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PRESTER JOHN AND EUROPE'S DISCOVERY 

OF EAST ASIA* 

� Igor de Rachewiltz 

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen: I am deeply honoured to have 
been asked by the Australian National University to deliver this Thirty-Second 
George Ernest Morrison Lecture. 

It is only proper that I should begin by paying tribute to the remarkable 
man in whose memory these lectures are given. 

Mo T'ai-fu �A�, as Dr Morrison was called in Peking, was a man of 
wide-ranging interests and accomplishments: he was a physician, journalist, 
political adviser, bibliophile, and a great traveller. For many years, with his 
almost legendary despatches, he kept the world informed of what was 
happening, or going to happen, in China, a country he had adopted with 
tremendous enthusiasm. In this period he was certainly one of the major and 
most effective links between the Eastern and the Western world. But then 
Morrison's China-the China of the end of the nineteenth-beginning of the 
twentieth century-belongs to an Asian world which science, gunboats, the 
telegraph and the printing press were revealing with almost uncanny rapidity 
to our bewildered grandfathers. So rapidly, in fact, that the exotic and 
unfathomable East dear to mid-nineteenth-century writers had in Morrison's 
time already lost much of its mystery. Now, fifty years later, further travels, 
explorations, wars, and scholarly research have disposed of most of Europe's 
old and cherished myths about Asia. Asia may still be an enigma, but is no 
longer a fable. 

Tonight I want to transport you for a while back to a period when the 
Asian continent was still largely unknown to westerners, when in fact it was 
still regarded by our forefathers as a land inhabited by strange beasts and 
even stranger men. From this period I intend to concentrate on one of the 
fables about Asia relayed in Western Europe, the story of Prester John, 
showing how the legend came to be in part responsible for Europe's discov
ery of Asia in the late Middle Ages.! 
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* The 32nd George Ernest Morrison Lecture 
in Ethnology, delivered by Dr de Rachewiltz, 
Senior Fellow in the Department of Far East
ern History, Institute of Advanced Studies, 
Australian National University, on 3 Novem
ber 1971, and first published by the ANU in 
1972 [-Ed] 

The text has not been updated or revised 
except for the correction of obvious mistakes 
and the addition (in the footnotes) of a num
ber of bibliographical references. [-I. de R.l 

! Many problems concerning the origin and 
development of the Prester John legend 
have been touched only cursorily or not at 
all in the text because of their controversial 
nature and complexity. For further investig
ation, references to specialised studies have 
been given in the notes whenever posssible. 
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2 There is a vast literature on Prester John. 
For a detailed study of the subject the 
following works are indispensable: G. 
Oppert, Der Presbyter Johannes in Sage und 
Geschichte(Berlin, 1 870); F. Zarncke, "Ueber 
eine neue, bisher nicht bekannt gewesene 
lateinische Redaction des Briefes des Priester 
Johannes," in Berichte uber die Verhand
lungen der koniglich siichsischen Gesell
schaJt der WissenschaJten zu Leipzig. 
Philologisch-historische Klasse, vo!'29 
(Leipzig, 1 877), pp.I11-56; and, by the same 
author, "Der Priester Johannes," in Abhand
lungen der philologisch-historischen Klasse 
der kOniglich siichsischen GesellschaJt der 
WissenschaJten, vo!. 7  (Leipzig, 1 879), 
pp.947-1 028; vo!.8 (Leipzig, 1883), pp.128-
54 and 1 80-4; C. Marinescu "Le Pretre Jean. 
Son pays. Explication de son nom," in Bulletin 
de la section historique de l 'Academie 
roumaine 10 (923): 73-112 ;  and, by the 
same author, "Encore une fois Ie probleme 
du Pretre Jean,"  in Bulletin de la section 
historique de l 'Academie roumaine 26 
( 945): 202-22; E. Denison Ross, "Prester 
John and the Empire of Ethiopia," in Travels 
and travellers in the Middle Ages, ed. A. P. 
Newton (London & New York, 1926), 
pp.174-94; F. Fleuret, "La lettre de Pretre
Jean, pseudo-roi d'Abyssinie," in Mercure 
de France 268 ( 936): 298-309; L Olschki, 
"Der Brief des Presbyters Johannes," in 
Historische ZeitschriJt144 ( 931): 1-14;  and, 
by the same author, Storia letteraria delle 
scopertegeografiche(Firenze, 1 937), pp.194-
214;  and Marco Polo's Asia, tr. by J. A. Scott 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles, 1960), pp.381-97; 
R. Hennig, Terrae incognitae, 2nd ed. 
(Leiden, 1 956), vol.2, ppA38-64, vo!.3, 
pp. 1 1 -23 etpassim, volA, pp.12-14 etpassim; 
P. Pelliot, Melanges sur l 'epoque des Crois
ades, extr. from Memoires de I 'Academie des 
Inscriptions et Belles-lettres, vol.44 (Paris, 
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I have chosen the story of Prester John not without misgivings, because 
it has already been told many times, and no doubt most of you are familiar 
with it, or with some versions of it. Better known, however, is the later 
development of the legend, the one popular in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, which placed the kingdom of Prester John in Ethiopia. I think most 
people who have heard about Prester John regard him in fact as a semi
legendary African ruler rather than an Oriental potentate. I shall not go into 
this later development of the story, but I shall discuss only the original Asiatic 
Prester John in relation to those events that led to the great geographical 
discoveries of the thirteenth century, highlighting, in particular, those points 
which in my opinion have not received sufficient attention in the past. 2 

First, a few words about the background of the legend. 
In classical antiquity and right into the Middle Ages the lands of Further 

Asia were known to the West through a small number of geographical works 
based on frequently unreliable information, mainly obtained from traders, as 
well as through a sizeable body of imaginative literature, such as the 
Alexander Romance, with its precursors and derivatives, of far greater 
popular appeal. Most of the ancient legends about the people and the flora 
and fauna of Asia seem to be of Asiatic origin, many of them probably 
originating in Central Asia and in India. Long before Alexander's expedition 
they had spread with trade among the Greek colonists of Asia Minor, and 
thence had reached the other peoples of the Mediterranean world.3 

Now, the image conveyed by these stories was not only one of remote 
countries inhabited by wondrous creatures and magic trees and mountains, 
but also, and pre-eminently, one of very rich, indeed fabulously rich lands. 
Of course, since antiquity India and China had been supplying the West, 
through various intermediaries, with gems, amber, silk, precious woods, 
spices and other rare products, their value being further enhanced by the 
shrewd merchants' tales, and this accounts to a large extent for the universal 
belief that Asia was a country of immense riches. Herodotus (Bk. III ,  106), 
after having described the Indians' ingenious way of getting gold by stealing 
it from gold-digging ants, says: "It is as though the remotest parts of the 
inhabited world had been given the best of everything, just as Greece was 

/ Prester John, tr. by R. E. F. Smith (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1 987); and A. 
Klopprogge, Ursprung und A uspriigung des 

/unpublished papers in the libraryof the Musee 
Guimet in Paris. 

1 951 ), p.24 etpassim; L Hambis, "La legende 
du Pretre Jean,"  in La-Tour-Saint-jacques 8 
( 957): 31-46; J. Richard, "L'Extreme-Orient 
legendaire au Moyen Age: Roi David et 
Pretre Jean," in Annates d'Ethiopie2 0 957}'. abendliindischen Mongolenbildes im J 3 
225-42; V. Siessarev, Prester John.  The letter Jahrhundert. Ein Versuch zur Jdeengeschichte 

and the legend(Minneapolis, 1 959); and the des Mittelalters (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 

3 See D. F. Lach, Asia in the making oJEurope, 
vol. 1 :  The century oj discovery (Chicago & 
London, 1 965), chap.1; R. Wittkower, "Marvels 
of the East. A study in the history of monsters, "  
in Journal oj the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institute 5 (942): 159-97; and, by the same 
author, "Marco Polo and the pictorial tradition 
of the marvels of the East," in Oriente Poliano, 
ed. IS.M.E.O. (Rome, 1 957), pp. 1 55-72. 

unpublished work by the late A. A. Vasiliev, 1 993), pp.71-152. The eminent French scholar 

Prester John, legend and history, which is Paul Pelliot was working on Prester John and 

preserved in the Dunbarton Oaks Research lectured on the subject in the United States 

Library and Collection in Washington, D.C. shortly before his untimely death in 1 945. 

Cf. also the recent book (Moscow, 1970) by Although there are no transcripts of his lectures, 

L N. Gumilev, Searches Jor an imaginary all the material that he collected on the subject 

kingdom.  The legend oj the kingdom oj and his manuscript notes are kept among his 
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given by far the pleasantest climate ."4  We must not forget, however, that for 
the ancient Greek, as also for the medieval man, the continent of Asia was 
separated from Libya or Africa by the Nile, and that Ethiopia was joined by 
land with India and was, therefore, part of the latter. 5 Hence the frequent 
confusions between these two countries. This means that precious articles 
coming from Ethiopia, such as ivory and ebony, were regarded as 'Indian' 
goods, particularly since these same goods were also imported from India. 
In other words, the traditional view that India was the wealthiest countlY in 
the world was no doubt reinforced by the trade carried out with Africa 6 

Besides its reputation for wealth, Asia was also famous from early times 
for its proud and magnificent monarchs, the Oriental despots of a long and 
honoured tradition still alive today. The image of the powerful ,  extravagant 
and splendid Oriental ruler, inspired by the great monarchies of the Near East 
and Western Asia, played an important role in the myths and legends of the 
Middle Ages 7 

With the spread of Christianity in the first centuries of our era, new 
legends were grafted on to the old. Among those that became very popular 
in the West are the stories of the conversion of the Magi and the apostolate 
of St Thomas in India. Biblical peoples like Gog and Magog were relegated 
to the no-man's land behind Alexander's 'Iron Gate' in the Caucasus, and in 
general the Bible coloured considerably medieval man's vision of the East 8 

Leaving biblical lore aside, the association of Asia with Christianity was 
a real fact. After the fifth century, the Nestorian clergy were cut off from the 
Church of Constantinople and from Western Christianity following the 
condemnation of Nestorius at the Council of Ephesus, for Nestorius, the 
Greek Patriarch of Constantinople, had been deposed by the Council and his 
doctrine of the two distinct natures in Christ, the human and the divine, had 
been condemned as heretical. He was sent into exile and his followers, who 
were quite numerous, were expelled from Edessa in 489. The Nestorians 
moved to Persia and, penetrating along the commercial routes of Asia, sent 
missionaries further into the East, converting people to their faith, building 
churches and monasteries, and establishing religious �s well as commercial 
links with the different parts of the continent, from Persia to India, to China 
and as far as Mongolia and Manchuria. Some tribes of Mongolia were actually 
converted to Nestorianism in the eleventh century.9 

Echoes of this extraordinary success of the Nestorian Church, which 
forms in itself a unique, fascinating, and velY little known chapter in the 
cultural history of Asia, from time to time reached Europe from Byzantium 

4 H. Carter, tr. , The Histories of Herodotus of 
Halicarnassus (London, 1962), p.20S. Cf. M. 
de Give S. J., "Les rapports de l'Inde et de 
l'Occident des origines au regne d'Asoka," 
PhD diss., Universite Catholique de Louvain, 
1967, pp.238-41. On trade with Asia in ancient 
times, beside the well-known works of M. 
P. Charlesworth, E. H. Warmington, and M. 

/Wheeler, see F. Hirth and W. W. Rockhill, tr., 
Chau Ju-kua: his work on the Chinese and 
Arah trade in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries entitled Chu:fan-chi'(St Petersburg, 
1911), pp.1-8; Lach, Asia in the making of 
Europe, yoU, pp.12ff; and the recent work of 
J. 1. Miller, The spice trade of the Roman 
Empire 29 Be to AD 641 (Oxford, 1969). 

6 1  

On this geographical misconception see 
H. Yule, ed. and tf., The hook of Sir Marco 
Polo the Venetian concerning the kingdoms 
and marvels of the East, 3rd ed. rev. by H. 
Cordier (London, 1903), vol.2, pp.431-2; P 
Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo (Paris, 1959-
63), s.v. "Abasce" and "Ethiopia"; Wittkower, 
"Marvels of the East," p.161 and n.4. Cf. also 
the interesting remarks on the subject in C. 
F. Beckingham, The achievements of Prester 
John. An inaugural lecture delivered on 17 
May 1966 (School of Oriental and African 
Studies, University of London, 1966), pp.17ff; 
and Klopprogge, Urspnmg, pp.17-69. 

6 Cf. de Give, Les rapports de l'Inde, p.41 
n.48; G. L. Adhya, Early Indian economics 
(Bombay, 1966), pp.139-40, 145; G. F. 
Hourani, Arah seafaring (Princeton, 1951), 
pp.28ff., 42. On the ebony trade see B. 
Laufer, Sino-lranica. Chinese contrihutions 
to the history of civilization in ancient Iran 
(Chicago, 1919), pp.485-7. 

7 Cf. C. J. Gadd, Ideas of divine rule in the 
ancient East (London, 1948), pp.33-62; 
Olschki, Marco Polo 's Asia, p.389 and n.22. 

8 See U. Monneret de Villard, Le leggende 
orien/ali sui Magi evangelici (Citta del 
Vaticano, 1952); cf. Olschki's earlier contrib
ution, ''The wise men of the East in oriental 
traditions," in Semitic and oriental studies 
presented to W. Popper (Berkeley & Los 
Angeles, 1951), pp.375-95, as well as Marco 
Polo 's ASia, pp. 308-9; Lach, Asia in the 
making qfEurope, voU, pp.22-5; Wittkower, 
"Marvels of the East," pp.166-71. On 'Gog 
and Magog' see also J. K. Wright, Geographi
cal lore of the time of the Cntsades (New 
York: American Geographical Society, 1925), 
passim; Hennig, Terrae incognitae, vol.2, 
pp.169-85. 

9 On the missionary activiry of the Nestorians 
see the masterly contribution of J. Dauvillier, 
"Les provinces chaldeennes 'de I'exterieur' 
au Moyen Age," in Melanges F. Cavallera 
(Toulouse, 1948), pp.261-316. Cf. also the 
entries "Nestorius" and "L'Eglise nestori
enne," in A. Vacant et aI., Dictionnaire de 
theologie catholique, 3rd reimpr. (Paris, 
1930-50), vol. 11 , pp. 159-214, in particular 
(the article "L'EgJise nestorienne" has been 
reprinted in S. Pop et aI., ed., Recu.eil 
CardinalE. Tisserant 'Aborienteetoccidente ' 
(Louvain, 1955), yoU, pp.205-25); L. 
Hambis, "Deux noms chretiens chez les 
Tatar au Xle siecle," in Journal Asiatique 
241 (1953) 473-5 
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10 See Dauvillier, "Les provinces chaldeennes', 
pp.312-14; E. Tisserant, Eastern Christianity 
in India, adapted from the French by E. R. 
Hambye S.]. (London, 1957), pp.2-10. Cf. 
also L. W. Brown, The Indian Chlislians of 
St. Thomas (Cambridge, 1956), pp.43-8; U. 
Monneret de Villard in Rendiconti del
l'Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, ser.8, 
vol.6 (Roma, 1951), pp.77-104; M. Bussagli 
in hast and West 3 (1952): 88-94. Cf. also j. 
B. Segal, Edessa 'the Blessed City ' (Oxford, 
1970), pp.174ff.; Siessarev, Presler john, 
pp.14ff. 

11 An excellent review of Western know
ledge of China in classical times is found in 
K. H. ]. Gardiner, "Ta-Ch'in and the Seres," 
an unpublished paper read before the Asian 
Society of Canberrra on 26 August 1971. On 
the Seres, besides the references given in 
Olschki, Marco Polo's Asia, pAO n.1, see M. 
Cary and E. H. Warmington, The ancient 
explorers, rev. ed. (London: Pelican Books, 
1963), passim; Pelliot, Notes on Marco Polo, 
s.v. "Cin"; D. D. Leslie anci K. H. J. Garciiner, 
The Roman empire in Chinese sources(Rome: 
Bardi, 1 996), p.41 0b. For a discussion of the 
Hyperborean theory see ]. D. P. Bolton, 
Aristeas of Preconnesus (Oxford, 1962), 
pp.100-I. The most important contribution 
to the subject in recent times is F. E. Reichert, 
Begegnungen mit China. Die Entdeckung 
Oslasiens im Millelalter (Sigmaringen: 
Thorbecke, 1 992). 

12 See Hennig, Terrae incognilae, vol.2, 
pp.396-9; Siessarev, Presler john, p.10-14, 
22-5. Cf. Richard, "L'Extreme-Orient legend
aire," pp.231-2. 
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and from Syria. The apocryphal account of St Thomas preaching in India, for 
instance, is almost certainly related to the work of the Nestorian missionaries 
in southern India, which eventually led to the establishment of the Syro
Malabar Church still active today.1O However, owing to the much reduced 
communications between Western Europe and the Levant after the seventh 
and eighth centuries because of the growing power of Islam, reports reaching 
the West from Asia became even more scanty and unreliable. 

There remains one further element to complete our background picture: 
China. At the beginning of the Christian era China was an extremely nebulous 
country known to lie beyond the eastern wilderness and the savage 
Scythians. It was inhabited by the Seres, a mild and affable people famous 
for producing silk (the ancients believed that this was a delicate operation 
consisting in combing off the silk floss from certain trees). In the following 
centuries and, apparently, through contamination with the traditional account 
of the happy Hyperboreans-a mythical people living 'at the back of the 
north wind', apparently in the north-east of Asia-there developed an 
idealised image of the Chinese. Their country came to be regarded in the West 
as a sort of Earthly Paradise, enjoying peace and good government, and its 
people became the epitome of all virtues. 11 

We have here the essential ingredients for the creation of a new legend: 
powerful Oriental monarchs, the wealth and splendour of Asia, and the fact 
that there were people in this continent praised since antiquity for their 
virtues, and others who had reputedly been converted to the Christian faith. 

Now, in 1 122 the existence of Eastern Christianity was confirmed by the 
arrival in Rome of a high priest who claimed to come from India and who 
lectured to the Roman Curia on the miracles performed every year in his 
native country by St Thomas, whose uncorrupted body rested in a great local 
shrine dedicated to him. He related how, on the feast of St Thomas, the 
Apostle's body would become animate and with his arm administer communion 
to the faithful.  Any unbeliever who would not repent on that occasion would 
drop dead on the spot. The tradition of this posthumous miracle is not 
attested anywhere else and modern critics agree on the whole that the Indian 
priest was an impostor, but he certainly created much commotion in official 
circles with his report, and no one questioned its truth at the time. 12 

For the genesis of a myth a catalyst is necessary and history teaches us 
that there is no better catalyst than the man-in-need's wish to believe. The 
actual process of wishful thinking that led to the birth of Prester John began 
some twenty years after the visit of the pseudO-Indian cleric. It was set in 
motion by two momentous events-the defeat in 1 141  of the Seljuk sultan 
Sanjar by a Chinese-born warrior and empire-builder called Yeh-IU Ta-shih, 
and the Crusaders' loss of Edessa, taken by the Turkish atabeg Zengi in 1 144. 

The memorable defeat of Sanjar and the Persian army in 1 14 1  no doubt 
filled with jubilation the Nestorian communities of Central Asia oppressed 
under Moslem rule, and Yeh-IU Ta-shih was probably hailed by them as a 
saviour. The Nestorians must have also hoped that Yeh-li.i Ta-shih would 
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carry on his war on the Moslem sultanates further west and liberate their 
brethren in Syria and Mesopotamia. Indeed commotion among all the 
Oriental Christians at the news that Islam was being successfully attacked by 
a completely unexpected ally from the East must have been considerable. 

This Yeh-IU Ta-shih who defeated Sanjar was born in China, but he was 
not a Chinese. He was a prince of Khitan blood (the Khitans were a people 
akin to the Mongols) whose dynasty had ruled over North China for almost 
two centuries. His family had lost the throne in 1 125 and Yeh-hi Ta-shih 
escaped first to Mongolia and then to Central Asia, where in an amazingly 
short time he built the immense Qara-Khitay empire which lasted until the 
beginning of the thirteenth century. 13  

Yeh-hi Ta-shih was not a Nestorian, but in all  likelihood a Buddhist; 
however, he certainly protected the Nestorian communities in his newly 
founded empire, and may have shown open sympathy for their religion. At 
any rate, when his reputation as the scourge of Islam spread to Western Asia 
after 1 14 1 ,  he was inappropriately, but understandably, clothed in Nestorian 
garb. It was, I believe, implicitly assumed by Christians in Asia, as it was in 
Europe at the time, that whoever fought the Moslems must be a Christian. 

When the tragic news of the massacre of the French Crusaders and the 
capture of Edessa by the Turks was brought to Pope Eugenius III in 1 145, an 
unusual report was also conveyed to the Pope by the visiting Bishop of 
Gabala in Frankish Syria. The Bishop told the Pope how some years 
previously a certain Iohannes, a Christian Nestorian king and priest living in 
the Far East, had defeated the Persians. This Presbyter Iohannes, "for (the 
Bishop said) this is how people usually call him," intended to proceed further 
West and help the church of Jerusalem, but had been prevented from doing 
so by the impossibility of crossing the frozen river Tigris and had therefore 
turned his army back. The Bishop concluded his report with these words: 

He is said to be of the ancient lineage of those Magi who are mentioned in 
the Gospel, and to rule over the same people as they did, enjoying such glory 
and prosperity that he is said to use only a sceptre of emerald. Inspired by 
the example of his ancestors who came to worship at Christ's cradle, he had 
intended to go to Jerusalem, but they maintain that the reason that has been 
adduced had prevented him.14 

This report is a peculiar amalgam of historical truth and mythological 
fiction. The hero of the story, Iohannes, or John, is undoubtedly Yeh-hi Ta
shih. His title of Priest-king, or Presbyter, probably derives from his supposed 
relation with the Magi Kings. The idea of the frozen river is borrowed from 
the Alexander Romance, and his great wealth and the emerald sceptre are 
inspired by the common literary tradition of the East. 

But why call him Iohannes? Many hypotheses have been put forth, none 
of them really satisfactory. The Nestorian Christians of Central Asia may have 
given him this name partly because of phonetic association with a name or 
title borne by Yeh-hi Ta-shih, but also because of the fact that 'Yuhunan' ,  the 
Syriac for John, was one of the most common Nestorian names, and one 
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13 On Yeh-lii Ta-shih and the Qara-Khitay 
empire see K. A. Wittfogel and Feng Chia
sheng, History of Chinese SOCiety. Liao (907-
1125) (Philadelphia: American Philosophi
cal Society, 1949), pp.619-74; V. V. Barthold, 
Four studies on the history of Central Asia, 
tr. by V. and T. Minorsky (Leiden, 1956), 
yoU, pp.100-10; Pelliot, Notes on Marco 
Polo, s.v. "Catai"; and Melanges, pp.56-7; J. 
A. Boyle, ed., The Cambridge history of 
Iran, vol.5: The Saljuq and Mongol periods 
(Cambridge, 1968), pp. 147-50; Dauvillier, 
"Les provinces chaldeennes," p.291. 

14 Translation by C. F. Beckingham, The 
achievements of PresterJohn, p.4. Cf. C. C. 
Mierow, tr., The two cities. A chronicle of 
u niversal history to the year 1146 A.D. by 
Ouo Bishop of Freising (New York, 1928; 
repr. 1966), pp.443-4; Slessarev, Prester 
john, pp.27-8, and 103 n.44. 



64 IGOR DE RACHEWILTZ 

e flien '!f mo�ibue Inl)ozum * 

flefpirer Ioban�s pore 
cia l>el � l)lrcure �ni nn 
i Bu 1=;;1 fle� rtsu � t»fia 
l>nanciu arnico ruo Sma 
nueli Rome suberna: 
[oz; ratuU? gauoe' � Sra 
biral>i aZ> l)(cerioza tr�: 
lire Nuci�bae apul> 1M 
ieRace n�am 'l' �ihse: 
baa "il)e' �tellecia no: 
Uri-:, mencio alrituol:: 

ma nie �rat apub te 9, p apocrifariu nrm �8noui 
m9'l' qoa lu�jcra � iocuoa "olebaB nob' mlccere 
qb9�eleaaree iurlicia nza.ec em fi bo fum d' bo 
"obabeo·� l)e nnaper apocrifariu nrm aliq ribi 

,,-�� __ r.ul trifmiulm9.qz rcere oolu m9 � l)�fi�eram9 Ii recta 
fil)e nobifcu babeas - -;: fi p omma cre�ae m l)nm 
nrm iBm �pm eli em n08 b5iee erre cognorcamUB 
querculi tui te l)eu erlimac. cit te moz,ale:f buam 
cozmpcom fubiace'cognofca9 l)e ,,(utta larSlca: 
ria nie mtiificecia r1 aliquol;. q al') saubla pcinenc 
nulla babes inz>igecia l' apocrifarlu tun:f p ce�u 
La l>ifeaoia rue noe certif,,:a � impetrab" �ccipe 
b},eriica in nOle nzo � "re'qzlibenittim1 lecbico 
cuo tit fie �foztem9� cozrobozem9�r:uce9 nzae a� 
inuice Tisna qu� nrm refpice !I "fiZlera 'l' ri ab 
�iiatoziii nre maleClatta bemre l'olueris - maiOZ19 
::f Oismozie nre Z,om90nm te �(lituem9� porena 
frul abii�cia nza e� bia q apt> n08 runt � abun: 
l>it.!I fi reDire "o(uerl9Ioeupletat9rebibia Si oe 
ro "is cosnorce' m qb9 Zliietl potenCl3 nza creZ,e li 
ne l)ubiracoe qz eOpfbit� IoJSeal)na bnanclu peer 
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Beginning o.lPresbyter johannes', i.e. Prester john's, 

letter in Latin. First printed edition (c .1480) 
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which had probably some special connotations in the Nestorian religious and 
literary tradition which would fit a defender of the faith .15 Unfortunately we 
know still too little about medieval Nestorianism to solve this riddle. 

The Bishop of Gabala had picked up his curious story in Syria, where it 
was circulating at the time among the local Nestorians. That Yeh-li.i Ta-shih's 
victory over Sanjar had been so heavily embroidered upon can be explained 
by the desire of the Nestorian communities to warn the Moslem princes of 
Syria, Mesopotamia, and Egypt that the Nestorians now had a powerful ally. 
And so was born Prester John. Europe, but especially the Franks who were 
in need of moral support after their military reverse, began nurturing the 
infant legend. This legend was all the more acceptable because it presented 
itself as a crystallisation of those traditional folkloristic, religious, and literalY 
themes that we have just mentioned. 

A decisive phase in the development of the story took place in 1 165, when 
a letter purporting to come from Prester John himself began circulating in 
Europe. In this letter, addressed to the Emperor of Byzantium, the Holy 
Roman Emperor, the Pope and the Kings of Europe, Prester John claims to 
rule over the Three Indies, declares his intention to defeat the enemies of 
Christ and visit the Holy Sepulchre, and gives an impressive description of 
all the marvels of his kingdom.16 

The letter is evidently a clever fabrication, although its real author is 
unknown. The tone is arrogant: Prester John criticises the Byzantines and the 
West for their professed Christianity-an argument clearly designed to 
impress Europe, then bitterly divided by the struggle between Church and 
Empire, with the contrasting image of a perfect Christian kingdom in the East. 
The main literary source of the forger was the Alexander Romance, and much 
of the Letter is actually a list of all the Marvels of the East found in the 
Romance. What was, we may ask, the aim of the forger? Again various 
opinions have been put forth by scholars since the middle of last century, one 
of the latest being that the Letter was a political pamphlet designed to 
reconcile the opposing factions in Europe, written by a man, possibly a 
Western cleriC, who had lived in the Near East and who was definitely hostile 
to the Byzantines.'7 

I have read this strange document many times and I cannot help feeling 
that it was written with tongue in cheek from beginning to end. If so, the 
writer's sense of humour was definitely ahead of his times, for the Letterwas 
taken so seriously that Pope Alexander III actually sent an embassy to Prester 
John to convey his reply and establish diplomatic relations with his country. 
This happened in 1 177. Unfortunately the papal embassy disappeared in 
mysterious circumstances in Africa or in the East and was never heard of 
again 18 However, Prester John's reputation as a Christian ruler of Asia and 
a friend (even though somewhat haughty and patronising) of the Western 
nations was by now as well established in Europe as in the Levant. 

The king of the Three Indies reappears again forty years later, at the time 
of the Fifth Crusade. In 1217  the news spread among the Franks in Palestine 
that Prester John was about to join the Crusade against the Saracens. This 
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66 

19 On these prophesies see Hennig, Terrae 
incognitae, vol.3, pp.1l-23; Pelliot, Melanges, 
pp.73ff. 

20 For these events see S. Runciman, A his
tory of the Crusades (Cambridge, 1951-54), 
vol.3, pp.167-70; R. Grousset, Histoire des 
Croisades et du royaume franc de Jerusalem 
(Paris, 1934-36), vol.3, pp.207-46. 

21 On Klichllig's exploits in Central Asia see 
R. Grousset, L 'empire des steppes (Paris, 
1939; repr. 1948), pp.293-6; Wittfogel and 
Feng, History of Chinese society, pp. 652-4; 
'Ata-Malik Juvaini, The histOlY of the world
conqueror, tr.  by J. A. Boyle, 2 vols. 
(Manchester, 1958), I: 61-8; W. Barthold, 
Turkestan down to the Mongol invasion 
(London, 1928; repr. 1958), pp.356--9 et 
passim. On Chingis Khan's 'Western Cam
paign' see Grousset, L 'empire des steppes, 
pp.296--308; W. Barthold, Turkestan, pp.393-
462; I. de Racheviltz, H.-L. Chan, Hsiao c.
c., P. Geier, eds, In the service of the Khan.  
Eminent personalities of the early Mongol
Yuan period ( 1200-1300), with the 
assistance of M. Wang (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 1993), pp.18-19 et passim. 

IGOR DE RACHEWILTZ 

news was followed two years later by a strange report reaching the Crusaders 
at Damietta in Egypt, according to which King David, the Christian King of 
India, had advanced into Persia and was coming to smite the Moslems. There 
are several versions ofthis report: in one King David is identified with Prester 
John, in others with his son or grandson. 

At the same time further rumours spread in the Christian camp to the effect 
that the King of Ethiopia was also joining the Crusaders and that he was about 
to capture Mecca. 19 

These garbled reports and rumours were received with great elation by 
the leaders of the Crusade who, on the strength of such illusory hopes of 
assistance, decided to march on Cairo. Unfortunately for the Crusaders the 
prophesies did not come true, their army was defeated, Damietta was lost and 
the Crusade collapsed (July-September 1221) 20 

Now, the rumour about the impending arrival of the negus of Ethiopia 
was, of course, unfounded, but it was a known fact in the West that the ruling 
dynasty in Ethiopia was Christian (Monophysite) and that the Ethiopian kings 
had often been at odds with the Moslems. 

As for the fresh reports about Prester John and his son, or alias, King 
David, they echoed once more important political and military events that 
were changing at the time the face of Asia through the Mongol conquests. The 
Qara-Khitay throne had been seized in 1 2 1 1  by Kiichliig, a prince of a 
Mongolian tribe, called Naiman, that had been converted to Nestorianism 
several generations before. After having established himself as the emperor 
of Qara-Khitay, Kuchli.ig, like Yeh-lii Ta-shih eighty years earlier, came in 
conflict with the Moslem rulers of Persia and Afghanistan. He was, in turn, 
defeated and killed by Chingis Khan, whose westward push in the years 
1 2 1 9-23 brought the Mongol armies deep into Western Asia and as far as 
Georgia, Armenia, and Southern Russia. The major outcome of the Mongol 
invasion was the collapse of the great Khwaresmian empire of Sultan 
Muhammad-shah which comprised most of modern Iran, Afghanistan, and 
Uzbekistan.2] 

The repercussions of Kiichli.ig's activity in Central Asia and of Chingis 
Khan's campaigns in Central and Western Asia reached, through Nestorian 
channels, the Crusaders in Palestine and Egypt. Prince Kiichliig, who had 
fought the Moslems in Central Asia, was this time the figure behind the stories 
about the imminent coming of Prester John and King David to join the Fifth 
Crusade and annihilate Islam. 

In the eyes of the Central Asian Nestorians who, as before, were 
responsible for these rumours, Kuchli.ig really qualified for this task. He was 
himself a Nestorian by birth and a sworn enemy of Islam, something that he 
immediately proved by brutally persecuting his Moslem subjects and forCing 
them to abjure their faith. The Nestorians, naturally enough, hoped that he 
would complete the task begun by Yeh-li.i Ta-shih (the original PresterJohn) 
and wipe out Islam from Asia with the help of the Crusaders in the West. 
Incidentally, the name of David, which we find associated with him, may well 
have been his Nestorian Christian name. 
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Here again we have wishful thinking on the part of both Eastern and 
Western Christians for, as we have seen, the hopes of the Nestorians 
happened to coincide for the second time with those of the Crusaders who 
were also badly in need of an ally. 

The Prester John legend must, therefore, be regarded as being fathered 
by the Nestorians and mothered by the Christian nations of the West. Its 
raison d 'hre, at least in the unfulfilled expectations of both parents, was the 
destruction of Islamic power. 

I say unfulfilled because Kuchlug, who may not himself have been fully 
aware of the role in which the Nestorians had cast him, was in a short time 
removed from the scene by Chingis Khan. Soon afterwards the Mongol 
conqueror attacked Sultan Muhammad of Khwaresm. These events followed 
each other in such quick succession that Chingis Khan's image merged with 
that of Ki.ichli.ig, and the fragmentary reports about his successful wars on the 
Moslems in Central Asia reaching the Near East and Europe caused the West 
to believe that he, Chingis Khan, was Prester John or King David, that is, the 
powerful Christian King of the Indies. 22 

In the following years, however, the frightful work of destruction carried 
out by Chingis Khan and by his successor Ogbdei in Western Asia, Russia and 
Eastern Europe cast serious doubts on this identification. By 1 242 the 
Mongols were at the gates of Vienna after having brought to an end, in the 
previous two years, the flourishing Kievan civilisation and ravaged Poland 
and Hungary, two staunch Catholic nations, almost beyond repair. Then 
suddenly the Mongol hordes withdrew from Central Europe as swiftly as they 
had come, and for no apparent reason. (The Mongol generals were actually 
recalled to Mongolia to elect the new khan to succeed Og6dei, who had died 
at the end of 1241 ,  but this fact was not known in the West.) One thing, 
however, was clear: these bloodthirsty horsemen, who looked like devils and 
behaved more savagely than Attila's Huns, could not possibly be the Christian 
soldiers of Prester John. 23 

What, then, people asked, had happened to Prester John and his Christian 
dynasty' 

It was precisely to find an answer to this question and to ascertain the true 
identity of the Mongols (or Tartars, as they were called in Europe at the time), 
that Pope Innocent IV sent several embassies to Asia in the year 1245. 24 

This year 1 245 marks the true beginning of political and culture contacts 
between Europe and the Far East. The papal envoys were Franciscan and 
Dominican friars. The most famous of them, the Italian Franciscan John of 
Pian di Carpine, reached the Mongolian camp in Central Mongolia in 1 246, 
witnessed the election of the new khan, Gi.iyi.ig, and returned to France the 
following year, bringing back a wide assortment of information collected 
during his adventurous 9,000-mile ride across Europe and Central Asia. 

Whereas the Dominican envoys took the Near East route across Palestine 
and Syria to reach the Mongol forces in Armenia, John took the route across 
Central and Eastern Europe to Kiev, which had been under Mongol control 
since 1 240. From Kiev onwards John and his companion, Friar Benedict the 
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Pole, were under Mongol escort. After a brief halt at Batu's camp on the Volga 
(Batu, the grandson of Chingis Khan, was in charge of the whole region), the 
papal envoys proceeded eastwards, through the country north of the Aral Sea 
and West Turkestan, which had been reduced to a wasteland by the Mongols 
only a few years before. They rode across the old Qara-Khitay territory south 
of Lake Balkash, and across the Altai mountains into Western Mongolia. 
Then, travelling due east, they arrived at the imperial camp near the Mongol 
capital Karakorum on 22 July 1246. They had left Kiev on 3 February. 

The immense territory crossed by the two friars was of course all terra 
incognita for them: what they knew about Asia came almost entirely from 
the geographical lore of the medieval encyclopedists. It is, therefore, not 
surprising that the information we find in their reports is accurate when based 
on personal observation, but less so when it concerns other regions of Asia 
about which they learned only indirectly. John's report to the Pope, the first 
full-length eye-witness account of Central Asia and Mongolia in a Western 
language, gives a very detailed picture of Mongolian society, customs and 
military organisation 25 In it mention is also made of many other well-known 
peoples of Asia, such as the Comans, the Alans, the Khazars, the Kangli, the 
Black Kitayans (i .e .  the Qara-Khitay), and the Naimans. But then we read in 
his report that "after the Samoyedes are those men who are said to have faces 
like dogs and live in the wilderness along the shores of the ocean." 26 In 
Benedict's shorter account these remote inhabitants of the Arctic region are 
actually called "the dog-headed Cynocephali ."27 The Parossites who are 
mentioned immediately after the Samoyedes, are described as people having 
such narrow mouths that they cannot eat solid food, and inhale instead the 
steam of cooking meat and fruit 28 We have a few instances like these in 
which the description of peoples and places is enriched with information 
drawn from Western geographical lore. The Cynocephali, or men with dog's 
heads, are one of the most popular fabulous peoples of classical lore. Ktesias 
of Knidos (fourth century BC) was the first author to give an elaborate account 
of this mythical race, whom he placed in India. As for the people living on 
steam, the legend is found in Pliny's description of an Indian race. 29 However, 
the association of Asian peoples with mythical creatures is not entirely a 
product of the friars' imagination. For instance, the idea of relating certain 
tribes of northern Asia with the Cynocephali was almost certainly inspired by 
the fur-caps and hoods, covering the entire head, worn then, and still worn 
today, by many inhabitants of Siberia .30 

Friar John met some Chinese at the Mongol camp and was impressed by 
their affability and kindness, and by their skill. "Better artificers, "  he writes, 
"are not to be found in the whole world in all the trades in which men are 
wone to be engaged." He refers also to their own peculiar writing, without 
however elaborating.31 He has also been credited with being the first author 
to mention the Japanese, since in one version of his report known as the 
Tartar Relation (first published in the United States in 1965), he speaks of the 
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Narayrgen or 'People of the Sun' ,  However, this identification has since been 
proved unfounded.32 

During his long journey Friar John enquired about Prester John. His 
informers told him a curious story, namely that Prester John, the Christian 
king of Greater or Northern India, had been attacked by Chingis Khan, but 
had defeated him with a trick similar to that used by Alexander the Great to 
defeat the Indian king Porus, i .e .  by filling metal statues with burning embers 
so as to frighten and rout the enemy's elephants.33 Here we have an obvious 
contamination by the Alexander Romance, where this story is told, but the 
friar's report reflects also certain true facts about the Mongols, such as the use 
of manikins and incendiaries in their warfare, and the actual defeat of one 
of their leading generals in 1 221 . 34 This shows that in Central and Western 
Asia, especially in Persia, where the Alexander Saga had always been a 
favourite subject for story-tellers, elements from the saga were being used to 
enrich the current stories about Chingis Khan's exploits. 

Whatever the imaginary elements in this report, Friar John's account 
strengthened the West's belief in the continuing existence of Prester John. 
Moreover, the reports coming from the Dominican emissaries sent by Pope 
Innocent to make contact with the Mongols in Armenia confirmed too the 
existence of Prester John, although in these reports he was identified with the 
chief of another tribe of Mongolia, the Kereit tribe, also of Nestorian faith, 
who had been defeated by Chingis Khan in 1 203.35 The Dominicans' account 
was based on information collected directly from Nestorian sources in 
Armenia, which was then firmly controlled by the Mongols. By this time 
( 1 247), Nestorian influence in the areas conquered by the Mongols had 
grown considerably as a result of the protection accorded to the Nestorian 
clergy by the Mongol court. At the Mongol court itself this influence was 
strong because many nobles, including some royal princesses, came from 
tribes like the Kereit and the Naiman which had been converted to 
Nestorianism as we have seen.36 

Now, in Nestorian circles it was known that the kings and popes of Europe 
were eager to find Prester John, the great Nestorian ruler of the East. But the 
last historical figure that could fit this role, Prince Kiichliig, had died thirty 
years before, and so when questioned by the papal envoys some of the 
Nestorian clerics, in good or bad faith, identified Prester John with one or 
other of the chiefs of those Nestorian tribes that had been conquered by 
Chingis Khan, and whose daughters and nieces had been taken as wives or 
concubines by the Mongol emperors. 

I say in bad faith because we have also an interesting example of how the 
Mongols tried to sell, as it were, a non-existent Prester John to the West 
through the intermediary of the Nestorians. 

This amusing episode also occurred in 1247. The Mongol commander in 
Persia was then planning to attack the Caliph of Baghdad and he conceived 
the idea of securing the support of the Franks for a simultaneous attack on 
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Egypt, so as to prevent the Sultan of Egypt from coming to the assistance of 
the Caliph. He sent, therefore, two envoys, both of them Nestorian Christians, 
to King Louis IX (St Louis) of France, who was then in Cyprus preparing his 
Crusade. 

The emissaries of the Mongols put forth the proposal for a joint Mongol
Christian alliance against the Moslems and, in order to make this plan sound 
more attractive (the Mongols had, on the whole, a rather bad press), they 
claimed that the mother of the Mongol emperor was the daughter of Prester 
John and that the emperor himself had been converted to Christianity. 

King Louis was delighted with this news and promptly sent an impressive 
embassy, led by the Dominican friar Andrew of Longjumeau, to the Mongol 
court, with his reply and magnificent gifts . 37 

The embassy was not successful because in the meantime the Mongol 
emperor had died and the empress regent, concerned with the problem of 
succession, did not want to engage in negotiations with Europe. The report 
that the deceased emperor was the grandson of Prester John and that he 
himself had become a Christian turned out, of course, to be unfounded. 
However, it was as a result of this very embassy that William of Rubruck 
undertook his historic journey. 

John of Pian di Carpine opened the way to Europe's discovery of East 
Asia, and Marco Polo won the greatest fame as a traveller to the East, but it 
is to William of Rubruck, a precursor of Marco Polo, that we are in debt for 
so much new information and, certainly, for one of the most beautiful pieces 
of travel literature of all time.38 

Friar William was a Flemish Franciscan who happened to be in Palestine 
when King Louis' envoys returned from their unsuccessful mission. From 
them he learned of the Nestorians at the Mongol court, and how the German 
slaves of the Mongols lacked the spiritual comfort of what Friar William of 
course regarded as the true Christianity. It was this realisation that prompted 
him to go to the Mongols and try to convert them to the Catholic faith. 

He left Palestine early in 1 253, and travelling via Constantinople, the 
Crimea, and across modern Kazakhstan and Sinkiang (along the same route 
followed earlier by John of Pian di Carpine), he reached Mongolia at the end 
of the year. He spent six months at the capital, Karakorum, and then returned 
by a somewhat different route to Palestine in 1255. He did not convert the 
Mongols; nevertheless among the positive achievements of his journey was 
the rediscovery of the true nature of the Caspian sea (which had been 
forgotten in the Middle Ages); he was also the first traveller to point out the 
correct course of the Don and the Volga. He positively identified Cathay, i .e .  
China, with the country of the Seres of classical times, and it  is  from him that 
we learn, for the first time, of the Tanguts and the Tibetans, the latter of 
whom, according to Friar William, "make fine goblets out of their parents' 
skulls so that when drinking from these they may be mindful of them in the 
midst of their enjoyment ."39 
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Friar William was an extremely acute observer, endowed with a truly 
photographic memory and with the gift of expression. The report of his 
journey, prepared for King Louis of France, is probably the most important 
contribution to the geography and ethnography of Central Asia until the 
eighteenth century. He was the first European to describe Karakorum, and 
his observations have helped Soviet and Mongolian archaeologists in their 
recent work on the site of the old capital .40 

Being a cleric filled with Christian fervour, Friar William's foremost 
interest naturally was the spread of Christianity in Asia, and his report is a 
unique mine of information on the Nestorians. In it there are too, as we would 
expect, several references to Prester John, whom William calls KingJohn. For 
William King John was Kuchlug, the last ruler of Qara-Khitay, who-he tells 
us-had a brother and successor called Unc. Always according to William, 
this Unc had been defeated by Chingis Khan and had fled to China, but his 
daughter had been captured and been given as wife to one of Chingis Khan's 
sons 41 

Although Friar William no doubt took great pains in collecting all the facts 
about Prester John and his family, his informants gave him a version of the 
story which is based on a number of misunderstandings. Unc is clearly the 
chief of the Kereit tribe, who was commonly known as Ong-khan (which is 
a double royal title). Chingis Khan had actually married a niece of Ong-khan 
and had sought his daughter for his eldest son, and it was Ong-khan's refusal 
that had led to a war between the two chiefs. But Ong-khan, or Unc, after 
having been defeated by Chingis, never went to China. This error, however, 
can be easily explained. In North China, and precisely in the Ordos region 
north of the Great Wall, there lived at the time a Turkish tribe called bngut, 
whose royal family had also been converted to Nestorian Christianity. The 
king of the bngut had allied himself with Chingis Khan and the Mongol 
conqueror had later rewarded him by giving him his daughter in marriage. 
Subsequently, it had become a regular practice for Mongol princesses to 
marry into the bngut royal family 42 

Now, Friar William's account originates from a phonetic similarity between 
Unc and bngut, and from a garbled version of Chingis Khan's relationship 
by marriage with Ong-khan and with the bngut ruler. 

I have mentioned this confusion because Marco Polo, who made his 
famous journey to China twenty years later (in 1 275), was led into a similar 
web of errors. 

But before we pass to Marco, I wish to stress one further point about 
William of Rubruck's travels. William was a highly educated man for his time, 
well read in classical and medieval literature. He was greatly interested in 
locating the dwelling-place in Asia of those monsters and fabulous beings 
described by authors such as Isidore of Seville and Solinus. He enquired 
about them but, as he says in his report, he found no evidence of their 
existence 43 William, therefore, is also one of the initiators of that important 
demythologising process that preannounces the critical spirit of the Renais-
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sance. Incidentally, much of the geographical material found in William's 
report was incorporated by Roger Bacon in his encyclopaedic Opus majus 44 

With Marco Polo we are already on well trodden ground. Marco was in 
China from 1 275 to 1291 ,45 and during his stay he travelled widely in the 
capacity of special inspector of the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan. 

In his Description of the World, better known as II Milione, Marco deals 
extensively with Prester John in three separate sections of the book. 46 This 
shows how conscious he, too, was of the current stories about "that king most 
famous in the world.

,,
47 It cannot be sufficiently emphasised that in the thir

teenth century the minds of Western travellers were, borrowing Henry Yule's 
expression, "full of Prester John.

,,48 
For Marco, Prester John is no longer to be identified with the Naiman prince 

Kiichh.ig, but with Unc Khan, i .e .  with Ong-khan of the Kereit tribe, who had 
been defeated by Chingis Khan following his refusal to give his daughter in 
marriage to the Mongol emperor-an episode on which Marco dwells at 
length. Then, again confusing Unc with Ongiit like William of Rubruck, Marco 
says that the Nestorian ruler of the Ongiit, called Prince George, was the 
grandson of Prester John. And, pushing phonetiC assimilation to extremes, he 
ends up by identifying the Ongiit kingdom with the country of Gog and Magog, 
two names which, according to him, correspond to Unc and Mongol 49 

Now the interesting point about Marco's distorted account, based clearly 
on stories picked up in Asia, is that the descendant of Prester John of whom 
he speaks was a well-known figure and a contemporary of Marco Polo. Prince 
George, for this was indeed his name, is known to us from both Chinese and 
Persian sources. In Marco's time he was the ruler of the small Ongiit tribal 
kingdom in North China and the leading representative of Nestorian Christi
anity in East Asia 50 By combining religious and temporal authority he quali
fied for the traditional role of Prester John, and this is probably one of the 
reasons why the OngLit ruler was regarded by Western travellers in the latter 
part of the thirteenth, and at the beginning of the fourteenth centUlY, as a 
descendant of Prester John. 

Marco's return voyage to Italy coincided with the journey to China of 
another Italian Minorite, Friar John of Montecorvino, who was sent by 
Nicholas IV as papal legate to the Mongols in 1 291 51 What prompted this 
mission were the persistent reports reaching Europe that Nestorian Christianity 
was closely linked with the Mongol court, and that there were actual kinship 
ties between a Christian king of the East, related to Prester John, and the Great 
Khan of the Mongols. The reports clearly stemmed from the family links of 
the OngLit king with the Mongol royal family and his supposed relationship 
with Prester John. By now contacts with the Mongol rulers of Persia, the I1-
Khans, were frequent and a Nestorian monk whose original home was, in 
fact, the OngLit kingdom, had arrived in Rome as ambassador of the II-Khan 
Arghun in 1 287. This interesting man, Rabban Sauma, is, as it were, the 
eastern counterpart of Marco Polo and, like Marco, he has also left a vivid 
account of his journey from China to Persia and to Europe which deserves 
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much wider reading 52 It was from men like Rabban Sauma, and from the 
Genoese, Venetian, and Pisan merchants and diplomats, that stories about 
Kublai Khan, the Grand Cathay and the Nestorian Church of China were 
current in Europe several years before Marco's return 53 

Friar John of Montecorvino arrived in Khanbaliq, the modern Peking, in 
1 294, shortly after the death of Kublai Khan. Almost immediately he 
proceeded to the bngut capital beyond the Great Wall, where he spent a year 
as a guest of Prince George. During that year he converted Prince George to 
the Catholic faith and baptised his son, to whom he gave the name of 
Tohannnes after himself. Unfortunately, soon afterwards Prince George died 
and his family reverted to Nestorianism. But the ruins of the beautiful Church 
of the Holy Trinity built by Montecorvino in the bngiit capital were 
discovered and excavated by Japanese archaeologists before the war, and 
they still bear testimony to the conversion to Rome of the last Asiatic Prester 
John 54 The young Prince Iohannes of the bngut died without issue about 
1 3 1 4  and the myth of Prester John as an Eastern king also died out soon after. 

John of Montecorvino was appointed Archbishop of Khanbaliq in 1 307 
and spent many more years in China (where he eventually died) without, 
however, reconverting the bngut or making many converts among the 
Mongols and the Chinese. Nevertheless, his letters and those of the mission
aries that were sent to join him supplied Europe with new information not 
only about China, but also about India, as by then the Eastern Mongol empire 
could be reached by sea, via Persia, Hormuz, Quilon, Sumatra and Champa, 
as well as by land. 55 Indeed, one of John of Montecorvino's letters embodies 
the first description of South India by a European, as it precedes by seven 
years Marco Polo's own account. 56 

The last mention of Prester John in China by a Western traveller is found 
in the travelogue of Odoric of Pordenone, written in 1 330. Odoric, who, as 
a roving Franciscan friar, had visited China and the bngut kingdom a few 
years before, virtually dismisses Prester John and his country as something 
barely worth mentioning. 57 

But, by that time, Prester John, true to his protean career, had reappeared 
in his former splendour as the emperor of Ethiopia. 

The first mention of him in his new guise as African king is found in the 
Mirabilia descripta of Jordan Catalani of Severac, written in 1323, although 
he was, apparently, already identified with the ruler of Ethiopia in a work, 
now lost, of John of Carignano dated 1306 58 By 1350 Nubia and Ethiopia are 
referred to in Europe as the country of Prester John. 

52 The standard work in English on Rabban 
Sauma's life, containing a translation from 
Syriac of the account of his experiences, is E. 
A. W. Budge, The monks of Ctbliii Khiin, 
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The passage from Asia to Africa was made possible by several factors: the 
ambiguity of the term India throughout the Middle Ages; the view held by 
many, including Marco Polo and Catalani, that a Third (or Middle) India was 
identical with Ethiopia or Abyssinia; and the already-mentioned fact that 
Ethiopia was ruled by a Christian dynasty. Moreover, the negus of Ethiopia 
combined political and religious authority, and bore the title of zan, meaning 
'king'. This word zan, you will agree, sounded too much like 'Jean' or 'John' 
to pass unnoticed 59 If it is true that the history of mankind is a history of 
mistakes, many of these mistakes were certainly linguistic errors! 

Thus, in order to survive, Prester John had to migrate to East Africa, 
opening a new and productive phase of his legendary life. His main role, if 
we can speak of roles in this context, had been to act as a subtle and 
irresistible force in attracting Western travellers deeper and deeper into 
remote and unknown lands. As we have seen, he was directly or indirectly 
involved in most of the travels and explorations of Asia in the thirteenth 
century, travels and explorations which, let me repeat it, revealed the true 
face of Asia to Europe for the first time in history. The fru its of this new 
revelation can be seen in early fourteenth-century maps, especially those of 
Pietro Vesconte and Martin Sanudo, and of course the famous map of Fra 
Paolino, which incorporates information drawn from the pioneering works 
of John of Pian di Carpine and William of Rubruck. These maps also show 
the passage to Africa of the wandering Prester: in Fra Paolino's map of about 
1 320 he is still placed in Asia, but in that of Angelino Dulcert of 1339 he is 
already situated in Abyssinia 60 

There, in his new country of adoption, Prester John continued to play his 
subtle game, firing the imagination of Europe and attracting other adventurous 
men. It was, again, in search of the elusive Christian king and of his rich and 
fabulous country that the captains of Prince Hemy the Navigator undertook 
those voyages along the African coast in the first half of the fifteenth century 
which led to many new and exciting discoveries 61 

Had the Prester John visualised by our ancestors really existed he could 
have hardly done a better job than he did by simply not being there! 
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