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BELT AND ITS USAGE IN THE MEDIEVAL MONGOLS
DERYA COSKUN*

Abstract: When examined in its historical context, the belt, initially utilized as
an accessory, has found its place in nearly every language and has been used as
a significant garment for centuries under various names. As a complement to
the elegance of clothing, this element has taken different forms depending on
the region and geographical conditions, thus establishing itself with distinct iden-
tittes m different cultures. Typically worn by wrapping around the waist in a
thick structure, this accessory has various forms that can be fastened through
tying or with a front buckle. It 1s a well-known fact that belts not only facilitate
the ease of wearing clothes but also provide many clues about the culture from
which they emerge. Undoubtedly, one of the societies that places importance
on the belt within the framework of its cultural values is the Mongols. The belts,
enriched with animal motifs, have materials such as gold, silver, leather, and silk
n their general structure, varying according to the individual's status and wealth.
Evolving and differentiating through interactions among constantly changing
and developing societies, these belts carry varying meanings for Mongol men
and women.

Keywords: Belt, Art, Mongol, Clothing, Culture.
ORTA CAG MOGOLLARINDA KEMER VE KULLANIMI

Oz: Tarihsel siirecine bakildiginda bir aksesuar olarak kullanilmaya baslanan
kemer, hemen hemen her dilde kendine yer edinmis ve farkl isimlerle anilmak
suretiyle yiizyillar boyunca 6énemli bir giyim parcgasi olarak kullanilagelmistir.
Giysilerdeki zarafetin tamamlayicist olan bu unsur, bulundugu yore ve cografi
kosullara gore sekil almis bu nedenle de farkli kiltiirlerde farkl kimliklerle
kendine yer edinmistir. Genellikle kalin bir yapida beli saracak sekilde bele
dolanarak kullanilan bu aksesuarin baglamali ve 6nden toka vasitasiyla tutturu-
labilen farkli bir¢ok sekli bulunmaktadir. Sadece kiyafetlerin daha kolay bir se-
kilde kullanilabilir olmasini saglamakla kalmayip ortaya ¢ikip sekil aldig kiiltiir
hakkinda da bir¢ok ipucu verdigi bilinen bir gercektir. Kiiltiirel degerleri ¢er-
cevesinde kemere 6nem veren toplumlardan biri de hi¢ siiphesiz Mogollardir.
Hayvan tslubu ile zenginlestirilen kemerlerin genel yapi malzemelert kisinin
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statii ve zengiligine bagh olarak altin, gtimts, deri ve ipek cer¢evesinde degi-
sim gostermektedir. Siirekli degisen ve gelisen toplumlar arasinda etkilesimler
sonucunda farklilasan kemerler gerek Mogol erkegi gerekse Mogol kadini i¢in
farkl anlamlar ol¢iistinde deger tasimaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kemer, Sanat, Mogol, Giyim, Kiiltiir.
Inroduction

Belts, emerging with aesthetic considerations and undergoing changes ba-
sed on the conditions of the time, constitute one of the essential components of
a society's cultural values. Beyond their diverse functionalities, such as securing
clothing to the body, enhancing outerwear, and closing the front of garments,
belts also play a role in facilitating the carrying of tools, equipment, and wea-
pons. Examining the use of waist accessories reveals a well-established fact: belts
are employed for symbolic reasons such as aesthetic concerns, power, rank,
status, good fortune, and abundance'. Belts, crafted to align with an individual's
identity, feature patterns at both ends referred to as “iistem™. The personalized
design and usage of belts, varying in forms, correlate with the individual's socie-
tal status and value.

1. The Etymological Identity of The Word “Belt”

The term "belt" is used in various languages such as Persian (4S)’, Arabic
(™)', Russian Poyas (mosic: belt), remen (peMeHb: strap)’, and is defined as a
band or waist strap. The spelling and interpretation of the word "belt" are shaped
as KM buse 'band, belt' (OM MGTbiuse, HYbtuise, BYbiis, ZYbiisi, MEbtse,
SLbiise, IMbiise, RSbiise, Hlh. 6yc(sn), Ma. -) || GT bz 'fabric, cloth, linen
fabric', BT *ber linen fabric' (> Chuv. pir)". Throughout history, these ties,
wrapped around the circumference of garments such as dresses or kaftans, have

' Melda Ozdemir, “Gerede ilcesinde Deri Kemer Yapiw”, Turkish Studies International Perio-
dical for the Languages, Literature and History of Turkish or Turkic, Bahar, 2016, s. 275.

* Necdet Sakaoglu-Nuri Akbayar, Derinin Anadolu’da Bin Yillik Oykiisti, Creative Yaymecilik,
Istanbul 2002, s. 69.

* Mehmet Kanar, Farsca-Tiirkge Sozlik, Say Yaymlan, Istanbul 2010, s. 1229.

" Serdar Mutcal, Arapga-Tiirkee Sozliik, Dagarcik Yaymnlar, Istanbul 2007, s. 296.

" Bolsoy Turetsko-Russkiy 1 Russko-Turetskoy Slovar, Sostaviteli Bogacanskaya N. N.- Torgo-
sova A. S., Dom Slavyanskoy Knigi, Moskva 2009, s. 786.

* Or¢un Unal, “Klasik ve Orta Mogolca S6z Varhiginda Tirkce Kokenli Kelimeler I (A-D)”,
Journal of Old Turkic Studies, cilt 3, say1 2 (Summer), 2019, s. 551.
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been referred to by different names such as kur, kadis, kayis, ilersik, toka, akyis
bil bag, and bel bagy’.

In the Divanu Lagat-it-Turk, the word “qur” corresponds to the mea-
nings of belt or strap, and the word “T1s” denotes the gold or silver buckle
attached to the end of belts or straps”. The term “bel bagi” is also used interc-
hangeably with the words belt, strap, or tie. In the Kyrgyz dialect, it 1s referred
to as bilboo, and 1n Anatolia, it 1s known as bilbo, showcasing a linguistic inte-
raction example across different geographies’ In Kamus-1 Turki, the word “belt”
1s defined as an accessory that only embraces or wraps around the waist with a
buckle “. In the military context, belts used in the military are expressed as “ka-
vis” (kadhis) due to their function". Specifically, the Mongolian term
"byse/biise" (6yc(aH))" is used to describe the belts used by Mongols, and belts
made of precious materials such as silk and gold are referred to in Mongolhian
as “altan biise™".

2. The Usage Areas of Belts in Mongols

Undoubtedly, one of the indispensable accessories in Mongolian attire 1s
the belt. Belts and sashes, wrapped around the waist of kaftans or dresses', were
crafted from various materials, including metal or silk threads interwoven with
gold. Belts considered significant accessories in clothing, were adorned with dif-
ferent motifs to impart a distinctive appearance to the attire. Particularly during

" Salim Koca, “Eski Tiirklerde Sosyal ve Ekonomik Hayat”, Tiirkler Ansiklopedisr, c. 111, Yeni
Tarkiye Yayinlary, Ankara 2002, s. 32-33; Sakaoglu-Akbayar, a.g.c., s. 69.

* Kasgarli Mahmad, Divan-ii Ligat-it-TTirk, Cev. Serap Tuba Yurteser-Seckin Erdi, Kabalci Ya-
vinevi, Istanbul 2007, s. 450, 596.

* Bahaeddin Ogel, Ttirk Kiiluir Tarihine Giris Tiirklerde Koy ve Sehir Havatr (Goktiirklerden
Osmanlilara). c. 5, Kiltir Bakanhg Yaymlari, Ankara 1991, s. 73; Menekse Sakarya-Hamide
Tuba Kizilkaya, “Islam Oncesi Tiirklerde Kemer Kullanimi ve Ozellikleri”, Ulakbilge, say 58,
Ekim, 2020, s. 1211-1229.

" Semseddin Sami, Kdmuiis-1 Tiirk-i, Haz. Rasit Gindogdu, Niyazi Adigtizel, Ebul Faruk Onal,
[deal Kiiltiir Yaymeihk, Istanbul 2017, s. 918.

" Ogel, a.ge.,s. 74.

“F. D. Lessing, Mogolca-Tiirkge S6z1ik, c. 1, Atatirk Kiltir Dil ve Tarih Yiiksek Kurumu Tirk
Dil Kurumu Yaynlari, Ankara 2003, s. 151; N. N. Poppe Mongol’skiy Slovar’ Mukaddimat Al-
Adab (Cast’ FII) (Trudi Instituta Vostokovedeniva XIV), [zdateI’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR,
Moskva-Leningrad 1938, s. 128.

"F. W. Cleaves, “The Sino-Mongolian Inscription of 1362 in Memory of Prince Hindu”, Har-
vard Journal of Asiatic Studies, c. 12, say1 1/2, (1949), s. 66-67.

" M. V. Gorelik, “Ranniy Mongol’skiy Dospeh (IX-Pervaya Polovina XIV v.)”, Arheologiva, Et-
nografiva 1 Antropologiva Mongolii, A. P. Derevyanko, S. Natsagdorj (Ed.), Izdatel’stvo “Nauka”
Sibirskoe Otdelenie, Novosibirsk 1987, s. 26.
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pattern-making, predatory animal figures such as lions and falcons were promi-
nently utilized"”. Examining Mongolian clothing culture reveals that the use of
belts and sashes holds as much importance as the use of headgear”. Mongols
emphasized the use of belts to tighten their pleated garments, ensuring a more
organized and comfortable attire".

Mongols often infused a mystical essence mnto the belts they used. An
lustrative example 1s the story of Temujin, who, after being left alone with his
tribe following his father's death, was abducted by another Mongolian tribe. Te-
mujin managed to escape, wearing his belt around his neck and hat on his arm,
turning towards the sun. He kneeled nine times, striking his chest with his hand
as a gesture of repentance"”. Mongols climbed sacred peaks to be close to God
and make their voices heard. During these rituals, Mongols would remove their
headgear, tie their belts around their necks, and declare their loyalty to God".
atmospheric phenomena significantly influenced Mongol leaders, and to avoid
displeasing the gods, they climbed high peaks during thunderstorms, kneeling
with belts over their shoulders, and praying for divine assistance®. Mongols wore
belts with precious stones to protect themselves from thunderstorms and lig-
htning. These details emphasize the religious connection between Mongols' be-
lief systems and the belts they used. The different fabrics and materials for belts
were directly proportional to the individual's status and wealth. Mongols, known
for their affinity for silk, also incorporated it into their belts, creating a variety of
colorful silk belts. Belts were crucial accessories for Mongol men and women,
providing a vibrant contrast to the attire when worn in different colors, especially

"J. C. Y. Watt- A. E. Wardwell, When Silk was Gold: Central Asian and Chinese Textiles. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1998, s. 127.

" P. Hrapacevskiy, Tsentr po Izucenivu Voennoy 1 Obscey Istorti, Arabskie 1 Persidskie Sogine-
nrva, Moskova 2003, s. 93.

" Jean Richard, Simon de Saint-Quentin Histoire des Tartares, Librairie Orientaliste Paul Ge-
uthner, Paris 1965, s. 49.

" Manghol-un Niu¢a Tob¢a’an, Mogollarin Gizii Tarihi I, Cev. Ahmet Temir, TTK Yaymlar,
Ankara 2010, s. 41; Eric Haenisch, Worterbuch zu Manghol un Niuca Tobca’an (Yiian-cha’o Pi-
shi) Geheime Geschichte Der Mongolen, Otto Harrassowitz. Leipzig 1939; A. Konstantin
D’Ohsson, Mogol Tarihi: Denizler Imparatoru Cengiz, Cev. Bahadir Apaydin, Nesnel Yaymlari,
[stanbul 2008, s. 35; Mustafa Akkus, Mogollarda Din ve Siyaset: Ilhanh Hanlaruun Dini Kisiligi
ve Uygulamalari, Cizgt Kitabevi Yayinlari, Konya 2020, s. 50-51; George Vernadsky, Mogollar ve
Ruslar, Cev. Esref Bengi Ozbilen, Selenge Yaymlar, Istanbul 2015, s. 89; Curt Alinge, Mogol
Kanunlars, Cev. Coskun Ucok, Seving Matbaasi, Ankara 1967, s. 5.

" Leo De Hartog, Cengiz Han Diinyamn Fathi. Cev. Serkan Uzun, Dost Kitabevi, Ankara 2003,
s. 17.

* Harold Lamb, Mogollarn Efendisi Cengiz Han, Cev. A. G. Bozkurt, {lgi Kiiltiir Sanat Yaym-
lar1, Istanbul 2010, s. 38.
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in shades of blue, yellow, red, and purple. Women fastened their belts by con-
necting them with another strip across the chest, adding a dynamic element to
their clothing™.

Belts were typically long and wide, extending from the waist to the shoul-
der level. Mongols often used yellow belts made of Damascus silk (B #E#) and
red silk sashes with golden embroidery (KLHH E#ZH##)”. After marriage, Mon-
golian women refrained from wearing belts, only donning them in necessary
situations, such as cold and windy weather during travels. Beyond being a fas-
hion accessory, belts served practical purposes for carrying weapons such as
bows or swords. The luxury of a bow belt could be determined by examining
the material used. Notably, during the reign of a new Mongol Khan, neighbo-
ring states' envoys would bring belts made from special fabrics named nesic”
or serrcunt” as gifts. The abundance of colortful silk belts showed the Mongol
preference for silk. The information suggests that belts served as symbolic items
and practical accessories for Mongol men and women. Another function of the
belt was to carry wallets. In Mongol belts, there were sometimes two wallets
hanging downwards, one on each side, sometimes rectangular and sometimes
round in shape. These wallets were called "kalta" or "kaptarga” *'.

Belts played a crucial role in the Mongolian postal system, where foot
messengers covering distances of up to 4-5 km would carry letters on their belts
and exchange duties at specified stations. Mongols also used worn-out and old
coins to make belts during the reign of Kublai Khan, highlighting the adaptabi-
lity of belts as functional accessories”. Additionally, belts had ceremonial signi-
ficance during naturalization ceremonies after the election of a new Khan. The

“T. D. Conlan, In Little Need of Divine Intervention (Takezaki Suenaga’s Scrolls of the Mongol
Invasions of Japan), Cornell University East Asia Program, New York 2001, s. 159-163.

* P. Jackson, - D. Morgan, The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His journey to the court of’
the Great Khan Mdongke 1255-1255, Hakluyt Society, London 1990, s. 89.

* Red fabrics embroidered with gold are referred to as 'Nashishi [$FA%k (Nesic)]' see;

Song Lian R, Yuanshi &5, ed. Yang Jialuo 35 R E&, Zhonghua Shuju FFEZ, Beijing 3t

= 1976, 5. 78.

* Silk threaded with gold.

“ V. Wyngaert- P. Anastasius, Sinica Franciscana I: Iinera et Relationes Fratrum Mimorum Sae-
culi XIII et X1V, Quaracchi-Firenze 1929, s. 120; Haenisch, Worterbuch zu Manghol un Niuca
Tobca’an (Yian-cha'o Pi-shi) Geheime Geschichte Der Mongolen, s. 23; T. 'T. Allsen, “Popula-

tion Movements in Mongol Eurasia”, Nomads as Agents of Cultural Change, Reuven Amitai,

Michal Biran (Ed)., University of Hawai’i Press, Honolulu 2014, s. 18-19; Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 27;

Oktay Berber, “18. Yiizyilda Mogollarm Diplomasi Anlayisi: Uzerine Bazi Notlar ”, Eskisehir Os-
mangazi Universitesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi, cilt 19, say1 2, 2018, s. 88.

* Marco Polo, Marko Polo Sevahatnamesr, Haz. Filiz Dokuman, c. I, Terctiman 1001 Temel

Eser, Kervan Kitapcilik, Istanbul 1980, s. 125-183.
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tradition involved removing belts and headgear as a formal gesture to express
loyalty to the newly elected Khan. This tradition persisted during each Khan's
succession”. Three influential figures would come forward and seat the person
who became Khan by holding onto their hands and belt (D’Ohsson, 2008: 148;
Vladimirtsov, 1995: 122-123). From this perspective, we can say that the belt
also serves a function of showing respect”. Mongols, when appointing someone
as a vizier, would gift them not only stamped charters but also belts”. Further-
more, belts sometimes served as healing objects for Mongols. After regaining
control of Korgiiz, Horasan, and Mazenderan, Korgiiz aimed to win the trust
of Ogeday Khan. After presenting a belt that he had crafted himself, Ogeday
Khan noticed relief from his back pain after wearing the belt around his waist.
This incident indicated that belts were regarded as gifts and objects with healing
properties”.

Conclusion

Throughout history, humans have felt the necessity to cover themselves,
laying the groundwork for the emergence of a culture under the umbrella of
clothing. Over time, this culture has evolved into a more artistic identity, trans-
forming clothing from a mere necessity into a style where visual aesthetics take
precedence. Undoubtedly, various states throughout history have had unique
clothing norms and conventions. One such example 1s the Mongols, who are
meticulous people when it comes to clothing and accessories. Particularly in
belts, the Mongols showcase their penchant for elaborate fabrics and materials,
adorning belts with silk or precious stones, turning each into a work of art.

The belts used by the Mongols should not be solely evaluated as clothing
accessorles. Examining the belts worn by postal service workers or those used
by soldiers to secure their weapons reveals a different dimension of utility. The
belts given as gifts during exchanges, appointments, post-election visits, and the
assignments of viziers signify that these objects possess a significant identity be-
yond being a mere component of attire.

7 Berthold Spuler, [ran Mog ollart Sivaset, Idare ve Kiiltiir [lhaniilar Devri, 1220-1550, Cev. Ce-
mal Koprilii, TTK Yaymlar, Ankara 2011, s. 289-335.

“*1D’Ohsson, a.g.e., 2008, 148; Vladimirtsov, a.g.e., 122-123

* [smail Hakk: Uzungarsih, Osmanit Deviet Teskilatina Medhal, TTK Yaymlari, Ankara 1988,
s. 209.

" Atd Melik Ciiveyni, 7@:ih-1 Cihdngisd, Cev. Mirsel Oztirk, TTK Yaynlari, Ankara 2013, s.
412.
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In summary, the Mongols' meticulous attention to clothing and accesso-
ries has elevated belts to art. The belts, adorned with luxurious fabrics and ma-
terials, reflect a sense of style and cultural significance. Gifting belts occasionally
underline that these objects hold a respectable identity beyond being a mere
part of clothing, highlighting their cultural and ceremonial importance.
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Gorsel 1. A set of belts made of silver and gilded bronze. From a tomb

m the Bayragi region, Chelimu County, Inner Mongolia, People's Re-

public of China”.

Gorsel 2. A set of belts made of jade and gilded bronze. From the tomb
of Princess Chen and her husband Xiao Shaoyu in the early 11th century,

Institute of Monuments”.

" Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 47.
* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 47.
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Gorsel 3. A miniature depicting ceremonial and award belts for Mongol
men. From the early 14th century mn Tabriz. Prussian Cultural Heritage,

Berlin®.

Gorsel 4. A set of gold belts adorned with Yakut and jade stones. The
belt is meticulously crafied, using precious materials, and 1s truly at a kha-

nate level”.

* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 65.
" Gorelik, a.g.m., s.65.
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Gorsel 5. A bronze child's belt set from the 13th century Yuan Dynasty

period. Moscow”.

Gérsel 6. A gold belt buckle from the Yuan Dynasty”.

* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 66.
* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 66.
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Gorsel 7. A jade stone frame used m Mongol belts from the Yuan Dy-
nasty period. Metropolitan Museum, New York. The pearls on the edges
of this motil, crafted by a Chinese artist, are a characteristic detail of Mon-

gol metal accessories”.

Gorsel 8. A jade belt set from the Yuan Empire, 15th-14th centuries,

Beijing”.

7 Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 66.
* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 66.
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Gorsel 9. A set of gold belts from the Great Mongol Empire, 13th cen-
tury. Befing”.

Gorsel 10. Set of gold belts. First half of the 13th century. A Chinese-
style belt with two buckles”.

* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 66.
" Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 67.
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Gorsel 11. Gold plates from a Mongol belt made n the 13th century,
with a zamak" buckle. D.N. Khalili Collection, London".

Gorsel 12. A Mongol belt adorned with gold-plated silver ornaments”.

" Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 67.
* Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 67.
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Gorsel 13. A silver belt set from the Belorechensky mounds (Prikuban,
Golden Horde). Late 14th century - early 15th century. GIM (State His-

torical Museum), Moscow”.

Gorsel 14. A palace costume from the early 14th century, drawn from

archaeological findings".

" Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 67.
" Gorelik, a.g.m., s. 77.



