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The Prophet’s donkey in the ShiÝite traditioni

Khālid Sindāwī [Haifa University]

The author of Íayāt al-Îayawān al-kubrā says of the donkey that it will not lose its way 
after having once walked on a certain path, that it is sharp of hearing, patient, capable of 
performing hard work and undertaking difficult journeys, rarely ill and heals easily, and 
eats less, needs less, works more and is smarter than most other pack animals: “It 
prevents its master from taking a wrong step and falling into mischief; by braying it 
warns him that the devil is standing in the way, calls on God for protection against him, 
and puts its master on his guard”.ii To this others have added that donkeys are the cleanest 
of all hairy beasts, that they are free of fleas, and that they are affable, good-tempered, 
composed and contemplative. They love their master even if the latter mistreats them, 
recognize him by smell from afar, know where they have stayed in the past, possess 
strong senses of smell and hearing, and never stumble twice on the same spot, just like a 
wise man who takes care not to repeat his mistakes. Some have described the donkey as a 
model of sagacity and prudence, for it refuses to trust any unfamiliar source of water and 
will not drink it before testing it in many ways.iii 

It is thus not surprising that asses, in particular the females of the species, have served as 
the mounts of prophets.iv They are symbols of peace, poverty, modesty, patience and 
courage. In the Old Testament and the Gospel they enjoy a prominent position. Thus 
Samuel struck the ground looking for the lost donkeys;v Balaam learned much from the 
she-donkey that was able to show him where the angel of Yahweh stood;vi it was on the 
back of a donkey that Josephvii took Maryviii and Jesusix to safety; it was on a donkey that 
Christ entered Jerusalem in victory;x when Abrahamxi asked Saraxii for permission to visit 
Ishmaelxiii she gave it on condition that he not stay overnight with her and that he remain 
on his donkey;xiv Jeremiahxv left Nebuchadnezzarxvi on a donkey after the king had been 
killed;xvii and “Rabbinical Jewish writings provide clear references to the awaited 
Messiah, son of David / son of Joseph as coming on an ass and, in a few Midrashic 
commentaries it is even said that this would be the same ass which Abraham and Moses 
used to ride”.xviii

In Islam mounts and beasts of burden are also the riding animals used by prophets, and 
by the Shiites’ infallible imāms, both during their lives and on the Day of Resurrection. 
Thus, according to one tradition the Prophet MuÎammad will ride al-burāq on the Day of 
Judgment.xix

According to another Îadīth the prophets will be resurrected on the backs of mounts, 
ÑāliÎxx on his she-camelxxi and FāÔimaxxii the Prophet’s daughter on her father’s she-
camel al-ghaÃbāÞ; the Mahdī when he appears at the end of time will be riding “the 
mount of the earth” (dābbat al-arÃ),xxiii and the “imposter” (dajjāl) will ride a whitish 
donkey whose step is a mile long and covers great distances quickly.xxiv 

Riding a donkey would appear to have been a characteristic feature of Old Testament 
prophets, one which Islām then borrowed, so that the Prophet MuÎammad was described 
as riding donkeys, in addition to horses, she-camels and mules,xxv for the purpose of 
confirming his prophetic status as an equal to the Hebrew prophets.xxvi

On the following pages we shall describe and analyze the way in which the Prophet’s ass 
is dealt with in the sources of Shiite tradition. The paper will show how this tradition 
tried to ascribe to the Prophet’s ass a connection to the concept of prophetic legacy in 
Shiite theology, an ancient concept which it claims goes back to the days of Noah.

The Prophet’s ass: its name and origins

Shiite sources disagree among each other as to the name of the Prophet’s ass, variously 
using the names Ýufayr and yaÝfÙr.xxvii According to some these are the names of two 
different asses, but the majority are agreed that both names refer to one and the same 
animal.
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The meanings of the ass’s names

ÝUfayr: This is a diminutive of disrespect derived from aÝfar (= dust-colored), which is 
itself derived from Ýufra (= dust). 

YaÝfÙr: The name means a (dust-colored) gazelle or, according to some, a gazelle cub, 
and was given to the Prophet’s ass to describe both its color and the way it ran.xxviii

The ass’s origin

There exist three different traditions concerning the origins of the Prophet’s ass.

Tradition A.xxix One tradition has it that Al-Muqawqis,xxx master of Alexandria, sent the 
Prophet the ass YaÝfÙr as a present with the Prophet’s envoy to him, ÍāÔib bin Abī 
BaltaÝaxxxi (d. 650 AD). The ass was one of a number of gifts he sent to the Prophet, 
which included also a she-mule known later by the name of Duldul, and four slave girls, 
including Māria the Copt,xxxii mother of Ibrāhīm, and her sister Sīrīn, mother of ÝAbd al-
RaÎmān bin Íassān bin Thābit al-AnÒārī (d. 674). 

Tradition B.xxxiii This tradition relates that Farwaxxxiv bin ÝAmr al-Jadhāmī, who worked 
for the Byzantines, converted to Islam and sent the Prophet a letter informing him of this. 
This letter he sent with a man named MasÝÙd bin SaÝd in the year 10 H, with whom he 
also sent a she-mule called FiÃÃa, a horse, a donkey named ÝUfayr, as well as some fine 
garments, following which the Prophet accepted his conversion to Islam and wrote to him 
to that effect.xxxv

Tradition C.xxxvi According to this tradition the Prophet took a black donkey as spoil in 
the attack on Khaybarxxxvii (628 AD). The donkey recognized the Prophet, who asked it 
what its name was. The donkey answered that it was Yazīd bin Shihābxxxviii. The donkey 
then told the Prophet: “God gave my ancestor sixtyxxxix descendants, which none but 
prophets rode, and now of my ancestor’s progeny none is left but myself, and of the 
prophets none but you. I was waiting for you [to ride me]. Before you I belonged to a Jew 
whom I made fall off me on purpose, and who as a result beat my bellyxl and my back”. 
Then the Prophet said: “I will name you YaÝfÙr”xli and asked it if it had a desire for 
females and was answered that no.

From these three different traditions concerning the origins of the Prophet’s ass we may 
conclude that in fact he possessed two, one called ÝUfayr which was given to him by 
Farwa bin ÝAmr al-Jadhāmī, and another, YaÝfÙr, concerning whose origins there is a 
dispute between those who maintain that it came from the spoils of Khaybar and those 
who claim that it was a gift from Al-Muqawqis.

The issue of the origins of the Prophet’s ass cannot be decided from within the various 
sources, and thus remains unresolved.

Whatever the fact of the matter, what is of significance for our purposes here is: A. The 
fact that the donkey from Khaybar spoke to the Prophet after the latter had taken him as 
booty; B. The ultimate fate of the Prophet’s ass. Below we shall deal separately with each 
of these two matters and then explain how Shiite tradition tried to use each of these issues 
to further its religious ideology.

The ability of the Prophet’s ass to speak and its conversation with the Prophet

Before dealing with the Prophet’s speaking donkey specifically, we would like to briefly 
survey the way the motif of talking donkey’s is treated in Islamic literature.

Islamic traditions contain numerous mentions of talking donkeys who speak to their 
masters intelligibly using human language. AÎmad Óughrul Bey included in his 
distinguished book Al-MafhÙm min ahl al-Òamt al-maÝlÙmxlii a number of traditionsxliii 
in which donkeys speak. Shiite tradition also contains stories about talking donkeys. 
From an examination of such traditions the following generalizations can be established:

a. What the donkey says is uttered in perfectly intelligible human language.
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b. Usually it is the donkey’s owner who induces the donkey to speak, although in 
some cases the donkey speaks entirely of its own accord.

c. Generally the people to whom donkeys speak are prophets, Imāms or other saintly 
people. The donkey’s utterance usually has the purpose of drawing attention to a 
miraclexliv (in the case of a prophet or Imām) or a virtuous trait or deedxlv (in the case 
of a saint).

d. Occasionally the utterance has the purpose of announcing the appearance of a 
prophet, or of proving a wronged prophet right.

e. The target or addressee of the donkey’s utterance is usually a prophet or saint.

f. In the case of a saint the donkey speaks when the two are alone. No one else ever 
hears what it says; the donkey’s speech is an aspect of the grace shown the saint.

g. At the time of the donkey’s speech its owner sits on its back, either at the outset of 
a journey or on the road.

h. The donkey at times objects to the path chosen by its master, especially if the latter 
is engaged in an objectionable activity such as opposing a prophet or wronging a 
saint.

i. Sometimes the speaking donkey expresses its gladness that its master or rider is 
about to become a prophet.

j. A speaking donkey destined to serve a prophet will refuse to be the property of 
anyone else. If despite this it comes to be owned by someone who is not a prophet it 
will rebel against its master and refuse to let him ride it; when the prophet dies, the 
donkey will commit suicide from grief and so that no one else will ride it after the 
prophet.

k. A speaking donkey knows and understands its master’s wishes and intentions and 
will act accordingly.

l. A speaking donkey will testify against its non-believing masterxlvi and will throw 
such a person off its back. Thus, for example, when KaÝb al-Ashrafxlvii came to the 
Prophet on a donkey’s back the donkey threw him off, reared up and struck his head. 
Then the donkey said to him: “You miserable slave, you witnessed the miracles of 
God and yet did not believe”. Then the Prophet said [to KaÝb]: “Your donkey is 
better than you; it refused to let you ride, nor will you ever ride it again”. Then 
Thābit bin Qaysxlviii bought the donkey for one-hundred dinars, and when he rode it 
and came to the Prophet on it, it was gentle and courteous, and protected him from 
harm.

In view of the preceding it will then not surprise us to see the Prophet’s ass, and, as we 
shall see below, Noah’s ass as well, speak.

Shiite writers thus possessed abundant precedents for speaking asses, which they could 
adopt and modify to fit Shiite beliefs.

In the account of the Prophet’s speaking ass represented by Tradition C above, in which 
the donkey was taken as booty by the Prophet in the attack on Khaybar in the year 628 
AD, it was the Prophet who initiated the dialogue with the captured donkey by asking it 
what its name was. The donkey then answered that its name was Yazīd bin Shihāb. The 
Prophet then changed its name to YaÝfÙr and asked it if it desired females, whereupon 
the donkey answered that it did not. After that the donkey informed the Prophet that it 
was the last of sixty donkeys of a line of donkeys destined to serve prophets and that 
before it fell into the Prophet’s hands it had been the property of a Jew whom it had 
toppled off and who had then beaten and famished it.

Notice that throughout this relatively lengthy dialogue between the Prophet MuÎammad 
and his ass (a) the latter’s speech is perfectly intelligible to the Prophet, (b) the donkey is 
aware of belonging to a line of donkeys destined to serve prophets, and (c) it is joyful that 
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fate has made the Prophet its owner. So while it is true that the donkey is outwardly 
inconspicuous and looks like any other member of its species, in fact it is made clear that 
internally it differs from them and in fact possesses some of its master’s characteristics: it 
is party to divine secrets, pleased with belonging to the Prophet as if it were part of the 
prophetic message, distinguishes between Jew and Muslim and like any human being 
attributes to prophets the ability to perform miracles and supernatural acts and to make 
any object, living or inanimate, subservient to them, including the donkey itself.

The death of the Prophet’s ass

All the traditional sources are agreed that YaÝfÙr committed suicide the moment the 
Prophet passed away, out of grief over the latter’s death, as if it had made a pact with 
itself never to let anyone else ride it, since it was destined for the Prophet only and 
constituted part of his mission. Now once the Prophet was dead, his mission was at an 
end and his donkey realized this and understood that its own mission also came to end at 
the same time as that of its master. That is why it committed suicide as soon as the 
Prophet MuÎammad, “the Seal of the Prophets”, died, making his donkey also the “Seal 
of the prophets’ donkeys”. 

There is disagreement among various sources as to the method and place of the suicide in 
question.

Al-Kulaynīxlix has this to say on the matter: “ÝUfayr died in the hour in which the 
Prophet of God died; it cut off its halter at QabāÞl and then threw itself down into it, so 
that it became its grave”.

According to another tradition the Prophet’s ass killed itself in a well belonging to AbÙ 
al-Haytham bin al-Tayhānli (d. 648 AD) and the well became its grave.lii

The deaths of the Prophet’s ass and al-Íusayn bin ÝAlī’s horseliii

In light of the significant role played by the Prophet’s ass from the day it came into his 
possession until it committed suicide, the Shiites created a link between it and al-Íusayn 
bin ÝAlī’s horse which was killed in a dramatic fashion by the Umayyads at the battle of 
KarabalāÞliv (680 AD). Elements of the “story of the Prophet’s ass’s end” were woven 
into a story about the death of al-Íusayn’s horselv at KarabalāÞ in order to demonstrate 
that the characteristics and fates of mounts of the prophets and imāms had much in 
common with those of their masters. Indeed, the horse which Íusayn had inherited from 
his grandfather the Prophet behaved in the battle of KarbalāÞ like a human being, 
fighting bravely alongside Íusayn and killing a number of the enemy. At the end of the 
battle, after Íusayn had been killed, his horse is reported to have neighed, surveyed the 
dead among Íusayn’s companions,lvi wet its forelock with Íusayn’s blood and run to the 
tent of Íusayn’s wives to inform them that he had been killed. After that the Umayyad 
forces tried to capture it but it escaped, ran into the Euphrates and drowned itself. Some 
sources even add that the horse will be resurrected with Íusayn and the “Lord of Time” 
(ÒāÎib al-zamān)lvii or Mahdī. By stressing that (a) Íusayn had inherited his horse from 
his grandfather the Prophet, (b) it committed suicide after Íusayn’s death and it would not 
permit anyone else to ride it, Shiite tradition emphasizes the special nature of this horse, 
whom only prophets or imāms could ride and no one else, certainly not the enemies of 
the imām!

In the Euphrates River, which is holy to the Shiites,lviii the horse finds a haven. There it 
can commit suicide and stay for the “interval” (barzakh)lix until it becomes resurrected at 
the end of time. Just as the Prophet’s ass drowned itself in a well, so Íusayn’s horse 
drowns itself in the water of the Euphrates. Water, the symbol of purification, would thus 
appear to play an important role in protecting the mortal remains of the mounts of 
prophets and imāms during the “interval” in which they await their resurrection at the end 
of time together with their masters. Their disappearance under water may also hint at the 
idea of the twelfth imām’s “absence” (ghayba),lx which began in the year 874 AD and is 
due to end with the imām’s reappearance as the Mahdī who will fill the earth with justice 
just as now it is filled with iniquity. It would thus seem that Shiite writers were trying to 
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link the suicides of the Prophet’s ass and Íusayn’s horse with the idea of the “absence”, 
by having both mounts come back at the end of time, when their masters would ride them 
again. In short, prophets’ and imāma’ mounts share some of their masters’ characteristics 
and are themselves qualitatively different from their more run-of-the-mill brethren.

How is the Prophet’s ass related to Noah’s asslxi and king Solomon’s hoopoe?lxii

On seeing this question the reader may well wonder what possible link there can be 
between animals separated by many centuries from each other such as the above, and 
between a land beast such as an ass and the hoopoe, a bird.

The answer lies in the efforts made by Shiite writers to prove the superiority of their 
brand of Islām over all others and to demonstrate its legitimacy and worthiness as a 
religious faction. In order to do this they delved into the earliest history of mankind, 
focusing in particular on stories about prophets whose beliefs they were able to prove 
were consistent with their own. In fact, they went on to claim that many of these ancient 
prophets were bona fide Shiites, and that the Shiite faction in Islām is no more than a 
natural extension of ancient ShiÝism.lxiii Indeed, attempts were made show that the 
prophets and their heirs shared common characteristics and traits with members of the 
Prophet MuÎammad’s family (ahl al-bayt). Among such shared features were the birds 
and the beasts belonging to each of these two groups, as will be demonstrated by the 
following two examples.

Example A: Noah’s ass and the Prophet’s ass

Shiite writers found a link between the ass of Noah and that of the Prophet. What unites 
the two, despite the great time difference between them, is a common ancestry: the 
Prophet’s ass is seen as belonging to a line of asses belonging to prophets. These asses 
and their descendents were bequeathed from prophet to prophet, from Adam down to 
MuÎammad, the last of the prophets.

In a tradition ascribed to AbÙ ÝAbd Allāh [i.e., the sixth imām, JaÝfar al-Ñādiq,lxiv d. 
765 AD) he says: “There was an ass with Noah in the ark. Noah came up to it and 
polished its saddle. The [ass] then said ‘From the loins of this ass an ass will be born 
whom the master and seal of the prophets will ride; I thank God for having made me this 
ass’”.lxv

In this tradition Noah’s ass speaks to its master and appears to know both the identity of 
future prophets and the fact that its descendants will ride these prophets in turn, all the 
way to the last ass who will belong to the last prophet. The ass would seem to possess 
knowledge of the occult and be capable of prophesizing the future, and Noah, being a 
prophet himself and as such able to perform miracles, understands the ass’s speech.

In order to place this tale within a context and provide it with credibility Shiite tradition 
has ascribed to MuÎammad’s ass an utterance, on the occasion of its having been taken as 
spoil by the Prophet in the attack on Khaybar, in which he confirms what its progenitor, 
Noah’s ass, said.

Example B: King Solomon’s hoopoe and the Prophet’s ass

The hoopoe is a favorite bird of Shiite scholars, who forbid killing it. In a tradition whose 
chain of authorities goes back to the imāms it is related in various versions that “on every 
wing of the hoopoe it is written in Syriac ‘The family of MuÎammad is the best in 
creation’”.lxvi The hoopoe belonging to Solomon is considered special by Shiites. Its 
name was YaÝfÙr,lxvii like the name of one of the Prophet’s asses and it was, together 
with Solomon’s ant, one of the world’s wonders.lxviii

What is particularly germane to our discussion is the fact that Solomon’s hoopoe was 
named YaÝfÙr. This is certainly no coincidence. Rather, it constitutes an attempt by 
Shiite writers to create a link between Solomon and the Prophet. It is as if to say that the 
Prophet inherited the name of his ass from Solomon’s hoopoe and gave it to his ass in 
order to preserve the legacy handed down from one prophet to another in an intact chain 
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beginning with Adam and ending with ÝAlī bin Abī Óālib, the Prophet MuÎammad’s 
proper heir.

The legacy acquired by the heir of each prophet consisted of many things, including 
identical names for the beasts which they owned and knowledge of their language. Thus 
Solomon often spoke to his hoopoe, MuÎammad spoke to his donkey when he took 
possession of it at Khaybar, and Noah spoke to his donkey when it entered his ark, as we 
saw above.

In emulation of the prophets Shiite imāms preferred riding on asses

Shiite imāms preferred asses to other mounts, in emulation of the prophets and their 
humble behavior.lxix In particular they imitated the way the Prophet MuÎammad climbed 
on his ass, so that when an imām’s donkey swaggered its master would abase himself and 
place his head on the saddlebow.

In a tradition handed down in the name of ÝAbd Allāh bin ÝAÔāÞ al-Makkīlxx the latter 
says: “The imām JaÝfar al-Ñādiq summoned me after he had saddled a mule and a 
donkey and asked me if I was willing to accompany him on his affairs. I said ‘yes’. He 
then asked me which of the two mounts I preferred and I answered ‘the donkey’. He said: 
‘I prefer the donkey’. Then we went on our way and as he was speaking with us he was 
thrown face down onto his saddle for quite some time. When he raised his head I said: ‘I 
see that you are uncomfortable with the saddle. If you would only take the mule’. He 
answered: ‘Certainly not. Even if the donkey were to swagger I would do as the Prophet 
of God did. He rode a donkey named ÝUfayr which swaggered, and so he [the Prophet] 
placed his head on the saddlebow, yes indeed. Then he raised his head and said Oh God, 
this is the work of ÝUfayr, not mine’”.lxxi And the fifth imām, MuÎammad al-Bāqirlxxii (d. 
732 AD) is quoted as saying: “My favorite mounts are donkeys”.lxxiii

The preceding two traditions indicate that the imāms preferred asses to other mounts, in 
emulation of the prophets and especially in imitation of the Prophet MuÎammad and his 
humble behavior toward his mount, which went so far as to ask God to forgive the beast 
for its misbehavior.

Riding an ass is thus a characteristic feature of prophets and also of imāms. In fact, the 
latter were careful to emulate the prophets’ behavior in many respects.lxxiv

Conclusion

In the preceding pages we saw that asses were the favored mounts of prophets and imāms 
and that riding an ass was a sign of a prophet or an imām and evidence of their humility. 
The Prophet MuÎammad was not superior to the other prophets in this respect. His ass, 
whatever its name and origins, spoke with the Prophet just as the asses of other prophets 
did, and in the end committed suicide by drowning in a well after the Prophet’s death.

Shiite tradition drew on certain details of the story of the Prophet’s ass and produced 
links to its own ideology. Thus it connected the fates of the Prophet’s ass and al-Íusayn 
bin ÝAlī’s horse, and also used Noah’s ass and Solomon’s hoopoe, to prove that all the 
prophets’ mounts and birds had certain features in common and that asses were part of a 
legacy which began with Adam and will end with the last Shiite imām, MuÎammad al-
QāÞim (disappeared at SāmirrāÞ in the year 874 AD), a legacy in which the Prophet’s ass 
was one link in a chain.

i  The word ShÐÝite in this article refers exclusively to the ImÁmÐ version of Shiism. 
ii  KamÁl al-DÐn MuÎammad bin MÙsÁ al-DamÐrÐ, ÍayÁt al-ÎayawÁn al-kubrÁ (Tehran, 
NÁÒir Khosroe Publications), 1:339.
iii  S. Ó., NabÁhat al-ÎayawÁn, translated from English by S. Ó (Beirut, DÁr Ibn ZaydÙn, 
1980), pp. 244-246.
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