholars have tended to assume 

that all the Muslims being taxed were slaves.
149

 Although terms such as capitum and teste were 

often used to refer to slaves in commercial contexts, the entries for the Office of St. Anthony in 

the registers of the Caffan treasury clearly distinguished free Muslim heads (capitibus and 
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capitibus liberis) from enslaved Muslim heads (capitibus sclavorum et sclavarum). Christian 

slaves were exempt: the tax on a cargo of 23 slaves from Sinope was reduced to the rate for 22 

slaves “on account of one female slave who became Christian.”
150

  

 The rate at which the head tax was collected depended on the origin of the person being 

taxed. In the Caffa treasury register for 1441, free Muslims from Sinope, Pavara, and Castamena 

paid 10 aspers; those from Bursa, Adrianople, Simisso, and those designated “Ottoman” paid 62 

aspers; those from Tana, Solgat, Samo, and Agi Tarcano (Astrakhan) paid 206 aspers; and some 

of unspecified origin paid 254 aspers. All the Muslim slaves were taxed at either 206 aspers or 

254 aspers per head, suggesting that they came from the Golden Horde or from elsewhere. An 

inhabitant of Sinope who had failed to evade the tax on a group of slaves transported from Tana 

to Leffecti in 1384 was forced to pay 21 sommi (4,116 aspers) through an ambassador from 

Sinope to Caffa, equivalent to 16 or 20 slaves depending on the rate at which they were taxed.
151

  

In addition to the head tax on Muslim travelers, whether free or enslaved, the Office of 

St. Anthony collected a tax on luxury goods being transported by Muslim merchants, such as 

fine clothing (rauba subtili) and silk cloth embroidered with gold (camocati). Between the taxes 

on Muslim travelers, Muslim slaves, and luxury textiles, the Office of St. Anthony was 

responsible for roughly one third of the total tax revenues of Caffa in 1381-82.
152

  

The tax regime governing the export of Christian slaves by Christian merchants also 

changed during the 1380s. The tax on the slave house disappeared from Caffan treasury records 

after 1383.
153

 By 1386, it had been replaced with a pair of new taxes that covered both the sale 
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and possession of slaves. The tax rates were 33 aspers per slave for sales and 8 aspers per slave 

for possession, but unfortunately the two taxes were auctioned together in every year after 1385-

6. In 1385-6, the tax on sales generated 41,452 aspers and the tax on possession generated 4,240 

aspers.
154

 If these figures are adjusted by 30 percent to account for the tax farmer’s collection 

expenses and profit, they indicate that about 1,675 slaves were sold in Caffa and about 707 

slaves were owned by inhabitants of Caffa. In comparison, the taxes on slave possession and 

transfers in Genoa in 1387 showed that about 636 slaves were sold and the total slave population 

was about 4,417.
155

 The Mamluk sultan during this period, al-Ẓāhir Barqūq, purchased an 

average of 125-313 mamluks per year (see Table 4.4 in the next chapter). This does not include 

the mamluks purchased by amirs or the male and female slaves acquired from the Black Sea for 

other purposes, which might bring the total number of slaves imported per year into the high 

hundreds. After 1385-86, the two taxes were auctioned together and their revenues were reported 

to the treasury of Caffa as a lump sum called the head tax on slaves (cabella capitum).
156

 Like 

other taxes, the head tax was publicly auctioned in the external loggia of the communal palace 

under the authority of the consul, the treasury, and the currency office.  

In the 1390s, the conflict between Tokhtamysh Khan and Timur became open warfare, 

and Timur turned his attention to the conquest of the Golden Horde. Timur defeated Tokhtamysh 

once in 1391 and a second time in 1395. The second victory was followed by extensive pillaging 
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which devastated the major cities of the Golden Horde and destroyed its state archives.
157

 Tana 

was among the cities sacked, and Timur enslaved a number of its Italian inhabitants.
158

 Upon his 

departure, Timur left the Golden Horde under the rule of a puppet khan supported by one of his 

generals, Edigei. When Tokhtamysh made a final bid for the khanate in 1399, Edigei defeated 

him a third and final time.  

It was around this time that the shift from Tatar slaves to Circassians and Russians 

occurred in Venice, Genoa, and the Mamluk sultanate (1390-1410), and that the total slave 

population of Genoa underwent a sharp decline (1380-1400). The overall reduction in the 

number of slaves may have been a result of the end of the civil war within the Golden Horde in 

1381. The shift from Tatars to Circassians and Russians is more difficult to explain. The decline 

in the proportion of Tatar slaves has been attributed to the destruction wrought by Timur in the 

1390s, but Timur also devastated Georgia and Circassia during that period without producing a 

similar effect.
159

 Edigei, the general appointed by Timur to govern the Golden Horde through a 

puppet khan, may be the missing link. In his biographical dictionary entry for Edigei, the 

Mamluk scholar al-Sakhāwī reported that “he was the one who forbade the Tatars from selling 

their children, so that few imported them to Syria and Egypt.”
160

 If Edigei did issue such an order 

and persuaded the Tatars to comply with it, the proportion of Tatar slaves in the Mediterranean 

                                                 
157

 The most important centers were Riazan’, Tana, Sarai, and Astrakhan’. Martin, Medieval Russia, 203; Halperin, 

“The Missing Golden Horde Chronicles;” Malowist, “New Saray,” 334-36. 

 
158

 Lane, Venice, 286; Malowist, “New Saray,” 337; Elie de La Primaudaie, Études sur le commerce, 121; F. Thiriet, 

Délibérations des assemblées vénitiennes concernant la Romanie (Paris: Mouton & Co., 1966-1972), doc. 933. 

 
159

 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 14.  

 
160

 al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 2:325 no. 1061. 

منّبيعّأوالدهمّبحيثّقلّجلبهمّالىّالشامّومصر.هوّالذيّمنعّالطترّ  

.  



184 

 

might well have decreased in comparison to the Caucasian peoples who remained in disarray 

after the departure of Timur.  

Although the core of the Golden Horde, now called the Great Horde, continued to exist at 

Saray-Berke to the end of the fifteenth century, it never managed to regain the full territory or 

influence which it had enjoyed in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
161

 Of the territories 

which broke away in the early fifteenth century, the most important were the Crimean khanate 

and the principality of Moscow. Moscow had begun to exert leadership over the other princes of 

the Rus’ during the Golden Horde’s civil war, but did not withhold tribute from the Golden 

Horde or claim full independence until 1476. The Crimean khanate became autonomous in the 

1420s, but in 1449 Hajji Giray was its first ruler to be recognized as a khan in his own right 

rather than a governor appointed by the Golden Horde.
162

 Another splinter group was the 

Ruthenians, a subset of the Rus’ with their own language who lived primarily in the regions of 

Galicia and Volhynia in modern Ukraine. They were absorbed by the expanding states of Poland 

and Lithuania and gradually made the shift from Greek to Latin Christianity.
163

 The Gothic 

population of the Crimea, Greek Christians with close ties to the Comneni rulers of Trebizond, 

also broke away as the independent principality of Theodoro and challenged Genoa for control of 

the Crimean coast.
164
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Once again, Caffa and the Genoese were the main beneficiaries of instability in the Black 

Sea region. Although Tana was rebuilt around 1400 and continued to serve as a market for local 

goods such as slaves, it no longer carried goods from the Far East or conducted much trade with 

the Great Horde at Saray Berke.
165

 It was sacked again by Tatar groups in 1410 and 1418.
166

 

Caffa, on the other hand, was recognized in the fifteenth century as one of the great ports not 

only of the Black Sea, but of the Mediterranean world.
167

 It was the port of choice for Mamluk 

merchants and ambassadors in the Black Sea, and the trade channeled through it enriched the 

entire Crimean region.
168

  

 Although the records for the head tax on slaves are sporadic in the early fifteenth century, 

they are sufficient to test the assertion made by the crusade strategist Emmanuel Piloti in 1421 

that 2,000 slaves per year were exported from Caffa to Egypt.
169

 During the 1420s, the head tax 

on slaves at Caffa was auctioned once per year. The highest bid by a tax farmer was 64,842 

aspers, made by Conrado Cigalla in 1425.
170

 If this were adjusted by 30 percent to account for 

the costs of collection and the tax farmer’s profit, and if all of it were derived from slave sales 

and none from slave possession, it would suggest that the total number of slaves sold in Caffa in 

1425 was 2,620. Since some of the tax was in fact derived from slave possession, and since many 
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of the slaves sold in Caffa in any given year were destined for Genoa, Piloti’s estimate of 2,000 

slaves per year destined for Egypt is too high.  

At some point before 1420, Genoa also instituted an inspection system to prevent the 

export of Christian slaves from Caffa to the Mamluks.
171

 In 1434, the Genoese authorities 

described it in detail in a letter to Pope Eugenius IV (a Venetian).
172

 Before a ship could depart 

from Caffa, the slaves were counted and a tax on them was collected. Then bishops, 

accompanied by certain religious and laity, would board the ship and speak to each slave about 

his or her origins and religion. If the slave was Christian or wished to become Christian, he or 

she was removed from the ship and sold to a Christian owner. The reasons behind the 

development of this system and its consequences for the Mamluk slave trade will be detailed in 

Chapter Six.  

Caffa’s prosperity during the 1420s was not invulnerable to threats from its various 

Crimean neighbors. The port of Cembalo was claimed by the Gothic principality of Theodoro as 

well as by the Genoese. Venice sided with Theodoro in order to stir up trouble, and the result 

was a war in 1422-24.
173

 Although Genoa managed to retain control of Cembalo in the 1420s, 

the city revolted in the 1433.
174

 A fleet sent from Genoa under Carolo Lomellino put down the 

revolt quickly but then continued to pillage along the coastline and into the countryside, finally 

experiencing defeat when it tried to storm the capital of the Crimean Khanate at Solgat. As a 

result Caffa was required to pay tribute to the Crimean Khanate.  
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For the rest of the fifteenth century, Caffa and Tana experienced increasing pressure from 

the Crimean Khanate. In 1439, Caffa was attacked and the Genoese consul was wounded.
175

 

Tana was burned to the ground in 1443, and in the following year Venice decided to establish a 

consul in Caffa as well as rebuild Tana.
176

 On the other hand, the Crimean Tatars had a 

formidable reputation for large-scale slave raids of which Caffa and Tana were clear 

beneficiaries. The Spanish traveler Pero Tafur wrote in the 1430s that the Tatars “make war on 

the neighboring Christians, and take them and sell them in Kaffa.”
177

 Laonikos Chalkokondyles, 

an Athenian humanist writing in the second half of the fifteenth century, reported that they “raid 

the neighbouring countries, those of the Circassians, Mingrelians and Sarmatians [i.e. Russians]. 

They carry many captives to the Bosporus, the city of Caffa and Lake Maiotis [i.e. the Sea of 

Azov], as it is called, and make a living out of selling them cheaply to Venetian and Genoese 

merchants.”
178

 Large raids on Poland and Galicia (in modern Ukraine) producing thousands of 

captives took place in 1468 and 1474 respectively.
179

 The Crimean khan would claim a 10 

percent share and the rest would be offered for ransom or sold to the Genoese in Caffa.
180

 

Russians gained some protection from the raids because they had allied with the Crimean khans 

during the late fourteenth-century collapse of the Golden Horde, but they were unable to 
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suppress the trade in Russian captives entirely until the mid-sixteenth century.
181

 Raiding by the 

Crimean Tatars, rather than civil warfare associated with the rise of Moscow, probably explains 

the high proportion of Russian slaves in Genoa during the mid-fifteenth century.
182

 

The sudden influx of slaves through Caffa in the 1440s is apparent in the records of the 

head tax on slaves. In the 1440s this tax was auctioned three times per year, in February, June, 

and September. Each contract lasted a full year, so there would be three tax farmers responsible 

for collecting the head tax on slaves in Caffa at any given time. Gregorius Iudex, who bought the 

head tax on slaves in February 1442-43, subfarmed it in increments of 500 or 1000 aspers to at 

least 19 other people including Greeks, Jews, and Armenians.
183

 The apparent peak in 1446 is 

actually typical of the head tax on slaves during the 1440s, since it includes the revenue from all 

three auctions in that year. The figures for 1441, 1442, and 1447 include the revenue for only 

two out of three auctions.  
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 The other source of pressure on the Italian colonies of the Black Sea was fifteenth-

century Ottoman expansion. The Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 caused panic in 

Caffa. Many Italian chose to leave because of the political uncertainty and because of the 

difficulty of communication with Genoa.
184

 The revenue generated by the head tax on slaves at 

Caffa dropped, and the tax was auctioned twice per year rather than three times per year as it had 

been in the 1440s.  

In response, Genoa granted control over Caffa to the Casa di San Giorgio, the institution 

which managed the Genoese public debt in addition to various other powers and responsibilities. 

By 1455, Genoa had negotiated a treaty with the Ottomans which permitted its subjects to 

continue conducting trade through the straits, although they were no longer allowed to export 

Muslims as slaves.
185

 Meanwhile the Casa di San Giorgio received promises of security in return 

for annual tribute payments of 300 sommi  to the Crimean khan and 3,000 ducats to the 

Ottomans. This mitigated the fears of the Genoese population and initiated a period of relative 

peace and prosperity, except for a brief scare in 1470 when the Ottoman sultan demanded 8,00 

ducats in tribute because of a dispute between Italian and Ottoman merchants.
186

 The revenue of 

the head tax on slaves at Caffa remained low but fairly steady until 1472, when the records of its 

auction end. Although the Ottomans also granted Venetian merchants access to the Black Sea, 

Venice as a state had a far more hostile relationship with the Ottomans because of Venetian 

concerns about Ottoman incursions into its sphere of influence in the Balkans.
187
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 The final blow fell in 1475. The leader of the Shirin clan invited Ottoman intervention on 

behalf of the Shirin candidate, Mengli-Giray, in a succession struggle within the Crimean 

khanate.
188

 The Ottomans had been seeking an occasion to expand on the northern side of the 

Black Sea and thwart the ambitions of Stephen of Moldavia to the same territory.
189

 They seized 

this opportunity to conquer both Caffa, which passed under direct Ottoman jurisdiction, and the 

Gothic principality of Theodoro, which they placed under the governance of the Crimean 

khanate.
190

 In the days that followed Caffa’s surrender the population was disarmed; “foreigners” 

including Wallachians, Poles, Georgians, and others were imprisoned or killed; and a census was 

taken. Then the Italian inhabitants were required to hand over half the value of their possessions 

in cash. Thousands of Italian boys (estimates range from 1500 to 5000) and hundreds of girls 

(perhaps 450) between the ages of 7 and 20 were taken prisoner. The Greek and Armenian 

populations were exempt from these levies, but all segments of the Caffan population had their 

slaves confiscated, 3000 in total.
191

 Finally, the remaining Italian population was deported by 

ship to Constantinople. The slave trade in Ottoman Caffa did not cease, but passed into the hands 

of Ottoman merchants and evolved to serve the demand of Istanbul rather than Genoa, Venice, or 

Cairo.
192
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The Caucasian Coast: The Eastern Black Sea 

The area east of the Black Sea was linguistically and politically fragmented, religiously 

diverse, and subject to frequent attacks from the steppe to its north.
193

 The central Caucasus 

mountain range, impassable in winter, divided the region. South of the Caucasus was the 

kingdom of Georgia, subdivided by the Surami mountains to form Mingrelia along the Rioni 

river in the west and Iberia along the Kura river in the east. Speakers of a Georgian dialect also 

inhabited Meskhia in the southwest, just east of Trebizond.
194

 North of the Caucasus in the 

Kuban river basin were the Circassians (also known as Adighe and Zichs), an amalgamation of 

tribes who spoke variants of the same language and shared a cultural identity.
195

 Northwest of 

Georgia and south of Circassia along the Black Sea coast was Abkhazia, an area culturally linked 

to Circassia but with its own distinct language. Northeast of Circassia near the Caspian shore 

were the Alans (now Ossetians), the Laz (now part of Daghestan), and others. Slaves from all of 

these communities appear in Italian and Mamluk sources, but Circassians were by far the most 

numerous. 

Georgia was the largest and strongest Caucasian state during the late medieval period. 

However, although the kingdom of Georgia appears in medieval sources, the Georgians as a 

people generally do not. Instead the people were identified as Mingrelians or Iberians according 

to their subregion and dialect. The united kingdom of Georgia emerged in the twelfth century 

with a strong Christian identity. After the loss of Constantinople to the Fourth Crusade in 1204, 

Georgia developed a close alliance with the Byzantine Comnenos dynasty in Trebizond. In the 
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late twelfth and early thirteenth century Georgia expanded to include Abkhazia and parts of 

Circassia as well.
196

 However, in 1236 the Mongols conquered Georgia and ruled it through 

vassal kings for the remainder of the thirteenth century.
197

 A period of relative stability and 

prosperity in the late thirteenth century, 1269-1289, ended with the execution of King Dmitri II 

for backing the losing claimant in a power struggle within the Ilkhanate, the Mongol successor 

state in Persia.  

In the early fourteenth century, Georgia was able to break away from Ilkhanate entirely. 

A sequence of three long-reigning monarchs (Giorgi V, David VII, and Bagrat V) who ruled 

from 1316 to 1395 gave Georgia unity and stability for almost the entire century.
198

 However, 

the era ended with a series of four attacks by Timur. The first attacks in 1386 and 1393 were 

detours on the way to confront Tokhtamish, the khan of the Golden Horde, but the later attacks 

of 1397 and 1403 targeted Georgia directly in order to extract tribute and punish the perceived 

disloyalty of the Georgian king.
199

 The attack of 1397 was especially destructive. Around the 

same time, the Circassian subjects of Georgia revolted. This revolt was put down in 1390 and 

many captives were taken in punitive raids, presumably to be sold as slaves.  

Georgia re-emerged as a united kingdom in 1412 with the marriage of Alexander I, 

prince of Iberia, and Tamar, princess of Mingrelia. Nevertheless, the devastation caused by 

Timur continued to affect the Georgian state.
200

 The trade routes by which goods were 
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transported from Central and East Asia to the Mediterranean had shifted decisively southwards, 

sending the economy of the Caucasus into steep decline. The more powerful noble families were 

able to demand autonomy from the Georgian monarch, who began to retreat from active 

governance. The Circassians revolted successfully in 1424, as did the Mingrelians in 1462. By 

the end of the fifteenth century, Georgia was divided into three kingdoms and several smaller 

principalities. 

The social structure of the Caucasus during this period is often described as feudal.
201

 At 

the top of the hierarchy was the royal and princely class, supported by a noble class which served 

as their vassals and assisted them in governing and fighting. Free and bonded peasants lived in 

the villages; a few mountain villages consisted entirely of free peasants who did not owe 

allegiance to a prince or noble. The lowest level of society consisted of slaves, generally war 

captives, who were either retained for service or taken to market. The Circassian nobility in 

particular were notorious for raiding their neighbors in much the same way as the Tatars of the 

Golden Horde.
202

 It has also been claimed that Circassian fathers had the right to sell their 

children, husbands their adulterous wives, and brothers their unmarried sisters if their parents 

had died.
203

 I have not been able to verify these claims, however.  

Reports of Circassian child sale, especially their willingness to sell children to the 

Mamluks, has been connected with the practice of ataliqate or fostering.
204

 According to this 
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system, children of the princely class between the ages of six and ten might be sent to live with a 

foster father (ataliq) from the noble class, usually a vassal of their biological father. Boys were 

trained in military skills, especially horsemanship, while girls learned skills such as embroidery 

and weaving. Foster parents might also arrange marriages on behalf of their foster children. Girls 

would then join their husband’s family; boys would return to their biological parents in their mid 

to late teens. While there are certainly parallels between mamluk training and ataliqate, western 

European nobles were also known to send their children to foster parents at about the same ages, 

and this practice did not lead to the enslavement of noble European children.
205

 There is also no 

evidence that Circassian child slaves came from princely origins. While Circassian parents may 

indeed have sold their children, any connection to the ataliqate system is purely speculative.  

The Genoese dominated Caucasian trade in slaves as well as other commodities. From 

the early fourteenth century to the Ottoman takeover in the 1470s, there were thirty-nine sites 

with a Genoese presence along the Circassian portion of the coast, as well as substantial 

archeological evidence for their presence inland.
206

 Perhaps the most important Circassian port 

for the Genoese was Copa, located at the mouth of one branch of the Kuban river. The 

Circassians who traded with the Genoese at Copa were interested in salt, raw cotton and cotton 

cloth, rice, soap, incense, spices such as mustard and ginger, carpets, Italian cloth, and sword 
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blades.
207

 In exchange, they exported slaves as well as dried and salted fish, furs, grain, wax, 

honey, saffron, sheep, wood, wine, fruit, caviar, and silver from the mountains. The Genoese 

consul of Copa collected a tax of six aspers on each slave exported.
208

 Lo Vospero (Kerch), on 

the Crimean side of the strait, was also a slave market and the seat of the Latin metropolitan 

bishop for the region.
209

  

Abkhaz and Mingrelian slaves as well as Circassians were sold through the ports of 

Sevastopol (Sukhum), Batum, and Faso at the mouth of the Rioni river, to which the Genoese 

delivered essential supplies of salt.
210

 Sevastopol is the only one of the Caucasian ports for which 

a contemporary description of the slave trade has survived. In 1330, an English Franciscan 

named Peter who had been appointed bishop of Sevastopol wrote a letter to his colleagues at 

home in England in which he described the conditions of his new see. He complained that while 

Latin Christians spent their time in idleness in the West: 

In the east the domain of the Christians is diminished and trampled upon daily and 

maliciously by the Saracens performing now betrayals, now promises, now torments, 

now offerings, now wars by land and by sea, now selling Christians for a price on market 

days, where they are dragged with a rope tied from the tail of a horse to the neck of those 

who are sold, because there is none who will help. Rather this is an idle city in which I, 
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though unworthy, have been appointed by the will of the supreme pontiff, where 

according to a certain rumor one hundred Christian persons are sold to the Saracens, and 

taken to the land of the Saracens, and are made Saracens. Therefore I oppose the 

nefarious business with all my might. Nevertheless those ruling here, although they may 

be Christians, don’t obey me in this or in other things, because with regard to the schism 

they are of the Greeks.
211

 

 

As has appeared previously and will appear again, the aspect of the Black Sea slave trade which 

most distressed contemporaries such as Peter was not the state of slavery itself but the plight of 

Christian slaves in the power of Muslims. The Saracens who made war and brought slaves to 

market were probably Mongols from the Golden Horde or from the Ilkhanate. The local rulers 

who refused to help were Greek Christians and vassals of the king of Georgia, therefore by 

extension vassals of the Ilkhan too.
212

 As a result, they would have been doubly unwilling to 

defer to a Latin Christian bishop.  

  The wording of Peter’s letter about Christians being sold to the Saracens in Sevastopol 

suggests that Mamluk merchants were present in that port and purchased slaves there for export 

directly to the Mamluk state. However, there is also evidence to suggest that Caucasian slaves 

were taken from the smaller Circassian ports to larger markets within the Black Sea before they 

were sold to Mamluk merchants for export.
213
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In the previous chapter, it was shown that the shift away from Tatars and Kipchaks 

towards Circassians and Russians in the Mediterranean slave population occurred in the late 

fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, that it occurred in both the Italian and Mamluk markets 

at roughly the same time, and that the sultan Barqūq’s preference for mamluks from the same 

background as himself was not the decisive factor. If we re-examine the slave populations of 

Genoa and Venice in terms of the percentage of slaves from the Caucasus, including the Abkhaz 

and Mingrelians along with the Circassians, the late fourteenth-century increase is even more 

striking.  
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The change was due to an increase in the supply of the slaves from the Caucasus. It began with 

an influx of captives taken in the suppression of the Circassian revolt by the Georgian monarchy 

in 1390 and in Timur’s attacks later in the decade, but it continued because of the political 

instability of the region throughout the fifteenth century. Without effective lords or states to 

protect them, its inhabitants were vulnerable to predation by their neighbors and by Tatar raiders.  

The Caucasus was particularly attractive as a source of slaves for the Mediterranean 

because of the religious orientation of its population. Outsiders consistently characterized the 

entire region as Greek Christian, but in practice the Mingrelians and Iberians were far more 

thoroughly Christianized than the Abkhaz or Circassians. The Abkhaz and Circassian upper 

classes treated religion as an aspect of political allegiance and were thus flexible about 

professions of faith.
214

 During the period of Georgian rule in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries, the influence of Greek Christianity was strengthened.
215

 A few Circassian princes even 

converted to Latin Christianity during the fourteenth century, an act which should be interpreted 

as a political alignment with Latin Europe and did not imply the mass conversion of their 

subjects.
216

 At the village level, the peasantry retained much of their ancient animist religion with 

a Greek Christian veneer in a manner reminiscent of the early spread of Christianity in northern 

Europe. Abkhaz and Circassian peasants venerated sacred groves and trees decorated with 

crosses. They worshipped Christian figures with attributes borrowed from the older pantheon of 
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deities and spirits.
217

 Comments by travelers and clerics both Latin and Greek about the 

ignorance of local priests in this region signal the same sort of religious syncretism.  

The ambiguous status of the Circassians and the Abkhaz between Greek Christianity and 

paganism made them especially well suited for enslavement in the Mediterranean. Since there 

was no significant Islamic presence in the region until the sixteenth century, they could legally 

be purchased by Mamluk slave owners. As both pagans and schismatics, they were also legally 

enslaveable by Latin Christians. However, those Latin Christian authors who wanted to 

emphasize the extent of the world’s Christian population or bemoan the evils of the enslavement 

of Christians by Muslims could still enjoy the rhetorical benefits of counting the Circassians and 

Abkhaz as Greek Christians. The paradoxical treatment of Circassians and Abkhaz may have 

been enhanced by the fact that coastal communities, those most likely to be visited by 

Mediterranean travelers, were also far more thoroughly Christianized and far less likely to 

produce slaves than inland communities which were less frequently visited, more pagan, and 

more frequently enslaved.  

The Alans, Laz, and Majar were other Caucasian groups that rarely appeared as slaves in 

the Mediterranean, perhaps because they lived closer to the Caspian shore than to the Black Sea. 

Slaves from Majar or Maniar, a city on the Kuma river near modern Budyonnovsk, appear only 

five times in the register of a single Genoese notary in Caffa in 1289-90.
218

 Alan was a generic 

name for tribes of the central mountain region, but it became associated with the speakers of a 
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language in the Persian family who controlled the Dariyal (Dar-i-Alan) mountain pass.
219

 In 

Arabic they were al-Lāwūn or al-Aṣ, and today they are called Ossetians. By the thirteenth 

century they were fully Christianized and seem to have had close relations with Abkhaz 

Christians, but like the Abkhaz they also retained elements of older pagan traditions.
220

 No 

individual mamluk has been identified as of Alan origin, but Alans were included in broad 

descriptions of the mamluk corps and the Mamluk slave population more generally.
221

 Alans also 

appeared in Italian notarial records, mainly in Tana and Caffa but occasionally elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean.
222

 

The Laz lived in the area now known as Daghestan. Islam had been introduced to the 

region in the seventh century and by the tenth century it had become a uniting force in this 

linguistically and ethnically diverse region.
223

 Among the local communities, the Laz claimed 

Arab heritage and were especially revered as propagators of Islam.
224

 They also hosted the 

capital of the biggest late medieval state in the region, Shamkhalat, whose name was derived 

from that of Syria (bilād al-Shām). The Laz appear as slaves only in notarial registers from Caffa 
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and Genoa; there is no evidence of Laz slaves in the Mamluk kingdom.
225

 They are sometimes 

confused with another Daghestani community, the Lazghi, and with another group called the Laz 

located east of Trebizond.
226

  

 To sum up, the major sources of the slaves in the Caucasus region were the Circassian, 

Abkhaz, Mingrelian, and Iberian communities. These groups were more or less united under the 

kingdom of Georgia in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but in the fifteenth century the 

kingdom was divided and its people became more vulnerable to enslavement. Circassian slaves 

were especially common because their community was the most prone to internal raiding for 

slaves and the most resistant to outside religious influence. Although the number of Caucasian 

slaves exported through the ports of Copa and Sevastapol must have been high, this trade is 

poorly documented and difficult to analyse.  

 

The Bulgarian Coast: The Western Black Sea 

While the slave trade on the Caucasian coast has left very few traces in the primary 

sources and has attracted little scholarly attention, Genoese commercial activity along the coasts 

of Bulgaria and Romania is better documented and has become the subject of a rich 

historiography. Two differences between the eastern and western slave trades are immediately 

apparent. The first is a matter of scale; I have found fewer notarial references for Bulgar and 

Wallachian slaves combined (186) than for Abkhaz slaves (210), not to mention Circassians, and 
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I have collected only fifteen notarial documents pertaining to slaves in western ports.
227

 The 

second is a matter of trade circuits. Circassian, Abkhaz, and Mingrelian slaves seem to have been 

sold at local ports, whereas Bulgar and Wallachian slaves were sold in the Aegean and 

transported westward. None of the slaves sold in the western ports of the Black Sea were Bulgars 

or Wallachians. Because of this pattern, factors affecting the enslavement of Bulgars and 

Wallachians inland will be explained first, followed by a discussion of the trade in slaves from 

other places conducted in Bulgarian ports.  

From the late twelfth century until 1393, Bulgaria was an independent tsardom with its 

capital at Trnovo. It had a strong Greek Christian identity, though like Georgia it had its own 

patriarch and was not directly dependent on Constantinople.
228

  In addition to Bulgars, its 

inhabitants included Armenians, Wallachians (associated with modern Romanians) who lived 

along the southern banks of the Danube as well as in their own principality further inland, and 

Cuman Turks who fled to Bulgaria after the Mongol conquest of their kingdom on the Volga in 

the 1230s.
229

 Throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Bulgaria was in regular conflict 

with the Golden Horde over the Danube border, with Byzantium over Thrace and the southwest 

coast of the Black Sea, and with Hungary over the region around Vidin. A group of Tatars under 

the leadership of Nogay broke away from the Golden Horde in 1265 and raided Bulgaria 
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regularly until Nogay’s death in 1299.
230

 This may have been the source of the Bulgar slaves 

who appeared in Caffa and in Crete during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.
231

 

In the aftermath of Nogay’s death a Bulgarian hostage, Theodore Svetoslav, became tsar, 

made peace with the Golden Horde, and received land extending up the coast to Moncastro.
232

 

He also extended Bulgarian authority along the southern coast at the expense of Byzantium, and 

his heirs were able to maintain this territory in peace and prosperity for much of the fourteenth 

century. Trouble began between 1365 and 1370, when the Hungarians occupied the northwest 

and Byzantium retook sections of the southern coastline.
233

 Around the same time, bands of 

Ottoman ghazi warriors began to raid Bulgaria.
234

 The main Ottoman force became involved and 

by 1376, Bulgaria had become a vassal of the Ottoman state. The raids nevertheless continued, 

disrupting agriculture and displacing the population, until the Ottomans decided to annex the 

country entirely in 1393.
235

 The sale of Ottoman captives was certainly responsible for the 

sudden spike in the number of Bulgar slaves in Venice in 1381, as well as higher numbers of 

Bulgars in Venice, Chios, and even Alexandria during the early 1400s.
236

 A Bulgarian uprising 

against the Ottomans in the early fifteenth century may also account for some of these.
237
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Moreover, the crusade organized by King Sigismund of Hungary in response to the loss 

of Bulgaria and other Balkan territories ended in a dramatic defeat at Nicopolis in 1396. Many 

soldiers were killed or taken captive, including a young Bavarian knight named Johann 

Schiltberger who spent years a mamluk before he managed to escape and write an account of his 

experiences in slavery.
238

 The captives from Nicopolis were carried over the straits of Gallipoli 

and then sold rather than being channeled through local ports.
239

 I suspect that most Bulgarian 

captives of the Ottomans were disposed of in the same way.   

The Black Sea coast was never entirely stable during the fourteenth century. The southern 

section, between Constantinople and Mesembria, passed back and forth between Bulgaria and 

Byzantium for most of the fourteenth century, ending up in Ottoman hands in the fifteenth 

century.
240

 The central section, between Varna and the Danube, remained under the control of 

the Bulgarian tsar for much of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and hosted substantial 

communities of Italian merchants.
241

 However, in the 1350s the economic center of gravity 

shifted northward, from Vicina to Kilia.
242

 In the 1360s this region broke away as an independent 
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region called Dobrudja under a series of despots who continued to welcome Italian merchants, 

especially the Genoese.
243

 Dobrudja was annexed by Wallachia in 1390 which was in turn 

conquered by the Ottomans, and the area remained under Ottoman vassals for the duration of the 

fifteenth century.
244

 The northern coast, between the mouth of the Danube and Moncastro, was 

controlled by the Golden Horde except for the period 1299-1321, when it was ceded to the tsar of 

Bulgaria as a vassal.
245

 The Danube remained the southern border of the Golden Horde for some 

time. Even the Ottomans did not pass it until 1475. 

 The major commercial ports along the Bulgarian coast were Sozopol, Mesembria 

(Nesebar), and Varna in the south; Vicina and Kilia in the Danube delta; and Moncastro 

(Maurocastro, Akkerman) at the mouth of the Dniestr. These ports were more important for the 

transfer of eastern goods to the upriver markets of eastern and central Europe than for the export 

of slaves into the Mediterranean.
246

 The exception was Kilia, located on the northern edge of the 

Danube delta at the border between the breakaway Bulgarian region of Dobrudja and the Golden 

Horde. The Genoese notary Antonio di Ponzò recorded fourteen transactions involving slaves at 

Kilia in the years 1360-1.
247

 Two additional slave sales occurred at Mesembria in 1350 and at 
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Licostomo in 1373.
248

 Finally, a privilege granted by the despot of Dobrudja to the Genoese in 

1387 conferred freedom of movement on all Genoese subjects and their families except for their 

slaves, whom the despot reserved the right to detain.
249

  

 The privilege of 1387 might seem to suggest that the slaves in Kilia, Licostomo, and 

Mesembria belonged mostly to the Italian merchant community, but in fact the transactions 

recorded there involved local residents and regional travelers from Moncastro, Pera, 

Constantinople, and the Golden Horde as well as the Italian merchants. The slaves involved were 

Greek, Goth, Russian, Mongol, and Tatar in origin, but none were Bulgars or Wallachians. 

Thirteen of the sixteen transactions were sales. In Kilia, slave sales took place either in the home 

of one of the participants in the sale (the buyer, the seller, a witness, or a banker) or at a banker’s 

bench, usually that of Laurentius Bustarini which the notary Antonio di Ponzò seemed to 

frequent. The slave sale in Licostomo occurred “outside the gate of the castle of Licostomo [and] 

within the ditch.”
250

 Several of the sales were facilitated by interpreters, usually Italians who 

could speak Cuman and Latin mediating sales between visiting Italians and local Tatars or 

inhabitants of Kilia.
251

 In the remaining three transactions, slaves were pledged against loans of 

silver coins or uncoined silver sommi with which the borrowers intended to purchase wax and 

honey.
252

 Two of the three borrowers, Bartholomeus de Lando of Piacenza and Iarchas of Caffa 
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(who sold honey wine from a shop within his house), pledged their homes as well as their slaves. 

This suggests that the loans were substantial and that slaves were among their most valuable 

possessions.  

 Among the buyers and sellers of slaves in Kilia, two patterns stand out. First, all of the 

buyers were citizens of Pera, Genoa, or Venice and therefore likely to export their slaves. Some 

may have been temporary residents of Kilia who wanted slaves for domestic service but 

Bonsegnorio de Murano of Venice and Guillelmo Piloso of Genoa were ship captains, Precival 

Marchexano bought two slaves in September just before the ships for Genoa would be departing, 

and Franciscus de Mezano bought a slave on behalf of his brother Obertus with Obertus’ own 

money.
253

 These five slaves were almost certainly exported.  

Second, five of the sellers were Tatars crossing the border from the Golden Horde into 

Dobrudja to realize the value of their slaves.
254

 Tangareth was selling a Russian woman whom he 

had probably captured in a raid. Thoboch, Themir, and Doach were all identified by their units of 

ten (decena), one hundred (centenarius), and one thousand (miliarius) within the Golden Horde. 

These units are often thought to be military but were also used for administrative purposes, so it 

is not clear whether these men were soldiers by profession.
255

 The Golden Horde was entering a 
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period of political turmoil during the 1360s and so the Tatar slaves sold by Thoboch and Themir 

may have been captives taken in the course of the civil conflict. However, Daoch was selling a 

thirteen-year-old Tatar girl described as “a daughter of a certain slave woman of Daoch 

himself.”
256

 This could mean that Daoch had captured the mother and daughter together, or the 

girl might be Daoch’s own daughter by his slave woman. If the second scenario were correct, 

this contract could be counted as an instance of child sale. The final sale was made by Tandis, a 

Saracen of Moncastro in the territory of the Golden Horde. Tandis was probably not a Tatar 

himself or he would have been described as such, but it is notable that he chose to sell his Tatar 

slave woman in Kilia rather than Moncastro. Perhaps he was traveling for other reasons and 

happened to receive a good offer, or perhaps he hoped to receive a better price from the Italians 

in Kilia than he could have attained home.  

 

The Anatolian Coast: The Southern Black Sea  

 The slave trade in ports on the southern coast of the Black Sea is poorly documented and 

has attracted little scholarly interest. Northern and eastern Anatolia do not seem to have been 

important sources of slaves for the Italian market, and any slaves from that region destined for 

the Mamluks were probably sent by land to Aleppo rather than by sea through the ports. 

However, there is evidence to suggest that the southern ports of the Black Sea served as transit 

points for slaves being taken from the Crimea and the Caucasus to the Mamluk sultanate. Rather 

than shipping these slaves all the way from Caffa, Tana, or Sevastopol to Alexandria, Mamluk 

merchants may have preferred a shorter sea journey to Anatolia followed by a longer land 

journey southwards into Syria.  
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 Trebizond was the most important southern Black Sea port in general terms. The Empire 

of Trebizond, ruled by the Comneni, was one of the Byzantine splinter kingdoms established in 

the wake of the Latin conquest of Constantinople in 1204 and remained an independent state 

until 1461.
257

 It was a key location for access to Tabriz, the capital of the Mongol state in Persia 

as well as a flourishing market for Central and East Asian goods. It enjoyed a stable and 

prosperous agricultural hinterland and good relations with the Anatolian Turkic amirs through a 

series of successful marriage alliances. It also had close connections to Georgia and to the Greek 

communities of the Crimean peninsula.  

Yet despite its substantial Genoese and Venetian mercantile communities, only twelve 

notarial documents related to the slave trade have survived from Trebizond.
258

 Eight of the 

eleven slaves mentioned were Caucasian, suggesting that the market in Trebizond had much 

stronger ties to Sevastopol and Faso than to Caffa or Tana.
259

 Most were purchased by Venetian 

merchants resident in Trebizond, probably for domestic service, but a few were purchased for 

export by merchants from Crete or Venice.
260

 Thus Trebizond should be considered a second-tier 

slave market despite its importance in regional politics and in other areas of commerce. 

Samastro, Sinope, and Simisso were the other candidates for a major slave market on the 

southern coast. During the late medieval period, these ports were ruled by Turkish amirs who 
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were more or less independent of Ottoman and Byzantine authority. Both Venice and Genoa had 

mercantile communities in all three locations.
261

 North-south spurs in the prevailing 

counterclockwise current made it particularly easy to cross from Sinope to the Crimean 

peninsula and back.
262

 Moreover, these small amirates were not mentioned by name in the papal 

and civil bans intended to suppress Christian trade in strategic commodities with the Mamluks, 

the Ottomans, and the Muslim states of Iberia. Delivering slaves to them was technically legal, 

and their own merchants and ships visited Caffa regularly. Finally, their place in the Black Sea 

trade network was complemented by inland connections which would allow goods to be carried 

southward through Anatolia and beyond. As a result, it is plausible that at least some Mamluk 

slaves passed through these Turkish ports on their way from the Crimea to Syria.
263

 

 Demonstrating that Samastro, Sinope, and Simisso were in fact channels for the slave 

trade between the Crimea and Syria is difficult. In 1337, two Mamluk ambassadors traveled to 

the Golden Horde via Simisso (Samsūn) with money to buy slaves.
264

 The best direct evidence 

comes from the Office of St. Anthony in Caffa which taxed Muslim merchants and ships 

exporting slaves and certain kinds of textiles. In 1410-11, the Office of St. Anthony reported the 

export of 310 slaves to Pera versus 1,080 slaves to the southern coast, mainly to Sinope and 

Simisso.
265

 The number of slaves mentioned in the 1441-2 records was smaller but the pattern 

was the same: 22 slaves were sent to Pera versus 626 slaves to the southern coast, mainly to 
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Simisso, Sinope, Samastro, and Carpa.
266

 The slaves in question were always described as 

Saracen, i.e. Muslim, and therefore their export to Muslim ports by Muslim merchants and ship 

captains was entirely legal. The exception was a single shipment of Russian slaves sent from 

Pera to Simisso via Caffa in 1410.
267

  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that both the Genoese and Venetians were involved in 

delivering slaves from northern and eastern ports to the south. In 1385, Venice ordered the 

consul of Tana to stop Venetians from carrying “heads of Saracens and of the men of the Tatar 

empire from the regions of Gazaria and the Sea of Tana to the opposite regions of Turkey, 

namely from place to place, which could easily cause a scandal.”
268

 The word heads (testes) used 

here was commonly used to refer to slaves as cargo, implying that Venetians were transporting 

Muslim slaves from Tana to the southern ports. If these slaves were ultimately intended for 

Mamluk markets, this activity would be in violation of the spirit of the papal bans if not the letter 

and would certainly raise objections. Sometime between 1428 and 1434, the Office of St. 

Anthony also temporarily prohibited the transport of slaves between the Caucasus and Anatolia. 

Unaware of this ban, Battista Matteo of Pera transported twenty slaves from Batum to Limnia 

(near Simisso) and petitioned against the fine he received.
269

 

 The records of the Office of St. Anthony give some sense of the relative importance of 

different groups in conducting this trade. In the records made before 1446, the tax on slaves was 
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paid by the ship captain, while in records made after 1446, the tax was paid by the slave owner 

(presumably the exporting merchant). In 1410-1, the Office of St. Anthony collected a tax on 

slaves from 48 ship captains.
270

 23 of these were Greek (16 from Sinope, Simisso, Samastro, and 

other southern ports), 17 were Genoese, and 8 were Saracen (6 from Sinope). In 1441-2 there 

were 34 ship captains listed of whom 11 were Greek (7 from the south coast), 8 were Genoese, 

and 13 were Muslim (6 from the south coast). In the period 1446-60 there were 20 captains of 

whom 5 were Greek, 2 were Genoese, and 13 were Muslim (7 from the south coast). In other 

words, over the course of the fifteenth century, Turkish Muslims displaced Greeks and Genoese 

in the task of carrying slaves from the north coast of the Black Sea to the south. The records for 

1446-60 also show a strong majority of Muslim merchants involved in the slave trade. Out of100 

merchants, 89 were Muslim (23 from Simisso and 6 from Sinope and Castamon) while only 8 

were Genoese.
271

 After the Ottoman conquest of Caffa in 1475, the Ottoman tax registers 

continued to show Turkish domination of the north-south slave trade.
272

 

 

Conclusion 

 Two routes for exporting slaves from the Black Sea operated during the late medieval 

period. The first route passing through the Bosporus and the Aegean into the Mediterranean was 

dominated by Genoese and Venetian shipping and was used to supply Genoa, Venice, and the 

Mamluks in Alexandria and Cairo. The second route passing across the Black Sea and through 

Anatolia was dominated by Greek and Turkish shipping and was used to supply the Mamluks in 

Aleppo and Damascus.  
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The slaves exported from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean during the late medieval 

period were mostly produced through wars and raids or through sale by their own relatives. 

Regionally specific factors that conditioned the supply of slaves available in the Black Sea at any 

given time have been outlined in detail above. The shift from Tatars to Circassians in the late 

fourteenth century as observed in Chapter Two was caused by the end of the civil war within the 

Golden Horde at around the same time as Circassia broke away from the kingdom of Georgia, 

which itself became impoverished and fragmented during the fifteenth century. Unfortunately 

there is not enough data from the early and mid-fourteenth century to identify longer-term trends. 

Long-distance slave traders rarely went into the hinterland to capture or buy their slaves 

personally. Instead, they tapped into regional slave markets where local merchants as well as 

successful soldiers and impoverished families would bring slaves to realize their value. The 

religious background of these slaves, and therefore the legality of owning them, could not always 

be determined based on their geographical and ancestral origins. In any case, slave traders had 

little incentive to investigate because they were unlikely to be punished by either Mediterranean 

authorities or regional powers within the Black Sea for trafficking in slaves of the wrong 

religion. The following chapter focuses on these slave traders and the regulations which 

constrained their activities.  
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Chapter Four: 

Slave Traders and State Policies 

Previous studies of the merchants responsible for transporting slaves from the Black Sea 

into the Mediterranean have encountered two problems. The first is that historians working with 

Arabic sources have concluded that the slave traders who supplied the Mamluk sultanate were 

primarily Muslims from Mamluk territory or the Crimea,
1
 while historians working with Latin 

sources have found that the Mamluk slave traders were mostly Genoese.
2
 Since these two sets of 

specialists have not read each others’ work, this contradiction has been neither acknowledged nor 

resolved.
3
 A few scholars have argued for the role of Jews in the slave trade, but the evidence to 

support their claims is drawn from the early Middle Ages and not the Mamluk period.
4
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General works of Mediterranean economic and diplomatic history have adopted the idea 

that Italians were the primary suppliers of Black Sea slaves to the Mamluk sultanate.
5
 Because 

the Genoese and Venetians so thoroughly dominated shipping in the eastern Mediterranean as 

well as the Black Sea, they must have been the arbiters of the trade, either as merchants buying 

slaves in the Black Sea and taking them directly to Alexandria to sell or as shipping agents 

providing transport for Muslim slave traders who did the actual buying and selling. Either way, 

the Venetians and Genoese would have gained leverage over the sultan through their control of 

this strategic commodity. They could have used this leverage to drive up the price of slaves, 

extract concessions in other areas of commerce and diplomacy, and weaken the Mamluk state.
6
 

The Genoese in particular have gained a historiographical reputation for unsavory, ruthless, and 

mercenary practices in the slave trade, and thus have borne the brunt of historians’ moral 
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judgments against slavery.
7
 The association of the Black Sea slave trade with rogue merchants, 

ungovernable by either religious or secular authorities and caught up in the profit-seeking, 

capitalistic free-for-all of late medieval Italy, has also provided a way for apologists to reconcile 

the narrative of Christian amelioration with the reality of the late medieval Italian slave trade.
8
 

I argue that no single group of merchants was able to dominate the Mamluk slave trade. 

As the previous chapter has shown, Mamluk, Genoese, and Venetian merchants all had a 

presence in the Black Sea and enjoyed commercial privileges from the regional powers. 

However, Genoese and Venetian merchants in the Black Sea were primarily interested in 

supplying slaves to their own home markets and to their fellow colonies in the Aegean and 

Mediterranean. In addition, the majority of Genoese and Venetian people who bought and sold 

slaves did so opportunistically, either to meet their own need for service, to oblige a friend or 

family member, or to seize an opportunity for profit. Very few specialized in the slave trade or 

traded slaves in large numbers. As a result, there was not a single community of slave traders 

which was able to work together to evade regulatory authorities or to manipulate the supply of 
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slaves in the Mediterranean. If the slave trade granted Genoa or Venice leverage over the 

Mamluk sultanate, merchants were not the ones wielding it.  

Although a few Genoese merchants did participate in the Mamluk slave trade, the Arabic 

sources make clear that most slave traders in the Mamluk market were Muslims of Mamluk, 

Anatolian, or Crimean origin. A subset of these were specialists in the slave trade, and the most 

successful of them enjoyed both great wealth and great prestige. While they certainly took 

advantage of Italian shipping capacity to transport their slaves to Alexandria by sea, they also 

used land routes from Sinope and other ports on the southern coast of the Black Sea to travel into 

the Mamluk sultanate via Aleppo and Damascus. Thus the Mamluks were not entirely dependent 

on either Italian merchants or Italian shipping for their supply of slaves.  

This raises the second problem that has plagued the study of the Black Sea slave trade. 

Slave traders, whether specialists or opportunists, were not operating in an entirely free market. 

Slaves were expensive and therefore an attractive source of tax revenue. They were also 

religiously and politically sensitive commodities and therefore attracted the attention of both 

religious and secular authorities. The institutional constraints in the form of taxes, state 

regulations, and spiritual penalties imposed on the slave trade were numerous, contradictory, 

sometimes ignored, and often unenforced.
9
 Nevertheless, it is essential to view the slave trade 

from within the structure of laws and authorities that governed it.  

From the regulatory perspective, I argue that Venice was not an important actor in the 

Black Sea slave trade because the only points at which it was able to control the slave trade were 

in Venice itself and in its Aegean colonies, especially Crete. The Venetian settlement at Tana 

was a significant source of slaves, but Venice had no jurisdiction over anyone except its own 
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subjects there. In contrast, Genoa had been granted full jurisdiction over Caffa and (from the 

mid-fourteenth century) its adjacent ports along the Crimean coast from Soldaia to Cembalo.
10

 It 

used this power base to exert hegemony over ports and shipping throughout the Black Sea. 

Various offices within the Genoese government took advantage of this to tax and regulate the 

slave trade rather than attempt to halt or monopolize it.
11

 This policy gave the podestà of Genoa 

limited influence over the Mamluk sultan. The Genoese consul in Caffa was able to delay or 

withhold shipments of slaves embarking from Caffa in order extract concessions in other areas of 

trade or diplomacy, but over-interference in the Mamluk slave trade would have led to retaliation 

against the Genoese communities of Alexandria and Damascus and risked imperiling their 

mutually profitable trade in other goods such as textiles and spices. Genoa chose to wield this 

limited influence to prevent the export of Christian slaves to the Mamluks, with partial success.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Byzantine emperor ceded his power to regulate 

the slave trade through the Bosporus in the late thirteenth century. The Ottoman sultan reclaimed 

this authority after taking Constantinople in 1453, but, like the Genoese, used it in a limited way 

to ban the export of co-religionists. The khan of the Golden Horde (and the Crimean khanate in 

the fifteenth century), having ceded his jurisdiction over Caffa, was unable to intervene in the 

slave trade without first attacking the city. This did happen occasionally.  

The Mamluk sultan did not have jurisdiction over the source of slaves in the Black Sea or 

the routes along which slaves were commonly transported. However, as the greatest single 

consumer of slaves in the late medieval Mediterranean, the sultan was able to shape the Black 

Sea slave trade by employing some slave traders as agents and using incentives to influence the 
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behavior of others. These incentives included high prices, gifts, honors, and privileges in other 

areas of commerce. As the overland Silk Road from China to Anatolia and the Black Sea became 

unsafe in the mid to late fourteenth century, the alternate route through the Red Sea grew more 

important, and privileges granted by the Mamluk sultan for the Alexandria trade became 

correspondingly more valuable. The sultan was able to use the desire of foreign merchants to 

participate in this trade in order to negotiate treaties protecting Mamluk merchants, including 

slave traders, elsewhere. When the slave trade was disrupted, the sultan was able to punish the 

parties responsible by retaliating against their subjects who were already resident in Mamluk 

territory and by cutting them off from the Alexandria trade. Such a response was not risky for the 

Mamluk sultan because the Mamluk slave market was not as dependent on Italian merchants or 

shipping as has often been assumed. Mamluk merchants were active in the Black Sea slave trade 

throughout the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries, and they had access to overland 

routes from Sinope to Aleppo in addition to the sea routes controlled by the Italians. Thus, 

although the sultan did not have direct regulatory authority over the Black Sea slave trade, he 

was able to use his own demand for slaves and his jurisdiction over the trade in spices and other 

eastern goods at Alexandria to indirectly manipulate the Black Sea slave trade.  

This chapter, therefore, focuses on the merchants who became involved in the Black Sea 

slave trade and the institutional constraints placed on them by secular powers, especially Genoa 

and the Mamluk sultanate. The constraints enacted by religious powers are discussed elsewhere: 

religious laws governing slavery and the slave trade in general have already been discussed in 

Chapter One, and attempts to control the late medieval Black Sea slave trade specifically will be 

addressed in Chapter Six.  
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Slave Traders in the Italian Market 

Genoese and Venetian merchants traded slaves in much the same way that they traded 

other commodities. Very few of them dealt exclusively in slaves, and those who chose to dabble 

in the slave trade could do so in a number of ways. Some people bought or captured slaves for 

their own use and transported them personally from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean. Others 

purchased slaves in the Black Sea as agents, formal or informal, on behalf of their friends, 

relatives, and business partners and then arranged transportation to the appropriate 

Mediterranean destination. Merchants resident in the Black Sea as agents for a partnership or 

company might deal in slaves as part of a diverse portfolio of Black Sea commodities and 

investments. All of these people would transport their slaves on the same ships, whose captains 

and crew might also seize the opportunity to pick up a few slaves in the Black Sea for later sale 

in the Mediterranean.   

Individuals who traveled back and forth between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 

were able to procure their own slaves without resorting to a merchant. These cases tend to 

involve just one or two slaves at a time, since Italian households rarely kept more slaves than 

that. Pero Tafur, a nobleman and traveler from Cordoba, visited Caffa in the 1430s and 

purchased three slaves for himself, two female and one male.
12

 The Venetian notary Benedetto 

Bianco returned after several years in Tana with a slave for his own use.
13

 The collection register 

for the tax on slave sales in Genoa in 1449 named thirty-nine individuals who imported slaves to 

Genoa during that year for their own use and thus were not required to pay the tax.
14

 Thirty of 
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them had imported only one slave. It was also possible to acquire slaves by capturing them 

directly. For example, the Venetian Nicolaus Marino owned a Bulgar man “whom I, the said 

Nicolaus, won from a certain ship of the Turks, captured at that time by the fleet of the custodian 

of the Gulf, whose captain was Domenicus Michael, in the waters of Gallipoli.”
15

  

Formal legal agents, known as procurators, could be designated to carry out the purchase, 

shipment, or sale of slaves on behalf of their principal. Slave sales could be conducted by special 

procurators designated for this specific purpose or by general procurators empowered to conduct 

a variety of legal transactions.
16

 The act of designating a special procurator to sell a slave was 

worded as follows: “you will have full power and ability for me and in my name to sell, alienate, 

and deliver all and each of my male and female slaves to whomever wishes to buy [them] and 

then to request an instrument of sale, also to receive the price and to make promises concerning 

the preservation of indemnity and defense, and to obligate me and my possessions on behalf of 

the things previously mentioned, and the ability to make contracts and to make promises.”
17

 This 

document was unusual because it designated a woman, Clara, the wife of Iohannis Betti, as the 

special procurator. In 1444, Marcus de Benedictus acknowledged receipt of an eight- or nine-

year-old Tatar slave girl in Venice.
18

 The receipt was necessary since his designated procurator, a 
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ship’s scribe named Benedictus Nigro, had died in Constantinople and the slave was delivered by 

a Venetian spice seller instead. Special procurators could also be designated to pursue fugitive 

slaves, but that aspect of their powers will not be discussed here. The primary attraction of 

buying a slave overseas through a procurator seems to have been price. Nicolaus de Ponzo, a 

Genoese notary in Caffa, purchased a slave on behalf of a smith in Genoa for half the price he 

would have paid at home.
19

 

Informal agents in the Black Sea, those without a legal document defining their roles or 

powers, also filled requests for slaves from their family members, friends, and business 

associates in the Mediterranean. These requests tended to be made and discussed in the context 

of personal letters. For example, the fourteenth-century merchant Nicholleto Gata purchased a 

slave woman named Caterina in Tana to serve his wife at home in Venice. He arranged for 

another merchant, Marco Muxe, to transport Caterina to Venice. Then he wrote to a third 

merchant and regular business partner, Pignol Zuchello, asking him to pay Caterina’s travel 

expenses out of his recent profits or out of money which he would send via the state-sponsored 

galleys (muda).
20

 In his next letter, Nicholleto complained that the expenses for Caterina were 

much higher than for a male slave whom he had sent five years ago, but apparently the new slave 

woman had nevertheless been safely delivered to his wife through these informal channels.
21

 

Sometimes such deliveries failed. In 1395 Bartolomeus de Ventura, the bishop of Caffa, tasked 
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the ship captain Iohannis Marihonum with delivering two slaves to Antonius de Ventura in 

Genoa, but one of them leaped from the ship and fled inland into Turkish territory.
22

  

Additional examples of acquiring slaves through informal agents abound. In the late 

fourteenth century, the Pratese merchant Francesco Datini acquired a Black Sea slave from 

Venice with the help of a correspondent there who became frustrated with his impatience: 

I am informed about the little slave girl you want, and about the age and everything. And 

it seems to me that for the time being you could not be well served because for a long 

time none has come from Romania, and at present anyone who has any, keeps them. 

Despite this I am still trying to find one, and I have others trying so far as possible, so 

that you may be served. I am telling you what we are doing – but for the time being I 

have little hope to succeed. Whenever ships come from Romania, they should carry some 

[slave girls]; but keep in mind that little slave girls are as expensive as the grown ones, 

and there will be none that does not cost 50 to 60 florins if we want one of any value. If 

we find one, we shall do our best.
23

  

 

In 1366, Viviano de Hugolino of Florence received a permit to export one female slave from 

Venice to Bologna. Viviano “had caused [her] to be purchased in Tana with the thought and 

intention of sending her to Bologna for his service.”
24

 Another Venetian merchant, Biagio 

Dolfin, purchased a slave in Alexandria for his brother Nicolo in Venice.
25

 At the time of 
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Biagio’s death he had received 29 ducats to buy a second slave for another associate in Venice 

but had not yet found a suitable one. Christoforo Guardia of S. Romolo failed to deliver five 

slaves from Caffa, two meant for Franciscus Draperio in Pera and three for Michael Capellino in 

Genoa.
26

 The two male slaves intended for Draperio fled during a plague outbreak on the ship 

while it was still in the Black Sea and one of the slaves intended for Capellino died of plague in 

Pera. Afraid to lose the other two slaves as well, Guardia decided to sell them in Pera and recoup 

their value.  

 These agents sometimes kept slaves intended for others in their own households for 

significant periods of time, blurring the line between agent and owner. In a letter of 1384 from 

another of Franceso Datini’s correspondents, he reported that “I had to buy two slaves for a 

friend of mine and he ordered them beautiful. And so I bought him two young girls, one of 

twenty years of age and the other eleven or twelve. And so I kept them here in the house in our 

Caterina our servant's company for around ten days and the younger of twelve years of age never 

left me for a single night. The other I gave to our young man who stays with us who is called, 

that is he is nicknamed, the Grater.”
27

 While awaiting delivery, the two slaves spent their days 

under the supervision of the free servant Caterina, perhaps learning domestic skills or mastering 

the language. At night the younger girl was kept at home, presumably to protect her from the 

sexual exploitation to which the older woman was exposed by spending the night with “the 
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Grater.” Using the labor and bodies of slaves during the interval between purchase and delivery 

was apparently not an issue.   

 All of the examples so far have been individuals, some merchants and some not, who 

purchased slaves for their own immediate use or for delivery to their friends and relatives. 

Although they played an important role in moving slaves from the Black Sea into the 

Mediterranean, they cannot accurately be described as slave traders. Slave traders were those 

who purchased slaves with the intention of selling them again later for a profit. Slave traders 

operating on a small scale traded just a few slaves at a time. For example, Andreas de Orto and 

Bernardo de Lambertis each bought one slave in Caffa in 1290 and sold them in Genoa in 

1291.
28

 The Venetian notary Benedetto Bianco purchased three slaves during his stay in the 

newly reopened port of Tana and sold them upon his return to Venice in late 1363 and early 1364 

for a total of 72 ducats and 20 grossi.
29

 Thirty-three other slaves recently imported from Tana 

were also sold in Venice between 1363 and 1366, including four sold by Tixius Ziriola, three by 

Iohannes de Viventiis of Verona, three by Marcus Zacharia, three by Matheus Mudazo of 

Candia, and two by Nicolaus de Tran.  

 Forms of commercial agency and partnership used for other commodities were also 

applied to the slave trade. Thus the commenda contract, in which one party contributed capital, 

the other party contributed labor, and they shared the profits in a ratio agreed beforehand, could 

be used to arrange a joint investment in slaves as well as other goods. In 1395, Ambrosius 

Rubeus entered a commenda with Petrus de Seputio. Petrus gave Ambrosius “one piece of cobalt 

blue cloth” worth 18 lire and 10 soldi, which Ambrosius was to bring to Caffa on the galley of 

                                                 
28

 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 1:298. I have records only for the Caffa transactions. Michel Balard, Gênes et 

l'Outre-Mer (Paris: École des Hautes  Études en Sciences Sociales, 1980), 1:371-72, doc. 889 for Andreas de Orto 

and 1:312-13 doc. 780 for Bernardo de Lambertis.  

 
29

 ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.19, N.7, reg. 3, fols. 2r, 3r, 4r. 
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Iohannes Lomellinus and sell there. Using the proceeds of the sale, Ambrosius would purchase 

“one male or female slave from 14 to 16 years in age” and return to Genoa on the same galley. If 

necessary, he could choose a different ship for the return voyage or invest in other goods if 

slaves were not available.
30

 In 1478, a societas was formed in which one party was to transport 

two slaves from Genoa to Catalonia, sell them, and reinvest the money in other goods.
31

 In 1317 

Ianninus de Aste and Nicolaus de la Porta de S. Donato, two Genoese merchants in Candia who 

had formed an association through a contract de compania, chose to arbitrate their differences, 

including a decision to split the value of seven slaves who belonged to the partnership but which 

were in the possession of Ianninus.
32

 

 Wholesale slave traders, those dealing in more than ten slaves at a time, were rare. 

Francesco Draperio, a Genoese merchant active in the eastern Mediterranean in the mid-fifteenth 

century, sold five hundred slaves through his agent Niccolò de Sestri.
33

 During the same period 

he also invested in grain, wine, alum, and the tax farms on alum, soap, cotton, and carob. When 

Paganino Doria arrived in Pera with 766 slaves captured in a raid on Heraclea, most of them 

(656) were sold through only three merchants: Bartolomeo Lercari of Genoa, Antonio 

Pallavicino of Genoa, and Enrico di Rustico of Messina.
34

 However, references to ten or more 

slaves in the hands of a single trader are rare, and it is often difficult to determine whether they 

came from the Black Sea or elsewhere. The greatest number of slaves I have found in the 
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possession of one trader was 26. Marcus Sinortum Siculum of Messana paid tax to the commune 

of Caffa for 26 slaves in 1447.
35

 Ambrosio de Benedetto shipped 24 Abkhaz slaves from the 

Caucasus to the Genoese colony of Chios in 1455, but 8 died en route.
36

 

 A few Genoese documents refer to the profession of revenditor sclavorum, a retail seller 

of slaves. Nicolaus de Sancto Georgio was described as a revenditor sclavorum in Caffa in 1381, 

as were Facinus de Sancto Salvatore and Giovanni de Campi in Genoa in 1393 and 1405-9 

respectively.
37

 Another obvious candidate was Domenicus de Florentia, son of the late Benzo, 

citizen of Venice and inhabitant of Tana, who sold 44 slaves in 40 transactions from September 

1359 to September 1360.
38

 Domenicus was never recorded purchasing a slave in Tana during 

this period but did sell a few slaves “with all rights in documents and in writing,” suggesting that 

at least some of his purchases were documented and therefore that he acquired them elsewhere or 

used a different notary.
39

  

 The importation of slaves from the Black Sea in ones and twos, and even in tens and 

twenties, may not seem adequate to account for a population of 2,000-3,000 slaves in each city.
40

 

Statements of cargo illustrate how these small numbers could accumulate. Each ship captain 

arriving in the port of Genoa had to present a shipping manifest to the customs officials (consules 
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maris) and receive written authorization to load and unload cargo.
41

 The ship’s scribe was 

responsible for providing this manifest. The customs officials would determine the taxes owed 

on the goods listed in the manifest and record them in a register in the presence of the merchants 

to whom they belonged. Genoese merchants had six months after the date of arrival to pay their 

taxes, while foreign merchants and Genoese exempt from direct taxation could pay through the 

ship captain. Slaves were among the goods subject to the customs tax (carato del mare).
42

 Ships 

embarking and disembarking slaves in Genoa were also required to notify the tax farmer of the 

one florin tax on slave sales, who would require a list of the number of slaves on board and the 

names of their owners to forestall tax evasion.
43

  

Long-distance private shipping was conducted by independent captain-owners. The 

Genoese preferred nave or cocche (cogs), while the Venetians used both cogs and large galleys.
44

 

Large cargoes of slaves on private ships could be assembled in two ways.
45

 The first was rental: 

the captain would rent his ship and his services to a single merchant or group of merchants for a 

specific itinerary. The second was mixed-cargo: in this system, the captain would set his own 

itinerary and accumulate a heterogeneous cargo from numerous merchants with goods on hand. 

At each stop along the captain’s itinerary, some goods would be unloaded and other goods would 
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be found to take their place. The rental system would make the most sense for wholesale traders 

seeking to ship large numbers of slaves to a single destination. For smaller numbers of slaves, a 

mixed-cargo ship would work just as well and appears to have been the norm.  

For example, according to the register of the one-florin tax on slave sales in 1449, the 

total number of slaves imported to Genoa by sea in that year was 170.
46

 The ship of Antonius 

and Augustinus de Pinu delivered 102 of these slaves in the possession of 23 merchants.
47

 As the 

table below shows, merchants with just one or two slaves tended either to keep them for personal 

use or sell them. Merchants with a moderate number of slaves tended to diversify. Raynaldus de 

Lagneto had three slaves on the ship of which he sold one, delivered one to the lawyer on whose 

behalf he had purchased her in Caffa, and kept one for his own use. Branca Cataneus, listed with 

six slaves, delivered three to the owners for whom he had acted as agent, sold two, and shipped 

one onwards to Barcelona. The two merchants with large numbers of slaves tended to sell or re-

export them, although they did keep one and deliver a few as agents. Only a third of the total 

number of slaves imported on this ship were destined for retail sale to buyers in Genoa.  

Table 4.1  Slaves per Merchant on a Mixed-Cargo Ship 

Slaves per 

Merchant 

Merchants 

(Slaves) 

Percentage 

Kept 

Percentage 

Sold 

Percentage 

Delivered 

Percentage 

Re-Exported 

Percentage 

Unreported 

1-2 slaves 10 (12) 50% (6) 17% (2) - 17% (2) 17% (2) 

3-6 slaves 11 (44) 25% (11) 34% (15) 20% (9) 2% (1) 18% (8) 

6< slaves 2 (46) 2% (1) 43% (20) 15% (7) 28% (13) 11% (5) 

Total 23 (102) 18% (18) 36% (37) 16% (16) 16% (16) 15% (15) 

 

 Slaves transported on mixed-cargo ships mingled not only with slaves belonging to other 

merchants, but also with other kinds of goods. In 1445, the customs office of Genoa recorded 

that the ship of Ieronimus Catanus had arrived from the east with 36 slaves as well as 
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consignments of alum, mastic, cotton, wool, pepper, ginger, sugar, gallnuts, rice, wood, and 

other items.
48

 These 36 slaves belonged to 15 different people. Most had only one or two slaves 

but Iacobus de Segnorio had five, Vincentius Pagetinus had six, and Barnabus Ronellus had nine. 

All 36 seem to have come from Chios, but they were unloaded at various points along the route 

including Naples, Gaeta, and Genoa. At the other end of the spectrum was the ship of Petrus 

Lomellini, which sailed from Rhodes to Syracuse in 1445.
49

 Although this ship also carried a 

variety of goods (alum, grain, malvasy wine, cloth, and slaves), it did not make many stops and 

the merchants it served appear to have been Catalan wholesalers. The ship carried a total of 74 

slaves belonging to five merchants, all of whom shipped no other goods besides slaves and three 

of whom shipped slaves in unusually large numbers (19, 23, and 29).  

 Mixed-cargo ships like those of Ieronimus Catanus and Antonius and Augustinus de Pinu 

rarely carried more than one hundred slaves. The de Pinu cargo of 102 slaves was among the 

largest reported for a single ship from the Black Sea, along with a group of 100 female slaves 

that arrived in Venice in 1416 and a shipment of 114 slaves on a single ship from Cimbalo to 

Chios in 1455.
50

 Reports of more than one hundred slaves usually applied to convoys rather than 

single ships. So the 306 slaves from Tana expected in Venice in 1402 were due to arrive on three 

cogs, and the 400 slaves from Tana forced to disembark in Istria rather than Venice because of 

persistent bad weather were also carried on multiple ships.
51
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 Venetian merchants sending slaves from Tana to Venice had an additional shipping 

option. From the early fourteenth century, Venice ran a convoy system of government-sponsored 

galleys known as the muda. These galleys, equipped by the Venetian arsenal and divided into 

groups of three to five, were assigned specific destinations (Alexandria, Jerusalem, the Barbary 

coast, Flanders, etc.) and the right to load them with cargo was auctioned.
52

 The winners of the 

auction had to be approved by the Senate or Great Council. Then they would set up benches in 

the Piazza S. Marco to recruit crews and arrange business with other merchants. When needed, 

Venetian naval vessels accompanied these convoys to protect them.  

The galleys bound for the Black Sea were collectively called the Romania galleys. Their 

usual destinations were Constantinople, Trebizond, and Tana, and slaves were certainly among 

their return cargo.
53

 Nicolo Bono, a Venetian notary on one of the Romania galleys in 1363, 

recorded slave sales in Tana, Modon, and Venice.
54

 Paulo Nani, captain of one of the Romania 

galleys in 1363, bought two slaves in Tana, one for himself and another as an agent, as well as a 

third slave in Negroponte.
55

 Other muda captains who purchased slaves in Tana were Andreolo 

de Bernardo in 1359 (three slaves) and Andrea Gradenigo in 1360 (one slave).
56

 Bertucio 

Loredano, another of the muda captains in 1360, bought a slave in Tana as the agent of Bertucio 
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Cornar, a Venetian noble.
57

 However, the muda system was very conservative in its risk 

assessment, and as a result the galleys did not pass the Bosporus at all in certain years.
58

 

Whether on a mixed-cargo cog or a Venetian muda galley, shipping slaves required the payment 

of freight charges (naulo) and living expenses.
59

 Freight could be charged at a customary rate 

according to the value or weight of the merchandise to be shipped, or it could be charged as a 

fixed sum if a group of merchants rented an entire ship. In 1303, the freight charge and living 

expenses of a slave shipped from Pera to Genoa was 4 lire.
60

 The table below shows the freight 

charge for slaves, 6 lire and 10 soldi per head, in comparison to other goods on a ship bound 

from Chios to Genoa in 1462.
61

 Since most of the other freight charges are given by weight, the 

freight charge by weight for a slave weighing 130 pounds (1.24 cantars) would be 5 lire and 5 

soldi, equivalent to 524 pounds of sugar or 786 pounds of rice.
62

 A Genoese ship carrying slaves 

from the Caucasus to Chios in 1455 charged 1 ducat per slave (about 2 lire and 10 soldi).
63

 This 

covered the freight charge as well as living expenses. For his cargo of 24 Abkhaz women and 

children, the captain provided biscuits, cheese, fish, a barrel of wine (malmsey), and some cloth 

for making clothes.  
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Table 4.2  Freight Charges from Chios to Genoa, 1462 

Commodity Freight Rate Units 

Cotton 1 lire   5 soldi cantar 

Spices 1 lire   1 soldo cantar 

Wool          16 soldi cantar 

Lead            8 soldi cantar 

Copper          10 soldi cantar 

Rice          14 soldi cantar 

Gall nuts          17 soldi cantar 

Wax          16 soldi cantar 

Caviar, salted sturgeon, salted meat          16 soldi cantar 

Slaves 6 lire 10 soldi per head 

Silk 3 lire cantar 

Crimson           10 soldi cantar 

Carpets 1 ducat cantar 

Sugar, Lacquer, Indigo 1 lire    1 soldo cantar 

Fur, Gold, Gems, Silk cloth, Camelhair, Fine cloth 1.5% by value 

 

In 1423, the Venetian Senate fixed the cost of transporting a slave from Tana to Venice at 

9 ducats and from Constantinople to Venice at 7 ducats.
64

 These figures included both the freight 

charge and living expenses. Transport costs had undergone a marked increase from 1395 when 

the executors of the estate of Pietro Stornello, a Venetian merchant based in Tana, designated an 

agent to ship seven female slaves back to Venice along with the rest of Stornello’s goods 

(including silk, jewels, and rhubarb).
65

 The slaves were transported on the ship of Laurentio 

Dono, who charged only 3 grossi for all seven slaves in addition to 3 percent of the value of two 

of the slaves (which he calculated at 3 soldi). The total freight charge from Tana to Venice was 

therefore 3.15 grossi or .175 ducats.
66

 In addition, Bernardo Pilloto kept all slaves in his 

possession for three days and charged 2 soldi and 7 denari for their living expenses. Yet within a 
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month of their arrival in Venice, one of the slaves had been sold for the price of 3 grossi, 4 soldi, 

and 1 denari, fully covering the freight charge for all seven.
67

  

To conclude, it should be emphasized that the roles of owner, agent, trader, wholesaler, 

retailer, and ship captain in the slave trade were not mutually exclusive. Giacomo Badoer, a 

Venetian merchant resident in Constantinople from 1436 to 1439, dealt in slaves at every level.
68

 

He bought two slaves for his own use and rented out the services of a third. In early summer and 

late autumn, when Black Sea slaves were being shipped through the straits, he bought larger 

numbers of slaves on behalf of others. Of these slaves, some were purchased on behalf of 

merchant companies of which Badoer was a member and were shipped on behalf of those 

companies to Venice, Majorca, and Crete, including one especially large lot of 182 slaves for 

Majorca. Others Badoer bought with his own funds and then resold, either in lots (4-17 slaves) to 

other traders or in ones and twos for personal use by his friends and business partners. This 

flexibility was typical of the late medieval Italian slave trade.  

 

The Scale of the Italian Slave Trade 

 We have seen that the trade in slaves was highly fragmented, with individual merchants 

often trading slaves in ones and twos and individual ship captains often transporting slaves in the 

dozens rather than hundreds. We have also seen that many of the slaves imported to Venice and 
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Genoa were not destined for the retail market, but were meant for personal use or for direct 

delivery to their new owners. A different way to approach the question of scale is to consider 

how many slaves were bought and sold in the retail markets of Venice and Genoa without 

attempting to separate those imported or exported from those who remained in Italy.
69

 

 Conveniently, Genoa instituted a one-florin tax on the sale and transfer of slaves in 1380, 

a year before the half-florin tax on slave possession analyzed in Chapter Two.
70

 Both taxes were 

used to finance the interest on government debt accumulated during the Chioggia War (which 

ended in 1381). This one-florin tax, so called because the buyer and the seller each paid one 

florin for a total of two florins per slave, came under the purview of the Casa di San Giorgio in 

the early fifteenth century. Registers for the years 1413, 1447, and 1449 have survived.
71

 The tax 

applied to gifts and other transfers of slaves and therefore was not strictly a sales tax, but it 

permits us to estimate the number of slaves that changed hands annually in Genoa.  

 Before examining the data, a few additional observations about the one-florin tax are in 

order. First, although certain people were listed as buyers and sellers of slaves four or five times 

in one year, each transaction involved only one or two slaves. This corresponds with the pattern 
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Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 147-164, who reminds us that the Genoese fiscal year began on Feb. 2 rather than 

Jan. 1. The 1413 register has entries from 1414, but these are delayed payments for transfers carried out in 1413. 
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of many individuals shipping slaves in small numbers. Second, although the buyer and seller 

were each supposed to pay one florin on their transaction, in some cases one party (either the 

buyer or the seller) would pay both florins. Agreements to this effect appear occasionally in sale 

contracts and were presumably negotiated as part of the price.
72

 This was likely a matter of 

convenience, especially in cases where one party was a foreigner and therefore less familiar with 

the tax system. If one party was exempt from the tax, the other was responsible for both florins.
73

  

Table 4.3  Slaves Sold per Year in Genoa 

Year Sales (Transactions)
 74

 Slaves Sold Sales Not In Register 

1413 130 (130) 136 6 

1447 140 (143) 141 9 

1449 107 (111) 112 10 

 

These figures suggest that 100-150 slaves were sold each year in Genoa. However, the surviving 

one-florin collection registers are only partial records because they contain cross-references to 

additional lost registers. This is confirmed by the fact that sales appear in the notarial records for 

these years which were not recorded in the surviving tax registers, as noted in the table above. 

However, tax farmers’ bids for the one-florin tax can be used as a check on the collection 

registers if we assume (as in Chapter Two) that the bids of the tax farmers represented roughly 

70 percent of the total yield for each tax.
75

 

                                                 
 
72

 “The said buyer Antonius promised to the said seller that he would pay his part in every direct tax imposed on 

account of the said slave.” “Dictus Anthonius emptor promixit dicte venditore solvere partem suam omnia avaria 

inposita occasione dicte sclave.” ASG, Not. Ant. 367, fol. 153r, dated 16 October 1383. In Amerigo D’Amia, 

Schiavitù romana e servitù medievale (Milan: Ulrico Hoepli, 1931), 263-64, doc. 55 the price does not include taxes. 
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 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 148.  

 
74

 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 152 counted 218 sales in the year 1413. In 1447, the excluded transactions 

included two gifts (ASG, Casa di San Giorgio, N.185,00624, fols. 3v and 10v), an exchange of two slaves recorded 

as a single transaction (Ibid., fol. 25v), and a sale of two slaves recorded as a single transaction (Ibid., fols. 21v-23r). 

In 1449, the excluded transactions included two slaves given as a dowry gift (ASG, Casa di San Giorgio, 

N.185,00625, fols. 23v-24r), a sale in Chios (Ibid., fols. 15v and 17v), a sale in Savona (Ibid., fol. 21v), and a sale in 

Tunis (Ibid., fol. 24v). Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 152 counted 110 transfers in 1449.  
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The peak in 1383-1394 corresponds to 634-686 slaves transferred per year, but those years seem 

to have been an aberration. The high transaction rate may be linked to an influx of slaves 

between the end of the Chioggia war, which ended in 1381, and the arrival of Timur in the Black 

Sea region, which would have severely disrupted trade for several years.
76

 The low points in 

1421-1423 (149-289 transfers per year) and 1436 (150 transfers) were probably related to 

outbreaks of the plague that would have killed slaves and slave owners as well as causing some 
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 The fourteenth-century data comes from Balard, La Romanie génoise, 2:829. I checked it against ASG, Casa di 

San Giorgio, N.185,15002, fol. 5v for 1380 and fol. 25v for 1381; N.185,15006, fol. 26v for 1387. The fifteenth-

century data comes from Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 149-150. I checked it against archival records for the 

following years: ASG, Casa di San Giorgio, N.185,15072, fol. 5 for 1422; fol. 27 for 1423; fol. 41 for 1424; fol. 44 

for 1425; fol. 63 for 1426; fol. 79 for 1427; fol. 96 for 1428; fol. 110 for 1429; fol. 119 for 1430; fol. 144 for 1431; 

fol. 150 for 1432; fol. 170 for 1433 and 1434. There were discrepancies in 1422 (I read 505 lire and Gioffrè read 500 

lire), in 1425 (I read 580 lire and Gioffrè read 560), in 1429 (I read 505 lire and Gioffrè read 550), and in 1432 (I 

read 855 lire and Gioffrè read 851). The Genoese florin of account was equivalent to 25 soldi or .8 lire. Spufford, 

Handbook, 109-115. Gioffrè had used this rate in his analysis of the half-florin tax, but for the one-florin tax he 

switched toa rate of.75 lire per florin without comment or explanation. I use the rate of .8 lire per florin in my 

analysis of both taxes, and thus my estimates of slave numbers differ from those of Gioffrè.  

 
76

 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 2:830.  
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survivors to leave the city temporarily.
77

 The median level of trade before 1446 was 360 transfers 

per year, with particular volatility in the 1420s and 1430s. In the 1450s decline set in, ranging 

from 186 transfers per year in 1456 to only 43 transfers per year in 1472. A major factor in this 

decline was probably the insecurity of Italian shipping in the Bosporus in the years leading up to 

the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 and subsequent Ottoman regulation of exports 

from the Black Sea. The ratio of slave rentals to slave sales in the notarial registers was much 

higher in the second half of the fifteenth century than in the first half, perhaps in compensation 

for the smaller number of slaves sold after the 1450s.
78

  

The tax farmers’ bids and the actual taxes collected can only be compared in 1413. The 

1413 one-florin tax collection register records the transfer of 130 slaves, while the 1413 bid of 

760 lire for the one-florin tax suggests that 434 slaves were transferred in that year. However, the 

1413 collection register may be the only survivor of two or three such registers for that year. 

Although the tax farmers’ bids for 1447 and 1449 have not survived to be compared with the tax 

collection registers for those years, the figures of 143 transfers for 1447 and 111 transfers for 

1449 fall neatly within the decline from 279 transfers in 1446 and 83 transfers in 1451, as shown 

in the chart below. The combination of data from these two sources suggests that the contraction 

of the market in the late 1440s and early 1450s happened in stages and not as a sudden plunge.  

                                                 
 
77

 This was discussed in relation to the half-florin tax.  

 
78

 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 94 observed this pattern. I counted 59 rentals and 492 sales in Genoa between 

1400 and 1449, versus 176 rentals and 526 sales between 1450 and 1499. 
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Venice also collected customs taxes and special taxes on the import and export of slaves, 

but there was apparently no tax on the sale of slaves within Venice. Slaves imported to Venice 

on non-Venetian ships were taxed at ten ducats per slave, and Pero Tafur was threatened with the 

confiscation of three slaves he had purchased in Tana.
79

 In order to export a slave from Venice, 

the owner had to seek permission from the Quarantia Criminal before 1368, the capisestieri or 

heads of the city quarters between 1368 and 1439, or the magistrates delle rason vecchie after 

1439. The appropriate authority would collect a fee and issue a bulleta, a written export license.
80

 

A number of slaves were sold “with bulleta in hand” (cum bulleta in manu), meaning that the fee 

                                                 
79

 B. Cecchetti, “La donna nel medioevo a Venezia,” Archivio veneto 31 (1886): 325; Tafur, Travels and 

Adventures, 157-58. Tafur was told that only Venetian subjects were allowed to import goods from the Black Sea, 

but he appealed and was permitted to keep his slaves because they were for his own use and not for sale.  

 
80

 Cecchetti, “La Donna,” 325; Lane, Venice, 133; D’Amia, Schiavitù romana, 191; Bauden, “L'achat d'esclaves,” 

298; Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise,” 117; Verlinden, L’Esclavage, 2:664 and 672; Pompeo 

Molmenti, La storia di Venezia nella vita privata dalle origini alla caduta della repubblica (Bergamo: Istituto 

italiano d'arti grafiche, 1911), 2:570. Many such licenses can be found in the registers of the Quarantia criminal 

prior to 1368, but no records survive from the capisestieri. McKee, “Domestic Slavery,” n47. The statutes governing 

slave export and a selection of licenses issued by the Quarantia Criminal are printed in Verlinden, “La législation 

vénitienne,” 153, 161, and 170-72.  
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had already been paid by the seller and the slave was ready for immediate export.
81

 The fee in 

1368 was supposed to be no more than four parvi, but by the fifteenth century it had been fixed 

at five ducats.
82

 Any slave exported without a bulleta was considered contraband. Under 

Tommaso Mocenigo, doge from 1414 to 1423, the export tax supposedly raised 50,000 ducats in 

revenue each year, suggesting that 10,000 slaves were exported from Venice annually.
83

 This 

figure is unrealistically high considering that hundreds, not thousands, of slaves passed through 

Genoa during the same period, as well as the opportunistic and piecemeal nature of much of the 

slave trade through both cities.  

 

Slave Traders in the Mamluk Market  

The extant sources for the Mamluk slave trade are very different than those for the 

Genoese and Venetian slave trades. Most of the information available about Mamluk slave 

traders is anecdotal, derived from chronicle and biographical dictionary entries about the lives of 

prominent mamluks. For this reason many slave traders appear only as anonymous merchants 

                                                 
 
81

 Sales to Florentines: ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.132, N.9, fol. 11r, dated 11 March 1427; b.230, N.1, reg. 3, fol. 

16v, dated 23 March 1415 and fols. 40v-41r dated 4 November 1416; Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à 

Venise,” 109, 149, 154. Sale to a French woman living in Bologna: ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.230, N.1, reg. 4, fol. 

33r, dated 22 October 1425. Sale to a Catalan: Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise,” 107. Sales with a 

bulleta to people of unspecified origin: ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.211, reg. III, fol. 4v, dated 17 February 1426; 

b.230, N.1, reg. 3, fol. 6r, dated 20 October 1412.  

 
82

 The 4 parvi figure comes from the act passing responsibility for the export licenses from the Quarantia to the 

capisestieri. Verlinden, “La législation vénitienne,”153. The 5 ducat figure comes from the capitulary of the 

magistrates delle rason vecchie in 1439. Verlinden, “La législation vénitienne,”161. Jacques Heers, Esclaves et 

domestiques au Moyen Âge dans le monde méditerranéen, (Paris: Hachette Littératures, 1996), 173-74 cites it to 

Doge Mocenigo’s oration. Alan Stahl points out that different manuscript versions of the Mocenigo’s oration give 

different figures regarding the output of the Venetian mint. “The Deathbed Oration of Doge Mocenigo and the Mint 

of Venice,” in Intercultural Contacts in the Medieval Mediterranean, ed. Benjamin Arbel (London: Frank Cass, 

1996), 290. I checked all four manuscripts but did not find the 5 ducat figure mentioned at all. BMV, MS Ital., Cl. 

VII, 763 (7960); 794 (8503); 519 (8438); 1568 (8016). 
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 Bauden, “L'achat d'esclaves,” 298; Salvatore Bongi, “Le schiave orientali in Italia,” Nuova antologia di scienze, 

lettere ed arti 2 (1866): 242. 
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(tājir/tujjār) or long-distance importers of slaves (jallāb).
84

 I have found references by name to 

only thirty-nine Mamluk slave traders. However, even the most generic references to slave 

traders can contribute to the broader picture, and there is far more extensive anecdotal 

information for the most high-profile slave traders of the period.   

Like the Venetians and Genoese, Mamluk slave owners sometimes acquired slaves from 

the Black Sea and Anatolia by traveling there and buying or capturing them personally. A 

translator for the sultan in Cairo was said to have purchased a slave woman for himself in Greece 

whom he later married.
85

 The fourteenth-century traveler Ibn Battuta made a habit of buying and 

selling slaves serially both for service and as an investment.
86

 Purchasing one or two slaves, 

using them while on the road, and then selling them at his destination gave him access to cash 

over long distances without the need to carry or exchange coins. The sultan al-Manṣūr Qalawūn 

owned at least one mamluk, Salār al-Manṣūrī, whom he had captured in battle in Anatolia.
87

  

Ordinary civilian slave owners in the Mamluk sultanate purchased their slaves through 

the nakhkhās.
88

 This term for a slave trader or broker appears in the sources that deal with public 

slave markets. They portray the nakhkhās as an unsavory character who hustled buyers into 
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 Jamāl al-Dīn Yusūf ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī wa-al-mustawfā baʿd al-wāfī, ed. Muḥammad 

Muḥammad Amīn and Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ ʿAshūr (Cairo: HMAK, 1986), 365 (pl), 651 (pl), 749 (sg), 847 (pl), 

1248 (pl and sg).  

 
85

 Felix Fabri, Evagatorium in Terrae Sanctae, Arabiae et Egypti peregrinationem, ed. Conrad Hassler (Stuttgart: 

Societatis literariae stuttgardiensis, 1843-1849), 18:25.  

 
86

 Muḥammad ibn Baṭṭuṭa, The Travels of Ibn Battuta, ed. H.A.R. Gibb (New Dehli: Munshiram Manoharlal 

Publishers, 1999), 2:444-6, 448-9, 454, 459, 473, 500-1, 517; 3:539, 548, 556, 584-5, 596, 605. 
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 Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 1073.  

 
88

 Maya Shatzmiller, Labour in the Medieval Islamic World (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994), 262-63 and index of 

occupational terms. They also assisted rural people in acquiring slaves from urban markets. Yusuf Ragib, Actes de 

vente d’esclaves et d’animaux d’Egypte médiévale (Cairo: IFAO, 2002), 2:48. Mukhtar, Bughiyyat al-murīd, 94 

claims that al-yāsrajī was the general term for slave traders, al-nakhkhāsīn for traders in white slaves, and al-

jallābah for traders in black slaves. I have not seen those terms used in that way in Mamluk sources. His information 

seems to come from nineteenth- and twentieth-century sources.  
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purchasing ugly, sick, and unruly slaves for high prices. Manuals for prospective slave buyers 

cautioned the ignorant against their wiles, and manuals for market inspectors instructed them to 

prevent the nakhkhās from selling free Muslims, dealing in stolen slaves, and transgressing the 

standards of decency during the inspection process.
89

  Ibn Bassām also implied that the nakhkhās 

should be a local, with access to local knowledge and a responsibility to deal fairly with local 

buyers, in contrast to foreigners and importers (ghurabā’ and jallāb… man qad jalabuhu min al-

‘ajam) who might lie about a slave’s origins or religion.
90

 The role of the nakhkhās as a broker 

will be discussed in the following chapter, but he probably acquired his slaves from the 

independent slave importers described below.  

The process of importing slaves from the Black Sea to the Mamluk sultanate differed 

significantly from the Italian case because the Mamluk sultan consumed a disproportionately 

large number of slaves and his purchases make up the vast majority of the documented examples 

of this trade. He was also able to draw on state institutions and resources in support of his slave 

purchases. The reigning sultan bought mamluks with state funds drawn from the treasury (bayt 

al-māl), and records of the sultan’s mamluk purchases were kept by the naẓar al-khāṣṣ.
91

 The 

office of commerce (matjar) also bought and sold goods, perhaps including slaves, for state 

profit and to ensure a steady supply of strategically important goods.
92

 In addition to newly 
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 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Naṣr al-Shayzarī, Kitāb nihāyat al-rutbah fī ṭalab al-ḥisbah, ed. Sayyid al-Bāz al-ʿArīnī 

(Cairo: MTTTN, 1946); Ibn Bassām, Nihāyat al-rutbah fī ṭّalab al-ḥisbah, ed. Husām al-Dīn al-Sāmraʾī (Baghdad: 

al-Maʿarif Press, 1968); Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Maʿālim al-qurbah fī aḥkām al-ḥisbah, ed. 

Reuben Levy (London: Luzac & Co., 1938); Al-Taḥqīq fī shirāʾ al-raqīq, DK, Taimuriyya, Fa ā’il wa-radhā’il, no. 

48; Muḥammad ibn Sāʿid al-Akfānī, Al-Naẓar wa-al-taḥqīq fī taqlīb al-raqīq, BNF arabe 2234; Maḥmūd ibn 

Aḥmad al-‘Ayntābī, Al-Qawl al-sadīd fī ikhtiyār al-imāʾ wa-al-ʿabīd, ed. Muḥammad ʿIsā Sāliḥiyah (Beirut: 

Muʾassasat al-risālah, 1996).  
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 Ibn Bassām, Nihāyat al-rutbah, 149. 
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 al-ʿArīnī, “Al-Fāris al-mamlūkī,” 50; Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, 1:196, no. 97. 
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imported mamluks purchased by the treasury or by the sultan personally, the unmanumitted 

mamluks (kuttabiyyah) of the previous sultan, whether dead or deposed, reverted to the treasury 

and could be purchase by the next sultan.
93

 Since the loyalty of the kuttabiyyah had not been 

cemented by manumission, they were counted among the purchased mamluks (mushtarawāt) of 

the new sultan and their loyalty to him was not suspect.
94

 The price they fetched was split 

between the treasury and the heirs of the previous sultan.  

The sultan purchased new slaves both from independent slave traders and from slave 

traders whom he commissioned to act as his agents. Independent slave traders were more likely 

to supply slaves to amirs and other elite buyers in addition to the sultan, although a few of the 

most prominent amirs also had agents in the slave trade.
95

 The distinction between agents and 

independent traders has become entangled in the scholarly literature with the distinction between 

karīmī merchants and merchants with the title khwāja.
96

 Within the context of this project, I note 

that no karīmī merchant has been associated with the slave trade, while slaves were among the 

many commodities handled by khwāja merchants.  
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 Hassanein Rabie, The Financial System of Egypt, AH 564-741/AD 1169-1341 (London: Oxford University Press, 

1972), 92-94. 
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 Ayalon, “L’esclavage,” 5.  
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 David Ayalon, “Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army – I,” BSOAS 15 (1953): 209. 
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 Tankiz, governor of Damascus in the early fourteenth century, had an agent in Mongol lands to buy beautiful 

slave women on his behalf. Yossef Rapoport, “Women and Gender in Mamluk Society: An Overview,” MSR 11 

(2007): 9. Ordinary civilians using agents to buy slaves appear in Werner Diem, Arabische Geschäftsbriefe des 10. 

bis 14. Jahrhunderts aus der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek in Wien (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1995), 

doc. 17 (eleventh century). 

 
96

 Most helpful are Richard Mortel, “The Mercantile Community of Mecca during the Late Mamlūk Period,” 

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 3
rd

 ser., 4 (1994):19-20 and Tsugitaka Sato, “Slave Traders and Karimi 

Merchants during the Mamluk Period: A Comparative Study.” MSR 10 (2006): 145-46 and 154-56. See also Labib, 

Handelsgeschichte, 488; al-ʿArīnī, Al-Mamālīk, 75; Petry, Civilian Elite, 245; Apellániz Ruiz de Galarreta, Pouvoir 

et finance, 74 and 108-109. 
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The system of designating agents to buy slaves on behalf of the sultan is illustrated by an 

anecdote about al-Nāṣir Muḥammad who, when he wanted to increase slave imports, “called the 

traders to him and gave them money, and described to them what was pleasing in male and 

female slaves, and sent them to the country of Uzbak and Tabriz and Rum and Baghdad and 

other countries.”
97

 Both Hayton of Armenia and Joos von Ghistele, writing in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries respectively, also described agents purchasing slaves with the sultan’s money 

in the mid-thirteenth century: “this sultan realized how the Tartars were selling Cumans for a low 

price, whom they held as slaves in their prisons. Whence he sent merchants by sea with a great 

sum of money, and had them buy the younger of those Cumans in great quantity, who were 

brought to Egypt.”
98

 However, agents who agreed to buy slaves with the sultan’s money incurred 

certain risks if they failed to carry out his instructions. An unnamed merchant who absconded 

with the money that al-Ẓāhir Baybars had given him for buying male and female slaves from the 

Golden Horde was tracked down to his hiding place in the Mongol capital of Karakorum.
99

 The 

khan of the Golden Horde, Mengu Timur, graciously assisted Baybars in recovering him. 
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 Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-sulūk li-maʿrifat duwal al-mulūk, ed. M.M. Ziyada and Saʿīd ʿAbd al-

Fattāḥ ʿAshūr (Cairo: Lajnat al-taʾlīf wa-al-tarjamah wa-al-nashr, 1934-1973), 2:2:524. 

وتوريزّوأكثرّالناصرّمنّجلبّالمماليكّوالجوارى،ّوطلبّالتجارّإليهّوبذلّلهمّالمال،ّووصفّلهمّحلىّالمماليكّوالجوارى،ّوسيرهمّإلىّبالدّأزبكّ

جرّإذاّأتاهّبالجلبةّمنّالمماليكّبذلّلهّفيهاّأغلىّالقيم،ّوأنعمّعلىّتلكّالمماليكّفيّيومهمّبالمالبسّالفاخرةّوالرومّوبغدادّوغيرّذلكّمنّالبالد.ّفكانّالتا

 والحوائصّالذهبّوالخيولّالعطاياّحتىّيدهشهمّ

Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ wa-al-athār fī Miṣr wa-al-Qāhirah, ed. Ayman Fu’ad Sayyid 

(London: al-Furqan Islamic Heritage Foundation, 2002-2004), 3:694ّ also describes the slave trade conducted 

through agents.  
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Instructions regarding the purchase of slaves from independent traders were committed to 

writing by al-Manṣūr Qalawūn when he left his son al-Sāliḥ in charge of Egypt: 

when one of the slave merchants arrives, warn him about selling what is suitable for the 

khass al-sharif [i.e. the sultan’s private property] to any of the amirs, whomever he may 

be. And let him expend the utmost effort possible regarding the warning about that. And 

when there is among them a thing (shay’, i.e., a slave) of excellent race, let him order the 

conclusion of an agreement over it [shay’], and the fixing of a price without delay since 

that is more attractive to the merchants and more conducive to achieving the goals. So let 

him write  a tawqi’ for the merchant in which he advances from the treasury that which 

will enable him to cover the cost of his purchase for one trip, and be generous, as it is 

customary for someone of his station to be, because that is more conducive to his [that 

merchant’s] return. And when a merchant comes to him with our marsum, specifying the 

price of what we bought from him over there, let him pay him the full amount and do not 

delay from [paying] him his due for even one hour. Rather, take it to him in the shortest 

time. A legally valid debt was not be forsaken.
100

 

 

In other words, the sultan should demand the best slaves from independent traders before they 

offered their wares to other buyers, but he should also treat them with respect, paying generously 

and promptly, so that they would continue delivering high-quality slaves in the future.  

Slave traders who supplied the sultan, whether acting independently or as agents, came 

from a variety of origins. Of the forty Mamluk slave traders I have been able to identify by name 

(see Appendix B), seventeen had Arabic names and seven had Turkic names without specified 

origins. Five came from Anatolia (two were described as Rūmī, one came from Bursa, one from 

Siwas, and one from Karamania), seven from Mamluk territory (three from Cairo and one each 

from Amid, al-Mahallah, Mosul, and  Mecca), three from the Black Sea (from Qirim/Solgat on 

the Crimean peninsula), and one from Genoa. For two of the merchants from Qirim, Qarmash al-

Qirimī and his son khwāja Ibrahīm ibn Qarmash al-Qirimī, the slave trade was a family business. 
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 Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 190, citing a manuscript which I have not been able to consult. Joos van 
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The late fifteenth-century traveler Bernhard von Breydenbach unhelpfully described the slave 

trader that he saw in Cairo as “a certain barbarian merchant.”
101

  

 Perhaps the most surprising group involved in the slave trade were mamluks themselves. 

When Ināl Ḍu agh, a mamluk of al-Ẓāhir Barqūq, was released from prison after revolting in 

Syria, he repaired his fortunes by going to Circassia and finding a group of slaves to sell in Cairo 

“in the manner of a trader in mamluks.”
102

 He succeeded in selling his slaves to the sultan, al-

Mu’ayyad Shaykh, and returned to Circassia for another group of slaves. After this second trip 

he remained in Cairo until his death in 1427. Other amirs who became involved in the slave trade 

were Tanibak Qara under al-Ashraf Qaytbay and Janbirdī under al-Ashraf Qansūh al-Ghawrī.  

Slave traders who supplied the sultan, whether acting independently or as agents, might 

procure slaves either by traveling to the Black Sea and choosing them personally or by 

corresponding with agents of their own resident in the Black Sea. There is evidence that khwāja 

merchants used agents from the Greek and Genoese communities of Alexandria.
103

 In 1401, the 

Genoese consul in Alexandria sent a procurator to settle the affairs of the deceased khwāja 

‘Umar, described as “a Saracen, slave merchant of the late sultan, namely in Caffa,” in response 

to pressure from the sultan.
104

 The sultan may have forced the Genoese consul to take charge of 

this matter because the Genoese had jurisdiction in Caffa and could therefore settle the estate 

quickly, or because khwājā ‘Umar already had a relationship with the Genoese. Solomon 
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Muhammad, a merchant importing slaves meant for the sultan, had his consignment of 35 slaves 

delivered to Alexandria on a Genoese ship which was intercepted by the Venetians.
105

 

There is also substantial evidence for slave traders who traveled in person. Majd al-Dīn 

al-Sallāmī “entered the country of the Tatars, traded and did business, and returned with slaves 

and other kinds of merchandise and wonders of the land.”
106

 The sultan al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq 

intervened on behalf of a slave trader named Muhammad ibn Mustafa al-Qaramani who was 

charged a thousand dinars to pass through the kingdom of Georgia.
107

 A treaty between the 

Genoese and the Mamluks in 1431 stipulated that the slave trade in Caffa would be reopened 

when a Mamluk merchant delivered a letter to that effect to the consul of Caffa.
108

 The 

Burgundian traveler Bertrandon de la Broquière described the Genoese trader Gentile Imperiale 

as “a merchant on the part of the sultan to go and buy slaves in Caffa.”
109

 

Since the Mamluk slave trade was closely tied to diplomatic relations with the Golden 

Horde, ambassadors often played a dual role as slave traders. This was especially true during the 

reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. In 1337, al-Naṣir Muḥammad sent khwājā ‘Umar and the amir 

Sarṭaqṭāy as ambassadors to Khan Uzbak of the Golden Horde, but he also gave them a sum of 
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20,000 dinars to spend on male and female slaves.
110

 The Genoese merchant Segurano Salvaygo 

may or may not have sold ten thousand slaves to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad as alleged by the crusade 

strategist William of Adam, but he certainly acted as an intermediary between the sultan, the 

Golden Horde, and various European powers, and he was part of an embassy that delivered four 

hundred and forty slaves from Uzbak Khan to the sultan in 1320.
111

 Majd al-Dīn al-Sallāmī 

engaged in business and diplomacy with the Ilkhanate on behalf of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, buying 

slaves and delivering them as gifts as well as negotiating a peace treaty.
112

 He was also known as 

a traveler and was consulted by the geographer al-‘Umarī.
113

 Al-Sallāmī’s success rested on his 

reputation for good taste and elegant manners; he was said to be “expert in the manners of kings 

and what befits their minds, skilled in presenting slaves and jewels to them. His speech was 

felicitous and his behavior far from deviation, beautiful in form, magnificent in appearance, 

shining like a wick.”
114

 He managed to fulfill al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s request for a mamluk who 

looked like Abu Sa’id, the Ilkhan at the time.
115

 He also persuaded the lord of Mardin, a Mamluk 

vassal, to give up a slave woman known as an excellent harpist.
116

 In return, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 
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showered al-Sallāmī with gifts including money, land, slaves, and burial near the sultan’s own 

tomb. After al-Sallāmī’s death, the street where he lived in Cairo was named after him.
117

  

Slave traders who dealt with the sultan were described with a variety of terms and titles. 

The most generic were “sultan’s trader” (tājir sulṭānī) and “private trader” (tājir al-khāṣṣ), both 

of which suggest trade on behalf of the sultan that was not limited to slaves.
118

 Specialists in the 

slave trade were called “trader of mamluks” (tājir mamālīk) or “trader of children” (tājir 

awlād).
119

 The most important traders received the title khwāja, an honor and a sign of their 

relationship with the state, although the exact nature of this relationship depended on the time 

period and the individual. Khwāja merchants dealt in a variety of commodities privately and as 

agents of the sultan or the state. Some also took on official administrative roles in the 

bureaucracy. Most of the slave traders prominent enough to be named in a biographical 

dictionary were khwāja. 

The exact meaning of the title tājir al-mamālīk is not clear. Al-‘Arīnī thought it meant a 

slave trader charged with importing mamluks for the sultan, while Ayalon thought that it meant a 

supervisor of the slave trade, usually a mamluk with the rank of amir of ten.
120

 Individuals with 

this title included Qarmash al-Qirimī and his son Ibrahīm, Zayn al-Dīn Naksārī, Inal Ḍu agh, 

Damurdash, and Tanibak Qara. The latter three were mamluks and the former three were 

civilians, but their activities certainly involved travel to the Black Sea. The role envisioned by 

Ayalon seems rather to fit the title “broker of mamluks” (dallāl al-mamālīk) mentioned in the 
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administrative manual of Ibn Shahin.
121

 The broker of mamluks could be either an amir or a non-

amir and was discussed alongside other supervisory posts in Cairo such as the commander of the 

postal service, the head of protocol (mihmandar), and the governor of Cairo. The only person I 

have found named as dallāl al-mamālīk was al-Nāṣirī Muḥammad ibn Qutlubughā.
122

 

The sultan’s agents in the slave trade were treated with respect and enjoyed a certain 

amount of influence at court. Ibrahīm ibn Qarmash, a slave trader whose sister married a 

mamluk, used his relationship with the sultan to advance his brother-in-law’s career.
123

 However, 

the most influential slave traders were those who imported children who later rose to power. I 

call this reversible patronage, a system which worked to the mutual benefit of both slave and 

trader. The career prospects of young slaves, both male and female, depended on the initiative 

taken by their traders to market them in elite circles and place them with powerful owners. For 

example, Qaytbay’s merchant Maḥmūd ibn Rustam had gone to the Black Sea looking for 

potential mamluks and had marketed Qaytbay directly to the reigning sultan, al-Ashraf Barsbay, 

who purchased him.
124

 If successful, the adult mamluk or concubine might then show gratitude 

towards the trader through gifts and patronage.  

 An example of reversible patronage was the relationship between the mamluk Baylik and 

his anonymous trader. When Baylik first arrived in Egypt, his trader brought him before the 
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reigning sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars and said “Oh lord, he writes and reads.”
125

 The sultan asked 

Baylik to demonstrate, and so he wrote a brief verse in Arabic: 

 If not for necessity, I would never part from you 

 nor be moved around from people to people.
126

 

 

Impressed by the verse, the sultan bought Baylik immediately and for a higher price than he had 

initially planned. The trader’s initiative gave Baylik a long-term advantage by placing him in a 

good position in the sultan’s household. Baylik’s skill in writing brought the trader additional 

short-term profit in the form of a higher price, but the trader-slave connection also benefited the 

trader in the long term. Many years later, when Baylik had become the governor of Egypt, his 

trader fell on hard times and wrote to him, reminding him of their past bond and suggesting that 

Baylik’s success should be shared: 

We two were together in wretchedness, we endured it 

both our eye and our heart were in dust and pain 

and now the world pays attention to you with what 

you conquer, so don’t forget me your benefactor then.
127

 

 

This strategy seems to have been effective: Baylik responded with a gift of 10,000 dirhams.  

The importance of slave traders as patrons was signaled in the names of the mamluks 

associated with them. Virtually all mamluks had a name element borrowed from the names of 

their patrons. Usually this element was borrowed from the mamluk’s owner (ustādh) and 

manumitter (mu’tiq), but sometimes it was derived from his trader instead.
128

 Examples are 
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Azdamur ibn ‘Abdallah al-Nāṣirī al-Ẓāhirī (imported by khwāja Nāṣir al-Dīn and manumitted by 

al-Ẓāhir Barqūq)
129

 or Uzbak ibn ‘Abdallah min Tutukh al-Ashrafī al-Ẓāhirī (imported by 

Tutukh, purchased by al-Ashraf Barsbay, and manumitted by al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq).
130

 This practice 

was explained by a mamluk delivering a letter from the Mamluk sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to 

the Ilkhan Ghazan in 1301-1302: 

When I was present before King Ghazan, he made me stand far away from him and 

talked with me from [behind] four screens. His first question to me was: What is your 

name? I said: Azdamur. He said: Don’t you have three names? I said: Yes. He said: What 

are they? I said: Husām al-Dīn Azdamur al-Mujīrī. He said: Why al-Mujīrī? So I kissed 

the earth and said: God save the Khan, we are purchased from the country by traders 

when we are children, and the trader who buys us names us with his name. The name of 

my ustādh was Mujīr al-Dīn so they gave me the laqab al-Mujīrī.
131

  

 

The parallel use of name elements from owner-patrons and merchant-patrons, combined with the 

use of ustādh to refer to merchants as well as owners, implies that there was a merchant-slave 

relationship of patronage parallel to the owner-slave relationship of patronage. Thus a trader 

might be seen as the slave’s first owner and the manumitter as his final owner, bracketing the 

mamluk’s experience of slavery.
132

 When multiple owners or patrons were included in the name, 

they were ordered from earliest to latest, starting with the trader and ending with the 

manumitter.
133

 While the slave’s final owner was his gate into free society, the slave’s first 

owner, his trader, was a link back to his original home and family. Of course, it was shown in 

Chapter Three that slaves passed through the hands of multiple traders before being exported 

                                                                                                                                                             
128

 David Ayalon, “Names, Titles and ‘Nisbas’ of the Mamluks,” Israel Oriental Studies 5 (1975): 213.  

 
129

 Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 398 and al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 2:276, no.868. 

 
130

 Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 394 and al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 2:270, no.844. For the use of 

min, see Ayalon, “Names, Titles and ‘Nisbas’,” 223-27.  

 
131

 Zetterstéen, Beiträge, 101. al-ʿArīnī, Al-Mamālīk, 74 cites a similar passage from a different source.  

 
132

 al-ʿArīnī, “Al-Fāris al-mamlūkī,” 49; al-ʿArīnī, Al-Mamālīk, 73 and 207.  

 
133

 Ayalon, “Names, Titles and ‘Nisbas’,” 215; Ayalon, “L’esclavage,” 1. 



254 

 

from the Black Sea, but from the perspective of Mamluk society the trader was the one who 

introduced the young slave into the mamluk system. 

 The function of a slave trader as a link back to the Black Sea is illustrated by khwāja 

Fakhr al-Dīn ‘Uthmān ibn Musāfir, the importer of al-Ẓāhir Barqūq. When Barqūq needed an 

agent to bring his father and other relatives from Circassia to share his wealth and power in 

Egypt, he turned to ‘Uthmān for help.
134

 ‘Uthmān also claimed to preserve the memory of 

Barqūq’s original name.
135

 As sultan, Barqūq treated the khwāja with great respect: “he would 

rise in honor of him and treat him with deference and accept his mediation and give him what he 

asked.” Thus Ibn Taghrī Birdī concluded that “luck granted him [khwāja ‘Uthmān] the 

importation of the atabak Barqūq.”
136

  

 

The Scale of the Mamluk Slave Trade 

The Mamluk sultanate did not tax slave possession, but it did collect customs taxes in 

Alexandria at rates set by the sultan for local merchants and by treaty for foreign merchants.
137

 

No customs registers like those from Genoa have been preserved from Alexandria, however. The 

Mamluk sales tax on slaves, payable by the buyer, was called rasm al-sūq, ḥaqq al-sūq, or wājib 
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al-sūq in Geniza documents and rasm sulṭānī in a 1419 sale contract from Alexandria.
138

 No one 

has determined the tax revenue collected per slave, but it appears to have been proportional to 

the price rather than a fixed amount. The sale of animals was taxed at 1-2 percent; perhaps the 

sale of slaves was taxed similarly.
139

 The revenue of this tax was collected by an official known 

as the naẓar dār al-ḍiyāfah wa-al-aswāq, the supervisor of the office of accommodation and 

markets.
140

 Unfortunately, no records of the collection process or the revenue generated by this 

tax remain. 

Consequently, the only sources available for estimating the scale of the Mamluk slave 

trade are the treatises of Christian crusade strategists and the estimates offered by Mamluk 

chroniclers and passing travelers. All focus on the trade in mamluks, generally excluding women 

as well as men imported for domestic service. As explained in Chapter Two, the sultan’s mamluk 

corps was made up of three groups: mamluks purchased by the reigning sultan (al-mushtarawāt 

or al-julbān), mamluks inherited or purchased from the estates of previous sultans (al-

qarāniṣah), and mamluks inherited or confiscated from amirs (al-sayfiyyah).
141

 Since personally 

purchased slaves were deemed the most loyal, most sultans began their reigns by purchasing 

large numbers of mamluks and either purging or sidelining the unreliable mamluks of former 

sultans. Carl Petry has estimated that the Circassian or Burjī sultans, beginning with al-Ẓāhir 
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Barqūq in 1382, bought roughly 400-500 mamluks per year.
142

 Estimates for the number of 

purchased mamluks (mushtarawāt) belonging to a single sultan vary widely, as shown below.  

Table 4.4  Purchased Mamluks per Sultan 

Sultan Reign Mushtarawāt Mushtarawāt per Year 

al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb 1240-1249 800-1000 89-111 

al-Ẓāhir Baybars 1260-1277 12,000-40,000 706-2,353 

al-Manṣūr Qalawūn 1279-1290 6,000-12,000 545-1,091 

al-Ashraf Khalīl 1290-1293 <10,000-12,000 3,333-4,000 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (3
rd

 reign) 1309-1340 2,000-12,000 65-387 

al-Ashraf Shaʿbān 1363-1376 200 15 

al-Ẓāhir Barqūq 1382-1389, 

1390-1399 

2,000-5,000 125-313 

al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh 1412-1421 4,000-5,700 444-633 

al-Ashraf Barsbay 1422-1437 <2,000 133 

al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq 1438-1453 4,000 267 

al-Ashraf Ināl 1453-1461 1,000 125 

al-Ẓāhir Khushqadam 1461-1467 3,000-4,000 500-667 

al-Ashraf Qaytbay 1468-1496 2,000-8,000 71-286 

al-Ẓāhir Qanṣūh 1498-1500 <2,000 1,000 

al-Ashraf Qanṣūh al-Ghawrī 1501-1516 2,500 167 

 

These numbers, if reliable, suggest that the crusade strategists greatly overestimated the 

Mamluk slave trade. William of Adam accused the Genoese merchant Segurano Salvaygo in 

1316-1318 of having delivered ten thousand boys to the Mamluks over the course of his 

career.
143

 If this were true, Salvaygo would have been responsible for providing al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad with his entire mamluk corps, whereas other mamluk traders including Majd al-Dīn 

al-Sallāmī were known to be active during the same period. In 1420, Emmanuel Piloti asserted 

that the sultan of Egypt purchased two thousand Christian slaves per year.
144

 This figure, cited by 

Heyd as an accurate representation of the scale of the Mamluk slave trade, has been widely 

adopted in the secondary literature.
145

 Yet even if the two thousand slaves included women and 
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male domestics, it would still be too high for the reign of al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh. These numbers 

also bring into question certain truisms derived from Mamluk chroniclers. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

is often accused of decadence in the form of buying excessive numbers of slaves for excessive 

prices, especially by the chronicler al-Maqrīzī.
146

 However, Ayalon’s estimates suggest that he 

actually purchased fewer slaves over the course of his reign than his predecessors.  

References to the number of slaves imported by an individual merchant tend to be 

vague.
147

 The fifteenth-century Burgundian traveler Bertrandon de la Broquière encountered a 

group of five or six slaves traveling with their trader.
148

 Another fifteenth-century traveler, Felix 

Fabri, saw thirteen Tatar children offered for sale by a single merchant in Cairo and more than 

sixty slaves of all kinds in a single market in Alexandria.
149

 The mamluk Taghrī Barmish al-

Jalālī was imported in a group of eight or more slaves.
150

 Larger numbers of slaves are 

mentioned in the context of diplomatic gift-giving. For example, Tokhta Khan of the Golden 

Horde sent eighty mamluks and twenty slave women to al-Nāṣir Muhammad in 1313-4, and 

Uzbak Khan sent four hundred and forty slaves with the bridal party of his niece in 1320.
151

 

The contrast between the Mamluk and Italian slave traders is striking. Slaves were 

usually imported to Italy by merchants with a variety of business interests in the Black Sea. They 

did not tend to specialize in slaves. Participants in the slave trade were not organized in any way, 

                                                                                                                                                             
145

 Heyd, Histoire du commerce, 2:558.  

 
146

 al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-sulūk 2:524; al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 3:694.  

 
147

 Groups of unspecified size. Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, nos. 394, 621, 1029. 

 
148

 Broquière, The Voyage d’Outremer, 67. 

 
149

 Fabri, Evagatorium, 18:40 for Cairo, 18:164 for Alexandria.  

 
150

 Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no.769. 
 
151

 Ibn al-Dawādārī, Kanz al-durar, 9:280 and 302.  



258 

 

nor did their activities attract much attention, positive or negative, from their contemporaries. 

Mamluk merchants, on the other hand, could achieve social prominence through their 

participation in the slave trade, and their activities were tied to diplomatic as well as business 

interests in the Black Sea. None of the Mamluk slave traders seem to have specialized 

exclusively in slaves, but the slave trade, particularly the trade in mamluks, was organized 

through the intervention of the sultan and the state bureaucracy. Nevertheless, the two groups of 

slave traders shared a source of supply in the Black Sea, a tendency to export slaves in small 

numbers, and a sea route for transporting them to their Mediterranean destinations via the 

Bosporus and the Aegean.  

Routes of the Black Sea-Mediterranean Slave Trade 

Slaves were transported from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean by several different 

routes. The fastest was certainly the sea route. Mamluk as well as Italian ships used this route in 

the late thirteenth century, but in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries it came to be dominated 

by the Genoese and Venetians.
152

 No matter their origin, ships would take on slaves in one of the 

Black Sea ports, then pass through the Bosporus and into the Aegean Sea, where they were likely 

to make one or two stops before their paths diverged depending on their final destination. Ships 

bound directly for Alexandria would head south, perhaps stopping at Gallipoli or Bursa where 

they could tap into the Ottoman market for Balkan slaves.
153

 Ships bound for Venice would 

round the Greek peninsula and sail up the Adriatic Sea with possible stops at Modon, Coron,  
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Map 4.1  Port Cities of the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 

 



260 

 

Corfu, or Ragusa.
154

 Before entering the Venetian lagoon, they would take on a local pilot to 

guide them to the harbor and customs houses.
155

 Ships bound for Genoa had to round the Italian 

peninsula before heading north. Their usual stops fell in Sicily, Sardinia, and along the western 

coast of Italy.  

Stopping at intermediate ports allowed ship captains to replenish their drinking water and 

supplies, share news, pick up local pilots to guide them through dangerous waters, and turn over 

part of their cargo, selling some goods and buying others.
156

 The first and most important 

transshipment points for Black Sea commodities were Constantinople and its Genoese suburb of 

Pera.
157

 The Genoese state collected a tax on slaves (cabella capitum) in Pera, but the tax rate 

and whether it applied to slave sales or slave possession are not known. Statements of the 

revenue generated have survived for only three years: 900 hyperpers in 1390, 1,250 hyperpers in 

1391, and 1,590 hyperpers in 1402.
158

 Michel Balard has calculated that if the tax were collected 

on slave sales at the same rate as in Genoa, then 370-529 slaves were sold in 1390, 515-736 

slaves in 1391, and 500-714 slaves in 1402.
159

 These numbers would cover only those slaves 

who changed hands in Pera, not the total number of slaves passing through the straits.  
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The Aegean islands also had active slave markets that catered to local demand for 

domestic and agricultural slave labor, provided regional raiders with opportunities to ransom or 

sell their captives, and served as transshipment points for long-distance trade both east-west and 

north-south. The ports which have received the most scholarly attention are Chios, Candia, and 

Famagusta, but slaves were also shipped through Mytilene, Negroponte, Rhodes, and other 

islands.
160

 Attempting to separate the local, regional, and long-distance trade networks in these 

ports is a fruitless task. A ship stopping in Chios, for example, might sell a few slaves to locals, 

buy several more from a raid on Negroponte or the Turkish coast, then sell a large group to a 

Catalan merchant who would transship them to Majorca, but these transactions would not be 

grouped together in the notarial registers. Some may not have been formalized by a notary at all.  
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The surviving customs registers of the caratorum veterum, described above, illustrate the 

importance of transshipment in the Aegean by Genoese ships. For the year 1445, about 9 percent 

(5 out of 56) ships with listed cargo were carrying slaves. Four out of the five ships carrying 

slaves originated in Pera, Rhodes, or Chios.
161

 Their destinations were Sicily, Naples, Gaeta, and 

Majorca. The fifth ship, bound from Majorca to Flanders and England, carried only one slave.
162

 

For the year 1458, the pattern was somewhat different. About 20 percent (8 out of 41) ships with 

listed cargo were carrying slaves. Four of the eight ships with slaves came from Chios and were 

bound for Genoa or Savona.
163

 The other four ships, from Tunis and Sicily, carried slaves in 

much smaller numbers.
164

  

After the thirteenth century, Mamluk slave traders who wished to use the sea route were 

dependent on Genoese and Venetian shipping.
165

 Those who transported slaves directly from 

Circassia to Alexandria probably used Italian ships; they include khwāja Kazlak, khwāja 

Maḥmūd Shāh al-Yazdī, khwāja Tutukh, the amir Ināl Ḍu agh, the anonymous trader of Faris al-

Qutluqajawī, and khwāja Juban (who imported his slaves from the Kipchak steppe and not 

Circassia).
166

 Italian ship captains operating on a Black Sea-Egypt route might have imported 
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other regional goods such as furs and salted fish. They were unlikely to be involved in the 

lucrative spice trade, which was conducted directly between Egypt and Italy. From Alexandria or 

Damietta, Mamluk slave traders would have transferred their slaves to Nile river boats for the 

final leg of the journey to Cairo.
167

   

Because of the regulations which forbade Italians from delivering certain goods to 

Mamluk territory, Italian ship captains may have preferred to transship sensitive commodities 

such as slaves through intermediate ports in order to conceal their final destination.
168

 This 

would involve Italian ship captains transporting the slaves as far as the Aegean or the mainland 

ports of Greater Syria, then disembarking the slaves and reembarking them on different ships,  

whether Italian or Mamluk, to finish the journey to Alexandria. Because such evasion was 

illegal, the parties involved had every reason to keep their activities secret and thus written 

evidence is rare. In addition, the favored transshipment ports changed over time. 

In the mid-to-late thirteenth century, outposts of the crusader states along the coast of 

Greater Syria were still in Latin Christian hands. Acre, the last outpost to fall to the Mamluks in 

1291, was a transshipment point for banned goods throughout the period.
169

 In 1246, Pope 

Innocent IV wrote to the patriarch and bishops of the Kingdom of Jerusalem “concerning certain 
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Genoese, Pisan and Venetian merchants who take Greeks, Bulgars, Russians and Vlachs, all 

Christians, both male and female, from the regions of Constantinople and travel to the Kingdom 

of Jerusalem, where they sell them to the highest bidder, even Saracens, in such a way that many 

of those sold are held as slaves.”
170

 The pretext for the sack of Acre by the Mamluks in 1291 was 

the killing of several Muslims; some versions of the story identify them as slave traders bringing 

mamluks to the sultan.
171

  However, the assertion that Edward I of England found the Genoese 

selling slaves there in 1271 is unfounded. The source cited in this regard, Andrea Dandolo’s 

Chronicon venetum, says only that Edward became angry with Venetians preparing a ship for 

Alexandria.
172

 After the sack of 1291, Acre went into economic decline. Because it had become 

part of Mamluk territory, it was not longer a suitable port for Italian merchants and ship captains 

trying to evade trade bans.  

Another late-thirteenth century transshipment zone was Cilician Armenia with its ports at 

Antalya and Ayas (Laiazzo). Like Caffa and Tana in the Black Sea, Ayas had become a western 

outlet for Silk Road goods in the late thirteenth century and therefore attracted the attention of 

the Italians who also bought and sold slaves.
173

 Treaties between the king of Armenia and the 
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Mamluks in 1285, and between Armenia and Genoa in 1288, included clauses regulating the 

slave trade, implying the slave traders from both places were active.
174

 Armenian ports were also 

connected with the Mamluk slave trade in early fourteenth-century treatises on crusade 

strategy.
175

 However, Armenia came under sustained attack from the Mamluks around that time 

and was fully conquered by 1375, ending its effectiveness as a transshipment point as well.
176

  

In the early fourteenth century, the sole recorded evidence for a failed transshipment was 

a Genoese ship carrying slaves and other goods from Constantinople to Alexandria that was 

intercepted by a Venetian galley near Crete.
177

After this incident, there is no further recorded 

evidence of transshipment as a clandestine means of delivering slaves to the Mamluks. Perhaps 

this was because the restrictions on shipping slaves eased as the prospect of a new crusade 

dimmed. Italian captains may have been more willing to ship slaves directly from the Black Sea 

to Alexandria by the mid-fourteenth century. Around the same time, the Mamluks may also have 

begun to transport more slaves by land rather than by sea.   
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Transporting slaves by sea entailed certain risks that could be mitigated only partially by 

maritime insurance.
178

 Piracy was widespread in the Black Sea, the Aegean, and the 

Mediterranean throughout the period, and the maritime rivalry between Genoa and Venice 

directly affected the slave trade as well.
179

 Bad weather was dangerous and made winter sailing 

impossible. A Genoese ship carrying slaves was driven off-course by a storm and delayed for 

two weeks, during which their food supplies ran short.
180

 A convoy of ships bringing more than 

four hundred slaves from Tana to Venice had to disembark them in Istria because of bad weather 

(intemporie aeris) in August.
181

 The captains were permitted to delay their delivery until 

December, a period of four months.  

These ships and their slave cargo eventually reached their destinations, but not all were 

so lucky. In 1408, a cog belonging to Nicolas Barbo was shipwrecked on a return voyage from 

Tana to Venice. The vessel, its crew, all of its cargo including “many male and female slaves,” 

and Nicolas Barbo himself were detained by the Ottomans.
182

 A Venetian ambassador was 
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instructed to negotiate the release of Barbo, his crew, and the merchant passengers the following 

year. If the Ottomans refused to return the slaves, then the ambassador should demand 

compensation instead, “because it was always the custom, that when any slaves were detained in 

those parts, whom they did not want to return, they themselves paid for them.”
183

 It appears that 

the Ottomans chose compensation, because in 1410 the Senate instructed its representative 

(baillo) in Constantinople to deduct 508 ducats from their usual tribute.
184

  

Another hazard of the maritime slave trade was disease. Crowded ships combined with 

bad weather, seasickness, and unfamiliar disease agents could kill any traveler, whether free or 

enslaved. Christoforo of S. Romolo lost a slave to an outbreak of plague that struck before his 

ship had left the Black Sea.
185

 Of twenty-four Abkhaz women and children shipped to Chios in 

1455, eight died en route of unspecified causes.
186

 Slave ships had a reputation for crowding: 

when the Greek cleric Silvestros Syropoulos made the return voyage from Venice to 

Constantinople in 1439, he complained that he had “as much comfort and space as is found for 

the Circassian or Scythian slaves who are transported by ship from Caffa and Moncastro.”
187

 On 

the other hand, crowded and unsanitary conditions threatened the lives of free travelers too. 

Syropoulos’ galley carried only 100 passengers and a smaller than usual crew. The typical 
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Venetian pilgrim galley carried 170 passengers and 140 crewmembers and often experienced 

deaths.
188

  

A set of risks unique to slaves as human commodities were escape, suicide, and revolt.
189

 

I have not been able to document any cases of slaves committing suicide while in transit and 

only one case that appears to be a slave revolt: the captain of a ship transporting slaves from Pera 

was killed near Chios in 1445.
190

 Escapes, however, did occur. Most of the fugitives were male 

and avoided recapture by heading into Turkish territory. In 1395 Bartholomeus de Ventura, the 

Dominican bishop of Caffa, had arranged to send two slaves, one male and one female, to 

Antonius de Ventura in Genoa.
191

 The female slave arrived in Genoa as planned, but the male 

slave escaped by jumping from the ship and fleeing into Turkish territory. Antonius de Ventura 

then brought a case against the ship captain to recover the value of the slave and the freight 

charge that had been paid for his safe delivery. Similarly, in 1437 Cristoforo Guardia of S. 

Romolo agreed to transport five slaves from Caffa, two men to be delivered to the merchant 

Franciscus Draperio in Pera and three to be delivered to Michael Capellino in Genoa.
192

 

Unfortunately, plague broke out on the ship while it was still in the Black Sea. The two male 

slaves fled immediately and could not be found, though Cristoforo searched for them for three 
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days. A third slave died as mentioned previously, and Cristoforo was so afraid of losing the other 

two that he sold them to a Venetian in Pera for 90 hyperpers. 

The alternative to shipping slaves by sea was to transport them either to Italy or to Egypt 

by land. There were land routes leading from the mouth of the Danube through Wallachia or 

from the Crimea through Russia into the German-speaking regions, then south across the Alps 

into Italy. European travelers occasionally used these routes, but they were slow and not very 

safe.
193

 The land routes to the Mamluks ran from the southern coast of the Black Sea through 

Anatolia into northern Syria, converging at Aleppo.
194

 From Aleppo, a trunk route ran parallel to 

the Mediterranean coast through Damascus and Gaza to Cairo. This route was not usable during 

the late thirteenth century because parts of northern Syria and eastern Anatolia were contested by 

the Mamluks and the Ilkhanate.
195

 With the collapse of the Ilkhanate in the early fourteenth 

century, however, the land route became a viable alternative for the Mamluk slave trade until the 

very late fifteenth century, when the Mamluks came into confrontation with the Ottomans.
196

 

Several scholars have suggested that the land route was used primarily to import Circassian 
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slaves and the sea route for slaves from southern Russia and the Kipchak steppe.
197

 While this 

makes sense geographically, all but one of the Mamluk slave traders connected with the sea route 

above dealt in Circassian slaves. 

The importance of the Mamluk land route cannot be overemphasized, since it means that 

from the early to mid fourteenth century Genoa and Venice did not have the ability to cut off the 

Mamluk slave trade simply by preventing their own ship captains from carrying Mamluk slaves. 

Evidence for the slave trade in the ports of Sinope, Simisso and Samastro was presented in 

Chapter Three. Within Anatolia, Greek slaves were traded at an annual fair in the plain of Kara-

hissar during the thirteenth century.
198

 A fifteenth-century Burgundian traveler in Karamania met 

a caravan with five or six Circassian slaves being taken to the Mamluk sultan.
199

  

Aleppo was the first significant Mamluk slave market that overland traders from the 

Black Sea would encounter. When al-Ẓāhir Khushqadam wanted to stem the flow of turbulent 

new mamluks (julbān) in 1466, he wrote to the governor of Aleppo asking him not to admit any 

slave traders.
200

 Khwāja Jalāl al-Dīn sold Taghrī Barmish al-Jalālī and about seven other 

mamluks in Aleppo in 1405-1406, and the Armenian Sanqar al-Zayni was also sold there.
201

 In 

1346-1347, the chronicler Ibn al-Wardi received news about the spreading Black Death from a 
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Mamluk merchant (tājir min ahl baladinā) returning to Aleppo from Qirim in the Crimea.
202

 

Aleppo may also have been one of the locations where slaves were castrated to make eunuchs. 

Castration was a dangerous procedure, but the survival rate seems to have been higher when 

specialists in central locations performed it. It has been suggested that these centers were outside 

the Muslim world, in deference to Islamic prohibitions and to avoid the expense of transporting 

boys who would die after the operation.
203

 However, the only reference I have found to the 

Mamluk trade in eunuchs concerns the Greek eunuch Fawrūz al-Nawrūzī who was brought to 

Aleppo, sold to anonymous traders who decided to castrate him, then sold again.
204

  

From Aleppo, the land route continued southward to Damascus, where al-Ẓāhir Baybars, 

later to become the first Mamluk sultan, was sold.
205

 The trader who imported Barqūq, Fakhr al-

Dīn ‘Uthmān ibn Musāfir, owned a market area (qayṣāriyya) in Damascus, and Ibn Suwīd 

reportedly traveled to Syria (al-Shām) on account of the slave trade.
206

 A Genoese agent of the 

sultan, Gentile Imperiale, also appeared in Damascus, suggesting that the land route was open to 

Christian as well as Muslim traders serving the Mamluk market.
207

 

 To sum up, both Italian and Mamluk merchants seem to have preferred the sea route for 

exporting slaves from the Black Sea, although this entailed many risks including shipwreck, 
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piracy, disease, escape, and revolt. The necessity for ships making long voyages to stop several 

times along the way enabled the integration of local, regional, and long-distance slave markets. It 

also enabled Christian merchants to transship slaves destined for Muslim buyers without 

attracting the attention of the authorities. From the 1320s, as a result of the peace treaty between 

the Mamluk sultan al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and the Ilkhan Abū Saʿīd, Mamluk merchants were also 

able to transport their slaves by land from the southern coast of the Black Sea to Aleppo. This 

route has been largely ignored by modern scholars, but it freed Mamluk slave traders from their 

dependence on Italian shipping in the eastern Mediterranean.  

 

State-Imposed Constraints on the Slave Trade 

States involved in the Black Sea slave trade were able to intervene in its operations in 

various ways. The Mamluk sultanate was the only state to offer incentives for participation in the 

slave trade. States with jurisdiction over the slave trading routes tended to impose restrictions 

rather than offer incentives. Most of these restrictions were focused on preventing the export of 

co-religionists, whether Christian or Muslim, rather than halting the slave trade entirely. 

However, these restrictions had to be enforced with discretion because the Mamluk sultanate was 

able to retaliate for intercepted slave shipments.  

Since male slaves were a strategic commodity in the Mamluk context, Mamluk sultans 

were known to offer inflated prices for high-quality slaves in order to ensure a steady supply in 

addition to the respect they accorded slave importers. In the early days of the Mamluk sultanate, 

al-Manṣūr Qalawūn circulated a letter (mithāl) to this effect: “if anyone brings with him male or 

female slaves, he will have a price for them which will exceed what he expects and a privilege in 

what he is compensated for their value, as is usual for those who import them from nearby 
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countries, much less those [who import them] from far away; because it is our devoted wish to 

increase our troops and those who import them.”
208

 Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was also reported to 

pay exorbitant prices for slaves: “if the trader brought him an import of mamluks, he gave him 

more than the value”
209

 and “he spent freely on the wishes of the traders in bringing them, and he 

paid large sums of money for them.”
210

 It has been suggested that imitation of al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s generosity by his amirs drove up the price of mamluks by 40,000 dirhams per 

mamluk.
211

  

 In addition to high prices, the Mamluk state offered tax exemptions as an incentive to 

slave traders and other favored merchants.
212

 Merchants who received a tax exemption 

(musāmaḥa) were placed on a list compiled by the sultan’s finance office (diwān al-khāṣṣ) and 

shared with the diwān al-inshā’ which kept records of the sultan’s decrees.
213

 One tax exemption 

given to a khwāja merchant during the reign of al-Nāṣir Faraj excused him from all taxes within 

Greater Syria and along the routes to Egypt for all kinds of merchandise up to a value of 200,000 

dirhams.
214

 Not all khwāja merchants traded in slaves, but many prominent slave traders were 
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khwāja and would have enjoyed similar exemptions. Sometimes tax exemptions were negotiated 

as part of the price for an especially desirable slave. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad included a tax 

exemption as part of the price for the mamluk Ṣarghtamish.
215

 

 As for states with jurisdiction over slave trade routes, the two points where restrictions 

could be effectively enforced were the ports of embarkation and the straits of the Bosporus. From 

1260 to 1453, the straits were under Byzantine control. Genoa was granted generous privileges 

of trade and movement in 1261 because of its assistance to Michael VIII Paleologus in retaking 

Constantinople. Venice, which had backed the losing side, was permitted to re-enter the Black 

Sea in 1268.
216

 Although Byzantine rulers inveighed against the trade in Greek Christian slaves, 

they did not seek to regulate the passage of Italian slave traders through the straits. 

 Moreover, Byzantium did not choose to cut off Mamluk access to Black Sea slaves. In 

1263, Michael Paleologus concluded a treaty with al-Ẓāhir Baybars permitting two Mamluk 

ships to pass through the Bosporus into the Black Sea each year.
217

 These ships may or may not 

have been intended to carry slaves, but the subsequent oaths of 1281 between Michael 

Paleologus and al-Manṣūr Qalawūn clarified Byzantine policy on the Mamluk slave trade.
218

 

Both ambassadors returning from the Golden Horde with slaves and slave traders from Soldaia 

(Sūdāq) could pass freely through Byzantium to Mamluk territory as long as they paid the 
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appropriate taxes and did not deal in Christian slaves, “for our law and religious code do not 

allow us this in the case of Christians.”
219

 Protecting Christians from enslavement by Muslims 

was the clear Byzantine priority. Although only the sea route was in use when these oaths were 

taken, their provisions presumably applied to the land route in the fourteenth century as well.   

The fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453 did not mark an immediate change for 

either Italian or Mamluk access to the Black Sea.
220

 A treaty of 1454 between the Ottoman 

sultanate and Genoa permitted the Genoese to maintain their colonies in Pera and the Crimea 

without specific reference to slaves. Another treaty of the same year between the Ottomans and 

Venice stated explicitly that Venetians were allowed to export slaves from the Black Sea. Like 

the Byzantines, the Ottomans were concerned with protecting their enslaved co-religionists. For 

this reason the Venetians were not allowed to sell Muslims as slaves and were required to free 

Muslim captives who fell into their hands. This state of affairs continued until the Ottomans 

moved to conquer the Italian settlements in the Black Sea in 1475. The Ottoman conquest of 

Caffa and Tana in that year marked the effective end of Italian involvement in the Black Sea 

slave trade. 

The Ottoman-Mamluk slave trade was not subject to the same religious tensions and so 

the Ottoman conquest of the straits and the trade routes of eastern Anatolia did not have any 

immediate effect on the Mamluk slave supply. The Mamluks and Ottomans had enjoyed more or 

less friendly relations from the 1360s, when the Ottoman state was just beginning to expand.
221
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During this period the Ottomans were happy to help protect the Mamluk slave trade in a variety 

of ways. In 1391, Bayezid I interceded at the request of al-Ẓāhir Barqūq to persuade the Genoese 

in Caffa to release some Mamluk merchants and to renew safe-conducts for Muslim merchants in 

Genoese territory.
222

 At the beginning of his reign in 1438, al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq wrote a letter to the 

Ottoman sultan Murad urging him to facilitate the passage of khwāja Zayn al-Dīn Naksārī, a 

royal mamluk trader (tājir al-mamālīk al-sulṭāniyyah), “with whatever mamluks of importable 

origin he designated in his possession.”
223

 In 1451-2, Mehmed II protected the Ottoman-Mamluk 

overland trade routes from incursions by the Karakoyunlus.
224

  

However, Ottoman expansion into southeastern Anatolia in the 1460s led to a direct 

confrontation with the Mamluks in 1485. Bayezid II, in alliance with both Venice and the 

Crimean Tartars, cut off the slave trade to the Mamluks during the war, which lasted from 1485 

to 1491.
225

 Al-Ashraf Qaytbay refused Bayezid’s initial offer of peace in 1489: among the 

concessions which he demanded was that Bayezid “release the slave traders that you hold.”
226

  

The peace treaty that was finally agreed upon in 1491 stipulated that “the sultan could take 

slaves, iron and any metal from the Black Sea to Syria and to all of his lands.”
227

 The Ottoman 

embargo, and the general disruption to Ottoman-Mamluk trade caused by the war, had disrupted 
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the slave trade significantly because the Ottomans had come to control both the land and sea 

routes. During the war, al-Ashraf Qaytbay was not able to buy enough mamluks to replace those 

who had died because of the expense and the interruption of supply.
228

  

The other states able to regulate the Black Sea slave trade were those with jurisdiction 

over the Black Sea ports. Although Tana remained under the jurisdiction of the Golden Horde 

and its fifteenth-century successors, they did not seek to intervene in the slave trade there. 

Venice had a substantial community there but no power to legislate. The king of Cilician 

Armenia was able to regulate the slave trade through Ayas during the late thirteenth century, but 

did so under severe constraints because of the threat of Mamluk invasion. Genoa actively 

managed the slave trade through Caffa and its other ports to generate revenue for its colonial 

administration and to meet certain religious and political goals.  

Regulation of the late thirteenth-century slave trade via Armenia was subject to special 

pressures. A treaty of 1288 between Genoa and Leon II of Armenia constrained the Genoese not 

to sell Christians to Muslims: “if they sell a slave who may be Christian, that they swear not to 

sell him to Saracens or to any person whom they might believe would sell him to Saracens.”
229

 

Yet a treaty of 1285 with the Mamluks obligated the king of Armenia to“not forbid anyone, 

whether a merchant or not, who imports slaves, slave-girls, horses, mules and all kinds of goods, 

to bring them to the Sultan’s territory; nor shall he detain them, nor permit anyone to detain 

them. He shall open the way for them to import the slaves, slave-girls, horses, mules and other 

kinds of goods, all nationalities of slaves and nationalities of slave-girls of their various kinds, 
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and not detain any of them.”
230

 Armenia was not able to extend its protection to Christian co-

religionists in the 1285 treaty because of its delicate political situation. Having chosen to support 

the crusader kingdoms and the Ilkhanate against the expanding Mamluks, Armenia’s allies were 

steadily conquered or driven back, leaving them vulnerable to Mamluk raids. Al-Manṣūr 

Qalawūn refused even to meet with the Armenian ambassadors to discuss the 1285 treaty until 

the Templars intervened as mediators. As a result of their weak negotiating position, the 

Armenians were required to allow “all nationalities [ajnās] of slaves and nationalities [ajnās] of 

slave-girls” to be exported, regardless of whether they or their owners were Christian.   

In 1290, shortly after the Genoese became established in Caffa but before the fall of Acre 

to the Mamluks and the consequent agitation for a new crusade, Genoa and the Mamluk sultan 

al-Manṣūr Qalawūn ratified a treaty applying to their subjects throughout the Mediterranean 

region as well as the Black Sea.
231

 In return for the various rights and privileges from Qalawūn, 

the Genoese promised security for Mamluk subjects traveling by land and sea. In Arabic, this 

protection was extended to ambassadors and merchants along with their “wares and persons, 

their chattels, slaves and slave-girls in their vessels.”
232

 In Latin, protection was granted to “all 

Saracen merchants of the lord sultan, male slaves, mamluks, and female slaves, coming and 
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 Translation from Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy, 101-102. Ibn ʿAbd al-Ẓāhir, Tashrīf al-ayām, 100.  

السلطانيةّوالّالّيمنعّأحداّمنّالتجارّوالّمنّغيرّالتجار،ّمنّجلبّالممالكّوالجوارّوالخيلّوالبغالّوسائرّأصنافّالبضائعّعنّالحضورّبهمّإليّالبالدّ

يفسحّألحدّفيّأنّيعوقهمّويفتحّالطريقّلهمّبيجلبواّالمماليكّوالجوارّوالبضائعّوالخيلّوالبغالّوسائرّاألصنافّوسائرّأجناسّالمماليكّيعوقهمّوالّ

 وأجناسّالجوارّعليّاختالفهمّوالّيعوقّمنهمّأحدا
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 A comparison of the two variants and an English translation of the Arabic can be found in P.M. Holt, “Qalawun’s 

Treaty with Genoa in 1290,” Der Islam 57 (1980): 101-108 and in Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy, 141-151. The 

original Arabic is in Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, Tashrif al-ayyam, 166-69. The Latin is in de Sacy, Pièces diplomatiques, 33-

52, drawn from Liber iurium duplicatum, ASG, Codici Membranacii, Codice C, fols. 235r-236v. Amitai, 

“Diplomacy and the Slave Trade” analyzes the two versions but mistakenly asserts on p. 354 that the Latin does not 

mention slaves.  
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 Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy, 147; Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, Tashrīf al-Ayyām, 166.  

موالبضائعّوالنفو)س(،ّوأموالهمّومماليكهمّوجوارهمّفيّمراكبه  
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going from the lands of the lord sultan.”
233

 Mamluk subjects captured by the Genoese on enemy 

ships were also protected in both versions, but only the Arabic version specified that slaves 

belonging to Muslims were included under that protection.
234

 The Latin version’s emphasis on 

slaves in the first passage and elimination of slaves from the second passage suggests that the 

Genoese were willing to facilitate the Mamluk slave trade when Genoese or Mamluk ships were 

used for transport, but less willing to permit the Mamluk slave trade if the ships of rival powers 

were used for transport.  

Over the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Genoa used regulation as well 

as warfare to extend its control over maritime slave trade throughout the Black Sea. As early as 

1316, the Office of the Gazaria in Genoa ruled that all ships traveling east of Caffa within the 

Black Sea were required to stop at Caffa for at least one day.
235

 The result of the maritime wars 

between Genoa and Venice in 1350-55 and 1378-81 was to reinforce Genoese hegemony over 

trade and navigation in the Black Sea. Genoa was then able to use its power to tax trade in the 

region and channel it through Caffa, even trade conducted by non-Genoese merchants on non-

Genoese ships.
236

 As explained in Chapter Three, the Genoese authorities at Caffa had agents 

throughout the Black Sea to collect the income of St. Anthony, a tax on Muslim travelers and 

any slaves they might be transporting.
237

 Likewise, any ships that put in at Caffa would be 

inspected to ensure that they were not exporting Christian slaves to the Mamluks. As in the 
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 “Omnes Sarracenos mercatores domini soldani, Sclavos, Momolucos et Sclavas, eundo et redeundo ad terras 

domini soldani." de Sacy, Pièces diplomatiques, 40.  
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 Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy, 148 and Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, Tashrīf al-Ayyām, 167 versus de Sacy, Pièces 

diplomatiques, 41.  
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 Leges municipales, 378. 
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 Balard, “Gênes et la mer Noire,” 48.  
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 ASG, Banco di San Giorgio, Sala 34, 590, 1308/2, fol. 3v. 
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treaties discussed previously, the chief concern of the Genoese state in regulating the Black Sea 

slave trade was to prevent Christian slaves from being owned by Muslims. Otherwise the slave 

trade, whether to Genoa or the Mamluks, was permitted to continue. The taxes collected on the 

slave trade provided a valuable revenue stream for the Genoese administration at Caffa.  

A final area of legislation concerned the ships that could be used to transport slaves into 

the Mediterranean. In 1441, Genoa forbade Byzantine and Syrian (Mamluk) galleys from 

carrying slaves beyond Chios.
238

 For other types of ships carrying slaves beyond Tenedos, i.e. 

west or south of the Black Sea, there were restrictions on numbers, with a maximum of 30 slaves 

for a one-deck ship, 45 slaves for a two-deck ship, and 60 slaves for a three-deck ship. Each 

merchant on board the ship was allowed to have one male slave for personal service that did not 

count towards the limit. However, any vessel without other cargo could transport any number of 

slaves to any destination. These rules seem designed to discourage the transport of slaves on 

mixed-cargo ships and to restrict the long-distance slave trade to Genoese shipping. These rules 

were enforced by the Office of Gazaria, which would check the records of ships arriving in 

Genoa and issue fines if necessary. 

Venetians also regulated the conditions under which slaves were shipped. As described 

above, Venice dictated the freight charges and living expenses that could be charged for the 

transport of slaves. It also set the number of slaves per ship. Armed Venetian galleys were 

                                                 
238

 Heers, Gênes au XVe siècle, 313; Canale, Della Crimea, 1:322. Epstein, Speaking of Slavery, 99 interprets these 

as one-mast, two-mast, and three-mast ships. Heyd, Histoire du commerce, 2:559 interprets these as ships designated 

especially for slave transport and the restrictions on numbers as a health measure. Verlinden, “Medieval ‘Slavers’,” 

5-6 interpreted these rules as not applying to the slave trade between the Black and Egypt because he thought that 

“Byzantine and Syrian galleys” meant Genoese galleys coming from Byzantine and Syrian ports. Spatially this does 

not make sense. Ships bringing slaves from the Black Sea to Egypt would have to pass beyond both Tenedos and 

Chios. Genoese galleys departing from Syrian ports would be unlikely to put in at Chios, and if so they would be 

heading northward and probably not carrying slaves. 
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permitted to carry one slave per merchant.
239

 Unarmed galleys were allowed to carry two slaves 

for every crew member (stipendiato) up to a maximum of 25 slaves for the profit of the ship-

owners (patroni). Later these limits were shifted to three or four slaves per crew-member 

(salariato) up to a maximum of 40 slaves. For cogs, the maximum was four slaves per 

crewmember from 1381.
240

 Thus unarmed galleys and cogs were the main carriers of the slave 

trade. 

 

Conclusion 

The slave trade from the Black Sea to the markets of Venice and Genoa was conducted 

largely by non-specialists. Some were individuals importing slaves for their own use or that of 

their friends and relatives. Others were merchants dealing in slaves as one among many Black 

Sea commodities. These slaves were commonly transported into the Mediterranean on mixed-

cargo ships carrying anywhere from one or two to one hundred slaves belonging to multiple 

merchants. Some of these slaves were kept for personal use by the merchants who imported 

them, but many were sold to new owners in Italy. In a single year, anywhere from 43 (in the late 

fifteenth century) to 686 (in the late fourteenth century) slaves changed hands in Genoa, and the 

scale of the Venetian slave market was probably comparable. Although some of these slaves 

were then re-exported to other parts of Italy and Iberia, most remained in service in Venice and 

Genoa, generating a total slave population in the thousands, as shown in Chapter Two.  

The exportation of slaves from the Black Sea to the Mamluk sultanate differed 

significantly from the Italian case because it was dominated by specialist merchants who traded 
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in slaves and other high-value strategic and luxury goods. Some acted as agents of the sultan and 

others operated independently. Mamluk slave traders may have used their own ships to travel to 

the Crimea in the late thirteenth century, but by the mid fourteenth century they were dependent 

on Italian shipping to transport their slaves by sea to Alexandria. However, from the early to 

mid-fourteenth century, Mamluk slave traders gained access to an alternative land route running 

from the southern coast of the Black Sea through Anatolia and Syria to Aleppo, Damascus, and 

Cairo. There was no difference in the origins of the slaves transported by land and sea; Turks 

from the northern coast and Caucasians from the east could be exported by either route. As a 

result, Mamluk slave traders exported hundreds of slaves each year. Although each route passed 

through the jurisdiction of powers not subject to Mamluk control, it was only in the 1480s that 

the Ottoman sultanate was able to cut off the Mamluk slave trade entirely through its 

simultaneous domination of the Bosporus, the land routes of eastern Anatolia, and shipping 

within the Black Sea.  

All states involved in the Black Sea slave trade sought to regulate it. Those with 

jurisdiction over important ports and routes, such as Genoa, Byzantium, and the Ottomans, used 

their authority to tax the slave trade and to protect their co-religionists from enslavement by 

adherents of other faiths. Those without jurisdiction, such as Venice and the Mamluk sultanate, 

used their authority to control the conditions under which slaves were shipped and to offer 

incentives for delivering high-quality slaves to market. These state policies governing the Black 

Sea slave trade are what tied the Italian and Mamluk branches of the trade together. A few Italian 

merchants, such as Gentile Imperiale, were enticed by high prices, tax exemptions, and other 

privileges to become slave suppliers for the Mamluk sultanate. On the other hand, Genoese 

restrictions on the export of slaves from Caffa and the shipment of slaves within the Black Sea 
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directly affected the availability of slaves in Damascus and Cairo. One non-state regulator of the 

slave trade has not yet been discussed: the papacy. The effect of papal bans on the involvement 

of Italians in the Mamluk slave trade will be covered in Chapter Six.  

However, before discussing the impact of the Black Sea slave trade on the Mediterranean 

religious and political sphere, we will discuss how slaves were marketed and consumed in the 

Mediterranean. Once a slave trader had successfully delivered slaves from the Black Sea to 

Genoa, Venice, or Cairo, he needed to advertise them in the local marketplace, find suitable 

buyers, allow buyers to inspect the slaves, agree on prices, and draw up contracts. The process of 

marketing, inspecting, and selling a slave in the Mediterranean will be the subject of Chapter 

Five.  
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Chapter Five:  

The Process of Buying a Slave 

 

The paradoxical status of slaves as both objects and human beings made their sale 

different from the sale of any other commodity.
1
 As human beings, slaves had will, the capacity 

of choice with regard to their actions. This capacity was an integral part of their value as 

commodities because it enabled them to undertake complex tasks without supervision. Although 

the power of slaves to convert their internal will into external action in the marketplace was 

severely limited by their status as objects, they could still choose to intervene or not to intervene 

in their own sale in ways impossible for animals or inanimate goods. At the same time, the sale 

of a human being as a slave was an act of humiliation. It reinforced the slave’s powerlessness 

over his or her own body in contrast to the power of the seller and buyer.
2
 These power dynamics 

also shaped the process of selling a slave and distinguished it from the sale of other commodities. 

The sale of slaves was conducted under very similar circumstances in both the Italian and 

Mamluk markets.
3
 The environment in which slave sales generally took place, the assessment of 

favorable and unfavorable qualities, the inspection process by which the qualities of an 

individual slave were determined, the pattern of bargaining for a good price, and the terms of a 

slave sale contract were all part of the Mediterranean common culture of slavery, if not a 

Mediterranean common culture of the market more generally. Areas of difference included the 

deployment of medical expertise during the inspection, the implications of pregnancy for the sale 

                                                 
1
 The paradox of slave as person and object in the medieval Christian context shares many features with the 

Christian paradox of matter as both spiritually charged and inanimate. Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian 

Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York: Zone Books, 2011).  

 
2
 Hans Müller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs nach arabischen, persischen und türkischen Ratgebern vom 10. bis zum 

18. Jahrhundert (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1980); Baber Johansen, “The Valorization of the Human Body in 

Muslim Sunni Law,” Princeton Papers in Near Eastern Studies 4 (1996): 71-112. 

 
3
 Stephen Bensch, “From Prizes of War to Domestic Merchandise: The Changing Face of Slavery in Catalonia and 

Aragon, 1000-1300,” Viator 25 (1994): 63-91 traces the commodification of the slave market in Catalonia and 

Aragon in the thirteenth century.  
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of female slaves, and contractual details such as the warranty period for good health or 

acknowledgement of slave status. This chapter, therefore, will describe the common culture of 

the slave market while highlighting areas where practice differed significantly and where the 

slave’s human nature came to the fore.  

Four types of sources are especially informative about the process of marketing and 

purchasing a slave. The first are compilations of slave-buying advice, a genre which existed only 

in Arabic.
4
 This genre was shaped by classical Greek tradition, especially the works of Galen and 

Aristotle on physiognomy (firāsa) and politics (siyāsa).
5
 It also drew on works of geography and 

cosmography that expounded the connection between origin, climate, and character; poetry and 

literature that expressed the desirable and undesirable qualities of slaves; and treatises on ethics 

and household management that discussed the role of slaves within the home.
6
 The stated 

audience of this genre was the average slave buyer, assumed to be male, who needed guidance to 

choose a slave appropriate to his needs and to avoid being cheated by the slave trader or broker. 

Whether this advice was indeed followed by the average slave buyer, and whether it bore any 

relationship to the practices of Italian slave buyers, will be discussed in the chapter below.  

Three compilations of slave-buying advice have survived from the Mamluk period, one 

each from the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries. Ibn al-Akfānī’s fourteenth-century 

                                                 
4
 Müller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs is the only survey of this genre. The most famous example is Abī al-Ḥasan ibn 

Buṭlān, “Risālah jāmiʿah li-funūn nāfiʿah fī shirā al-raqīq wa-taqlīb al-ʿabīd,” in Nawādir al-makhṭūṭāt, ed. ʿAbd al-

Salām Hārūn (Cairo: Al-Hayʾah al-ʿāmmah li-quṣūr al-thaqāfah, 1954), 383-420.  

 
5
 Maḥmūd ibn Aḥmad al-‘Ayntābī, Al-Qawl al-sadīd fī ikhtiyār al-imāʾ wa-al-ʿabīd, ed. Muḥammad ʿIsā Sāliḥiyah 

(Beirut: Muʾassasat al-risālah, 1996), 32. For an explanation of physiognomyas  intuitive expertise as well as a 

technique of acute obersvation, see Antonella Ghersetti, “De l'achat des esclaves: entre examen médical et 

physiognomie. Le chapitre 46 du Kitāb al-dalā'il d'Ibn Bahlūl (Xe s.),” in Essays in Honour of Alexander Fodor on 

his Sixtieth Birthday, ed. K. Dévényi and T. Iványi (Budapest: Eötvös Loránd University, 2001), 83-84.  
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 An example of the literary side of this genre is Jalāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥman al-Suyūṭī’s fifteenth-century 

compilation of poetry on the beauty of white, brown, and black skin: Nuzhat al-ʿumr fī al-tafḍīl bayna al-bīḍ wa-al-

sūd wa-al-sumr, ed. ʿAbd al-Amīn Mahdi al-Taʿi (Baghdad: Dār Ibn Nadim, 1990).  
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treatise on slave buying, “Observation and Inspection in the Examination of Slaves” (Al-Naẓir 

wa-al-Taḥqīq fī Taqlīb al-Raqīq), exists today in a single manuscript fragment of only five folio 

pages.
7
 It was heavily based on, and may have served as an introduction for, the anonymous 

thirteenth-century treatise entitled “Inspection in Slave-Buying” (Al-Taḥqiq fī Shirā’ al-Raqīq) 

that also exists today in a single manuscript.
8
 Ibn al-Akfānī, sometimes known as al-Anṣārī, was 

a polymath with a career in medicine. Born in the 1280s in northern Iraq, he began his scholarly 

career in Syria and then moved to Cairo. By the 1320s he was working at the Manṣūrī hospital, 

just down the street from the slave market at Khān Masrūr, and also had a private practice which 

seems to have included acting as a consultant to slave brokers. According to his younger friend 

and biographer al-Ṣafadī, “as for knowledge about slaves, he had a wealth of it. I saw those 

enthusiastic about the trade come to him and talk about what problems had befallen them in the 

course of their work. He guided them to that which was right and led them to repair their faults.”
9
 

His written works included dozens of treatises on medical and non-medical topics, from 

ophthalmology to Quran exegesis, as well as an encyclopedia of the sciences.
10

 He died in the 

first major outbreak of the Black Death in Cairo in 1348, but his treatise on slave-buying inspired 

the work of al-‘Ayntābī (also called al-Amshāṭī), another doctor who taught medicine at the 
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 Muḥammad ibn Sāʿid al-Akfānī, Al-Naẓar wa-al-taḥqīq fī taqlīb al-raqīq, BNF arabe 2234, f.148r-151r. The 

library catalog lists the text as f.148-157, but the rest of the gathering consists of unrelated fragmentary texts.  
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 Al-Taḥqīq fī shirāʾ al-raqīq, DK, Taimuriyya, Fa ā’il wa-radhā’il, no. 48. This manuscript is the sole surviving 

version of this text. It is missing its last chapters and colophon, but likely dates to the first half of the thirteenth 

century. Müller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs, 177 suggests that Ibn al-Akfānī’s text was an introduction to this 

treatise. 
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 Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, Aʿyān al-ʿaṣr wa-aʿwān al-naṣr, ed. Fuat Sezgin (Frankfurt: Institut für Geschichte der 

Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften, 1990), no. 1440. I would like to thank Khalid Yossef for directing me to this 
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 Jan Just Witkam, “Ibn al-Akfani (d.749/1348) and his bibliography of the sciences,” Manuscripts of the Middle 

East 2 (1987): 38. 
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Manṣūrī hospital and Ibn Tūlūn mosque.
11

 Al-‘Ayntābī’s treatise, “The Apt Statement on 

Choosing Female and Male Slaves” (Al-Qawl al-Sadīd fi Ikhtiyār al-Imā’ wa-al-‘Abīd), exists in 

several manuscript copies and has been published.  

A second set of sources describing the Mamluk slave market are treatises on the duties of 

a market inspector (muḥtasib) known as ḥisba manuals. The market inspector was an official 

appointed by the state “to enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong,” regulating behavior in 

the markets and in other public spaces.
12

 The basis for their activities was local custom (‘urf) as 

much as religious law (sharī’a). In some cases these responsibilities may have been carried out 

by an assistant, such as the supervisor of the markets (nāẓir al-aswāq) who oversaw the horse 

and slave markets.
13

 The two most important surviving ḥisba manuals from the Mamluk period, 

“The Utmost Authority in the Pursuit of Ḥisba” (Nihāyat al-rutbah fī ṭalab al-ḥisbah) by Ibn 

Bassām and “Guideposts of Piety in the Principles of Ḥisba” (Ma’ālim al-Qurbah fī aḥkām al-

ḥisbah) by Ibn al-Ukhūwwa, date from the first half of the fourteenth century.
14

 Both were based 

on “The Utmost Authority in the Pursuit of Ḥisba” (Nihāyat al-rutbah fī ṭalab al-ḥisbah) by al-
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 He also taught Hanafi law. Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ li-ahl al-qarn al-tāsiʿ, ed. 

Husām al-Dīn al-Qudsī (Cairo: Maktabat al-qudsī, 1934),10:128 no. 541. al-‘Ayntābī, Al-Qawl al-sadīd, 31 notes 

the legacy of Ibn al-Akfānī’s treatise within the genre. 
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 Quran 3:110. Restated in Shihāb al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Nuwayrī, Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab (Cairo:MTTTN, 

1964-1992), 6:296. The duties of a muḥtasib are explained in Jonathan Berkey, Jonathan. “The Muhtasibs of Cairo 

under the Mamluks: Towards an Understanding of an Islamic Institution,” in Mamluks in Egyptian and Syrian 

Politics and Society, ed. Michael Winter and Amalia Levanoni (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 245-276. 
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 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān ibn Naṣr al-Shayzarī, The Book of the Islamic Market Inspector, ed. R.P. Buckley (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1999), 102; Qāsim ʿAbduh Qāsim, ʿAṣr salāṭīn al-mamālīk: al-tّārīkh al-siyāsī wa-al-

ijtimāʿī (Cairo: ʿAyn lil-dirāsāt wa-al-buḥūth al-insāniyyah wa-al-ijtimāʿiyyah, 1998), 229; Maya Shatzmiller, 

Labour in the Medieval Islamic World (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994), index of occupational terms. 
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 Ibn Bassām, Nihāyat al-rutbah fī ṭّalab al-ḥisbah, ed. Husām al-Dīn al-Sāmraʾī (Baghdad: al-Maʿarif Press, 1968), 

149-152; Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Maʿālim al-qurbah fī aḥkām al-ḥisbah, ed. Reuben Levy 

(London: Luzac & Co., 1938), 50. Aḥmad ibn Taymiyyah’s hisba manual of the same era does not have a chapter on 

slaves. Al-Ḥisbah fī al-islām, ed. Muḥammad Mubārak (Cairo: Dār al-kutub al-ʿarabiyyah, 1967). 
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Shayzarī, a Syrian market inspector with medical expertise who wrote during the twelfth century 

and whose treatise was still being copied in the fourteenth century.
15

  

The third set of sources, narrative descriptions of the slave market, is also focused on the 

Mamluk case.
16

 Christian pilgrims who passed through Cairo and Alexandria on their way to 

Jerusalem or the monastery of St. Catherine on the Sinai peninsula recorded their observations 

about many facets of life in Egypt and Syria. The most detailed descriptions of the slave markets 

in Cairo and Alexandria were composed by three late fifteenth-century German pilgrims: Felix 

Fabri and Bernhard Breydenbach, who visited Cairo together in 1483, and Arnold von Harff, 

who traveled there in the 1490s.  

The fourth set of sources, and the only one focused on Venice and Genoa, are the notarial 

registers. While the sale documents which have been used in previous chapters reflect the 

physical environment of the slave market and provide data on the prices for which slaves were 

sold, the most useful notarial documents for understanding the process of selling a slave are the 

records of testimony in legal disputes. When the sale of a slave was later disputed or invalidated, 

the case description and the arguments put forward on each side reveal much about the behavior 

and expectations associated with the slave market.  

In the present chapter, I bring these four sets of sources together to explore the 

characteristics and limits of the late medieval Mediterranean common culture of slavery as well 

as the ways in which slaves’ humanity made their sale different from that of other commodities. 
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 al-Shayzarī, The Book of the Islamic Market Inspector, v. This edition is based on a manuscript produced in Egypt 
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 Felix Fabri, Evagatorium in Terrae Sanctae, Arabiae et Egypti peregrinationem, ed. Conrad Hassler (Stuttgart: 
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Syon ad Christi sepulcrum in Hierusalem (Speyer: Peter Drach, 1502); Arnold von Harff, The Pilgrimage of Arnold 

von Harff, trans. Malcolm Letts (London: Hakluyt Society, 1946); Joos van Ghistele, Voyage en Egypte de Joos van 

Ghistele, 1482-1483, ed. Renée Bauwens-Préaux (Cairo: IFAO, 1976).  
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The key areas on which I will focus are the physical environments in which slaves were sold, the 

role of brokers in facilitating slave sales, the process of inspection and its reliance on medical 

expertise, the humiliation of the slave during inspection along with his or her ability to intervene 

in the process, slave prices, and the contractual language used to document slave sales.  

 

The Marketplace 

Americans today tend to imagine large public auctions as the primary context for the sale 

of slaves.
17

 Slaves were occasionally sold at auction in late medieval Genoa and Venice, but not 

in large numbers. Such auctions tended to be conducted by government officials in order to settle 

the affairs of debtors and the deceased, especially in cases where the value of one or two slaves 

had to be distributed among several heirs or creditors.
18

 The only location mentioned in 

connection with a slave auction in Genoa was “in the new palazzo of the commune of Genoa, at 

the place of the bench where justice is administered.”
19

 Auctions in Venice were held at the 

Rialto and at S. Giorgio.
20

 The Quarantia Criminal banned slave auctions at the Rialto or 
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Alessandro Stella (Paris: Éditions Karthala, 2012), 90; Vincenzo Lazari, “Del traffico e delle condizioni degli 
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mercato degli schiavi, Tartar table, 1403, 1405, and 1441; Ibid., Circassian table, 1487; Ibid., Abkhaz table, 1457. 

Slaves auctioned for unstated reasons: ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.19, N.7, reg. 1, fol. 14r; ASG, Not. Ant. 449, doc. 

47; Antonio Lombardo, ed., Nicola de Boateriis, notaio in Famagosta e Venezia (1355-1365) (Venice: CPFSV, 

1973), 307 doc. 300; Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, Tartar table, 1457; Ibid., Slaves Without Race table, 1401; 

Charles Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise aux XIVe et XVe siècles,” Bulletin de l’Institut 

Historique Belge de Rome 39 (1968): 107, 149, 153. 

 
19

 “In palatio novo comunis Ianue ad statum banci ubi iura redduntur.” ASG, Not. Ant. 449, doc. 47, dated 19 
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anywhere else in Venice in 1366 with the provision that slaves “can stand in the new Rialto, and 

they can be sold there and elsewhere without an auction, provided that they are not sold in the 

great Rialto, neither at auction nor without auction, nor in other parts of the island of Rialto.”
21

 

The reason given for this ban was that public slave auctions reflected badly on Venetian honor. 

In spite of this, slaves were auctioned at the Rialto in 1369 and 1446.
22

 Evidence for slave 

auctions in the Mamluk sultanate is sparse, but in 1394 a judge in Jerusalem authorized the 

public sale of four slaves whose owner was deceased. The sale was to be conducted by 

proclaiming the slaves in the public markets and other places in order to solicit bids, a procedure 

similar to that used for auctions in Caffa.
23

  

Slaves in the late medieval Mediterranean were more commonly sold in urban public 

marketplaces dedicated to the slave trade, similar to markets for commodities from grain and fish 

to silk and swords.
24

 These markets operated at regular times, ranging from annual fairs and 

festivals to the weekly slave market held at Ragusa and the daily one in Alexandria.
25

 They 
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appeared in three different physical forms: an open market located in a vacant lot or square; a 

street market in which the slaves stood or sat along the walls; or an enclosed market located in a 

building, usually a khān or funduq with a central courtyard surrounded by shops on the first floor 

and rooms for the slaves on the second floor.
26

 In addition, slaves were displayed for sale in 

public places where crowds tended to congregate, such as at the entrances to mosques or 

churches.
27

 Sellers also exhibited them by leading them through the streets.
28

 Because of the 

humiliation associated with public display, low-value slaves were more likely to be sold in the 

street while high-value slaves were more likely to be sold in an enclosed market.
29

 

In both Venice and Genoa, slave sale contracts generally included a statement of location. 

In many cases the location given was the bench of the notary who drew up the contract, which 

may or may not have been where the sale itself was negotiated. In Venice, 78 percent of sale 

contracts (175 out of 223, dated between 1360 and 1450) were located in the Rialto area, 

between the Rialto Bridge and what is now the fish market. Of these, nineteen were located at 

the benches or shops of notaries, while one was recorded “in the piazza where the merchants 

gather and meet” and another “under the portico of the church of S. Giovanni of Rialto.”
30

 Other 
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Stranger in the Mediterranean World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  
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 Marcel Clerget, Le  aire, étude de géographie urbaine et d’histoire économique (Cairo: E. & R. Schindler, 1934), 

344; Adam Mez, The Renaissance of Islam, trans. Salahuddin Khuda Bakhsh and D.S. Margoliouth (Patna: Jubilee 

Printing and Publishing House, 1937), 160.  
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notaries located in the Rialto included Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise,” 134; ASVe, Canc. inf., 

Not., b.48, register for 1430s, fol. 36v; b.95 I, loose parchment, 11 May 1417; b.132, N.9, fol. 4v; b.230, N.1, reg. 4, 
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public places where slave sales were documented include the office of the capisestieri, the piazza 

S. Marco, and the court of the procurators of S. Marco in the ducal or communal palazzo 

nearby.
31

  

In Genoa, 67 percent of sales (97 out of 145, dated between 1260 and 1460) were 

recorded at a notary’s bench. As in Venice, these tended to be located in the commercial center 

of the city between the churches of S. Lorenzo, S. Marco, S. Donato, and the port, or else in 

small wooden cubbies erected in a portico or entryway.
32

 Landmarks included the corner of the 

house of the late Pichemilius (Piccamiglio) Ususmaris, the corner and portico of the house of 

Nicolaus Cicogne, beside the house of Angelus de Nigro, and beside the house of the Pediculi.
33

 

Slave sales were also located at the cathedral of S. Lorenzo and in the palazzo of the commune.
34

 

A 1392 document refers to the shop of a specialized seller of slaves, Giorgio da Feggino, located 

on the contada de’Marini.
35

 

Cairo was the capital of the Mamluk sultanate and the greatest population center in 

Egypt. Therefore it was served by multiple slave markets. Their locations shifted over time, 

though they were generally to be found within the dense commercial district known today as 
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Khān al-Khalīlī. In the early thirteenth century, two locations were designated as slave markets.
36

 

One was closed in 1225 when the sultan al-Kāmil chose it as the site of his new school 

(madrasah).
37

 It was replaced by an open market located along the same street, Bayn al-Qasrayn, 

in a space (sāḥah) opposite Bāb al-Zuhūmah, previously the gate of the old Fatimid palace and 

later the gate of the Hanbalī hall of the madrasah of al-Ṣāliḥ.
38

 This new market was moved 

again almost immediately when a retired palace eunuch named Masrūr purchased the site for a 

small khān, Khān Masrūr al-Ṣaghīr, sometime during the reign of al-Kāmil (1218-1238).
39

  

The slave market did not move far, however, reappearing in association with Masrūr’s 

large khān, Khān Masrūr al-Kabīr. Masrūr’s large khān was built next to his small khān, still in 

the vicinity of Bāb al-Zuhūmah.
40

 In the thirteenth century it boasted ninety-nine rooms and a 

mosque.
41

 By the late fourteenth century it was one of the most important khāns in Cairo, notable 
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for its many traders from Greater Syria as well as a government office for the deposit of funds 

for orphans and travelers.
42

 It was also the site of the primary slave market during the early 

Mamluk period. Either beside the khān or included among its exterior shops were two rooms 

with a bench between them.
43

 Mamluks (specifically Turks and Greeks) sat on the bench to be 

displayed for potential buyers.
44

  

Al-Ẓāhir Barqūq closed this slave market in the early part of his reign, in the 1380s, and 

Khān Masrūr went into decline shortly afterwards.
45

 The slave market then shifted to a new 

district, Khuṭṭ al-Misṭāḥ. This market, located near the Madrasah Ḥusāmiyyah, was referred to 

interchangeably as the slave market (sūq al-raqīq) and the female slave market (sūq al-jawārī).
46

 

It was a street market on the Darb al-Mushtarak and remained at this location for almost a 

hundred years.
47

 The only hiatus occurred in 821/1418 when it was moved to an unnamed 

funduq opposite the shrine of al-Ḥusayn.
48

 A candidate for this enclosed market is Funduq 
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Bahādur, founded in 656/1258 and located across the street (Darb Jirjī) on the western side of the 

mosque of al-Ḥusayn.
49

  

Another fifteenth-century street market was found in Khūkhah Sūq al-Jawār, near the 

madrasah of Sayf al-Islām and the Ḥammām al-Sulṭān.
50

 It was referred to interchangeably as a 

market for slaves and female slaves (sūq al-raqīq and sūq al-jawārī) and was operational until at 

least 1471.
51

 There may have been a third fifteenth-century slave market near Madrasah al-

Fakhriyyah during the reign of al-Ẓāhir Jaqmaq.
52

 Late fifteenth-century visitors to Cairo 

described slaves being sold in open markets but did not identify their location.
53

 

Towards the end of the Mamluk period, the slave market moved yet again. In November 

1514, al-Ashraf Qanṣūh al-Ghawrī closed the old slave market and founded a new one (sūq lil-

raqīq) on the same street as the temporary slave market of 1418.
54

 This may have evolved into 

the Wakālat al-Jallāba, an Ottoman-era street market specializing in black slaves which itself 

changed location several times while keeping the same name.
55

 White slaves were sold in the 
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Wakālat al-Kushuk and Khān Ja’far during the Ottoman era.
56

 Markets with these names have 

been attributed to the Mamluk era as well, but there is no mention of them in contemporary 

sources.
57

 The Ottoman pattern of separate of the markets for black and white slaves, or for male 

and female slaves, was not characteristic of the Mamluk era either.  

Although other major Mamluk cities hosted slave markets, we know little about their 

location or architecture. The exception is the Tatar funduq in Alexandria, which was known as a 

slave market in both Mamluk and European sources.
58

 It was not supplied exclusively by Tatar 

merchants, however, nor were Tatars the majority of the slaves sold there.
59

 Felix Fabri, a 

fifteenth-century German pilgrim, reported that a Libyan ship which had captured thirteen 

Christian sailors “bought the Christians themselves to Alexandria to sell… they led them to the 

funduq of the Tartars and there they held them for sale and sold them.”
60

 Bernhard von 

Breydenbach, a traveling companion of Fabri, described the scene inside the Tatar funduq: “we 

saw the noblest of objects, that is men, as slaves for sale at the vilest price. [They were] of both 

sexes, youths and young men, boys and girls, as well as certain women who had babies hanging 
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at the breast, all of whom were there awaiting sale.”
61

 Slaves may have been sold in the “local” 

funduqs for Egyptian merchants as well.
62

  

 Finally, slaves were sold in private environments such as homes and shops. In the 

Mamluk context, this seems to have been a prerogative of wealthy and powerful buyers and a 

privilege granted to elite slaves who thus avoided the humiliation of public display. When the 

young ruler of Aleppo wanted to buy a slave in the early thirteenth century, a merchant visited 

his house with a selection of slaves so that he and his mother, watching from behind a veil or 

screen, could inspect them privately.
63

 In the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century, al-

Mu’ayyad Shaykh was playing cards with a group of friends when a slave merchant appeared 

with a mamluk to sell. The boy was so impressive that al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh purchased him on 

the spot.
64

 In 1405, the governor of Aleppo contacted the merchant Jalāl al-Dīn to purchase 

mamluks.
65

 Jalāl al-Dīn brought seven or eight slaves to the governor’s home, of which he 

bought all but two.  

In Italy, the sale of slaves in private homes and shops seems to have been a matter of 

convenience.
66

 Slave sales were recorded in the shops of their buyers and sellers (cloth 
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merchants at the Rialto in Venice and the neighborhood of S. Stephano in Genoa, a butcher near 

the gate of S. Andreas in Genoa, and a wool-worker) as well as in the shops of witnesses (a spice 

merchant, a shoemaker, and a cheese monger).
67

 Sales were also recorded in the homes of buyers 

and sellers.
68

 In Genoa, some sales even took place on the long staircases outside homes located 

on steep hills.
69

 In neither city were women restricted to buying and selling slaves at home; 

women were just as likely to have their transactions recorded at the Rialto, the palazzo of the 

commune, the notaries’ benches in Genoa, and other public places.
70

 

 To conclude, the common culture of late medieval Mediterranean slavery encompassed 

slave sales in a variety of physical environments. Slaves might be sold at auction or in private 

homes and shops, but more often they were displayed in urban public marketplaces devoted to 

the purpose. These marketplaces might take the form of open squares or fields, streets lined with 

benches, or enclosed courtyards within a khān or funduq. The context of individual slave sales 

depended on the convenience of the buyer and seller as well as state regulation concerning the 

location of slave markets.  
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The Broker 

Within and beyond the physical marketplace, the trade in slaves was facilitated by 

brokers. Brokers mediated transactions of all kinds in the major commercial cities of the late 

medieval period.
71

 They brought buyers and sellers together, advised them in their negotiations, 

and helped to arrange other services such as loans, insurance, storage, shipping, money-

changing, and translation. In return they received a fee, either at a flat rate or as a percentage of 

the value of the transaction. While some brokers specialized in the slave market, it was more 

common for brokers to offer assistance with a variety of commodities and services. Regulatory 

authorities also made brokers responsible for the enforcement of certain laws associated with 

commercial transactions such as sales taxes.  

In Venetian and Genoese notarial documents for the sale of slaves, the broker (misseta in 

Venice and censarius in Genoa) appeared most often as a witness.
72

 A few of these were 

identified as specialist slave brokers (misseta sclavorum), including Victor Pisani of S. Margarita 

and Clarius Laurentii of S. Marina, both active in Venice during the 1410s.
73

 Brokers in Genoa 

were involved in enforcing payment of the one florin tax on slave sales, and the collection 

register for that tax in 1413 includes the names of brokers associated with specific transactions.
74

 

Of the 130 transactions recorded for that year, brokers were named in 44 percent (57 sales). 
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Rafael de Stracta coordinated 29 of those transactions and thus may be considered a specialist 

slave broker. Thirteen other brokers were named as well, but none were involved in more than 

three or four slave sales over the course of the year and therefore were not specialists in the slave 

market. The existence of specialist slave brokers for the Italian markets may have compensated 

for the absence of specialist slave traders. If a prospective slave buyer in Italy was unable to 

arrange a purchase through a family member, friend, or business associate, he or she could turn 

to a slave broker who would assist in contacting other sellers. 

Arabic employed several terms for brokers. Simsār and dallāl referred to brokers in 

general, while a nakhkhās specialized in slaves or animals, and a munādin was a public crier who 

announced slaves available for sale.
75

 The term nakhkhās was also used for retail traders in 

slaves and animals, causing some confusion in the secondary sources about whether brokers 

traded in slaves on their own account or took custody of them on behalf of the seller.
76

 One 

Mamluk-era slave sale document includes a clause naming the broker: “the aforementioned sale 

was effected through the mediation of Badr al-Dīn Ḥasan ibn Ma’rūf.”
77
ّّ In his biographical 

dictionary, al-Sakhāwī included brief entries on a slave broker (dallāl al-raqīq) from Mecca as 

well as a professional witness (shāhid) who worked in the slave market of Cairo during the first 
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half of the fifteenth century.
78

 However, most of our knowledge about Mamluk slave brokers 

comes from prescriptive sources seeking to regulate their role in the slave trade.  

Mamluk slave brokers had a number of responsibilities beyond bringing buyers and 

sellers together. Perhaps the most important was to conduct a preliminary investigation into the 

legal status, age, and religious background of each slave in order to ensure that his or her sale 

would be valid. The broker’s first task was to confirm that each slave was indeed a slave and that 

the seller was legally empowered to dispose of him or her. If the slave turned out to be free, 

stolen, or likely to escape to nearby family members, the sale of that slave would be invalid.
79

 

The sale in absentia of a slave who had already run away was also invalid.
80

 In addition, brokers 

were advised to check past sale contracts for slaves of long standing, especially in the case of 

slaves sold by foreigners (ghurabā’), in order to make sure that previous owners had not placed 

any conditions on subsequent sales.
81

  

Secondly, brokers were supposed to enforce the law against separating slave children 

from their mothers.
82

 The age when separation was permissible was subject to some debate 

among the authors of ḥisba manuals. Some set it at seven or eight years of age, others defined it 
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with reference to the loss of baby teeth or the onset of physical maturity (bulūgh).
83

 Ibn Bassām 

also recommended seeking the consent of the mother and child before separating them.
84

  

It is difficult to assess how well these regulations were enforced because the age of slaves 

at sale is rarely mentioned in the Mamluk sources. The mamluk Jaqmaq al-Arghūnshāwī was 

imported to Egypt with his mother at the age of three and remained with her until he was old 

enough to begin mamluk training.
85

 When al-Ashraf Barsbay ordered the sale of captives taken 

in his 1425 attack on Cyprus, he also instructed that families not be separated.
86

 On the other 

hand, fifteenth-century travelers to Alexandria reported the slave market filled with “a great 

clamor and weeping” as purchased slaves were led away, “because by chance the purchased boy 

has a mother or brothers also for sale there.”
87

 Children were separated from their mothers, wives 

from husbands, and “the little child is snatched from his mother’s lap.”
88

   

A third criterion for valid sale was religious. Brokers were supposed to ensure that 

Muslims were not sold as slaves, and that young children and slave converts to Islam were not 

sold to non-Muslims in order to prevent their forced conversion to religious other than Islam.
89

 In 

order to protect Muslims from enslavement by non-Muslims, brokers were to inquire into the 
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religious background of each slave until they were “absolutely certain” of it, not accepting the 

word of the importer or of anyone else without legal knowledge or with an interest in the sale.
90

 

However, the requirement not to separate young children from their mothers trumped the 

requirement not to sell young children to non-Muslims. Thus if the slaves in question were a 

Christian woman with young children and the potential buyer was a Jew, the family should be 

sold together even if they later converted to Judaism.
91

 

Fifteenth-century Christian travelers to Cairo knew about this restriction on slave sales 

and described its enforcement.
92

 No one in Cairo would sell an Ethiopian slave to the traveling 

companion of Felix Fabri because he was a Christian.
93

 Fabri also repeated a story about a 

Christian merchant from Crete who bought two Muslim boys in Alexandria, took them back to 

Crete, and had them baptized as Christians.
94

 When he next returned to Alexandria he was 

accused of exporting Muslim slaves, convicted by the secular court, and offered a choice of 

death, conversion to Islam, or a fine of 50 ducats. During the same period the sultan, al-Ashraf 

Qaytbay, extorted money from a Jewish man by accusing him of purchasing a Muslim slave 
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woman, even though witnesses to the transaction testified that the slave was Jewish and therefore 

that the sale was legal.
95

 

In addition to verifying the legal status of each slave, ensuring the young children and 

mothers were not separated, and protecting Muslims from enslavement by non-Muslims, brokers 

were also required to keep a register in which they recorded each sale, especially the seller’s 

name and description or profession, in case of dispute.
96

 Ibn Bassām required that the seller’s 

identity be verified by local guarantors or by reference to a written contract.
97

 No examples of a 

slave broker’s register have survived from the Mamluk period, but one from the late tenth or 

early eleventh century was unearthed by an archeological excavation in Fustat.
98

 This register 

contains at least seventeen transactions organized by date. The simplest entries give only the 

name of the seller, the name of the buyer, and the price. Longer entries include one- or two-word 

descriptions of the slave, such as ṣabī rūmī for a young Greek boy or jāriyah ṭabbākhah for a 

mature female cook.  

The sales tax on slave transactions was collected not by the broker, as in Italy, but by the 

market inspector (muḥtasib).
99

 The broker collected a fee for his services, payable by either the 

buyer or the seller and set at 2 percent of the value of the transaction.
100

 Between 1310 and 1315, 
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the broker’s fee was also taxed at a rate of 50 percent (nisf al-samsara). This caused brokers to 

raise their rates, which made the tax extremely unpopular and led eventually to its repeal. 

However, brokers were expected to assist in the inspection and appraisal of the slave 

before the sale was concluded. In order to conduct physical inspections effectively, brokers 

“must be well acquainted with faults and experienced in incipient illnesses and diseases.”
101

 

They were admonished to deal fairly with the buyer, not to conceal faults in the slave, and not to 

use their expert knowledge to commit fraud.
102

 It was this aspect of their role that gave them a 

bad reputation similar in many ways to that of used car salesmen today. In theory, brokers who 

violated the guidelines could be punished by being forbidden from practicing their profession.
103

  

 

The Mamluk Slave Inspection 

 The buyer’s inspection of a slave served two purposes. The first was common to all sorts 

of commodities. Before committing to a transaction, it was usual for a buyer to check the 

characteristics and quality of the goods in question.
104

 Had the shipment of grain spoiled in 

transit? Was the cloth really made of the finest wool as claimed by the seller? Were the cloves at 

the top of sack higher in quality than those towards the bottom? A quick inspection enabled the 

buyer to avoid fraud and negotiate a fair price. From a Christian legal perspective, knowledge of 
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the goods was necessary for a valid sale because it affected the just price and subsequent use of 

the goods.
105

 From an Islamic legal perspective, the informed consent of all parties was 

necessary for a valid sale. Informed consent included an option for the buyer to inspect the 

goods, signaled by a clause in the sale contract stating that the transaction had been concluded 

after “viewing, cognizance, and agreement in a legal manner.”
106

 Whatever the legal 

justification, inspection of the goods was a standard part of the sale process throughout the late 

medieval world.  

The second purpose served by inspection was unique to slaves because of their dual 

status as human beings and commodities. Sale has been described as the stage of enslavement 

during which the slave’s humanity was reduced to the bare minimum and commodity status 

dominated, the stage during which the slave was most socially dead.
107

 Yet the sale of slaves was 

not just an economic transaction, but also an act of humiliation that reinforced their 

powerlessness over their own bodies. Humiliation through sale was as much a part of 

enslavement as the violence of capture. In the Muslim context, slavery implied profanation 

(ibtidāl) of the body, its “use and abuse by everybody,” in opposition to the inviolability and 

sacredness (ḥurma) of the free body.
108

 Similarly, the bodies of slaves in the Christian world 
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were available to the gaze and touch of everybody: “although not publicly and openly, access [to 

them] may be had easily and in secret, as we see them daily and touch them.”
109

 The general 

status of slaves, especially women, as categorically dishonored and dishonorable has been 

discussed at length in Chapter Two with respect to their sexual exploitation after purchase. The 

disrespect with which the bodies of slaves, especially women, were treated in the marketplace 

was all the more humiliating because it was expressed publicly and witnessed by an audience.  

On the other hand, even in the midst of humiliation and the dominance of commodity 

status, slaves were able to exert their humanity and intervene in the sale transaction in ways 

impossible for inanimate commodities or animals. The will of slaves, defined as their capacity 

for independent decision-making, did not vanish during the process of sale. Contrary to 

Aristotle’s often-quoted description of slaves as living tools, the value of slaves rested precisely 

on their ability to carry out tasks that required independent thought and will.
110

 Their personal 

character, mental health, and capacity for rational thought were among the qualities which 

buyers wished to test during the inspection. As a result, slaves were able to cooperate with, 

acquiesce to, or resist the inspection process; confirm or deny the claims of the seller; encourage 

or discourage the buyer; and in some cases give or withhold consent in contracts for their own 

sale. Such maneuvering occurred within very narrow constraints and could be dangerous for the 

slave. Yet buyers, sellers, and market regulators could not afford to discount the ability of slaves 

to exercise their own will in the midst of the sale process. 
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The physical inspection of a Mamluk slave could be carried out by the broker, the buyer, 

or an expert acting on behalf of the buyer.
111

 The authors of slave-buying advice treatises 

encouraged the buyer to inspect the slave personally on the basis of the medical and 

ethnographic criteria explained in the text, whereas the authors of manuals for market inspectors 

and notaries urged the buyer to consult experts such as doctors and “those who know about 

temperaments and constitutions.”
112

  

  The inspection of a slave in fifteenth-century Alexandria was described in detail by the 

pilgrim Felix Fabri.
113

 The overall process, which Fabri called handling (contrectatio) rather than 

inspection, was divided into several stages. First, the prospective buyer would enter the enclosed 

market building (domum) and survey the crowd of slaves offered for sale. Once the buyer had 

settled on a slave, he would reach into the crowd and extract the one he had selected for a more 

thorough inspection. If, having completed the second inspection, the buyer found the slave to be 

satisfactory, he would meet with the seller and discuss the price.  

The first survey, which Fabri referred to as consideration (consideratio), was conducted 

at a distance and based on knowledge of physiognomy. The slave buying advice treatises also 

advocated a comprehensive physical examination of the slave as a necessary first step. It should 

begin with a general assessment of the slave’s skin color and texture, build, stature, and whether 

his or her limbs were well proportioned. The skin color of a healthy person should be pure white 
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tinged with red, pure brown, or lustrous pitch black.
114

 Fabri was very impressed by the skill of 

the buyers at judging from a distance: “in that consideration they are the most expert and have 

the best eye, for there is not a doctor or physician who can be compared to them in recognizing 

the complexions and states of men.”
115

 According to him, the buyers could recognize a slave’s 

condition, value, skills, and suitability simply by looking at his or her face.  

The second and more comprehensive inspection, which Fabri referred to as testing for 

purchase (probat emendum), required physical contact and interaction with the slave. The buyer 

would speak with the slave and assess whether his or her responses were rational. He would 

check the slave’s eyes, test the hearing, touch the body, and strip the slave to look at all of the 

limbs and members, including the genitals. At the same time, the buyer would judge whether the 

slave was modest, timid, happy, sad, and healthy. Then the slave, still naked, would be 

compelled to walk, run, and jump, so that it would be manifest “which were sick or healthy, male 

or female, virgin or corrupt.”
116

 Other travelers who visited the slave market in Alexandria 

emphasized the appraisal of health and strength, the search for faults, and the nakedness of the 

slaves during inspection.
117

  

The Mamluk slave-buying advice treatises described the second inspection in much the 

same way as Fabri but in far greater detail. Each treatise offered a checklist of body parts to be 
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inspected along with good and bad signs to watch for.
118

 The buyer ought to begin by observing 

the skin, looking for marks, burns, moles, warts, sores, tattoos, and any other kind of 

discoloration or roughness. Then the recommended sequence proceeded from head to toe, with 

attention to the head, the hair and scalp, the whites and pupils of the eyes, the eyelids and 

eyebrows, the nose, the ears, the lips, the mouth, the teeth and gums, the tongue, the uvula and 

tonsils, the neck, the lymph nodes, the shoulders, the elbows, the forearms, the hands, the fingers 

and fingernails, the chest, the breasts, the belly, the back, the legs, the knees, and the feet.
119

  

In addition to the list of body parts, the buyer should test the slave’s senses of sight, 

hearing, and smell as well as his or her powers of speech and reason. He should check the 

flexibility of various joints, especially the shoulders and elbows, and he should observe the 

slave’s motions while walking and running. To get a sense of the slave’s internal condition he 

should take his or her pulse, listen to the sound of his or her voice, and smell his or her breath. 

Variations in smell between breath through the nose and breath through the mouth could indicate 

sickness as well.  

Several steps in the inspection process required extra time or special conditions. Access 

to bright light, preferably sunlight, was needed to inspect the eyes, ears, and nose.
120

 If any spots 

or marks were observed on the skin, the buyer was advised to take the slave to a bathhouse 

(ḥammām). What appeared to be a mole or tattoo might in fact be skin dyed or burned to conceal 

leprosy or some other disease. Scrubbing with hot water, vinegar, Meccan potash, or borax was 
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said to reveal artificial marks.
121

 Another strategy for testing suspicious marks on the skin was to 

wait several days and then inspect a second time. At that point the dye might be possible to wipe 

off, or the leprosy might have spread beyond the area of the artificial mark.
122

  

 Moreover, the slave’s active participation was needed for several additional tests. Slaves 

might be asked to eat acidic food in order to demonstrate the soundness of their teeth.
123

 They 

might be required to give a urine sample to be examined for signs of kidney disease.
124

 Several 

travelers described slaves being made to walk, run, or jump, and the slave-buying treatises 

recommended a test of strength in which the slave would grasp the buyer’s forearm.
125

 Some 

treatises even recommended observing slaves while they slept and awakened into order to 

observe their alertness and catch any sign of bed-wetting.
126

 The structure of such tests granted 

slaves an opportunity, though severely limited, to express their own will. A slave could 

cooperate with the tests willingly, unwillingly but without force, or unwillingly with force. 

According to the travelers in Alexandria, slaves who refused to run or jump during the inspection 

were beaten.
127

  

This inspection process was intended to uncover redhibitory faults, faults that would 

invalidate the sale if not disclosed to the buyer. Mamluk slave-buying advice treatises listed most 
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of the same redhibitory faults as contemporary shurūṭ manuals, reference works containing 

templates for legal documents.
128

 They included blindness, cataracts, and discharge from the 

eyes; loss of hair from the eyebrows and presence of hair on the eyelids; deafness; muteness; 

tuberculosis; bad breath;
129

 tooth decay and tooth loss; various skin diseases including leprosy, 

mange, and scrofula; joint injuries;
130

 pain in the hands, legs, head, knees, stomach, internal 

organs, and the lymph nodes in the neck; ulcers or bleeding hemorrhoids; bedwetting;
131

 and 

madness. Redhibitory faults mentioned in the shurūṭ manuals but not in the slave-buying advice 

treatises would have been fairly easy to identify without special instruction. They included 

hunchback, coughing, vomiting, tertian fever, and non-menstrual vaginal bleeding. Redhibitory 

faults listed in the slave-buying treatises but not in the shurūṭ manuals were asthma, migraines, 

tumors, sores, elephantiasis,
132

 varicose and “Medinan” veins, anemia and scurvy,
133

 insomnia, 

dropsy, sciatica, kidney stones, constriction of the uterus,
134

 and general imbalance of the 

humors. 

In addition to redhibitory faults, the inspection process was also meant to unmask any 

attempts at fraud by the seller.
135

 The anonymous thirteenth-century slave-buying treatise 
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devoted an entire chapter to frauds perpetrated by sellers with the cooperation of their slaves, but 

unfortunately most of the text has been lost. The trick of discoloring diseased spots on the skin 

with a mixture of cress and vinegar could be countered by washing suspicious marks or 

inspecting them again after a few days. Sellers were also said to dye slaves’ hair, whiten their 

skin, adorn their faces with beauty marks and kohl, and sweeten their breath with perfume.
136

 As 

described in the fourteenth-century crusade treatise of William of Adam: “After buying them 

they decorate them like a statue with silken and golden clothes; they wash their bodies and faces 

frequently by bathing and other washings; and they feed them with sumptuous foods and delicate 

drinks. This is done in order that they may be fatter, rosier and more delicate and may 

consequently appear more suitable and enticing to satisfy the lust of the Saracens.”
137

 In order to 

resist these strategies, the slave-buying treatises advised the buyer not to purchase any slave 

based on his first impression. Clothing should never be a factor in the decision to buy. The buyer 

should also avoid shopping for slaves while experiencing a sensation of need, since that would 

blind him to the slaves’ faults. Just as a hungry person would not exercise good judgment in 

buying food and a naked person in buying clothes, a lustful person should not attempt to inspect 
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a slave woman.
138

 Finally, the buyer should avoid conducting the slave inspection in the 

marketplace, where he might be rushed or distracted by the bustle of crowds and the atmosphere 

of competition.
139

  

 This second stage of inspection was the most intrusive and humiliating for the slave 

because it included the so-called shame zones. The shame zone for men was the area between the 

navel and the knees, while for women it covered the entire body except for the face, hands, and 

perhaps the feet and forearms. In theory, a lustful gaze at the uncovered shame zone of another 

person constituted an appropriation of that person’s body in a way permitted only for married 

couples and for the male owner of a female slave.
140

 Inspection of a slave’s shame zone before 

purchase was therefore forbidden, since the buyer had not yet established ownership over the 

slave. Ḥisba manuals entirely banned buyers from viewing the shame zones of male slaves.
141

 

They also banned public viewing of any part of a slave woman’s body besides her face and 

hands, although in private the buyer was permitted inspect her entire body as long as other 

women were present.
142

 This concession was made because of the expectation that slave women 

would be sexually exploited by their male owners after sale. Since doctors were also allowed to 
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examine shame zones as part of their medical practice, one of their roles in the inspection 

process may have been to check the shame zone for defects on behalf of the buyer.
143

  

 In practice, these rules were disregarded. All of the travelers who visited the slave 

markets in Alexandria and Cairo mentioned that both women and men were stripped for 

inspection.
144

 Moreover, the inspection of their naked bodies was conducted in front of an 

audience, “because when anyone buys a person, many hurry to see the price and the appraisal” 

and the slaves are quickly surrounded by “a great gathering of people”
145

 An early thirteenth-

century traveler reported a similar scene in the slave market of Aden:  

The slave girl is fumigated with an aromatic smoke, perfumed, adorned and a waist-

wrapper fastened round her middle. The seller takes her by the hand and walks around the 

souk with her; he calls out that she is for sale. The wicked merchants appear, examining 

her hands, feet, calves, thighs, navel, chest and breasts. He examines her back and 

measures her buttocks in spans. He examines her tongue, teeth, hair and spares no effort. 

If she is wearing clothes, he takes them off; he examines and looks. Finally he casts a 

direct eye over her vagina and anus, without her having on any covering or veil.
146

 

 

A fifteenth-century traveler to Damascus likewise described a slave woman being cried for sale 

in the street wearing nothing above her waist.
147

 This was deeply humiliating for the slaves –

those sold in Alexandria blushed and were visibly ashamed.
148

 

                                                 
 
143

 Ibid., 747. 

 
144

 Breydenbach, Sanctarum peregrinationum,  fol. 88r; van Ghistele, Voyage en Egypte, 21 notes without comment.  

 
145

 “Magnus fuit concursus factus ad nos, quia, quando aliquis emit hominem, accurrunt multi, ut pretium et 

appretiatum videant.” Fabri, Evagatorium, 18:37. “magnum hominum concursum.” Ibid., 18:40. 

 
146

 Abū Bakr ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Mujāwir, A Traveller in Thirteenth- entury Arabia: Ibn al-Mujāwir's Tārīkh al-

mustabṣir, ed. G. Rex Smith (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 162; Oscar Löfgren, Arabische Texte zur Kenntnis der 

Stadt Aden im Mittelalter (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells Boktryckeri-A.-B., 1936), 1:66. 

رّالجاريةّوتطي بّوتعدلّويشد ّوسطهاّبمئزرّويأخذّالمنادىّبيدهاّويدورّبهاّفيّالسوق ارّيقلبونّيدهاّورجّّتبخ  ارّالفج  لهاّوينادىّعليهاّويحضرّالتج 

تهاّوصدرهاّونهدهاّويقلبّظهرهاّويشبرّعجزهاّويقلبّلسانهاّوأسنانهاّوشعرهاّويبذلّالمجهودّوإنّكانّعليهاّثيابّخ لعهاّوساقهاّوأفخاذهاّوسر 

وأبصرّوفيّآخرّاالمرّيقلبّفرجهاّوجحرهاّمعاينةّمنّغيرّسترّوالّحجابّّوقلب  

 
147

 de la Broquière, The Voyage d’Outremer, 84. 

 
148

 Fabri, Evagatorium, 18:165. 



317 

 

 Public inspection of the naked bodies of slaves was documented in Mamluk sources as 

well as by outside observers. All three of the Mamluk slave-buying treatises, written by doctors 

rather than jurists, advised both visual and tactile inspection of the shame zone. For male slaves, 

the thirteenth-century anonymous treatise recommended a general inspection of the groin and 

buttocks. Ibn al-Akfānī added a check for hard lumps in the belly, between the navel and the 

pubic region, because their presence would signal internal disease.
149

 Al-‘Ayntābī repeated the 

advice to check the belly for lumps and suggested checking the testicles in a similar way.
150

  

  The inspection of the shame zone of female slaves went far beyond that recommended for 

male slaves. Because concubinage and child-bearing were licit functions of female slaves, they 

were in certain respects a different type of commodity than male slaves, subject to a different 

type of inspection and with different redhibitory faults.
151

 Bad breath, bedwetting, and 

fornication were considered redhibitory faults in female slaves because such qualities would 

affect their function as sexual partners.
152

 Although virginity was valued in female slaves, 

absence of virginity was not considered a redhibitory fault and the slave buying treatises did not 

discuss testing it.
153

 Instead, they focused on issues of fertility. 

All three of the slave buying advice treatises agreed that an adult female slave should be 

sold only during her menstrual period because it showed that she had reached puberty but was 
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not pregnant or likely to be infertile.
154

 To verify this, the slave had to be inspected by a woman 

who would confirm that the menstrual blood was fresh, not old or taken from another woman.
155

 

Absence of menstruation was not considered a redhibitory fault, but it did suggest infertility, 

which might make the slave undesirable to a buyer who intended to conceive children.
156

 

The purchase of pregnant slave women was discouraged for several reasons. First, an 

umm walad, a slave mother of her owner’s child, could not be legally sold from the moment her 

pregnancy was recognized.
157

 Even if the owner was not the father, the slave woman’s pregnancy 

greatly increased the complexity of the sale. The risk of injury or death during childbirth does 

not seem to have caused as much concern to Mamluk slave buyers as it did to Italians, but legal 

responsibility for the unborn child as well as the mother was a significant problem. For example, 

if a person bought a pregnant slave woman, freed her newborn child, and then decided to 

abrogate the sale of the woman, he was required to compensate the seller for the value of the 

child as well as returning the woman.
158

 In addition, a pregnant slave might hide her condition 

while in the market in order to deceive her new owner into acknowledging a child that was not 

his own. This would give her umm walad status so that she could never be resold.  
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In order to avoid these legal complications, the slave-buying treatises recommended 

checking all adult female slaves for pregnancy. Signs of pregnancy included a swollen belly or 

breasts, paleness, and a craving for salty and sour food.
159

 One way to test for pregnancy was to 

make the slave lie down on a bed and gather her knees up to her belly.
160

 If water sprinkled on 

her belly caused any movement, she was believed to be pregnant. Another test was to have her 

drink honey water mixed with rainwater. If pregnant, she was supposed to experience colic or 

bowel pain as a result. As a final measure of protection, the law required the buyer to refrain 

from sexual intercourse with a newly purchased slave woman for one month.
161

 If the woman 

menstruated during that period, she was not pregnant.  

The last part of the inspection was an assessment of the slave’s character, personality, and 

skills. Physiognomy and physical signs offered one way to assess character: a black spot under 

the tongue was supposed to indicate an incorrigible nature, for example.
162

 Stereotypes based on 

origin, such as the thriftiness of Greeks or the laziness of Armenians, were expounded at length 

in the slave-buying treatises.
163

 However, the recommended way to determine character was to 
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talk with the slave and with the seller.
164

 The buyer should inquire about the slave’s previous 

owner and the reason why the slave was being sold, not trusting the first response.  

Redhibitory faults of character included slander, fornication, drinking wine to the point of 

vomiting, abstaining from prayer, and a history of crime or running away.
165

 However, the buyer 

was responsible for avoiding argumentative and rebellious slaves as well as persistent run-

aways.
166

 A slave already habituated to beating or rudeness was not a good choice.
167

 But slave-

buying treatises also warned that slaves would respond to their environment, being eager if 

tempted, moderate if restrained, and corrupt if allowed to fall into corrupt company. Bad 

behavior by slaves would reflect poorly on their owner because of his failure to govern them.
168

  

Buyers looking for specific skills or qualities could ask slaves to demonstrate them at the 

end of the inspection. Slaves might be asked to sew, bake bread, cook a sample dish, do sums, 

perform music, or dance.
169

 Al-‘Ayntābī recommended asking whether the slave was able to 

write or had familiarity with another language.
170

 Literacy was especially prized in potential 

mamluks. Baylik al-Ẓāhirī impressed the sultan by writing a sample verse in elegant script, while 

Yalbughā was purchased by al-Ẓāhir Barqūq “because of his skills and his level of reading.”
171
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The future sultan Ṭaṭar was given basic instruction in the Quran and Hanafi law by the merchants 

who imported him to Egypt, presumably to increase his market value.
172

 Slaves sold as wet 

nurses were subject to stringent requirements because the quality of their milk was believed to 

affect the health of the child they nursed. Wet nurses were expected to be young, physically and 

mentally healthy, between the ages of 25 and 36, having given birth recently to a male child, and 

with high-quality breast milk, the characteristics of which were described in great detail.
173

 

It was at this stage of the inspection process that slaves could exert the most influence. 

For example, they might smile and “show themselves affable and moderate in order to be more 

pleasing to the buyers” if they wanted to be sold quickly or to a particular buyer.
174

 If asked to 

demonstrate a skill, they might or might not choose to perform to the best of their ability. In the 

American South, there was a tenuous community of not-yet-purchased slaves which gossip and 

strategies for the market could be shared, but this community is attested only in biographical and 

autobiographical slave narratives.
175

 There is no equivalent medieval body of sources to explain 

how slaves learned strategies for the market or decided whether a potential buyer was likely to be 

a good owner. 
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The Italian Slave Inspection 

Although the same Greek medical and philosophical traditions which underpinned the 

Arabic genre of slave-buying advice were passed on through Arabic texts to the Latin world, 

European authors did not develop an equivalent genre.
176

 There was no exact Italian equivalent 

of the Mamluk market inspector with the accompanying genre of ḥisba manuals, and Latin 

notarial formularies did not include lists of the redhibitory faults associated with slaves as Arabic 

shurūṭّ manuals did. However, documents of sale and legal disputes concerning sale do reveal 

some of the faults which Genoese and Venetian buyers found in their slaves, the qualities they 

desired, and the techniques they used for determining which faults and qualities were present in 

an individual slave.  

Previous scholarship has asserted the expertise of specialist slave traders and slave 

brokers in judging the characteristics of slaves.
177

 However, this scholarship has tended to focus 

on identifying the origin of slaves rather than checking their physical and mental health. 

Specialist slave traders were rare in both Venice and Genoa, and the judgment of specialist 

Italian slave brokers would be no more helpful to a wary buyer than that of the reviled Mamluk 

slave brokers. As in the Mamluk case, doctors were more likely to be consulted in the process of 
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slave inspection, but Venetian and Genoese doctors do not seem to have composed treatises on 

this aspect of their work in the way that Mamluk doctors did.  

The best evidence that consultation with a doctor was standard practice in the course of 

inspecting a slave comes from an advisory brief written by the Genoese lawyer Bartolomeo de 

Bosco.
178

 The case concerned the death of a female slave shortly after her purchase by Baptista 

de Gogis. Her sale contract had included a guarantee of good health, and so Baptista sought 150 

lire in damages and interest from the seller on the basis that the slave must have been sick at the 

time of sale. De Bosco rejected the claim on several grounds, but principally “because Baptista 

had not made her examination manifest within a month, since he had neither shown the said 

slave to be ill at the time of sale within [the month] nor afterwards, and since if she had been ill, 

he would have known that beforehand, and he would have had the advice of doctors concerning 

the individual characteristics of the slave before the sale. Whence it is not possible to say that he 

was mistaken, nor that the fault was hidden.”
179

 In other words, Baptista should have consulted a 

doctor before the sale to determine whether the slave was healthy as claimed. If he had 

discovered evidence of her illness after the sale, he should have made his complaint against the 

seller within one month. Because Baptista had neglected to arrange a presale inspection by a 

doctor and had also neglected to complain within a month after the sale, the seller could not be 

held responsible for hiding her illness from Baptista. To support this opinion, de Bosco cited 
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passages from Roman law, especially chapter 21 of the Digest, on fraud and the knowledge of 

the buyer. He also cited as relevant circumstances the fact that Baptista had had sex with the 

slave, which might have worsened her condition, and that he had used ointment to treat her for 

scabies which could have caused her illness.  

 As in the Mamluk context, humiliation and sexualization were part of the sale process. 

Baptista’s purchase of the slave woman mentioned above was specifically “for the sake of 

satisfying his lust.”
180

 A broker arranging the rental of a female slave as a concubine in fifteenth-

century Genoa kept her in his house for fifteen days “and exposed her in the presence of those 

wanting to see her.”
181

 There are no descriptions of the naked bodies of slaves being inspected on 

the street or in public markets in Genoa or Venice, but I am not prepared to argue from silence 

that public inspections of slaves did not occur.  

  The redhibitory faults associated with slaves can be gleaned from sale contracts in which 

specific warranties were given or specific faults disclosed.  Conditions against which contractual 

warranties appeared included leprosy, mental illness, heart disease, fever, bed-wetting, and 

freckled skin.
182

 In Venice, a warranty against falling sickness (morbus caducus) was standard in 

all slave sale contracts.
183

 Falling sickness was a laymen’s term referring to “all kinds of morbid 
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conditions characterized by a sudden fall of the victim,” ranging from epilepsy and apoplectic 

strokes to fits of insanity and demonic possession.
184

 During the later Middle Ages falling 

sickness was believed to be contagious, on a par with leprosy.
185

 Unlike leprosy, it would not be 

visually manifest unless the slave happened to experience a fit during the process of sale. 

Perhaps this was why falling sickness merited inclusion in the standard contractual form used for 

all slaves.  

 Faults disclosed in Italian slave sale contracts included the following: loss or blindness of 

one eye, disease or injury in both eyes, scabies, scrofula, disproportionately sized arms, missing 

fingers and toes, and foot injuries.
186

 Pregnancy was usually disclosed in sale contracts; if not 

disclosed, it seems to have been a redhibitory fault as well. The sale of one slave woman in 

Venice was annulled the following day when the buyer discovered her pregnancy.
187

 Another 

case occurred in the Venetian colony of Modon in 1374: Petrus Bono sold a healthy female slave 

to a widow named Gerite on April 13, but on May 13 he sold the same slave to Paulus Viture 

with a guarantee that she was healthy “whether she is pregnant or not pregnant.”
188

 The 
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implication is that the widow had annulled the sale because the slave’s pregnancy had not been 

disclosed, forcing Petrus to resell her with an acknowledgement of her condition. Although 

pregnancy seems to have been a redhibitory fault in both the Mamluk and Italian slave markets, 

its significance was different for each. The paternity of the children of female slaves was 

unimportant in the Italian context. However, a pregnant slave would be unable to work at full 

capacity for months, and there was a significant risk of her injury or death during childbirth.
189

 

Fifteenth-century Genoese slave owners were able to mitigate this risk by purchasing insurance 

for the value of the slave. The insurance premium seems to have been 2-4 percent, or roughly 3 

lire, and the potential payout ranged from 100 to 200 lire.
190

  

 As for desirable qualities that Italians looked for in purchasing a slave, the best evidence 

comes from personal letters. In 1372, the young Pratese merchant Francesco Datini wrote to his 

mother figure, Monna Piera, promising to send her various luxuries from Avignon and 

demanding to be treated as a man and not a boy the next time he returned home to visit. A slave 

woman was among the purchases he intended to make for the household, and he expressed 

strong opinions about the type of slave he wanted: “if you try to say ‘send her old’ [I would reply 

that] I don't like their cost and they can't stand the work and on the other hand I don't want to 

remain empty mouthed as I did last time... If you want a slave I'll send a young and beautiful one 

who will be good for everything and will not fill the house with spit.”
191

 In other words, Datini’s 
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idea of a high-quality slave befitting a man of business emphasized youth, beauty, stamina, good 

manners, and domestic skills such as cooking. How he planned to find out whether an individual 

slave possessed these qualities, he did not explain.  

 

The Price 

 The price of an individual slave was influenced by a number of factors. Gender, age, and 

origin are the easiest to quantify since they are most frequently mentioned in sale contracts along 

with the price. The slave’s state of physical health was clearly important since it played a central 

role in the inspection and in the language of the sale contract. Qualities such as virginity, 

fertility, or pregnancy might increase or decrease the value of a female slave depending on the 

purpose for which the owner intended to use her. The legality of a slave’s status mattered as 

well, especially if it could be documented through contracts or witnesses from previous sales.
192

 

Characteristics such as personality and beauty were certainly important, but tended to be found 

in the eye of the beholder and not in the written record. Special skills also commanded a 

premium from buyers who needed or desired them.  

Unfortunately, establishing a usable price series for slaves during the late medieval 

period presents a number of difficulties. Prices in different locations were reported in a number 

of different currencies. The silver asper was favored in the Black Sea, although units of silver by 

weight (sommi and saggi) and Byzantine hyperpers were also used. Genoa had parallel systems 

of gold florins and gold lire, silver soldi, and denari. Venetian gold ducats were used throughout 

the Mediterranean because their content was very stable compared to that of other gold coins; the 
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Venetian silver coin, the grosso, was less widely accepted. The Mamluk sultanate used silver 

dirhams and gold dinars, also a fairly stable coinage except for a period at the turn of the 

fifteenth century.
193

 In order to facilitate comparison, I have chosen to convert all slave prices 

into ducats, since ducats were the most widely accepted and most stable currency of the 

period.
194

 However, ducats were not available before 1284, and there is not enough data to fully 

account for variations in exchange rates and rates of inflation or debasement in each currency. 

Therefore the prices given in ducats in the following discussion should be taken to reflect trends 

and orders of magnitude rather than exact values.  

In addition, there is far more price data available for Italian markets than for Mamluk 

markets because almost no Mamluk sale contracts have been preserved. The Mamluk price data 

can be supplemented somewhat with slave prices mentioned in narrative sources, but the 

narrative sources tend to report unusually high or unusually low prices. Within the Italian data, 

some years have far better coverage than others, depending on the survival of notarial registers 

and the periods on which scholars have so far chosen to focus their attention. In general, the 

period from the 1360s to the 1460s has the richest data.   

The median price over all the Mamluk slaves represented in my data was 80 ducats.  For 

Genoa it was 57.8 ducats and for Venice it was 41.2 ducats. This suggests that the figure of 20 

dinars often put forward as the baseline price of a slave was too low for the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries.
195

 It also suggests that Mamluk slave buyers did tend to offer higher prices 
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than Italian slave buyers, and therefore that merchants with high-quality slaves would have an 

incentive to sell them in the Mamluk market.  

The range of prices also indicates that the greatest profits on slaves were to be made in 

the Mamluk sultanate. In Genoa, the highest price paid for a slave was 470 lire (about 313.3 

ducats) for a slave woman named Lucia sold in 1391 according to instructions given in the will 

of Martinus de Carcariis.
196

 This was a truly exceptional price though, twice as high as that of the 

next most expensive slave sold in Genoa.
197

 The highest price paid in Venice was 100 ducats for 

a 20-year-old Circassian woman in 1409.
198

 In the Mamluk sultanate, on the other hand, the 

highest recorded price was the 6,000 dinars (about 5,580 ducats) for which al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

sold Khuba, a famous slave singer and musician.
199

 The highest price recorded for a mamluk 

slave was 5,000 dinars (about 4,650 ducats) in 1295.
200

 

Even at the low end of the price scale, slaves were worth somewhat more in the Mamluk 

sultanate than in Italy. The least expensive slave recorded in the Mamluk sultanate was 

Khulayfa, a mulatto slave woman sold in Bahnasā for 200 dirhams (about 9.3 ducats) in 1283.
201

 

The least expensive Genoese slave was a 23-year-old Circassian woman named Lucia sold for 17 
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lire di paghe (about 6.8 ducats) in 1456.
202

 In Venice, the least expensive slave was a Greek 

woman named Maria sold for only 4 soldi (about .01 ducats) in 1312.
203

 No faults or defects 

were mentioned in connection with these women; the reason for their low value is not known.  

The approximate age of the slave was part of the standard form for Genoese and Venetian 

sale contracts but not Mamluk ones. Islamic law forbade the separation of slave children from 

their mothers before the age of seven or eight.
204

 The youngest slaves sold independently 

(without their mothers or fathers) in Genoa and Venice were aged six and four respectively.
205

 

The oldest slaves sold in Genoa and Venice were in their fifties.
206
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When the ages of slaves sold in Genoa and Venice are plotted against the median price, both data 

sets show a gentle curve peaking at age 23. Thus slaves attained their maximum value not at 

puberty or even in their late teens, but rather in their early twenties.
207

  

 The relationship between price and gender was different in the Mamluk sultanate than in 

Venice or Genoa. The median slave price of women was higher than that of men in Italy; in 

Genoa it was 60.4 ducats for women vs. 39.2 ducats for men while in Venice it was 44 ducats for 

women vs. 37 ducats for men. The range of prices for women extended much higher than the 

range for men as well, with the most expensive women worth around 100 ducats while the most 

expensive men were worth 70-80 ducats (with the exception of Georgius mentioned previously). 

In the Mamluk sultanate, the median price of slave men was an order of magnitude higher than 
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that of slave women, 133.3 ducats for men vs. 37.2 ducats for women.
208

 Yet the range of prices 

for men and women were comparable; they appeared in all three price tiers as shown in the chart.  
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The higher prices paid for male slaves in the Mamluk sultanate are not surprising, since the 

acquisition of high-quality mamluks was essential to the Mamluk political and military system as 

well as a status symbol among the Mamluk elite. There is no sign that early fourteenth-century 

papal prohibitions on the sale of male slaves to the Mamluks, the subject of Chapter Six, had 

much effect on Mamluk slave prices.
209

 The exceptionally high prices offered for both male and 

female slaves in the early fourteenth century should instead be attributed to al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s conspicuous consumption of expensive slaves, his policy of offering high prices to 

attract and reward slave traders, and the tendency of contemporary scholars to comment on these 

trends.  

                                                 
209
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 The relationship between price and origin was a subject of disagreement among both 

medieval and modern observers. The early fifteenth-century Venetian crusade strategist 

Emmanuel Piloti considered Tatars the most valuable (130-140 ducats), followed by Circassians 

(110-120 ducats), Greeks (90 ducats), Albanians or Slavs (70-80 ducats), and Africans (150-200 

dirhams).
210

 However, the late fifteenth-century German traveler Felix Fabri thought Tatars 

“more worthless and lower in price than other men.”
211

 Modern scholars have tended to agree 

with Fabri.
212

 However, my data do not show a strong correlation between origin and price. 

 

                                                 
210

 Emmanuel Piloti, Traité d’Emmanuel  iloti sur le passage en Terre Sainte (1420), ed. Pierre-Hermann Dopp 

(Louvain: E. Nauwelaerts, 1958), 15. Argenti, The Occupation of Chios, 1:617-8 also finds Tatars to be the most 

expensive.  
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 “Vilioris et levioris pretii aliis hominibus.” Fabri, Evagatorium, 18:40.  
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 Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise,” 126, 140, 159; Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 129; Balard, 

La Romanie génoise, 2:811. 
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On the basis of median price, Circassians were the most expensive (64 ducats in Genoa and 54 

ducats in Venice), Russians were next (58.2 ducats in Genoa and 51 ducats in Venice) and Tatars 

were the least expensive (47.3 ducats in Genoa and 34 ducats in Venice). However, the lower 

median price for Tatars is partially a result of their prevalence during the second half of the 

fourteenth century, when slaves prices were comparatively low across the board. Circassians 

replaced Tatars in the late fourteenth century, around the same time that overall prices began to 

rise.  

There has also been much speculation in the secondary sources about the preference of 

Italian buyers for white skin over black, much of it based on assumptions about the greater 

beauty of white women and about the connection between white skin color and origin in the 

Black Sea.
213

 Checking this assumption in the Venetian market has proven to be impossible since 

I have found only five archival documents from Venice which expressly state the skin color of 

                                                 
213

 Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi, 125-26; Bongi, “Le schiave orientali,” 224-25; Verlinden, “Le recrutement des 

esclaves à Venise,” 160; Balard, La Romanie génoise, 2:811. 
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the slave in question.
214

 More data is available for Genoa though, and it does not show a strong 

correlation between skin color and price until the last decades of the fifteenth century. At that 

point the range of prices for white slaves became much broader than the range for black and 

olive slaves. 

 

The compressed portion of the chart above, covering the late thirteenth century, has been 

expanded below. Again, there is not a clear correlation between skin color and price.  

 

                                                 
214

 ASVe, Canc. inf., Misc., b.134 bis, series 1, item 43; ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.222, fol. 4r; ASVe, Canc. inf., 

Not., b.230, N.1, reg. 3, fols. 9r, 24r, 48r.  
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In contrast, the price data for Mamluk slaves shows that price and skin color were correlated. 

Both dark-skinned and light-skinned slaves appeared in the lowest price tier, but the higher price 

tiers were dominated by light-skinned slaves.  

 

 

This result is unsurprising. The social structure of Mamluk slavery dictated that only white male 

slaves could become mamluks, and mamluks tended to command the highest prices. The 

Mamluk charts also reveal that the highest price tier, that of slaves worth more than 1000 ducats, 

only existed during the first half of the fourteenth century. This seems to be a result of al-Nāṣir 
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Muḥammad’s conspicuous consumption of slaves as well as the interest of Mamluk-era scholars 

in recording and criticizing the high prices that he was willing to pay.
215

 

 When Genoese slave prices are converted into ducats and charted over time, they do not 

show the price increases of 430 percent in the fourteenth century and 300 percent in the fifteenth 

century seen in the lire-denominated data.
216

 This is because the ducat was more stable than the 

lira, and so prices denominated in ducats were not affected as strongly by inflation.  

 

The small price spike in 1375-1385 could be attributed to the Chioggia War, which disrupted the 

supply of slaves to both Venice and Genoa.
217

 The dip in prices around 1493-1494 was the result 

of the expulsion of Jews and Muslims from Spain in 1492 and the subsequent influx of Spanish 

Jews and Muslims in slave markets elsewhere in the Mediterranean.  

                                                 
215

 al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 3:694; al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-sulūk, 2:2:525. 
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 The best price data for Venice falls within the period from 1360 to 1460. This is not 

because of a lack of notarial records for the late fifteenth century, but because no scholar has yet 

undertaken a comprehensive study of the fifteenth century similar to that of Gioffrè for Genoa. 

 

The Venetian data shows a slow but remarkably steady increase in slave prices from the late 

fourteenth century into the early fifteenth century, with a single spike in 1409 and a drop to 

lower level after 1438. The spike in 1409 may be a fluke of the data, since I have found only two 

sale contracts for that year.  

 Two events often assumed to affect the slave market and therefore slave prices, the Black 

Death and the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans, do not appear in these charts. The first 

outbreak of the Black Death in 1348 has been excluded because insufficient price data is 

available to find meaningful patterns. Michel Balard, who collected the greatest number of 

documents for the late 1340s and early 1350s, has concluded that the Black Death did cause a 

short-term spike in prices and a shift towards male slaves because of the immediate need for 
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manual labor, but this effect had worn off within two years of the initial outbreak.
218

 On the other 

hand, there is substantial price data for the period surrounding the fall of Constantinople to the 

Ottomans in 1453. It shows that this event, while politically significant, did not noticeably affect 

slave prices because the Ottoman sultanate continued to allow Genoese, Venetian, and Mamluk 

merchants to export slaves from the Black Sea until the 1470s.  

 Estimates of the profits to be made by exporting slaves from the Black Sea vary. Slaves 

sent from Caffa to Genoa in the 1290s made a profit of 20-25 percent.
219

 Giacomo Badoer, a 

Venetian merchant who purchased Black Sea slaves in Constantinople and shipped them into the 

Mediterranean in the 1430s, made a profit of 3-12 hyperpers per slave, never more than 12 

percent of their value.
220

 Slave traders who sold mamluks to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad might make a 

profit of 250-500 percent.
221

 

Bargaining for slaves was much like bargaining for any other commodity. The fifteenth-

century German pilgrim Felix Fabri observed the process in both Cairo and Alexandria.
222

 After 

inspection, a buyer might offer five ducats for a slave whom the seller valued at fifteen ducats. 

The buyer would allege that the slave had a defect, either physical or mental, and the two parties 

would argue for a long time, “as we do with horses,” until they agreed on a price.
223
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 Balard, La Romanie génoise, 1:297.  
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 Those he shipped to Majorca could made a profit of up to 37.5 hyperpers. Michel Balard, “Giacomo Badoer et le 

commerce des esclaves,” in Milieux naturels, espaces sociaux, ed. E.M. Mornet (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 
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Finally, slaves were not always purchased with currency. One Genoese slave was sold for 

40 lire of which 25 were paid in books: The Offfice of Our Lady, the Virgin Mary and the Letter 

to Lucilius by Seneca.
224

 Other Genoese slaves were paid for in grain, pine wood, silk brocade, 

black velvet, and silver cups.
225

 Luoghi, shares in the Genoese public debt, were also used to 

make payment.
226

 In Venice, slaves were exchanged for a piece of black damask 20 brachia long 

and for 29 brachia of crimson cloth.
227

 The Venetian duke of Candia purchased a slave from 

pirates for four barrels of wine.
228

 A Mamluk shurūṭ manual discussed the exchange of slaves for 

“a house, a horse, a mule, a donkey, lengths of cloth, or a pearl, etc.” or even “a dog, two 

saddles, or impure oil,” not to mention the exchange of one slave for another.
229

 If the two slaves 

to be exchanged were not of equal value, money might be used to make up the difference.
230

  

 

The Contract 

Slave sales, like sales of other expensive goods, were usually formalized with a written 

contract in the presence of witnesses. These contracts were kept, as the filing notes on the backs 
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 Lazari, “Del traffico,” 494. 
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 al-Asyūṭī, Jawhar al-ʿuqūd, 1:97-98.  
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of both Italian and Mamluk documents attest, and might be used to settle later disputes over the 

ownership of a slave or the terms of sale.
231

 The Mamluk chronicler Ibn Iyās recounted one 

incident in Cairo in 1507 in which a post-sale quarrel between a slave buyer and a broker 

escalated until the buyer hit the broker over the head with a shoe in the middle of the crowded 

market, causing the broker’s death a month later.
232

  

These sale contracts are the most substantial set of sources we have for the slave trade in 

Italy. Most have been preserved as abbreviated copies in the registers of Venetian and Genoese 

notaries. Notarial formularies, which provided instructions and models for how to compose 

documents of all kinds, did not include formulas for the sale of slaves specifically.
233

 In fact, the 

extant sale contracts for slaves resemble those for horses
234

 more than those for serfs (coloni),
235

 

despite the affinity one might assume between slaves and serfs as unfree people. Like horses, 

slaves were described in terms of their physical appearance and their redhibitory faults, hidden 

and apparent. Serfs, in contrast, were described in terms of their family, place of residence, and 

the land to which they were attached. The applicability of model contracts for horses to other 

“brute or rational animals,” including slaves, was directly stated in one notarial formulary from 

Bologna.
236

 In practice, the legal formulas used for the sale of slaves did not vary much over 

time or between city-states.  
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Far fewer Mamluk-era written contracts for the sale of slaves have been preserved, but 

they are supplemented by shurūṭ manuals, reference works similar to the Italian notarial 

formularies which contained templates and verbal formulas for various kinds of legal 

documents.
237

  The surviving sale contracts include two documents for the same slave owned by 

a family in Bahnasā in the 1280s, six documents from Jerusalem in the 1380s and 1390s, and one 

document from Alexandria in 1419.
238

 Close analysis of the relationship between the contracts 

and the shurūṭ manuals has concluded that the contracts followed the prescriptions of the shurūt 

manuals quite closely in both language and content, although none agreed perfectly with the 

shurūt prescriptions or with each other.
239

 

Italian and Mamluk slave contracts had many elements in common with each other and 

with contracts for other kinds of goods (see Appendix C). All sale contracts began with a pious 

invocation followed by the names and identifying information for all parties to the sale (the 

buyer, the seller, and their agents), a statement that the legal act performed by the document was 

a sale, and an assertion of the seller’s ownership of the goods and his or her right to dispose of 

them. Next the contracts identified the number and type of goods being sold and described 

them.
240

 This was followed by the price and the circumstances of its payment, as well as a 
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variety of guarantees and supplementary clauses dependent on the legal system, type of goods 

sold, and conditions particular to the individual contract.
241

 The contracts concluded with the 

date and the names of two witnesses. Italian contracts would also include the place where the 

contract was drawn up, while Mamluk contracts would write out half the price as well as the full 

price in words in order to prevent tampering.
242

  

The primary legal differences between the sale of a slave and the sale of any other 

commodity lay in three clauses: the description, the statement of health, and the 

acknowledgement of slavery. Genoese, Venetian, and Mamluk contracts included more or less 

the same elements in their descriptions of slaves.
243

 They all began by stating that the 

merchandise was a slave, using a gendered term and specifying the number of slaves to be sold. 

In Mamluk contracts, this statement was supplemented with a brief description of each slave 

usually incorporating the following elements: name, origin, religion, age or maturity level 

(nursing, weaned, adolescent, adult), and physical features (ḥilya).
244

 In Italian contracts, the 

most common elements were name, origin, and approximate age. Religion might be indicated by 

a reference to baptism, and skin or hair color was occasionally mentioned.
245
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Misdescribing a slave might or might not invalidate the sale. Under Islamic law, selling a 

non-Muslim as a Muslim was a redhibitory fault.
246

 Misrepresenting the gender of a slave would 

also invalidate the sale but misrepresenting origin would not, because gender and not origin 

affected the function of a slave.
247

 I have not encountered a case of mistaken gender in an Italian 

slave sale, but misrepresentation of the origin of a slave might invalidate the sale if it facilitated 

the sale of a Christian as a non-Christian.
248

  

Within these parameters, slave descriptions varied widely. This can be illustrated by a 

pair of descriptions which applied to the same slave, a young woman purchased by Biagio Dolfin 

in Alexandria in 1419 and sent to Nicolo Dolfin in Venice. The sale contract, composed in 

Arabic, described the woman as “a female slave of Nubian origin, called Mubāraka, a Christian 

woman,” but in Biagio’s letter to Nicolo, composed in Italian, he described her as “a little slave 

girl, black, Saracen, about fourteen years old.”
249

 The two versions are consistent in their 

description of the slave’s status, gender, number, and age, but they describe her origin and 

religion differently. Only the Arabic version includes her name, but this may have been because 

Nicolo intended to rename her once she arrived.  

Another set of descriptions of the same slave appeared across four Mamluk documents 

dating from the 1280s. The first three documents described a female slave, Muslim in religion, 

mulatto (muwalladah) in origin, named Khulayfa, daughter of Zubaydah.
250

 The fourth document 
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described the same female slave but omitted her religion and added her age (fifteen) and a 

physical description: “of medium height, virgin, adult… red in color, with an aquiline nose and a 

green tattoo on her chin.”
251

 The inclusion of physical features such as skin color and tattoos was 

required by the shurūṭ manuals, but this is the only surviving Mamluk contract which followed 

the requirement.
252

 

A clause guaranteeing the slave to be healthy and free of redhibitory faults was standard 

in both Genoese and Venetian contracts.
253

 The wording of these clauses were variations on 

theme of “healthy in mind and body and in all her members, hidden and manifest,”
254

 or “healthy 

and clean from danger of all hidden flaws and illnesses up to the present day.”
255

 In some 

locations, notaries phrased their guarantees in reference to local custom: “healthy and clean of all 

vices and flaws hidden or manifest according to the custom of the city and island of Chios.”
256

 

Otherwise the slave could be sold “as is” (pro tali qualis est), without any guarantee, or a 

specific redhibitory fault might be disclosed.  
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Mamluk contracts were also supposed to include a guarantee of health and freedom from 

redhibitory faults. According to the shurūṭ manuals, this warranty could take several forms.
257

 

They included a general warranty that the slave was healthy and whole (ṣihhah wa-salāmah), a 

limited warranty of freedom from redhibitory faults (sharṭ al-barā’ min kull ‘aib or al-barā’a 

min sā’ir al-uyūb al-mūjibah lil-radd shari’an), or a statement of known faults.
258

 None of the 

surviving contracts from the Mamluk era used any of these warranties except the 1419 contract 

from Alexandria, which had a warranty of “freedom from the faults of slaves” (al-mubrā’ah min 

‘uyūb al-raqīq) which agrees closely with the shurūṭ manual wording.
259

 The other unusual 

feature of this contract was that although it seems to have been written by a judge (qāḍi) from a 

prominent scholarly family of Alexandria, the parties to the sale were a Venetian and an 

Alexandrian Copt.
260

 Since a warranty of health and freedom from defects was included in 

virtually every Venetian contract, I suggest that the Venetian buyer requested the warranty and 

that the Mamluk judge came up with an appropriate but disused formula from his own shurūṭ 

manual for the purpose.
261

 

If a redhibitory fault was discovered after the sale, the sale could usually be invalidated 

and the slave returned.
262

 To streamline this process and avoid lawsuits, both Mamluk and Italian 
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slave sales might offer a warranty period or period of refusal during which the seller would 

automatically assume liability for any fault discovered in the slave.
263

 Nicoletus Dalsoldo, a 

retail slave trader in Venice, sold a female slave with a one-month warranty, during which time 

the buyer could return her and reclaim the price if she displayed any illness or defect.
264

 The 

standard period of refusal (khiyār) for a slave in customary and Maliki law was three days and 

three nights.
265

 For the faults of mental illness and leprosy (judhām and baraṣ) only, the period 

of refusal was extended to one year. In Hanafi, Shafi’i, and Hanbali law, there was no period of 

refusal.
266

  

Unscrupulous buyers interested in slave women primarily as sex objects were known to 

take advantage of the period of refusal, as described by the early thirteenth-century traveler Ibn 

al-Mujāwir: “When he has examined, expressed his approval and bought the slave girl, she 

remains with him for about ten days. When he has taken care of her, had his fill, become bored 

and tired of her and got what he wanted from her, his lust is at an end. Zayd, the buyer, says to 

'Amr, the vendor, 'Indeed, sir, we have a case to settle in court!' So they attend in front of the 

judge and one makes a claim against the other, [suggesting there is] a defect [in the slave 
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girl].”
267

 This was followed by a crude anecdote about an Indian slave woman whose buyer tried 

to return her after seven days on the basis that her vagina was too wide, only to be laughed out of 

court when the seller countered that it was the buyer’s penis that was too small. In order to deter 

such buyers, Islamic law dictated that a buyer who had intercourse with his female slave during 

the period of refusal might lose the right to return her, or might even be required to compensate 

the seller if he had reduced her value by taking her virginity.
268

 The sale of female slave singers 

was not accompanied by a period of refusal at all because of their strong association with sexual 

exploitation.
269

 

 Finally, Mamluk shurūt manuals stipulated that adult slaves should acknowledge their 

slave status within the contract.
270

 Only two of the contracts surveyed here actually included 

such a clause, one by a male slave in Jerusalem in 1381 and the other by a female slave in 

Bahnasā in 1288.
271

 The two clauses follow the language of the shurūṭ manuals quite closely: the 

slaves recognized their slavery and bondage (al-riqq wa-al-‘ubūdiyyah) to the seller. These 

clauses did have real legal significance. A daring slave could express his or her will by refusing 
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to acknowledge his or her status or by withholding consent to a particular sale.
272

 And to the 

contrary, slaves who acknowledged their status were considered to have expressed their will in a 

legally binding way, precluding later appeals for freedom.
273

 

Although Italian notarial formularies said nothing about acknowledgement of status,  

clauses in which slaves acknowledged their status or consented to be sold did appear in the 

occasional Italian contract. Of the 2,799 slave sale contracts that I have collected, only 18 

include such a clause.
274

 Consent clauses do not seem to have been characteristic of any 

particular time or place: the examples I have found range from 1200 to 1496 and from Pisa to 

Caffa. Some are phrased similarly to the Mamluk clause acknowledging slave status, such as a 

sale conducted in Tana in 1360 with the slave “here present and [the seller’s] slave, having 

confessed to this by right and assenting completely to this sale.”
275

 Others used different 

language, stating that the slave was “present and consenting” at the transaction.
276

 

One possible function of these statements of consent and acknowledgement of status was 

to legitimize the enslavement of a free person. Although notarial formularies rejected the sale of 

free people as illegal, they did discuss consent in the context of self-sale.
277

 This may explain the 
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appearance of consent clauses when apparently free children were sold into slavery by their 

relatives, such as Christina, a fifteen year old Russian girl, who was “present and consenting” 

when her mother sold her as a slave to Bartholino Magnamosto in Tana in 1360.
278

   

Another possible function was to legitimize the sale of a slave in doubtful circumstances. 

When the pirate Pietro de Nebla sold three Bulgar slaves whom he had captured in Turkey to a 

Majorcan merchant in Chios, the contract mentioned that the consent of the three slaves had been 

given in their own language.
279

 A Greek captive who had been ransomed by a Genoese merchant 

in Kilia and was serving in his household to repay him was nevertheless sold by the merchant’s 

impoverished wife after he abandoned her for another woman.
280

A Jewish girl sold in 1496 in 

Genoa was probably a refugee from Spain and therefore of free birth. This might someday have 

enabled her to dispute her status if she had not given her consent to the sale.
281

  

But in most cases the reason for the clause remains opaque and the circumstances of the 

sale appear unremarkable.
282

 The slave Petrus was sold “present, willing, and consenting” by the 

executors of his owner’s estate in Caffa.
283

  Another slave was rented with her consent to the 
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sisters of the convent of St. Agatha in Genoa for a period of six years.
284

 Stephan Epstein has 

stated that “no one suggested that a slave had any right to consent to a sale, and it would be 

worth knowing any case where a humane master took a slave’s wishes into account.”
285

 These 

consent clauses seem to have been included not out of humanity, but to add extra legitimacy to 

the slave’s status.  

Thus, although contractual forms for the sale of slaves were clearly part of the common 

culture of late medieval Mediterranean slavery, the clauses acknowledging slave status or given 

consent to sale served different purposes in the Mamluk context than in the Italian context. In an 

Islamic context, including the acknowledgement of slavery was tantamount to making the slave a 

party to the contract with a real, though severely limited, capacity for legal action. In the Italian 

context, including the slave’s consent to sale seems to have been a way to legitimize suspicious 

transactions or the enslavement of free people. While the Italian clauses do imply that the 

consent of the slave was recognized as having some legal meaning, there is no evidence that the 

refusal of the slave to give consent would have any real consequences.  

 

Conclusion 

  The common culture of late medieval Mediterranean slavery, and of the late medieval 

Mediterranean market in general, appears very clearly in the process of inspecting and 

purchasing a slave. Although the sources on this subject for Italy and the Mamluk sultanate come 

from radically different genres, the composite impression they produce is that the health of the 

slave was the overriding concern of the inspection process, and therefore that consultation with 
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doctors was essential, whether in person or through their written works. Skills, personality, and 

beauty were also criteria in choosing a slave, but these could be determined by the average slave 

buyer without expert guidance.  

 The range of physical environments in which slaves were sold did not vary much across 

the Mediterranean; they included public markets, public auctions, and private homes or shops. 

Likewise, slave sales throughout the Mediterranean were often facilitated by brokers who would 

bring buyers and sellers together, assist their negotiations, and ensure that they observed the 

laws. In terms of price, the most significant difference between the Mamluk market and the 

Italian market was the willingness of early fourteenth-century elite Mamluk buyers to pay 

thousands of ducats for the highest-quality mamluks and female slaves. Otherwise the range of 

prices and the median prices all fell within the same orders of magnitude. Finally, Mamluk and 

Italian contractual language for the sale of slaves did not vary significantly except for emphasis 

in the description of the slave, technicalities related to the warranty of good health, and nuances 

of the clause acknowledging slave status or giving consent to sale.  

 The next and final chapter will shift perspective from the micro, the sale of an individual 

slave, to the macro, the political and religious implications of the Black Sea slave trade as a 

whole. Moreover, it will shift from a focus on the common culture of Mediterranean slavery and 

the practices which bound Italian and Mamluk slave owners together towards a focus on the 

crusade movement and the clash of interests between Christian and Muslim powers concerning 

the slave trade. This discussion will lead back to broader questions about the significance of 

religion in the Black Sea slave trade and the ability of any one state or group to control it.  
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Chapter Six: 

The Black Sea Slave Trade and the Crusades 
 

From the late thirteenth to the late fifteenth century, Christians and Muslims were 

intermittently at war with one another on land and at sea, a struggle framed by both sides as a 

holy war.
1
 Egypt, a center of wealth and political power in the medieval Islamic world, became a 

favored target of Christian crusaders in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century.
2
 The mamluks 

who served in the Egyptian army were responsible for its defense and, by extension, the defense 

of the Islamic world. Their striking successes, especially their defeat of the Mongols at ‘Ayn 

Jalūt and of Louis IX’s crusaders at al-Manṣūra, contributed to their legitimacy as rulers when 

they took over the government of Egypt in 1260 and founded the Mamluk sultanate. Their 

reputation as protectors of Islam continued to grow as they took over the crusader strongholds of 

Greater Syria one by one, culminating in the siege and fall of Acre in 1291.
3
  

This deprived the crusaders of their last foothold on the eastern Mediterranean shore and 

forced proponents of the crusade movement to develop a new strategy. Among the ideas which 

gained broad support among late thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century crusade strategists was 

an economic blockade of Egypt. This would weaken the Egyptian state by depriving it of 

revenue, but it was also expected to deprive the Egyptian military of strategic commodities such 

as iron, timber, and young male slaves from the Black Sea destined to become the next 

generation of mamluks. According to the crusade strategists, these commodities were supplied to 
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the Mamluks by “bad Christians,” subjects of the Christian maritime powers who were willing to 

ignore their consciences and betray the Christian cause in order to enrich themselves. Traders 

from Genoa, Venice, Pisa, and Catalonia were portrayed as the chief culprits and were expected 

to resist any attempt to disrupt their nefarious activities.   

Accusations made by crusade strategists against the profit-seeking “bad Christians” have 

been taken as factual by modern scholars and incorporated into the historical literature on the 

Black Sea slave trade with little critical investigation.
4
 There has not been a meaningful 

discussion of the “bad Christian” trope in late medieval crusade treatises, much less its 

implications for the Black Sea slave trade.
5
 This chapter undertakes such a discussion in order to 
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show how the allegations of the crusade strategists fare in relation to the other types of evidence 

examined in this dissertation.  

Most of the crusade treatises discussed in this chapter were written by people with 

personal military or commercial experience in the eastern Mediterranean. As a result, their 

analysis of Christian involvement in the Mamluk slave trade was fairly accurate and perceptive. 

They noted the shift from Mamluk to Italian shipping of slaves in the late thirteenth century, as 

discussed in Chapter Four. They also noted the importance of transshipment points, especially 

Armenian ports like Ayas, as a means of circumventing early fourteenth-century bans on direct 

trade with Alexandria. And they were correct in arguing that an effective maritime blockade 

would have had a significant effect on the Mamluk military recruitment system.  

However, some of the other conclusions drawn by crusade strategists were incorrect. The 

Genoese merchant Segurano Salvaygo, often cited as the quintessential “bad Christian,” may 

never have traded in slaves. If he did, he was certainly not representative of the majority of 

merchants who supplied the Mamluk market, as explained in Chapter Four. The slaves being 

delivered to the Mamluks were not necessarily Christian, as alleged by the crusade strategists 

and by travelers to Mamluk Egypt, and the involvement of Christian merchants in the Mamluk 

slave trade was not actually banned until the second decade of the fourteenth century. Even if a 

maritime blockade against the Mamluks had been effectively enforced, it would not have entirely 

cut off the Mamluk slave trade. By the 1330s, Mamluk merchants were transporting slaves by 

the land route from Samastro, Sinope, and Simisso on the southern coast of the Black Sea to 

Aleppo and other northern cities of the Mamluk sultanate. The blockade advocated by the 

crusade strategists would have had the greatest chance of success before the Mamluks and the 

Ilkhans made peace in 1323, when eastern Anatolia was still being contested. By the mid 
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fourteenth century, the sea route for exporting slaves had actually become more dangerous than 

the land route because of wars between the Genoese and the Venetians. This last point highlights 

a mistake made by modern scholars rather than medieval crusade strategists: the structure of the 

Black Sea slave trade changed significantly over time, so that strategic recommendations put 

forward in the late thirteenth century should not be used to interpret events in the early fifteenth 

century.
6
 

 

Champions of Islam or Fifth Column? Mamluk Conversion and Reconversion 

Because the ideological basis of late medieval Mediterranean slavery lay in religious 

difference, and because slaves were expected to convert to the religion of their owners, both 

Christians and Muslims shared an understanding of the slave trade as a trade in souls as well as 

bodies. The connections between the forcible conversion of slaves, whether purchased or 

captured, and other efforts to control and convert unbelievers through military power or 

missionary activity were not lost on medieval observers.
7
 For example, a late fourteenth-century 

Venetian slave owner chose to name his two Tatar slaves Roland and Oliver after the heroes of 

the epic celebrating Charlemagne’s defeat of the armies of Islam. By naming them after 

Christian heroes and not after the traitor Ganelon or the Muslim antagonists Marsile and 

Baligant, their owner placed them firmly on the Christian side of the conflict, portraying their 

enslavement and conversion not only as a defeat for Islam, but as a full and enthusiastic turn 

                                                 
6
 For example, de Mas Latrie, Histoire de l’île de  hypre, 2:125-28 interpreted the crusade treatise of Emmanuel 

Piloti, composed in 1421, as if it pertained to the same era as the Mamluk-Byzantine treaties of 1263 and 1281. 

 
7
 Stephen Bensch, “From Prizes of War to Domestic Merchandise: The Changing Face of Slavery in Catalonia and 

Aragon, 1000-1300,” Viator 25 (1994): 82-83.  

 



359 

 

towards the Christian cause. As slaves, the two Tatars were not able to reject the new names or 

their implications, whatever their own personal origins or wishes might have been.
8
  

The mamluks, like other late medieval Mediterranean slaves belonging to Muslims, were 

assumed to be converts to Islam. The success of these converts in defending the Islamic world 

against both pagan Mongols and Christian crusaders elicited ambivalent reactions from the 

Muslim scholarly community (‘ulamā’). Some Muslim scholars viewed the mamluks as divinely 

ordained protectors of the Islamic faith and of highly civilized but militarily weak Arab society.
9
 

In the words of Ibn Khaldūn, “it was by the grace of God, praise Him, that He guarded the faith... 

by sending them from this Turkish group and its powerful and abundant tribes, defending amirs 

and faithful protectors who are imported from the House of War to the House of Islam in the 

bondage of slavery which hides grace within it.”
10

 In his fifteenth-century chancery manual, Ibn 

Shāhīn quoted a poem describing the Circassians as “lions of war who triumph with God’s 

aid.”
11

 The success of the mamluks against the Mongols, both of whom belonged to the broad 

geographical and ancestral category of the Turks, was seen as a uniquely appropriate act of 

divine protection for Islam.
12
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10

 Yusūf Ibn Khaldūn, Kitāb al-ʿibār wa-diwān al-mubtadāʾ wa-al-khabar fī ayām al-ʿarab wa-al-ʿajam wa-al-

barbar (Beirut: Dār al-kitāb al-lubnānī, 1956-1961), 5:371. 

تداركّاالبمان...ّبأنّبعثّلهمّمنّهذهّالطائفةّالتركيةّفقبائلهاّالعزيزةّالمتوافرةّأمراءّحاميةّوانصارّامتوافيةّيجلبونّمنّكانّمنّلطفّهللاّسبحانهّانّ

 دارّالحربّاليّدارّاالسالمّفيّمقادةّالرقّالذيّكمنّاللطفّفيّطيه.

 
11

 Khalīl ibn Shahīn, Zoubdat kachf al-mamalik, ed. Paul Ravaisse (Paris: E. Leroux, 1894), 142.  

 ليوثّالحربّفازواّبنصرّهللا
 



360 

 

 From this perspective, the temporary enslavement of mamluks was merely a way to gain 

access to recruits of the highest quality and to ensure that they completed the intense training 

required to achieve the military excellence that was their destiny. The fourteenth-century 

historian Ibn Khaldūn explained that sultans bought mamluks “not for the purpose of 

enslavement, but to solidify their group solidarity.”
13

 An early fifteenth-century scholar, al-

Maqrīzī, claimed on behalf of al-Manṣūr Qalawūn that he had built up the mamluk corps as a 

bulwark for his people and a monument to his memory: “all kings build something by which they 

are remembered, whether wealth or land. I raised walls and built protective fortresses for myself, 

my children, and the Muslims, and [those walls and fortresses] are the mamluks.”
14

  

An alternative view was embraced by Mamluk-era scholars who felt alienated by the 

power and exclusiveness of the mamluk class. Criticizing Mamluk rulers could be dangerous, but 

the scholars who opposed them did not hesitate to condemn them as haughty foreign usurpers of 

barbarian origin.
15

 Some scholars expressed elements of both views. Al-‘Abdārī, a traveler from 

the Maghrib writing in 1289, described Mamluk rule as both God’s punishment of the Egyptians 

and as a source of protection for the poor and the people of Islam.
16
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Christian authors, like their Muslim counterparts, also assumed mamluks to be converts. 

Unlike Muslim authors, however, they assumed mamluks to be converts from Christianity 

specifically. There were a few exceptions, such as Anselmo Adorno who explained that, “it is not 

the essence of a mamluk that he be a Christian renegade, as others have said, but it is the 

substance that he be a slave practiced in the use of arms, especially in archery and throwing.”
17

 

There was also a certain blurring of distinctions between the mamluk corps, free units of the 

Mamluk army, and other parts of the sultan’s household.
18

 Nevertheless, the majority of 

Christian travelers agreed that mamluks were nothing other than Christian renegades.
19

 Arnold 

von Harff described the process of becoming a mamluk as follows: 

It is said in these countries, that when a Christian becomes a mamluk, he must deny our 

lord Christ and his mother, and also spit on the cross, and allow a cross to be cut on the 

soles of his feet in order to tread on it in contempt. I say to you: no, that is not true. These 

mamluks, when they are first captured from Christian countries, are sold to the heathen. 
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Then they are forced to say these words: holla hylla lalla Mahemmet reschur holla. In the 

German language that is: God is God, he shall always remain so, Muhammad is the true 

prophet sent from God. Then they circumcise him and give him a heathen name.
20

 

 

Female slaves from the Black Sea were also assumed to be Christian renegades, such as the 

sultan’s wives and the “four Christian wives, such as are purchased in the Black Sea” of the 

sultan’s chief interpreter in Cairo.
21

 This consensus among the Christian sources troubled Ulrich 

Haarmann, who noted that “it is not easy to clarify the claim made by most of the European 

travelers that the Mamluks are all Christian renegades.”
22

 The reason for the inaccurate 

consensus among the Christian sources will become clear when mamluk slavery is 

contextualized within the broader late medieval Mediterranean political environment as well as 

within the late medieval Mediterranean culture of slavery. But it is important to note how strange 

this consensus appears from the perspective of Muslim sources before analyzing its impact.  

In order to grasp the significance of the Christian consensus that all mamluks were 

originally Christian, it is necessary to return to the ideological basis of slavery in religion and the 

corollary that owners were able to force their slaves to convert. In the religiously competitive 

environment of the late medieval Mediterranean, slavery was not simply a matter of individual 

allegiance: it provided a means to accumulate large numbers of souls for either Christianity or 
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Islam without the difficulty of conquest or the uncertainty of missionary work. In his letter 

inviting slave traders to bring slaves from near and far to Egypt, al-Manṣūr Qalawūn stated 

explicitly that “the purpose in demanding them is to increase the armies of Islam.”
23

 But 

medieval Christians were especially prone to view this as a zero-sum competition in which 

Christianity or Islam were the only serious participants, and therefore that any increase in the 

number of Muslims must come at the expense of the Christian population.
24

 

For this reason, Christian travelers uniformly interpreted the mamluk recruitment and 

training system as a move “to augment the number of Mohammedans.”
25

 Each Mamluk sultan 

was supposedly required by the caliph to swear that he would “buy all the creatures of the 

Christian faith which might be presented to him for sale.”
26

 Meanwhile the papacy was criticized 

for squandering its money on wars with fellow Christians rather than increasing the population of 

Christendom: “the chief and head of the pagans spends his own treasure to increase and multiply 

the faith of Muhammad; this is the opposite of what the Roman pope does, the chief of the 

Christian faith, who spends his ducats to get men-at-arms to destroy Christians.”
27

 Female slaves 
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were not counted against the Christian tally, though, and their exclusion was not explained by the 

sources.
28

 

 It is this competitive mindset that led crusade strategists to castigate Christian merchants 

who sold slaves to Muslims. Their great sin was that “the false Christians, to the irreverence of 

God, offense of the church, and disgrace of human nature, both strengthen the Babylonian 

empire and do harm by many and unheard-of crimes by selling to the Saracens men redeemed by 

the blood of Christ and regenerated by baptism.”
29

 It was not slavery itself that offended the 

sensibilities of God, the Church, and humanity, but rather the sale of Christian slaves to 

Muslims. The use of the word “redeemed” (redemptos) in this passage is particularly significant, 

referring to redemption from both sin and slavery. Christian slaves, like all other Christians, were 

supposed to be freed from spiritual suffering through baptism. Selling them to Muslim masters 

would cause that spiritual suffering to be re-inflicted through forced conversion in defiance of 

Christ’s redemption. Just as a ransom payment would be wasted if the slave were subsequently 

recaptured and re-enslaved, so Christ’s redemptive blood would be wasted if a Christian were 

enslaved and forced to convert to Islam. 

 What could possibly motivate Christians to betray their fellow believers in this way? The 

answer given by contemporaries was greed. One fifteenth-century crusade strategist described 

the reward which the “bad Christians” supposedly received:  

 The sultan had the said merchants dressed in robes of cloth-of-gold and had them ride 

from the castle on horses to the sound of drums, trumpets and fiddles. They go through 

the city, and the guards of the sultan go crying in a loud voice: ‘These lord merchants 
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have brought three hundred souls,’ more or less, according to what it might be, ‘of the 

Christian nation and faith to the sultan, and he bought and paid for them, they who will 

live and die in the faith of Muhammad, so that the faith of Muhammad multiplies and 

grows and that of the Christians thus loses.’ And with these and other words they go 

through the city, praising and magnifying the faith of Muhammad and disparaging the 

Christian faith to comfort their people.
30

  

 

Although there is no record in the Mamluk sources of such a procession, the most important 

Mamluk slave traders were treated with great honor and offered lavish gifts, as described in 

Chapter Four.  

 The consensus among Christian sources that all mamluks must be renegade Christians 

had three important consequences. One was the Christian appropriation of Mamluk 

achievements. Both Felix Fabri and Bernhard von Breydenbach, German travelers to Egypt in 

the early 1480s, claimed that the fortress tower in the port of Alexandria had been built by a 

mamluk or renegade from Oppenheim.
31

 Two fifteenth-century travelers to Damascus mentioned 

a castle which they claimed to have been built by a Florentine mamluk because the heraldic arms 

of Florence were engraved on its walls.
32

 Another fifteenth-century traveler went so far as to 

argue that the sultan Barqūq had been French because the walls of his khān in Damascus were 

decorated with lilies.
33

 Portraying mamluks as former or crypto-Christians enabled Latin 
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Christians to imagine them as allies in certain respects.
34

 Defeat at their hands became more 

tolerable and respect for them more easily justified. 

 A second consequence of the conviction that all mamluks were Christian renegades was a 

striking disconnect between Christian attitudes towards their own slaves and Christian attitudes 

towards the slaves of Muslims. For example, Christian travelers and crusade strategists were 

happy to claim Circassian mamluks as former Christians but did not recognize their own 

Circassian slaves as co-religionists. This led to bizarre stories about the backgrounds of certain 

sultans. Although Arabic sources reported that al-Ẓāhir Barqūq’s father was a good Muslim, 

Christian visitors to Egypt during his reign were certain that he had been a Greek Christian.
35

 

One of the visitors, Leonardo Frescobaldi of Florence, added a distressing tale about Barqūq’s 

forcible conversion of his own father. According to the story, the caliph refused to confirm 

Barqūq as sultan because “he who is Sultan should be a Saracen, and the son of a Saracen.”
36

 

Enraged by this refusal, Barqūq deposed the caliph and the judges who had supported his 

decision. He then plotted to forcibly convert his father to Islam in order to ensure his legitimacy 

as ruler: “he ordered in accord with certain evil Christians of Greece that they deceitfully lead to 

him his father, whom he forced to renege the faith of Christ, and he had him circumcised 

according to their law, of which in a short time from pain and grief he died.”
37

 Barqūq’s father 
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Anasa did come to Egypt and die shortly afterwards, but he was accompanied by the merchant 

who had first imported Barqūq to Egypt and his death is usually attributed to illness.
38

 Al-Ashraf 

Qaytbay was also reported to be a former Christian by Christian travelers.
39

 Some stated 

accurately that he was Circassian, but others were sure that he was a Christian Scythian from 

Russia, or even a Latin Christian from Catalonia.
40

 In propagating such theories, Christian 

travelers ignored the fact that their own domestic slaves had similar origins and were enslaved in 

the same ways as the mamluks who ruled Egypt and Syria. 

  A third consequence of the consensus that all mamluks were former Christians was the 

idea that mamluks might someday be persuaded to return to Christianity.
41

 Travelers to Egypt 

wrote about their encounters with individual mamluks who claimed to have remained secretly 

Christian. The early fourteenth-century Irish Franciscan Simon Simonis stayed with an amir in 

Katiyeh, “outwardly a renegade,” with whom he “participated in spiritual consolation.”
42

 The 

fifteenth-century German Dominican Felix Fabri met an acquaintance among the mamluks in 

Cairo, a man whom he had met previously in Basel and whose relatives he knew. “With him I 

had a long conversation about many things, and he promised that he wanted to return to the 

Christian church, because he experienced the sect of Muhammad to be bad, just as almost all 
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mamluks speak badly of the sect of Muhammad and say they will return.”
43

 Fabri also secretly 

baptized children and consecrated marriages for a group of Hungarian mamluks.
44

 Another 

fifteenth-century German traveler, Bernhard von Breydenbach, appears to have met the same 

Hungarians, although he did not entirely trust their sincerity.
45

  A Hungarian mamluk who served 

as his guide in Cairo swore that “he had not abjured the faith nor accepted circumcision, but his 

heart carried faithfully under Saracen clothes,” but brought two wives to attend mass with the 

Transylvanian archdeacon in von Breydenbach’s traveling party.
46

  

Anecdotes such as these fed a general conviction that the mamluks could be persuaded to 

return to Christianity en masse, severely weakening the Mamluk state and leading to Christian 

victory in the Holy Land. This scheme appeared in the earliest treatise of the crusade strategy 

genre, that of Fidentius of Padua delivered to Pope Nicholas IV in 1291:  

It must be known that a great part of the army of the sultan of Babylon is Christian. For 

the sultan received boys and youths from Antioch and Little Armenia and from other 

Christian places, and he made them Saracens, who became good and energetic knights. It 

is clearly said and believed that if the Latins give them salaries, they will return willingly 

to the Christians, because some spark of Christianity remains in them... they can be very 

useful in many ways. Also by this the army of the sultan will be diminished, and it will be 

a work of mercy that the souls of those who were badly seduced through errors are 

saved.
47
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Fidentius of Padua was in a good position to know whether boys from Armenia and Antioch had 

been recruited into the mamluk corps. He had spent much of his life in the Holy Land, was fluent 

in Arabic, and had worked closely with the Mamluk command to arrange the ransom of captives 

taken in the fall of Antioch in 1268. His knowledge of the mamluk system tempered his claims 

regarding the mass conversion of mamluks. In particular, he understood that the loyalty of 

mamluks to their owner-patrons depended in part on the provision of salaries and land, and that 

inducing mamluks to return to the Christian fold would require financial as well as spiritual 

incentives.
48

 His statement about the salvation of the mamluks also expressed the generally 

unspoken assumption that souls were at stake in the late medieval Mediterranean slave trade. 

The mamluk conversion scheme appears next in the anonymous Directorium ad 

passagium faciendum of 1332. According to the Directorium, the Mamluk army consisted of 

“purchased and captured slaves” (servis empticiis et captivis) who defended Mamluk fortresses 

because the Saracen population was weak and internally divided while the Turks were nomadic 

and preferred to live in tents. The slaves were of Greek Christian origin and were persuaded to 

apostatize through promises of freedom and carnal pleasure. Nevertheless “they cannot entirely 

forget the gift of Christianity and the faith and the grace of baptism, which they had received 
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before.”
49

 A noble Christian leader offering them protection and victory over their former 

masters could easily persuade them to hand over the Mamluk fortresses they guarded. This 

scenario, which posited that conversion to Islam was produced by treacherous promises and that 

conversion back to Christianity could be induced by an offer of revenge, does not reflect much 

understanding of the actual mamluk system. However, both the Directorium and Fidentius of 

Padua shared the belief that mass mamluk conversion to Christianity was possible.  

Variations on this belief continued to appear into the fifteenth-century. In his crusade 

treatise of 1421, Emmanuel Piloti assured his readers that if the Christian crusaders conquered 

Alexandria, “all the amirs who are of the Christian nation will return and come to Alexandria” to 

join them.
50

 In a 1452 letter Jean Germain, bishop of Chalon-sur-Saône, assured Charles VII of 

France that the mamluks were all “children of baptized Christians or renegade Christians, who 

will return to the Christians easily.”
51

 One late fifteenth-century traveler even reported a rumor 

that al-Ashraf Qaytbay planned to return to Christianity, since he invested so much money in 

providing Jerusalem with a reliable water supply.
52

 However, these later authors did not develop 

specific plans for inciting a mass mamluk conversion.   

 

 

                                                 
 
49

 “Non tamen possunt donum christianitatis et fidem atque baptismi graciam, que ante susceperant, penitus 

oblivisci.” Brocardus, “Directorium ad passagium faciendum,” in Recueil des historiens des croisades: Documents 

arméniens (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1906), 512. 

 
50

 “Se Alexandrie sera soubz crestiens, tous lez armiraulx qui sont esté de nation crestienne retourneront et venront 

en Alexandrie” Piloti, Traité, 218.  

 
51

 “Qui sont enfanz de chrestiens baptizez ou chrestiens renyez, qui legerement se retourneront devers les 

chrestiens.” Jean Germain, “Le discours du voyage d'oultremer au très victorieux roi Charles VII, prononcé, en 

1452, par Jean Germain, évêque de Chalon,” ed. Charles Schefer. ROL 3 (1895): 329.  

 
52

 Fabri, Evagatorium, 3:186.  



371 

 

Papal Policy on Mamluk Trade: Before the 1290s 

The strategy of blockading Egypt in order to deprive it of revenue and strategic 

commodities had far more backers than the strategy of inducing mamluks to convert.
53

 The 

blockade concept had a long history by the late thirteenth century: the Carolingians and 

Byzantines had banned the sale of timber to Muslim powers in the tenth century, and the papacy 

had restricted trade between Christians and Muslims beginning in the second half of the twelfth 

century.
54

 The papal restrictions were usually targeted at specific war materials.
55

 The most 

frequently banned goods were timber, iron, arms, and ships, with the occasional addition of 

horses and staple foods. Blanket bans on all Christian shipping to Muslim ports were generally 

limited in duration, usually covering the four or six years before a fleet of crusaders was due to 

embark.  

 The ban formulated by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 was not the first to restrict 

trade with Muslims, but its wording became standard: 

We excommunicate and anathematize, moreover, those false and impious Christians who, 

in opposition to Christ and the Christian people, convey arms to the Saracens and iron 

and timber for their galleys. We decree that those who sell them galleys or ships, and 

those who act as pilots in pirate Saracen ships, or give them any advice or help by way of 

machines or anything else, to the detriment of the holy Land, are to be punished with 

deprivation of their possessions and are to become the slaves of those who capture them. 
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We order this sentence to be renewed on Sundays and feast-days in all maritime towns; 

and the bosom of the church is not to be opened to such persons unless they send in aid of 

the holy Land the whole of the damnable wealth which they received and the same 

amount of their own, so that they are punished in proportion to their offence. If perchance 

they do not pay, they are to be punished in other ways in order that through their 

punishment others may be deterred from venturing upon similar rash actions. In addition, 

we prohibit and on pain of anathema forbid all Christians, for four years, to send or take 

their ships across to the lands of the Saracens who dwell in the east, so that by this a 

greater supply of shipping may be made ready for those wanting to cross over to help the 

holy Land, and so that the aforesaid Saracens may be deprived of the not inconsiderable 

help which they have been accustomed to receiving from this.
56

 

 

This ban was repeated almost word for word by the First and Second Councils of Lyons in 1245 

and 1274, from where it was incorporated into the officially approved and widely studied 

compilation of canon law known as the Liber Extra.
57

 Its provisions were reiterated in papal 

letters throughout the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries, even as fines and permission 

fees for trading with Muslim became a source of ecclesiastical revenue.
58

 More than two hundred 

years after the ban had first been promulgated, the late fifteenth-century traveler Joos van 
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Ghistele cited it in condemnation of a gift of weapons from Ferdinand I of Aragon to the sultan.
59

 

However, the Fourth Lateran ban and the later versions derived from it did not expressly ban the 

trade in slaves. During the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, crusade strategists drew 

attention to this gap, urging both the papacy and secular rulers to blockade the supply of 

mamluks as well as other military goods.  

 

Papal Policy and Crusade Strategy: The 1290s 

 The fall of Acre, the last crusader foothold on the Syrian mainland, to the Mamluks in 

May 1291 motivated a burst of crusade planning in the last decade of the thirteenth century and 

the first three decades of the fourteenth century. One characteristic of the crusade movement 

during this period was the emergence of a new genre, the crusade strategy treatise.
60

 The authors 

of these treatises generally had personal experience in the eastern Mediterranean and offered 

their advice to potential leaders of the next crusade, some by request and others on their own 

initiative. The recipients of crusade strategy treatises tended to be the pope or the king of France, 

since these were the two leaders most active in crusade planning. 

 The first treatise of the crusade strategy genre had been commissioned well before the fall 

of Acre, though. Pope Gregory X had asked for written advice from Fidentius of Padua, the 

provincial vicar of the Franciscan order in the Holy Land from about 1266, in preparation for the 
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Second Council of Lyons in 1274.
61

 Fidentius was not only a fluent speaker of Arabic, but had 

also assisted the impoverished Christians captured by al-Ẓāhir Baybars at the fall of Antioch in 

1268. Thus he had extensive contact with and knowledge about the Mamluk army. Fidentius did 

not complete his treatise in time for the council, however. He waited through a series of short-

lived popes and a diversion of crusade momentum towards Sicily until early 1291, just a few 

months before the fall of Acre, when he finally delivered his recommendations to Nicholas IV.  

 In his treatise, The Book of the Recovery of the Holy Land (Liber recuperationis Terrae 

Sanctae), Fidentius devoted multiple chapters to the benefits of a naval blockade and a Christian 

trade embargo against Egypt.
62

 A blockade would keep Muslim ships in port, preventing them 

from raiding the Holy Land. It would harm the Mamluk state economically by depriving it of 

strategic goods and customs dues from Christian merchants, Indian merchants (who would have 

no incentive to import spices without Christian demand), and local merchants (who could no 

longer export their wares to Christians). Christian trade would not be seriously disrupted because 

Christian merchants could still acquire Indian Ocean goods via Armenian ports and the Persian 

Gulf. Meanwhile the Christian navy could disrupt Mamluk trade, raid the coast, draw off troops 

from the Mamluk land army, break sieges in the ports of the Holy Land, and discourage piracy.  

 Among the many benefits of a blockade enumerated by Fidentius, two had particular 

relevance to the Black Sea slave trade. First, Fidentius argued that a naval blockade of Egypt 

would prevent bad Christians from selling war materials to the Mamluks. Second, a naval 

blockade of Egypt would disrupt the trade in mamluk slaves. However, Fidentius did not connect 

these two propositions. The commodities he discussed in connection with bad Christian 
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merchants were the same as those listed in contemporary papal bans: iron, wood, arms, and other 

prohibited things.
63

 The mamluks were imported not by bad Christians, but by Mamluk 

merchants on Mamluk ships commissioned by the sultan to purchase slaves on his behalf: 

For the sultan is accustomed to send some ships annually beyond Constantinople to the 

Black Sea, and cause youths of those nations which are around that sea to be bought in 

great quantity, whether those youths who are bought are the sons of pagans or of 

Christians, because they have a good and strong nature. He has them taken to Egypt, and 

has them become Saracens. Also he has them instructed in every exercise of fighting and 

riding; and when they have been well taught, he has them given horses and arms and 

large enough payments and they become energetic knights in fighting... Therefore the 

galleys of the Christians can impede this, so that no such youths could be brought to 

Egypt, and it would be a great misfortune for the Saracens.
64

 

 

Fidentius did not suggest that Italian merchants were involved the mamluk supply chain in any 

way. Rather, a Christian blockade would disrupt the mamluk trade as part of a general disruption 

of all Mamluk shipping in the eastern Mediterranean.  

 Fidentius’ description of the procedure for importing mamluks agrees with the other 

sources for the second half of the thirteenth century. The Byzantine-Mamluk treaty of 1263 and 

the oaths of 1281 permitted Mamluk ships to pass in and out of the Black Sea each year and to 

transport slaves from Soldaia. From his position in the Holy Land, Fidentius would have seen 

this trade route develop in the 1260s and produce the generation of mamluks which wiped out 

the crusader states in the following decades. His contemporary, the Byzantine chronicler George 

Pachymeres, also observed the growth of this trade route and criticized the Byzantine emperor 

                                                 
63

 Ibid., 2:13. 

 
64

 “Nam Soldanus solitus mittere annuatim aliquas naves ultra Constantinopolim ad Mare Majus, et de juvenibus 

nationum illarum, que morantur circa illud mare, facit emi in magna quantitate, sive illi juvenes qui emuntur sint filii 

paganorum, sive Xpistianorum, quia naturam bonam habent et fortem, et facit eos adduci in Egiptum, et facit eos 

fieri Sarracenos, facit etiam doceri eos in omni exercitio pugnandi et equitandi; et cum bene docti fuerint, facit eis 

dari equos et arma et expensas satis largas et fiunt strenui equites in pugnando. De istis etiam fiunt admirati, et etiam 

aliqui ex eis fiunt Soldanos suos ex genere, sed ille inter eos fit Soldanus, qui potentior est vel qui plures habet 

amicos. Igitur galee Xpistianorum possunt impedire ista, ita quod nulli tales juvenes adduci poterunt in Egiptum, et 

erit magnum incomodum Sarracenis.” Ibid., 2:48.  

 



376 

 

for permitting it, placing short-term profits over the long-term stability of the crusader states.
65

 

Yet by the time Fidentius presented his treatise to the pope in 1291, the Genoese were already 

becoming entrenched in the Black Sea and beginning to play a direct role in the mamluk trade. 

After the fall of Acre, Nicholas IV called for more advice on the recovery of the Holy 

Land.
66

 The response by Charles II of Anjou was very similar to that of Fidentius of Padua on 

the subject of bad Christians and mamluks. Charles advocated a naval attack on Alexandria in 

order to disrupt the arms trade by bad Christians and the delivery of mamluk slaves from the 

Black Sea, but like Fidentius, he did not connect the two.
67

 The final crusade treatise of the 

1290s, addressed to Philip IV of France by his Genoese doctor, is missing the chapters on 

blockade strategy.
68

 

While accumulating advice for the next crusade, the papacy continued to publicize its ban 

on trading weapons, timber, iron, and other war materials with the Mamluks. Nicholas IV had 

renewed the ban on war materials in 1289, but in 1290 he had granted permission for trade in 

other goods.
69

 In 1291, he renewed the ban on war materials again, this time directing his letters 

specifically to Genoa and Venice as well as other maritime trading powers.
70

 His successor, 

Celestine V, stepped down from the papacy after a brief period, but the subsequent pope 
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Boniface VIII (1294-1303) renewed the ban every six months for the duration of his reign.
71

 

None of these bans listed slaves specifically among the forbidden goods. Nevertheless, in 1292 

the Great Council of Venice delegated regulatory authority to the doge, his councilors, and the 

head of the Quarantia “concerning pagans and slaves [who are] not to be carried by our subjects 

to the lands of the sultan.”
72

 The wording of this statement did not constitute a ban on Venetian 

involvement in the mamluk slave trade, but it enabled the doge and Quarantia to declare and 

enforce such a ban at any time.  

 

Papal Policy and Crusade Strategy: 1300-1312 

Although fourteenth-century popes continued to renew the ban on selling war materials to 

Muslims, there was a hiatus in crusade proposals until 1305.
73

 In the interim, both Genoa and 

Venice resumed trade relations with the Mamluks.
74

 In 1304, Benedict XI even gave Venice 

verbal permission to trade in all goods except those specifically banned.
75

 However, in 1305 it 

became clear that the new pope, Clement V, was taking the initiative to plan a new crusade with 

Hospitaller and Templar help, while a political theology that linked French power with service to 
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Christendom was coming into vogue at the court of Philip IV.
76

 Charles of Valois continued to 

push for the restoration of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, and James II of Aragon was 

preparing to attack Granada.
77

  

In connection with all this promising activity, no fewer than fifteen crusade proposals 

circulated during the period 1305-1314, with at least one written each year.
78

 It was this wave of 

proposals that first identified a connection between bad Christians and the mamluk trade, and 

this connection seems to have been most evident to crusade strategists with ties to Armenia. This 

pattern was cited in Chapter Four in support of the argument that Ayas and other Armenian ports 

were transshipment points for slaves being carried on Italian ships from the Black Sea to 

Alexandria. Ayas already served as an alternative to Alexandria for Christian merchants who 

wanted to buy spices, silk, and other goods from the Indian Ocean. Moreover, although the 

mamluk trade had not yet been targeted with specific bans, wary ship captains may not have 

wanted to risk direct deliveries of mamluks from Caffa to Alexandria. Transporting slaves to 

Armenia was unobjectionable since it was a Christian country, yet the Armenian-Mamluk treaty 

of 1285 required the king of Armenia to permit the export of slaves from his country to the 

Mamluk sultanate.
79

 An Armenian-Genoese treaty of 1288 obligated the Genoese not to sell 

Christian slaves to Muslims, but the sale of pagan and Muslim slaves was not restricted.
80

 Thus it 
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was technically legal for Christian merchants to carry pagan and Muslim slaves from the Black 

Sea to Ayas and sell them to Mamluk merchants, perhaps through local intermediaries for an 

additional layer of deniability. However, in the eyes of the crusade strategists they would still 

qualify as bad Christians for enriching themselves at the expense of the Christian cause.  

The first to make the connection between bad Christians and the mamluk trade may have 

been Ramon Lull, a Franciscan from Majorca. Although Lull is most famous today for his work 

towards the peaceful conversion of Muslims, he also wrote a series of treatises on the subject of 

future crusades.
81

 His crusade treatise of 1305, composed after a visit to Cyprus and Ayas in 

1300-2, argued that a naval blockade was essential in order to prevent bad Christians from 

meeting Mamluk merchants in the Aegean region to trade in slaves.
82

 As he explained it: 

The Saracens, who originate in the Egyptian and Babylonian region, are neither good nor 

energetic in arms. But they buy Tatars or Turks, and thus from other nations, whom they 

call mamluks, and with such as these they defend themselves. And therefore they ought 

not to permit them to go to Babylon in ships with galleys; for such are bought in Greece 

and are sold by lying Christians for gain.”
83

  

 

In other words, bad Christians were involved in supplying the Mamluks with slaves, and they did 

so through transfer points in the eastern Mediterranean. Although Lull named Greece as the 

transshipment region, and listed the mamluk trade among his justifications for attacking 
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Constantinople in 1309, his knowledge about this route seems to have been derived from his 

experiences in Ayas and Cyprus.
84

  

 At roughly the same time (1306-7), the Venetian patrician and merchant Marino Sanudo 

the Elder was composing the first book of his own lengthy crusade treatise.
85

 His knowledge of 

changing trade patterns in the eastern Mediterranean was unparalleled, since he had conducted 

business in the region for years and was related to the Venetian rulers of both Naxos and Andros 

in the Aegean.
86

 The first part of his treatise, therefore, was concerned with the blockade of 

Egypt, recommending a shift towards the alternative trade route to the east through Armenia, 

Tabriz, and Baghdad.
87

 Sanudo explained that the sultan acquired his slaves through mercantile 

agents and paid for them with customs revenue from the trade in eastern goods at Alexandria: 

The Sultan and his emirs have this provision, namely that from the aforesaid revenue 

from the sea he orders special contractors to buy small boys from various nations, 

wherever they can be obtained for money, Christian as well as pagan. These they teach 

and introduce to military pursuits... They also bring girls, both Christian and pagan, to 

Egypt and the lands of the Sultan from various peoples, which they use for their carnal 

pleasure and which they subject to the law of Machomet to the damnation of their souls.
88
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As of 1306-7, these agents might be either bad Christians or Muslims (Christiani inobedientes et 

etiam Saraceni).
89

 The crusade proposal of the Hospitaller order, also composed in 1306-7, 

agreed that a blockade would disrupt the mamluk trade without going into detail about its 

structure.
90

 Yet by the time Sanudo composed the second book of his treatise in 1312-3, the 

situation had evolved so that independent merchants came to Egypt with slaves on their own 

initiative rather than acting on a commission from the sultan: “on account of this trade merchants 

flock there and they bring from the northern shores of the Black Sea boys and girls which the 

Egyptians call Mamuluchos.”
91

 This agrees with the shift from Mamluk agents traveling on 

Mamluk ships to a mixture of agents and independent traders traveling on Italian ships that 

occurred in the early fourteenth century. Sanudo’s suggestion that merchants flocked to Egypt 

with slaves because of the great wealth of the sultan comes at exactly the time when al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad was reported to be offering unusually generous prices for slaves in order to display 

his wealth and stabilize his power at the beginning of his third reign.
92

 

 Because of his long experience as a merchant in the eastern Mediterranean, Sanudo was 

familiar with the most common strategies for evading the blockade on Egypt and suggested ways 

to forestall and punish blockade violates. One strategy was to hide illegal trade under cover of 
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legal trade, pressuring law-abiding merchants to participate in both: “In carrying other goods that 

seem not to breach the ban, under this guise disobedient Christians and also Saracens who sail to 

Egypt and the lands of the Sultan with wood, iron, pitch and boys seek help from Christians who 

wish to be obedient.”
93

 Sanudo suggested three methods to counter this strategy.
94

 First, the 

blockade on Egypt should be absolute. No imports or exports of any kind should be permitted. 

Second, law-abiding merchants allowed the illegal trade to continue because they feared 

retaliation by the sultan against people of their own nation in Alexandria; if Latin Christians no 

longer resided in Egypt, this threat would cease to inhibit enforcement. Third, he reiterated the 

need to enforce civil as well as religious penalties for blockade-breaking. Merchants who traded 

in illegal goods should be prevented from making wills, conducting legal business, testifying in 

court, and holding public office. Their goods should be seized by the commune and they 

themselves should be enslaved, as threatened in the papal bans. 

 Another blockade evasion strategy described by Sanudo was transshipment. He identified 

the southern Anatolian coast (particularly Candeloria/Alanya and Sectalia/Antalya) as one 

transshipment point for slaves.
95

 Armenia was another, because it was adjacent to the Turkish 

transshipment points.
96

 Finally there was Romania and the Aegean islands, where “defrauders 

who come from the lands of the Sultan with merchandise” meet Christian merchants who “carry 
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goods of use to the lands of the Sultan into the lands and islands above-mentioned and they also 

receive goods from the Sultan’s lands and export them to the west, with a broad conscience.”
97

 

While the Christian rulers of the Aegean and Romanian ports could be punished for helping or 

supporting blockade breakers, halting transshipment through the Turkish and Armenian ports 

would not be possible except via the general blockade. 

Hayton (or Hetoum) of Armenia, writing in 1307, noted the same shift from agents of the 

sultan to independent bad Christian merchants in the mamluk trade. He was a member of the 

Armenian royal family and had ruled Armenia briefly in 1299-1301 before stepping down and 

retiring to Cyprus. He was sent as an ambassador to the pope in 1307-8, and his crusade treatise 

circulated widely in both Latin and French.
98

 Hayton’s description of the mamluk trade in the 

1240s, when al-Ṣāliḥ Najm al-Dīn Ayyūb was sultan of Egypt, emphasized the role of agents in 

importing Cuman Turks captured during the Mongol invasions of the western steppe: “this sultan 

realized how the Tartars were selling Cumans for a low price, whom they held as slaves in their 

prisons. Whence he sent merchants by sea with a large sum of money, and had them buy Cuman 

youths in great quantity, who were brought to Egypt” and trained as soldiers.
99

 In contrast, in the 

contemporary Mamluk sultanate, “the greater part of the army of the Egyptian Saracens are 
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slaves bought and sold for a price, whom bad Christians, for the love of gain, often bring to 

Babylon. Or else they are acquired in battles or otherwise, and the Saracens compel them to 

adhere to their sect and faith.”
100

 Like Sanudo, Hayton portrayed a shift in the mamluk trade 

towards independent merchants attracted by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s generosity, including bad 

Christians. Again like Sanudo, Hayton advocated a naval blockade as a means to prevent the 

trade in mamluks as well as wood, iron, and pitch.
101

 

However, French crusade treatises of the first decade of the fourteenth century did not 

grasp the connection between bad Christians, the mamluk trade, and the naval blockade. Peter 

Dubois, who wrote numerous crusade pamphlets between 1300 and 1308, did not mention 

slavery or the mamluk trade at all.
102

 William of Nogaret, one of Philip IV’s chief advisers, 

composed a brief crusade treatise in 1310. Although he mentioned that “[the Saracens] have 

more ships and arms than usual, with false catholics supplying them and selling them little 

infants, from whom the Saracens raise men of arms who are called Turks,” his solution was to 

encourage moderate living and martial virtue among Christians so that they would no longer be 

tempted to trade with Muslims.
103
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 The next wave of crusade treatises was prompted by Clement V’s announcement in 1308 

of a general council to be held at Vienne in 1311. The three most important items on the 

conciliar agenda were the crusade, the Templars, and church reform. Clement solicited crusade 

treatises to advise the council, and it is at this stage that specific Italian communes were linked 

with the mamluk trade.
104

 The Italians had long been criticized for undermining the crusade 

movement with their constant internal conflicts, profit-seeking behavior, and friendliness 

towards Muslims, but accusations of selling slaves to the Muslims were new.
105

  

One of those who offered advice to Clement V in 1311 or 1312 was Henry II of 

Cyprus.
106

 As previous treatises had done, Henry II recommended a blockade to prevent bad 

Christians from selling mamluks and other war materials to the sultan: “in order to diminish the 

men of the sultan and Saracens, meanwhile until the crusade may be effectively prepared, a 

number of galleys ought to be sent ahead which may seize bad and false Christians who bring to 

the said Saracens men of arms, i.e. mamluks, timber, iron, pitch, food and other goods necessary 

to them.”
107

 His innovation was to insist that the Hospitallers alone should enforce the blockade. 

Other maritime powers, especially the Venetians, Pisans, and Genoese, were compromised by 

the presence of bad Christians among their own subjects: “the men of these communes, as 
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experience has taught, seize others going to the said lands [but] spare their own. Thus their own 

go with greater freedom and security since they don’t expect capture. Then they alone carry more 

of the said things to the Saracens than all the others, and therefore when they go alone, they 

profit more.”
108

 In other words, if the Venetians, Pisans, or Genoese were entrusted with 

blockade enforcement, they would allow their fellow citizens to slip through, thus encouraging 

blockade runners and increasing rather than decreasing trade with the Mamluks. Henry II also 

advocated for harsher penalties in support of the blockade, especially against the Italians and the 

king of Armenia. The inclusion of Armenia suggests that Armenian ports were still being used as 

transshipment points.  

 

Papal Policy and Crusade Strategy: 1312-1332 

 Although both Clement V and Philip IV died shortly after the Council of Vienne, 

subsequent French kings continued to express interest in leading a crusade. France and Venice 

also banned their subjects from participating in the mamluk trade in 1312 and 1313 

respectively.
109

 Genoa followed suit in 1316 with the Alexandria Ban (devetum Alexandrie), a 

section of its colonial legal code.
110

 The Alexandria Ban forbade all Genoese subjects from 

transporting or sending any war materials including “mamluks, male or female, or other 

Saracens, Turks, or infidels to Alexandria from overseas or to any other location subject to the 
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sultan of Babylon.”
111

 In addition, no one was permitted “to carry, bring, or cause to be brought 

any male or female mamluks, Saracens, or other infidels within the Black Sea or the empire of 

Romania in any galley, ship, cog, or any other navigable craft” with the exception of diplomatic 

envoys.
112

 The consuls of Caffa and Pera were made responsible for ensuring that no one “may 

load or place male or female mamluks, Saracens or slaves in any galley, ship, cog, or other 

navigable craft.”
113

 Trading in male slaves incurred a fine of 100 lire per slave; trading in female 

slaves was fined at only 50 lire per slave, most likely because of their lesser military value.
114

 A 

version of the Alexandria Ban may have been in place as early as 1308, since in that year 

Andronicus II Paleologus referred to it by name when he complained that Genoese merchants 

exporting iron, wood, and mamluks in violation of the ban were also evading the commerchium 

tax and thus depriving Byzantium of customs revenue.
115

 Pope John XXII was also convinced 

that the Genoese were breaking the ban. Not only did they export arms and slaves to the 

Mamluks, but they also enslaved Christians themselves in order to sell them to Muslims: “now 

they seize Christian women, now children, whom they offer to the Saracens themselves for 

abuse.”
116

 Genoa and Venice did not help their case by appealing to the pope in 1316 and 1317 

for privileges so that they could continue the trade in non-military goods with the Mamluks.
117
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 The chief crusade strategist of these years, the Dominican friar William of Adam, made 

the interruption of the mamluk trade a centerpiece of his plan.
118

 William composed his treatise 

in 1316-1318, immediately after his return from the eastern Mediterranean and just before his 

appointment as suffragan bishop of Sultaniyya, and addressed it to a fellow Dominican and 

nephew of Clement V.
119

 The three surviving manuscripts are all associated with participants of 

the Council of Basel (1431-1449), showing that his ideas had some longevity.
120

 Union with the 

Greeks was on the agenda at Basel, and William’s treatise may have been of interest there 

because of its extended passages on the Greeks and fierce anti-Greek sentiment.
121

  

 Physical and spiritual servitude were among William’s principal themes. In the 

introduction to the treatise, he evoked the distress of enslaved Christians forced to convert: 

“everyone cries together, beats your ears with inconsolable weeping, and penetrates the heavens 

with many inner sighs that they suffer not only this harsh yoke on their bodies but also 

punishment of their spirits, since they are forced to accept and practice an alien law which their 

fathers did not observe and to forget the Lord their creator, Whom they are forced out of bitter 

necessity to blaspheme and deny.”
122

 According to William, these miserable slaves came from 
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two regions, the Black Sea and the Aegean. The Aegean slaves were Greeks captured by Turkish 

pirates (probably from Aydin and Menteshe) and brought inland to the Ilkhanate in Persia.
123

 The 

Black Sea slaves could be either Christian or pagan; Christians were captured by their enemies 

and pagans were sold by their fathers.
124

 Sometimes they were exchanged as gifts between the 

Byzantines, the Golden Horde, and the Mamluks, but usually they were bought and sold.
125

 

 The traders who dealt in Black Sea slaves were identified by William as bad Christians 

from Catalonia, Pisa, Venice, and especially Genoa.
126

 William portrayed the Genoese as skilled 

seafarers, ready travelers, and eager profit-seekers.
127

 If they could be persuaded to stop trading 

in Alexandria and establish a galley fleet in the Red Sea, their activities would benefit the 

crusading cause instead of undermining it by cutting off Mamluk trade from the eastern side. 

Some Genoese, such as the descendants of Benedetto Zaccaria in Chios, were portrayed as 

energetic proponents of Christendom, but others were incorrigible enemies of the Christian 

cause.
128

 They facilitated the Mamluk-Golden Horde alliance by providing transportation 

between the two states and acting as their agents. Their greed also led them to become involved 

in the mamluk trade, from which they profited greatly. Direct shipping between the Black Sea 

and Egypt as well as transshipment via Turkish ports should be punished by excommunication, 

exile, and confiscation of property. 
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The worst offender, whom William described as “the fount of sin” (caput peccati), was 

the Genoese merchant Seguranus Salvaygo.
129

 Salvaygo was called the brother of the sultan, 

carried the sultan’s banner on his ships, supported the Muslim cause against the Christians, and 

might have been a convert to Islam himself. He carried messengers from the sultan to the Golden 

Horde and returned with slaves and other forbidden goods. He was personally responsible for 

delivering ten thousand boys to the Mamluks, and his bad example encouraged his relatives and 

other noble Genoese families to do the same. He was the epitome of a bad Christian.  

On the basis of William’s account, Segurano Salvaygo has been put forward as the face 

of Genoese slaving in most secondary sources.
130

 Benjamin Kedar has conducted a thorough 

search for other sources on Segurano Salvaygo that might act as a check against William of 

Adam’s account and has identified Segurano with a Genoese merchant named Sakrān in the 

Mamluk sources.
131

 William’s accusations against Segurano seem to hold up in most cases. 

Segurano was close to al-Muẓaffar Baybars, one of the regents for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s second 

reign (1299-1309) and briefly sultan in 1309. After al-Nāṣir Muḥammad regained the throne for 

the third time in 1309, Segurano may have been temporarily banned from Egypt. One of his 

agents in Egypt, a Jew named Isaac, arranged the ransom of an English Hospitaller in 1315-6, 

just a year or two before William of Adam composed his treatise.
132

 Nevertheless Segurano had 
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resumed his involvement in Mamluk affairs by 1311-12, when he negotiated the release of 

Mamluk prisoners by the Genoese authorities of Chios.
133

 He also conducted trade on behalf of 

the head of the Mamluk treasury, Karīm al-Dīn, although he was referred to as “the important 

Frankish merchant” (tājiran kabīran min al-afranj) and not as khwāja or tājir al-mamālīk like the 

majority of mamluk traders.
134

 Even Segurano’s death in 1322-23 was a result of his 

involvement with the Mamluks; Uzbak, Khan of the Golden Horde, ordered him to be killed in 

retaliation for Mamluk insults to a Mongol ambassador.
135

 

What has not been documented is any participation by Segurano in the slave trade. 

William of Adam is the only source in Latin or Arabic to suggest it.
136

  The English Hospitaller 

ransomed by Segurano’s agent described him simply as “a Genoese merchant named Segurano 

Salvaygo.”
137

 Although Segurano was active in Caffa along with his brothers Ambrogio and 

Eliano, I have only been able to identify two slave-related transactions conducted in Caffa by the 

Salvaygo family. Blanca Salvaygo sold one young girl and purchased another in 1290, probably 

for her own domestic service.
138

 One of Segurano’s brothers, probably Ambrogio, accompanied 

an ambassador bringing a message and a gift of male and female slaves from Tokhta Khan to al-
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Nasir Muhammad in 1313-14.
139

 The goods seized from Segurano’s estate in 1322-23 by Uzbak 

Khan were unspecified: Segurano had “prepared a ship loaded with all kinds [of things] from the 

country of Uzbak,” which might or might not have included slaves.
140

  

The incident which most strongly implicated Segurano himself in the slave trade occurred 

in 1320, when he and an unnamed companion (rafīq) accompanied the representative of Uzbak 

Khan to deliver Uzbak’s niece as a bride for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, cementing the Mamluk-

Golden Horde alliance. According to the chronicle of Ibn al-Dawādārī, a single ship carried the 

ambassadors, the bride, Segurano, and numerous male and female slaves to Egypt. Of the 2,400 

people who came, 400 died at sea and 440 mamluks arrived. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad bought 240 of 

them for himself, and the others were purchased by amirs. Segurano was said to be 

accompanying (ṣuḥbah) the ambassadors and the bridal party in his capacity as a Frankish trader 

(tājir al-ifranjī). The sultan sent for “them” and talked with “them,” and then sent for the 

ambassadors to sign the marriage contract. “They” had with them many male and female 

slaves.
141

 The syntax of this passage suggests that “they” were not just Segurano and his 

companion, who would be referenced with the dual form –humā, but a larger group, referenced 

by the plural form -hum. This reading is supported by a later reference to traders in the plural 

(tujjār) who delivered the 440 mamluks. Since Segurano is described as a trader and not an 

ambassador in this passage, it seems likely that he was involved in bringing the slaves. However, 

he was not the only trader to participate in the voyage, and if the slaves had belonged exclusively 
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to Segurano and his companion, the dual form –humā would have been used in connection with 

them. Since the plural -hum was the form actually used,  it suggests that the slaves belonged to a 

larger group including Segurano, his companion, and other unnamed traders. 

The evidence for Segurano Salvaygo’s role as a slave trader is therefore thin at best. 

Moreover, while the second decade of the fourteenth century may well have been the peak period 

of Genoese mercantile presence in the mamluk trade because of its control over Caffa and the 

dormancy of the land route, the Mamluk sources make clear that Segurano was not the only or 

even the most important Mamluk slave trader. His contemporary, Majd al-Dīn al-Sallāmī, was 

far more prominent. Therefore, while William of Adam was probably right to identify Segurano 

Salvaygo as a mamluk trader, his description of Segurano’s activities misled readers by greatly 

exaggerating his role in the slave trade. William’s claim that Segurano had delivered ten 

thousand boys to Egypt was certainly an exaggeration, as demonstrated in Chapter Four.  

After William of Adam, the attention of crusade strategists shifted away from the 

mamluk trade. The crusade treatises of the 1320s and 1330s barely mentioned slaves at all.
142

 In 

renewals of the ban on trade with the Mamluks, slaves were no longer named among the 

prohibited goods either.
143

 This change should be attributed to a combination of factors. The 

                                                 
 
142

 Petitions by William Durand, bishop of Mende, and Garcias de Ayerve, bishop of Leon, from the 1320s are 

printed in Dürrholder, Die Kreuzzugspolitik. Philip VI convened a crusade planning committee in 1332 and received 

several treatises. That of Guy de Vigevano, the queen’s doctor, did not mention slaves at all. Housley, The Later 

Crusades, 34. A second treatise, the authorship of which is contested but which drew heavily on William of Adam, 

eliminated most of his commentary on the slave trade and emphasized the hope of mass mamluk conversion to 

Christianity. Brocardus, “Directorium;” Leopold, How to Recover the Holy Land, 43-44; Delaville le Roulx, La 

France en Orient, 97-99. Roger of Stangrave, the English Hospitaller ransomed by Segurano Salvaygo’s agent, 

addressed a crusade treatise to Edward III. He discussed mamluk training but not the mamluk trade. Stanegrave, 

“L’Escarboucle,” 321-23. 

 
143

 A quick search of the Brepols Papal Letters database reveals no reference to slaves (servi or sclavi) in any letter 

about the trade bans during the fourteenth century. For statements to the contrary, see Schein, Fideles Crucis, 80; 

William of Adam, How to Defeat the Saracens, 27n10; Saʿīd ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ ʿAshūr, Al-ʿAṣr al-mamālīkī fī Miṣr wa-

al-Shām (Cairo: Dār al-nah ah al-ʿarabīyah, 1965), 294. 



394 

 

interests and expertise of the crusade strategists writing during this period differed from those 

who had written earlier. In particular, none of them were merchants. Meanwhile a rapprochement 

between the Mamluks and the Ilkhanate allowed slave traders to use the land route from the 

southern coast of the Black Sea to northern Syria, reducing though not entirely eliminating the 

role of bad Christians in the mamluk trade by sea.  

The same political shifts which opened the land route to Syria also enabled the Mamluks 

to exert new pressure on Armenia, disrupting the Venetians and Genoese who traded at Ayas and 

causing them to seek a return to Alexandria. Around the same time, Venice and other maritime 

powers began to resist enforcement of the bans on war materials too. In late 1322, John XXII 

sent two legates to Venice to collect fines from merchants who had traded in prohibited 

merchandise.
144

 The legates charged fifty-nine Venetian men with this crime, including members 

of patrician families.
145

 Only one, Marcus Contarini, had a clear connection with the slave trade. 

He was pardoned by the Great Council in 1316 after having been stopped in Negroponte with a 

cargo of slaves allegedly destined for Rhodes, although this incident may not have been the 

reason for the fines levied on him in 1322.
146

 At first Venice allowed the legates to collect the 

fines. However, when they began to challenge decisions by the Procuratori di San Marco 

regarding the estates of deceased merchants, the doge intervened. He assembled a panel of legal 
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experts to dispute with the legates on procedural grounds and managed to drive them out of the 

city.
147

  

 

Papal Policy and Crusade Strategy: The Late Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries 

 All plans for a crusade ground to a halt with the outbreak of the Hundred Years War in 

1337.
148

 Meanwhile the authority of the papacy was weakened by a schism that lasted from 1378 

to 1417. Over the second half of the fourteenth century, the focus of crusading attention shifted 

from attacks on the Mamluks to defense against the Ottomans, while the form of crusading 

evolved away from a general supranational crusade representing Christendom as a whole 

towards leagues of front-line powers which sought to protect their own interests.
149

 The new 

crusaders were already present in the eastern Mediterranean and well-informed about the Turks, 

so they did not need written proposals to plan their campaigns.
150

 Older crusade treatises 

continued to be copied for the papal, French, and Burgundian libraries, but the only new treatise 

composed in the second half of the fourteenth century was that of Philip of Mézières, the 

chancellor of Peter I of Cyprus.
151

 It did not mention the mamluk trade at all.  
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 Mamluks finally reappeared in the crusade treatise of Emmanuel Piloti, composed in 

Latin in 1420 and translated into French in 1441.
152

 It was addressed to Pope Eugene IV and 

translated for the benefit of Philip the Good of Burgundy, an avid crusader.
153

 Like Marino 

Sanudo, Piloti was a Venetian merchant, although he had been born in Crete. He had traveled 

widely in the eastern Mediterranean, including long stints in Egypt, and had a detailed working 

knowledge of Alexandrian trade.
154

 He may even have read Sanudo’s treatise before composing 

his own.
155

  

During the century that separated Marino Sanudo and Emmanual Piloti, the structure of 

the mamluk trade had changed considerably. Piloti identified the markets of the Ottoman empire, 

the Black Sea, and North Africa as the primary sources of Mamluk slaves.
156

 Slaves from the 

Ottoman markets in Adrianople and Gallipoli were mostly Christian. They were shipped to 

Egypt by Muslim merchants (grans marchans payens) on their own ships or on the ships of bad 

Christians.
157

 Upon arrival in Cairo, they would be inspected in the presence of the sultan: “there 

are certain old, experienced assessors who appraise them at so much per head, and they make a 

great distinction between one nation and another... but they make all the estimates to the 
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advantage of the merchants who bring them.”
158

 The merchants were paid immediately in gold 

and sale documents (chartres des payemens) were drawn up on the spot. Piloti’s description of 

this process accords with the inspection process and policy of offering high prices to attract 

merchants as described in previous chapters. Slaves also reached Alexandria from Sathalia and 

Candiloro on the southern coast of Anatolia as well as from Ottoman possessions on the 

Aegean.
159

 

The slave market at Caffa operated differently from Ottoman markets.
160

 According to 

Piloti, the traders who exported slaves from Caffa were agents (facteurs et serviteurs) of the 

sultan rather than independent merchants. Their slave supply consisted of pagans rather than 

Christians, among whom Piloti identified Circassians, Tatars, and Russians. Before removing 

their slaves from the Black Sea, the slave traders had to present them at Caffa, where the 

Genoese governor would inquire whether they wanted to be Christians or pagans. Those who 

wished to convert to Christianity would be kept, while the pagans would be “loaded on the ships 

of very false and bad Christians” for direct transport to Alexandria or Damietta.
161

 Despite 

Piloti’s identification of Black Sea slaves as pagans and his description of Genoese regulations to 

prevent the export of Christians, he still concluded the sultan acquired about two thousand 
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Christian souls per year, a figure which has been widely adopted in the secondary literature as an 

estimate of the size of the Black Sea slave trade.
162

  

To combat the mamluk trade, Piloti advised a total ban on all travel to and trade with the 

Holy Land, to be enforced by galleys patrolling the coasts of Syria and southern Anatolia.
163

 He 

did not think that Alexandria could be successfully blockaded for very long; a Christian conquest 

of Alexandria would be far better.
164

 As he explained, “if it weren’t for the necessity that the 

Genoese had for the city of Alexandria, they would not let any of the said slaves pass” through 

Caffa.
165

  The perceptiveness of this remark will be revealed in the following section.  

In 1425, just after Piloti wrote the Latin version of his crusade treatise, Pope Martin V 

issued two bulls which banned the mamluk trade specifically.
166

 Slaves had previously been 

named among the forbidden commodities in civil bans by Genoa, Venice, and France, but never 

in a papal ban. Martin V’s first bull was directed against  

Jews of either sex who dwell in Caffa and Tana and other cities beyond the sea, in the 

lands and places subject to the authority of Christians... [who] buy as many persons as 

they can of either sex of the Circassians, Russians, Alans, Mingrelians and Abkhaz, 

baptized according to the Greek rite under the profession of the Christian name, and 

having bought them from the Saracens and other infidels... they cruelly sell them and 

make the most exact market for them, sometimes [selling] those persons to the lands of 

the same Saracens and infidels, for this reason, having been led away physically, from 
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which it follows that the Saracens and infidels themselves compel the persons sold to 

them to apostatize from the catholic faith.
167

 

 

The second letter repeated the same accusations word for word against “certain iniquitous 

children reborn in the font of baptism, despising the name of Christian, and forgetting their own 

welfare.”
168

 Jews who engaged in such trade should be punished by the local authorities, secular 

and religious. Christians should be excommunicated, and Martin V linked this directly back to 

Nicholas IV’s ban on trading timber, arms, iron, and other goods. Excommunication for trading 

in mamluks should be lifted by ransoming the slaves who had been sold. However, if that proved 

impossible, the ransom money could be donated instead to a church, hospital, or other pious 

foundation. Despite this strongly worded and specific statement against the mamluk trade, the 

next ban on trading with war materials with the Mamluks, issued by Nicholas V in 1451, 

returned to the earlier formula and omitted slaves.
169

 

 The final crusade proposal to mention the mamluk trade was that of Jean Germain, 

bishop of Chalon-sur-Saône, addressed to Charles VII of France in 1452. Germain made the 

surprising claim that the mamluks were “commonly Picts and Goths, Greek Christians, 

conquered by the tricks of the Genoese.”
170

 If “the Genoese will stop making raids on Christian 
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countries,” the trade in mamluks would come to an end.
171

 There is little evidence from any other 

source to suggest that the Genoese were taking the initiative to capture and sell slaves themselves 

rather than buying up slaves captured by others in the Black Sea. In addition, while there was an 

independent principality of Greek Christian Goths in the Crimea during the fifteenth century, 

Germain’s reference to the Picts suggests that he did not have a very thorough understanding of 

the Black Sea slave trade or the communities living in the region. As Genoese influence in the 

Black Sea faded and the Ottomans overtook the Mamluks as the perceived Islamic enemy, 

concerns about bad Christians and the mamluk trade vanished from crusade literature.  

 

Effects of Papal Policy on the Mamluk Slave Trade  

 Other scholars have already shown that papal bans and the threat of excommunication did 

not prevent individual Christian merchants from trading with Muslims in both legal and 

prohibited goods.
172

 Secular bans and penalties legislated by Genoa, Venice, and the other 

maritime powers of the Mediterranean were no more effective than the religious ones. Their 

failure was not simply a matter of mercantile greed and deviousness, however. Nor was it a result 

of apathetic enforcement. The trade in slaves, as in other war materials, did not take place in 

isolation, but within a web of other interactions between Christians and Muslims, some friendly 

and others hostile. The governments of Venice and Genoa chose to be selective and cautious in 

their enforcement of bans on Christian involvement in the Mamluk slave trade in order to protect 
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their other political and economic interests throughout the Mediterranean. The following two 

examples will illustrate the consequences for each state of enforcing the ban against the mamluk 

trade.  

In December 1303, a Venetian galley captain was patrolling the eastern Mediterranean in 

search of Christian ships bound for Alexandria in accordance with the papal bans against trading 

in war materials in force at that time. In the vicinity of Crete, he encountered a Genoese ship 

which turned out to be sailing from Constantinople to Alexandria with a mixed cargo.
173

 In order 

to avoid a confrontation, the captain of the Genoese ship took refuge in the port of Candia on 

Crete. He received permission from the Venetian duke of Crete, Guido de Canale, to shelter 

there, but despaired of completing his voyage in safety. Therefore he unloaded his cargo and sold 

it in Candia, returning to Constantinople shortly afterwards.  

 The most sensitive cargo, a group of thirty-five male and female slaves, was purchased 

by another Genoese ship captain named Ottobono della Volta who was wintering in Candia. 

According to the duke of Crete,  

he [Ottobono], furtively and secretly, without regard for the honor which we did him [by 

letting him stay in Candia], bought from him some of the aforementioned slaves, both 

from those who had been unloaded and from those who remained on the aforementioned 

ship, against the established good of the Christian faith, our honor, and our ordinances 

and bans, which we take very seriously indeed.
174
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The ordinances and bans in question were most likely to be prohibitions on the export of slaves 

from Crete rather than papal bans on delivering war materials to the Mamluks.
175

 No papal or 

civil bans had yet been passed which named slaves among the prohibited commodities, and 

Ottobono della Volta had not declared any intention of delivering his newly purchased slaves to 

Alexandria. Nevertheless, the fact that he purchased the slaves secretly suggests that he knew he 

was doing something wrong.  

 Having taken possession of the slaves, Ottobono redistributed them to three different 

buyers. One was a Greek man named George, who purchased fifteen slaves, six male and nine 

female. The second buyer was Nicholosus, the scribe of Ottobono’s ship, who purchased three 

slaves, one male and two female. The remaining seventeen slaves were purchased by Simon of 

Sicily, a convert from Judaism to Christianity, and his business partner Marcus Contarini. The 

numbers attributed to each buyer vary slightly from document to document within the Libri 

Commemoriali, but the totals are consistent.  

When the duke of Crete was informed about the secret sale, he summoned Ottobono and 

demanded that he produce all thirty-five of the slaves from Constantinople as well as seventeen 

additional slaves which Ottobono had had in his possession previously. The duke also required 

Ottobono to pay a fine of fifty hyperpers per slave. Since there were now fifty-two slaves in 

question including those from Constantinople and those which had belonged to Ottobono 

previously, the total fine was 2,600 hyperpers. Two of the buyers, George and Nicholosus, 

handed over their slaves voluntarily to the duke and were compensated for their value. The third 

buyer, Simon of Sicily, feared punishment by the duke and refused to appear in court. The duke 
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therefore seized Simon’s slaves and manumitted two of them whom he thought deserved 

freedom. No further explanation for these manumissions was given, but they may have been 

Greek slaves from Byzantine territory who were able to claim wrongful enslavement.  

Simon and Ottobono did not accept the duke’s decision to fine them and confiscate their 

slaves. Instead they went to the amir of Alexandria and reported that the duke of Crete had seized 

a cargo of mamluks (mamulucos) destined for the sultan of Egypt. The amir of Alexandria 

immediately took action to recover the sultan’s slaves. He wrote first to the duke of Crete asking 

him to send the slaves in question to Alexandria. The duke replied with an explanation of the 

situation and the laws against exporting slaves from Crete, but the amir was not satisfied. In 

retaliation, he arrested the duke’s grandson, Franciscus de Canal, who was a merchant resident in 

Alexandria. The duke then appealed to the doge of Venice for help. In his letter of appeal, he 

stated that he did not believe the slaves from Constantinople to be mamluks belonging to the 

sultan and wanted to enforce the law regarding them, but he also promised to carry out whatever 

instructions the doge gave in order to resolve the situation.   

Around the same time, the amir of Alexandria also wrote to the doge of Venice 

requesting the slaves.
176

 He explained that they belonged to a merchant of the sultan named 

Solomon Muhammad who had sent them to the sultan on a certain ship that had been detained at 

Crete, where they were confiscated. From a Mamluk perspective, this violated the treaties 

governing commerce between Mamluk and Venetian citizens. Since commercial relations 

between Venice and the Mamluks had been restored just a few years previously, this was a 

sensitive issue.
177

 The amir therefore asked the doge to make amends with the implied threat that 
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if the doge failed to defend the property rights of Mamluk merchants in Venetian territory, the 

sultan might withdraw his protection from Venetian merchants in Mamluk territory. This threat 

was confirmed by a letter from the Venetian consul in Alexandria reporting the details of 

Ottobono’s complaint to the amir and asking the doge to resolve the matter quickly. Finally, the 

amir assured the doge that the good of Christianity was not at stake, since “not one of these 

mamluks is a Christian on account of whom you could have any occasion for reproof of your 

faith.”
178

  

The fourth and final letter received by the doge was a petition from Ottobono against the 

duke of Crete. Ottobono complained that he had been fined not only for his own slaves, but also 

for the slaves belonging to George, Nicholosus, and Simon. Ottobono protested that he had not 

transported their slaves anywhere, nor had they paid the freight charges which they owed him. 

He also insisted that a fine of over 2000 hyperpers was more than he could afford to pay.  

The doge responded favorably to Ottobono’s petition. Roughly nine months after the 

slaves had first arrived from Constantinople, Ottobono returned to Crete with a sealed letter 

instructing the duke to make restitution for the confiscated slaves. This letter was formally 

opened and its contents executed by the duke in the presence of his own notaries and the 

Genoese consul on the island. Ottobono seems to have been satisfied by this outcome. Finally, 

the duke sent a letter to the amir of Alexandria apologizing for having detained the sultan’s 

slaves and offering him 1200 bezants in compensation. Presumably the amir of Alexandria then 

released the duke’s grandson. The fate of the slaves was not reported, but they may have 

remained on Crete as domestic or agricultural slaves.  
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 The details of this incident reveal much about the early fourteenth-century trade in 

mamluks. The common culture of Mediterranean slavery is illustrated by the amir of 

Alexandria’s remark concerning the religion of the confiscated slaves; he was not convinced that 

the laws against exporting slaves from Crete should overrule the treaties governing commerce 

between Venetian and Mamluk subjects, but he did recognize that Christians would be reluctant 

to allow their co-religionists to be enslaved by Muslims and sought to reassure them. The slaves 

in question probably originated in the Black Sea and were transshipped through Constantinople. 

They belonged to a Mamluk trader acting on behalf of the sultan, yet they were transported by 

sea on a Genoese ship to Alexandria. The same trader dealt in both female slaves and male slaves 

for the mamluk market, and he shipped both sets of the slaves together.  

The behavior of the Genoese ship captain in this case, transporting slaves as part of a 

mixed cargo with legal goods, conformed exactly to the method of blockade evasion described 

by Marino Sanudo in his crusade treatise, which was composed just a few years later.
179

 

Sanudo’s recommendations for suppressing blockade evasion may have been derived from this 

incident specifically. Since Sanudo was a politically active Venetian citizen from a powerful 

patrician family with business interests throughout the eastern Mediterranean, not to mention 

outright possession of the islands of Naxos and Andros, he would surely have taken an interest in 

the outcome of a conflict between the Mamluks and the duke of Crete.  

Sanudo’s first suggestion regarding blockade enforcement was to make the ban on trade 

with the Mamluks absolute, so that even mixed-cargo ships would attract suspicion. Second, he 

emphasized the need to enforce civil penalties against blockade-runners. Neither the Genoese 

ship captain nor Ottobono della Volta were punished to the extent allowed by the law, nor was 
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Ottobono afraid to protest against the penalties he did receive. Finally, he suggested that Latin 

Christians should no longer reside in Mamluk territory so that they could not be used as 

hostages, as experienced by the duke of Crete and his grandson in Alexandria.  

Sanudo’s advice, while it would have strengthened enforcement of the papal blockade 

policy, would never be adopted by Venice because it did not serve Venice’s long-term interests. 

The Venetian state found itself caught in the paradox of, on the one hand, trying to enforce its 

own laws regarding Crete as well as papal policies regarding trade with the Islamic world, and, 

on the other hand, trying to build a strong commercial partnership with the Mamluk sultanate for 

mutual profit. The risks of strictly enforcing secular and papal laws on trade with the Islamic 

world, even trade in a few specific war materials, were too high compared to the benefits of 

maintaining a good relationship with the Mamluks and a stable community in Alexandria.  

Genoa was able to intervene in the Mamluk slave trade with greater success than Venice. 

The best example of this comes from the 1420s. By this point Genoa had already established an 

inspection regime to ensure that no Christian slaves were exported to the Islamic world from 

Caffa.
180

 In 1428 or early 1429, the Caffan authorities actually detained a shipment of slaves 

bound for the Mamluks because some of them were found to be Christian. As in the previous 

case, the Mamluk sultanate retaliated against the merchant community in Alexandria, fining the 

Genoese inhabitants of the city 16,000 ducats collectively.
181

 The Genoese consul, with the 

apparent consent of the resident Genoese merchants, paid the fine by taxing all Genoese imports 

and exports through Alexandria at a rate of 3 percent. Presumably they wished to avoid trouble 
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with the sultan and continue their local trade uninterrupted.  But the Genoese state ordered the 

tax revoked in July 1429, arguing that it would set a bad precedent and encourage the greedy to 

invent new accusations requiring compensation.
182

  

Instead of acceding to demands for money, the Genoese government sent ambassadors to 

the sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay in 1431. Their instructions were to negotiate a peace treaty covering 

“both the recent fine of the slaves, and the distribution of spices, and other daily annoyances.”
183

 

The first item required for peace was “that the sultan restore the loss suffered by us of those 

sixteen thousand ducats of gold which were extorted from our merchants as a fine for the slaves 

of Caffa.”
184

 If al-Ashraf Barsbay met the Genoese terms, then the slave trade would resume 

under the same conditions as before: 

Having thus obtained everything mentioned above… it pleases us that you grant the trade 

in slaves [tractum sclavorum] from Caffa to the sultan and his people, with them paying 

the customary and appointed taxes and duties, but always with the preceding declaration, 

namely that if any of such slaves wants to become a Christian, it should be permitted, 

provided that the arranged price is paid to his master in Caffa. We will write accordingly 

to the consul of Caffa, and we will give [these instructions] to the new consul in his 

orders, that he may arrange and act according to our commissions concerning the trade in 

such slaves. And for even greater caution, we send two additional letters with you which, 

when he wants, he may send to the consul of Caffa through one of those Saracens who 

may be going to Caffa.
185
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The ambassadors must have been successful in their mission, since the arrangement envisioned 

in these instructions matches the status quo described three years later in a letter from Genoa to 

Pope Eugenius IV.
186

 

 This incident is also very revealing of the conditions under which the early fifteenth-

century slave trade operated. Mamluk slave traders went in person to Caffa, whether by land or 

by sea, and thus could deliver letters to the consul of Caffa more quickly than instructions routed 

by sea via Genoa. Because of its jurisdiction over Caffa, and therefore over shipping throughout 

the Black Sea, Genoa was able to exercise genuine leverage against the Mamluks. Yet its 

merchant community in Alexandria was vulnerable to retaliation, and so it had to use this 

leverage judiciously. Its position was strong enough to enforce laws against the export of 

Christian slaves to Muslim owners, but not to ban the export of all slaves to Muslim owners 

outright. Thus Genoa, like Venice, was caught in the paradox of trying to enforce its own laws 

and the policies of the papacy while attempting to maintain a mutually beneficial relationship 

with the Mamluks, but Genoa’s possession of colonies in the Black Sea gave it an advantage 

over both Venice and the Mamluks in the specific matter of the mamluk slave trade.  

 

Conclusion 

Neither papal policy nor crusade strategy was effective in preventing Christian 

involvement in the mamluk trade. This failure was not due to the greed of individual “bad 

Christian” merchants, nor to the apathy of the maritime powers such as Venice and Genoa, but 
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rather to the larger economic and political pressures to which they were subject. Access to the 

lucrative market of Alexandria was the strongest incentive acting against the blockade policy. 

Most of the crusade strategists who offered advice on suppressing the slave trade in the 

eastern Mediterranean had a solid understanding of its logistics. Their descriptions of the relative 

importance of Mamluk and Italian merchants, the role of Italian shipping, and the use of 

transshipment points shifted at more or less the same time as these changes developed on the 

ground, according to sources drawn from other genres. Their suggestions might well have been 

effective if not for the broader consequences for Mediterranean trade and diplomacy.  

However, the authors of crusade treatises were prone to a few mistakes which have 

misled later historians. They overstated the role of bad Christians such as Segurano Salvaygo in 

the Mamluk slave trade. They largely ignored the trade in female slaves which paralleled that in 

male slaves. They entirely omitted the existence of a land route from the Black Sea to Mamluk 

territory, although this route did not become fully active until the 1320s or 1330s, after the 

heyday of the crusade treatise as a genre. Finally, although some crusade strategists recognized 

that slaves from the Black Sea were a mixture of pagans and Christians, others permitted 

themselves the assumption that all mamluks were converts from Christianity and might someday 

be persuaded to return to their original religion. This assumption was embraced with gusto by 

Christian travelers who visited the Mamluk sultanate. None of them made the connection 

between the Black Sea slaves deplorably sold into slavery in the Islamic world and the Black Sea 

slaves conveniently available in their own local markets.  
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Conclusion 
 

The present study is the first to investigate late medieval Mamluk and Italian slavery as 

two parts of an organic whole. This approach is illuminating in a number of ways. First, it 

demonstrates the existence of a common culture of slavery in the late medieval Mediterranean 

world. Slavery throughout the region was legal and socially acceptable. The legitimacy of slave 

status was defined in terms of religion: in general, Christians were not permitted to enslave 

fellow Christians, and Muslims were not permitted to enslave fellow Muslims, but adherents of 

any religion other than one’s own could be enslaved without question. Reciprocity was another 

distinctive feature of slavery in the medieval Mediterranean, as opposed to the Roman world or 

the early modern Atlantic. Slavery was a misfortune that could befall anyone who lived in the 

Mediterranean region; slave owners one day might find themselves enslaved the next. While this 

did not necessarily cause slave owners to treat their slaves in a more humane way, it did mean 

that no single group was perceived as categorically destined for enslavement in the way that 

Africans came to be seen in the early modern world.  

  The common culture of late medieval Mediterranean slavery did not end there. Subjects 

of Venice, Genoa, and the Mamluk sultanate determined the religious affiliation of individual 

slaves, and by extension the legality of their status, using the same criteria of language, customs, 

origin, and physical appearance. Nevertheless, both Christians and Muslims enslaved their co-

religionists from the Black Sea through a combination of ignorance, negligence, trickery, 

sectarian hostility, and desire to prevent their co-religionists from being forced to convert to the 

“other” side.  

 Slave markets operated in similar ways around the Mediterranean. Merchants imported 

slaves from the Black Sea in fairly small numbers; ones or tens rather than hundreds per 
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merchant. Most of these slaves were transported from the Black Sea into the Mediterranean by 

mixed-cargo Italian ships carrying tens or hundreds of slaves belonging to multiple merchants. 

At their Mediterranean destinations, slaves were occasionally sold at auction, but more often 

they were sold in markets, public spaces, shops, and private homes. Brokers facilitated the sale 

process and helped buyers to inspect their slaves for illness and other faults, although their 

advice was not always trustworthy. The humiliation inherent in the inspection of slaves, 

especially in the physical inspection of their naked bodies, was unique to their dual nature as 

commodities and as human beings. It also reinforced the powerlessness associated with slave 

status. On the other hand, the interactive aspects of the inspection process granted slaves the 

power (within severe constraints) to cooperate with, acquiesce to, or resist sale to a particular 

buyer. The capacity of a slave to act as a party to his or her own sale was occasionally 

recognized in the sale contract by the inclusion of a clause of consent or acknowledgement by 

the slave. In this and other respects, the contractual language used to formalize the sale of slaves 

did not vary greatly between the Mamluk state and Italy.  

Slave owners throughout the Mediterranean world used their slaves for much the same 

purposes. Slaves were financial assets that could be rented, sold, pledged, and insured. They 

were also social assets that enabled the owner to display his or her wealth and power. They 

performed manual and domestic labor. Female slaves, often neglected by a historiography that 

has assumed the archetypical slave to be male, were the majority of the slave population during 

this period and were subject to exploitation of their sexual and reproductive capacities as well as 

their labor power. The sexual exploitation of slave women was an essential element of the power 

dynamic inherent in slavery and should not be considered merely as a whim of certain owners.  
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 Moreover, throughout the Mediterranean world, the slave owner served as the slave’s 

gateway into local society. The owner determined what sort of role the slave would play, and the 

owner’s personality played a large part in determining the slave’s experience of his or her status. 

If the owner chose to manumit the slave, he or she then became a patron and continued to 

exercise influence over the former slave’s path in life.  

Comparing the evidence for Mamluk and Italian slavery is productive in a second way by 

drawing attention to practices that are better documented in one context than in the other and 

thus causing historians to question whether those practices were or were not shared. The richness 

of Arabic sources on the sexual use of slave women, the military use of slave men, the role of 

medical expertise in the slave inspection process, and the honor accorded to specialist slave 

traders force historians of Italy to consider whether these these practices were present in their 

sources as well. On the other hand, the wealth of statistical information provided by the large 

number of surviving Italian notarial documents and tax registers for the possession, sale, rental, 

and manumission of slaves pushes Mamluk historians to revisit their own documentary evidence 

for the slave trade.  

Of course, the results of such comparisons are complex. There is no evidence that Italians 

employed male slaves for military service, but they made sexual use of slave women in a far 

more systematic and socially recognized way than has been acknowledged by the historiography. 

Nevertheless, the status of concubine in canon and civil law granted far less protection to the 

slave woman than its rough equivalent in Islamic law, umm walad status. While the involvement 

of Italian doctors in the slave sale process becomes apparent as soon as the question is asked, 

there were not specialist slave traders in Italy who could be compared to either the independent 

operators in the Mamluk market or the agents who acted on behalf of the sultan. Finally, 
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although the Mamluk documentary evidence for the slave trade is not substantial enough to 

permit comparison with the Italian evidence on a statistical level, it does reveal similarities in the 

contractual language used in each context, especially the clauses concerning the health of the 

slave and his or her consent to be sold.  

A third benefit of studying the Italian and Mamluk slave trades together is to expand our 

understanding of the internal Black Sea slave trade, which is otherwise poorly documented. 

Integrating the fragmentary information provided by the Latin and Arabic sources sheds light on 

several previously intractable problems. On the subject of selling children in the Black Sea 

region, Italian notarial records verify the anecdotal evidence provided by Arabic sources that this 

did occur. However, the majority of Black Sea slaves seem to have become enslaved through 

capture in wars or raids rather than through sale by their relatives. Italian notarial records also 

corroborate the shift from Tatars and Kipchak Turks to Circassians in the late fourteenth and 

early fifteenth centuries. The Mamluk historical narrative has explained this shift in terms of 

demand, linking it to the rise of the Circassian al-Ẓāhir Barqūq and his desire to increase the 

proportion of his compatriots among the mamluks. The fact that the slave populations of Genoa 

and Venice also shifted from Tatars and Kipchak Turks to Circassians at roughly the same time 

suggests that supply factors were more important. The end of the civil war within the Golden 

Horde in the late fourteenth century and the long-term destabilization of the Caucasus in the 

fifteenth century may go some way towards explaining the shift. Finally, the Mamluk sources 

suggest the existence of an alternate land route from the Black Sea to Mamluk territory via 

eastern Anatolia and Aleppo. The Italian sources bear this out and demonstrate that the starting 

points of this land route lay along the southern coast of the Black Sea at Simisso, Sinope, and 

Samastro. This route was active from the mid-fourteenth century, after the Mamluk-Ilkhan 
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rapprochement. It was used to export slaves from all parts of the Black Sea, not solely the 

Caucasus.  

Bringing together Italian and Mamluk sources ultimately draws attention to the 

institutional constraints that shaped the Black Sea slave trade and to the interaction, competitive 

and cooperative, between the states with a stake in it. These institutional factors were far more 

important than the behavior of individual merchants in determining the structure of the Black Sea 

slave trade. The crusade movement affected the slave trade by pitting Christians and Muslims 

against each other in a competition for control over slave souls. This competition for souls led to 

the enslavement of co-religionists and to treaty clauses forbidding the export of co-religionists as 

slaves. The competition for souls, as well as the success of mamluk soldiers against the 

crusading armies, also led to the emergence of a blockade strategy in the eastern Mediterranean.  

Bans against the involvement of Christian merchants and ship captains in the trade in mamluk 

slaves were urged by crusade strategists and promulgated by the papacy. Recent historiography 

on the Black Sea slave trade has relied too heavily on the treatises of crusade strategists at the 

expense of other sources. Because the heyday of this genre was the early fourteenth century, it 

has led historians to overestimate the role of Genoese merchants in the Mamluk slave trade and 

ignore the existence of the land route over which Genoa had no control. The failure of the bans 

against delivering slaves to the Mamluks was not due to apathy, corruption, or even to the 

changing circumstances of the Black Sea slave trade. Instead, they failed because Venetian and 

Genoese control over Black Sea ports and shipping were counterbalanced by Mamluk control 

over the lucrative trade in eastern goods at Alexandria. Since Genoa and Venice were unwilling 

to withdraw their merchant populations from Alexandria or give up their commercial privileges 

there, they were unable to refuse the Mamluk state’s demand for slaves from the Black Sea.  
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 In 1483 a Dominican friar from Ulm passing through Alexandria on his return from 

Jerusalem noted the presence of that most precious merchandise, “rational creatures of God, 

made in the image of God, people of either sex” in the local marketplace.
1
 He could have 

witnessed much the same scene in contemporary Venice, Genoa, or other cities throughout the 

Mediterranean. His recognition of the humanity of slaves was not a condemnation of the practice 

of slavery. Their humanity was what made them precious. As rational beings, slaves could carry 

out tasks requiring intelligence, will, and judgment. As creatures made in the image of God, 

slaves had souls worth struggling for and enlisting in the cause of Islam or Christianity. Their 

value as commodities made them desirable as a source of profit for merchants and of tax revenue 

and negotiating power for states. The sensitivity of their status as human beings meant that 

merchants and states that profited from the slave trade had to regulate it carefully.  

The Black Sea proved to be an excellent source for this precious but controversial 

merchandise. It was far enough away from the Mediterranean markets to justify slave owners’ 

ignorance of the origins of their slaves, yet accessible enough to enable a regular supply. It was 

inhabited by a religiously mixed population with a local slave trade, a pattern of raiding, and 

periods of political instability that made them vulnerable to enslavement without significant 

repercussions. While this rich source of enslaved men and women was available, Mediterranean 

merchants and states were ready to take advantage of it for their own benefit. 

                                                 
1
 “Inde progressi in fonticum Tartarorum ingressi sumus, in quo profecto invenimus merces pretiosissimas, quae 

tamen vili pretio vendebantur. Merces illae erant rationabiles Dei creaturae, ad imaginem Dei factae, homines 

utriusque sexus ultra LX, qui vilissimo pretio venales habebantur.” Felix Fabri, Evagatorium in Terrae Sanctae, 

Arabiae et Egypti peregrinationem, ed. Conrad Hassler (Stuttgart: Societatis literariae stuttgardiensis, 1843-1849), 

18:164. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Slave Owners by Profession 

 
Profession Genoa Venice Profession Genoa Venice 

abbot/abbess 8  mason  1 

ambassador 1  merchant 61 6 

apothecary 1 1 money changer 6  

armourer 7  miller  1 

auctioneer 1  monk/nun 16 8 

baker 5 2 musician 1  

banker 6  notary 138 11 

barber 18 7 government 

official 

7 13 

belt maker 12  oil seller 2  

bishop 4 3 other 15 12 

blanket maker 5  painter 1 2 

broker 3 4 parchment maker 1  

butcher 6 4 pawnbroker 1  

candle maker 2  pilot 3  

carpenter 6 2 potter 2  

caulker 5  priest 16 31 

cheese seller 7  prior/prioress 2 14 

cloth seller 31 3 rag seller  9 

cloth trimmer 8 4 sailor 3 11 

clothing retailer 13  samite maker  2 

cobbler 37 2 scabbard maker  1 

cooper 1 1 scribe 1 1 

coral fisher 1  shield maker 2  

corduroy maker  1 ship captain 8 11 

cotton worker 6  shopkeeper 1  

crossbow maker 10 1 silk worker 69 1 

doctor 12 14 slave trader  1 

dyer 8 2 smith 46 4 

furrier 15 5 soldier 4  

fustian maker  2 spice seller 28 9 

goldsmith  4 spinner 4  

gold beater 3  sword maker 1  

grain seller 2  tailor 6 5 

grocer 5 1 tanner 2  

haberdasher 8 2 tavern keeper 9  

hemp worker 7  teacher 10 5 

innkeeper  3 tinsmith 2  

jeweller 2  undertaker 1  

knife maker 10  velvet maker  1 

law enforcement  3 weaver 3  

lawyer 10  wool worker 35 2 

leather worker 2     

 
Genoa: ASG, Not. Ant. 363, 366/I-II, 367, 396, 402, 405/I, 449, 685/II, 719/I-III; ASG, Notai ignoti, b.xxiv, nos. 3 

and 14; ASG, Casa di San Giorgio, N.185,00623; Ibid., N.185,00624; Ibid., N.185,00625; Balard, La Romanie 

génoise; Cibrario, “Nota sul commercio;” D’Amia, Schiavitù romana; Delort, “Quelques précisions;” Epstein, 
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Speaking of Slavery; Ferretto, Codice diplomatico; Gioffrè, Il mercato degli schiavi; Heers, Gênes au XVe siècle; 

Macchiavello, I cartolari; Verlinden, “Esclavage et ethnographie;” Williams, “From the Commercial Revolution.” 

Venice: ASVe, Canc. inf., Not., b.17, b.19 N.3 and N.7, b.20 N.8, b.23 N.1, b.58-61, b.80 N.7, b.95, b.132 N.9, 

b.211, b.222, b.230 N.1 and N.2, b.231 N.3; ASVe, Canc. inf., Misc., b.134 bis; ASVe, Avogaria di Comun, Raspe, 

reg. 3646; ASVe, Signori di Notte al Criminal, reg. 9-10; Tamba, Bernardo de Rodulfis; Braunstein, “Être esclave à 

Venise;” Cibrario, Della schiavitù; Lazari, “Del traffico;” Lombardo, Nicola de Boateriis; Romano, Housecraft and 

Statecraft; Verlinden, “Le recrutement des esclaves à Venise;” Verlinden, “La législation venitienne.” 

 

Appendix B: Mamluk Slave Traders 
 

Active 1200-1250 

Mujīr al-Dīn      Zetterstéen, Beiträge, 101 

ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn al-Siwāsī     al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 3:170 

 

Active 1300-1350 

Ismāʿil Majd al-Dīn al-Sallāmī   al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 3:132-33 

ʿAbd al-Waḥīd ibn Buddāl    al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 4:544 

ʿUmar        Zetterstéen, Beiträge, 194 

Sarṭaqṭāy      Zetterstéen, Beiträge, 194 

Khalīl       Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 809 

Ibn al-Sawwāf      al-Maqrīzī, Kitāb al-khiṭّaّّṭ, 4:655 

Solomon Muhammad     ASVe, Libri commemoriali, reg. 1, fol. 53r 

 

Active 1350-1400 

ʿUthmān Jubān     Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 661 

al-Muzaffar      Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 493 

Shaykh      Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no.742 

Jalāl al-Dīn      Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 769 

Sālim        al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 10:289 

Qarmash al-Qirimī     al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 1:118 

Yashbugha       Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 368 

Maḥmūd Shāh al-Yazdī al-Dashtī al-Qirimī   Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no.1194 

Nāṣir al-Dīn      Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 985 

ʿAbd al-Raḥman     Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 463 

ʿUthmān Fakhr al-Dīn ibn Musāfir al-Asʿardī Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Nujūm, 11:220 

ʿUmar       ASVe, Canc. inf., Not. b.222, reg. 1, fol. 14v 

 

Active 1400-1450 

Ibrahīm ibn Qarmash al-Qirimī   al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 1:118 

Sharif       Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 545 

Muḥammad ibn Suwīd al-Miṣrī al-Mālikī   al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 9:72 

ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn ʿAlī     Ibn Iyās, Bidāʾiʿ al-zuhūr, 2:308 

Aḥmad       al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 3:176 

Ināl Ḍu agh      Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 621 

Tutukh       Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no.394 

Gentile Imperiale     Broquière, The Voyage d’Outremer, 41 

Marjan al-Rūmī al-Sharīf    al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 10:153  
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Zayn al-Dīn Naksarī     Har-El, Struggle for Domination, 74 

 

Active 1450-1500 

Damurdash      al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 4:12 

Muḥammad ibn Muṣṭafā al-Qaramānī  Abu-Manneh, “Georgians,” 111 

Kazlak       Ibn Taghrī Birdī, Al-Manhal al-ṣāfī, no. 849 

Maḥmūd ibn Rustām al-Rūmī al-Bursawī  al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 10:136 

Qabun       al-Sakhāwī, Al-Ḍawʾ al-lāmiʿ, 6:175 

Tanibak Qara      Ibn Iyās, Bidāʾiʿ al-zuhūr, 3:7 

Janbirdī      Ibn Iyās, Bidāʾiʿ al-zuhūr, 4:97-98 

Bir Muḥammad     Ayalon, “L’esclavage,” 2-3 

ʿUthmān Qaraja     Ayalon, “L’esclavage,” 2-3 

  



460 

 

Appendix C: Elements of a Slave Sale Contract 

 
Legal System Venice Genoa Jerusalem Alexandria 

Invocation in nomine Christi in nomine 

domini 

basmalla or 

ḥamdalla 

basmalla 

Dispositio, 

The Legal Act 

dedit vendidit vendidit cessit 

et tradidit 

ishtarā ishtarā 

Parties full name and title, 

father or husband, 

parish, reference to 

heirs 

full name and 

title, father, 

city, profession, 

reference to 

heirs 

full name and title, 

father and 

grandfather or 

husband, 

profession, city of 

residence  

full name and title, father 

for the Venetian, father 

and grandfather for the 

Copt, profession, nation, 

religion 

Intermediaries sometimes sometimes The buyer uses his 

own money 

The buyer uses his own 

money 

Rights of the Seller yes yes yes yes 

Number or Share of 

the Slave 

number sometimes 

number 

all, half, or shares 

out of 24  

all 

Slave Description name, age, origin name, origin, 

age 

name, age, origin, 

religion, 

description 

name, origin, gender, 

religion, age  

Health Guarantee healthy in mind, 

body, and 

members, hidden 

and manifest, free 

of falling sickness 

healthy, free of 

flaws hidden 

and manifest 

--- al-mubraʾā min ʿuyūb al-

raqīq; 

free of defects 

Acknowledgement of 

Slavery 

--- --- rare --- 

Legality of the Sale yes, secundum 

usum civitatis 

Venetiarum 

sometimes yes, various 

wording 

yes 

Price and Currency yes yes yes, price stated in 

full and in half 

yes, price stated in full and 

in half 

Price Paid/ Received yes yes yes yes 

Quittance clause yes yes sometimes --- 

Receipt of the Slave sometimes sometimes yes yes 

Viewing Clause --- --- yes yes 

Date year, indiction, 

month, day 

year, indiction, 

month, day 

day, month, year day, month, year 

Place Rialto, notary’s 

station 

St. George’s, 

shop 

--- --- 

Witnesses two two two two 

 
The models used are ASVe, Canc. inf., Misc., b.134 bis, no. 31; ASG, Not. Ant. 396, fols. 26v-27r; Little, “Six 

Fourteenth Century Purchase Deeds,” 333-34; Bauden, “L’achat,” 274-76. 

 


