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PREFACE 

T H E  present volume w.s originally designed to bring into print 
a facsimile of the French edition of Pnster John'e letter pm 
served in the James Ford Bell Collection of the University of 
Minnesota Library, together with an English translation of the 
text and a brief introduction to provide the necessary historical 
setting for this curious piece of epistolary literature. Very 
shortly, however, I discovered that the topic required a more 
thorough and detailed treatment. The early printed F d  ver- 
sion of the Letter could not be understood without a suflticient 
acquaintance with its French and Latin antecedents, which in 
turn were so closely c o ~ l ~ l d  with the entire legend of the 
Christian ruler of India that it too had to be given a fair share of 
attention. In view of Pregter John's great popularity in the Middle 
Ages, and with modern historians, I soon found it neaasary to 
analyze the past and present views of his illusive sovereign and 
priest. 

This task has been considerably lightened by the friendly help 
and encouragement extended to me from various quarters. Pro- 
fessor Francis M. Rogers has most generously provided me with 
am extensive bibliography on Prester John, without which this 
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little study would have displayed even a greater number of seri- 
ous shortcomings than it now does. To Professors Loren C. McKin- 
ney and Emmert M. Brackney I owe valuable suggestions on me- 
dieval medical terms, the Graecisms of the Latin text, and better 
translations of several crucial passages of the French text. Mrs. 
Lily Goldblatt has given me much of her time by translating the 
Hebrew text of the Letter. My special thanks go to Professor Rob- 
ert L. Reynolds, for many years my teacher; his own newly de- 
veloped interest in medieval literature was so impressed upon me 
that I had fewer qualms about undertaking this study than befits 
someone who aspires to become an economic historian. I am fur- 
ther indebted to the James Ford Bell Book Trust for making it 
possible for me to consult the manuscripts of the French Letter 
at the Bibliothkque Nationale and the British Museum, and to the 
Dumbarton Oaks Library for permitting me to use the unpub- 
lished study on Prester John by the late Byzantinist Alexander A. 
Vasiliev. 

v. S. 
May 1,1959 
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ULAR LETTER 

innovation of modun times, for in daps when printing W= stiU 
in its infancy. ~ t e r p r i s i a g  publishers were m lsse eagsr thn non 
to bring something on the market that would appeal to a wide 
circle of readera The ancient classics and mtiw on digion 
and science were for the l e a d  and wealthy, who wen always 
a minority. A large section of potential book buyers was com- 
posed of persons with more modest schooling and means. Widely 
available alrrianam, calendars, and little pamphletr satidid their 
taste -- and brought the publisher a sizable income.1 

In late Pfteentb-oentmy Francq with which m are p d y  
concerned, there appeared several popular little W e t s  dealing 
in m o ~ t  cases with m n ~ p o r a r y  evenb. k e  p 2 w  &&U, 
as a French scholar has called km, had many common featurn. 
They were printed on awae paper with worn types and were 
often illu~trated with used wodcuts~ The strew was on brevity, 
cheapness, and timelinew. In dime reapects they could be taken 
to represent the remotest snoeabrs of our b s  pretentious mga- 
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~ i n e s . ~  Among these pieces of popular literature was a letter pur- 
portedly written by Prester John, King of India, and addressed 
to the Emperor of Rome and the King of France, his friends. A 
copy of this rare publication, printed around 1500 in Paris, is 
preserved in the James Ford Bell Collection, University of 
Minnesota Library. 

This curious document, written in French as were most of the 
other works belonging to the same genre, carried a message of 
major importance to all Christians. In it the fabulous Prester 
John declared himself to be a Christian ruler over a vast empire 
in India that extended beyond the Mohammedan countries of the 
Near East. The Letter announced his intention to liberate the Holy 
Sepulcher from the infidels and it extended a cordial invitation 
to Western rulers to enter his service. In reward they were prom- 
ised high administrative offices and large estates. The bulk of the 
message consisted of a profuse and somewhat monotonous de- 
scription of India's riches and its ferocious beasts and monsters. 
To the marvels of nature were added the miracles of Christian 
faith wrought by the Apostle Thomas, who although dead for 
fourteen centuries annually preached in one of the royal palaces. 

It is difficult for us to assess the impression made by this little 
piece on its readers. All that can be learned about its reception is 
the number of French editions, which add up to at least fourteen. 
This would seem to indicate that it was popular and in consider- 
able demand. The full extent of its impact cannot be measured, 
however, by French editions only, for before they had appeared 
the Letter was available in numerous French manuscripts, which 
in turn were preceded by several Latin versions.' 

The printed text reproduced here from the Bell copy thus stands 
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at the end of a literary tradition that was more than three hun- 
dred years old. Its origins lie in the middle of the twelfth cen- 
tury, an epoch so splendid in its intellectual achievements and 
the revival of classical learning that it is often called the medieval 
Renaissance. 

The French version was only one of many to descend from the 
Latin original. Italians, Germans, English, Serbians, Russians, 
and Jews could read the Letter in their own languages.' Some- 
what like the Alexandrian Romances it belongs to the common 
store of European literature of marvels and adventure. As the 
King of Macedonia wrote letters about India to his mother Olym- 
pias and his teacher Aristotle, so Prester John reported about his 
state to the rulers of the West. The letters of neither were genuine 
and yet they were believed to be so. It was accepted as fact that 
Prester John was indeed living in India, that vast land extending 
east from the rivers Tigris and Nile all the way to the end of the 
world. 

When the establishment of the Tartar Empire in the thirteenth 
century made it possible for Western envoys and missionaries to 
penetrate the immense solitudes of the greatest continent, there 
began an intensive search for Prester John. Such travelers to the 
East as Plano Carpini, Simon of St. Quentin, and William of 
Rubruck had certainly heard of him at home and it was only 
natural for them to inquire everywhere about the Christian king. 
We can assume that in most cases their informants were local 
Christians of Greek or Nestorian rite who could not resist the 
temptation to embroider on rumors they may have heard.5 In 
this way the name of Prester John became associated with Genghis 
Khan or his opponents, or other princes who seemed to qualify.6 



P R E S T E R  J O H K  

The travelers helped much to spread the fame of Prester John. 
Their accounts were abridged and incorporated into ponderous 
encyclopedias that lent the priestly king a stamp of scholarly 
authenticity.' Then he and his letter were discovered by the skill- 
ful weavers of imaginary travels who invited themselves to his 
court to see his sumptuous palaces and their wonders.' Finally 
there came the mapmakers who seized upon him and his beasts 
and monsters to populate the distant and unexplored corners of 
the earth." The credulous minds of our ancestors thus were of- 
fered convincingly solid evidence of the existence of Prester John 
-a seemingly trustworthy letter that was approved by learned 
authorities, confirmed by eyewitnesses, and further verified by 
mapmakers. 

In other words, the character of Prester John could not but 
impress itself powerfully on all European nations. His potential 
use as an ally against the growing power of the Turks had been 
recognized since the days of the early crusades. Regardless of 
whether his kingdom was thought to be in Asia or Africa, he had 
to be reckoned with by any maritime power that was planning to 
reach the equatorial regions along the African coast. We know 
that Prince Henry the Navigator was eager to find him.'' 

At the end of the fifteenth century when the first French editions 
of the Letter began to appear, there were still other reasons to 
boost its popularity and quicken the sale. 

A new Eastern waterway to India had been opened in 1488 and 
only a few years later the same country was believed to have been 
discovered by sailing straight to the West. The Portuguese and the 
Spanish were the first to profit from the newly established trade 
relations with the "Indias," and although they took precautions 



to conceal the value of the recently found lands, the news of their 
profitable commerce began to reach French ports." The night 
cloud of legends around India was slowly lifting, but it was just 
the hour of dawn and the lines between myth and reality were still 
indistinct. In this atmosphere of growing interest in the unknown 
and mysterious East and scarcity of reliable information about 
it, the Letter was an especially welcome source of news. A similar 
situation developed in Russia two hundred years later when the 
first steady overland contacts between that country and India 
created a demand for the Russian version of Prester John's 
message. l2 

From the early Middle Ages the name of India had for Chris- 
tians still another association. It was believed that after Pentecost 
the Apostle Thomas had preached the Gospel there, had baptized 
many Hindus, and had finally died as a witness to his faith. Ru- 
mors about Indian Christians, the shrine of St. Thomas, and its 
miracle-working relic had been current in Europe since the early 
part of the twelfth century. Now with the opening of India these 
Christians became accessible. The French have always shown a 
great eagerness to fight and to preach in the East, and as "the most 
Christian nation" France could not be indifferent to recent events. 
Although the motives for expansion in this age were primarily 
commercial, they were frequently accompanied by a sincere con- 
cern for the erring souls whose conversion or return to the mother 
church was considered a service in the cause of Christ. Word of 
the activities of St. Thomas in Prester John's Letter was thus wel- 
come and contributed heavily to the popularity of the document. 

The original Latin text of Prester John's message took little 
note of St. Thomas. It mentioned him three times but in such a 
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manner that he remained in the shadow of the priestly king. There 
is only one later Latin manuscript with a considerably altered 
text that has more information on St. Thomas. From this version, 
although not from the copy which has survived, the French and 
Italian translations were made. The newly added information 
must have been borrowed from a source close to the well-known 
narrative of the Apostle's shrine in India which reported that his 
living hand was performing yearly a miracle by administering 
the Eucharist to believers. 

In the mind of medieval man Prester John and St. Thomas 
were closely related, so that a letter written ostensibly by one 
had to include at least a few remarks about the other. Was their 
frequent association incidental and something that was brought 
about by their common Indian background, or did it have a much 
deeper root going perhaps as far back in time as St. Thomas' mis- 
sion to India? In searching for an answer to this question we 
first have to investigate the earliest documents out of which the 
unique Latin manuscript and its numerous French translations 
have drawn their information about the Saint and the King. 



TWO EASTERN LEGENDS 

T H E  fi;rst Wmtem SO- to record the mk8d08 @d by 
St. T~OYMS and to moaace the victory of Prater John over B 

M a s h  army had one common &m&~c which hu bem 
somewhat ncg1ectad by pnviolu writem- Both aamntl aoatsin 
legendary elernenta, md rwhife in the crse of St. Tbmas d a 
background was regarded as mom or less mtr;~r%1, P- Jobn 
has been ahost dus imly  viewed in a h i s ~ r i d  wtthg. Yet 
he too was at least partially cl& in tbe gub of lega& 4 the 
cumecti.om betwgen the two tradipiom want 1~x~lminatkm 

It should be stated at the oaw that legmcb hve pcdhi t im 
of their own. As long as thsp u*: t r a m i d  by word of mouth, 
they remain subject ct arbitrary changes and additions by =eh 
successive narrator. When the historian tmonnm them in 
written form, they have already pawed though a long ~ U ~ X S I  of 
mutation and it is often di8ioult, if mt impossible9 ta discern the 
origins of various swmtitm~ Mated& of sach nature p&it 
the critic from making firm co1icfusion8, and all he can hbpa to 
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do is show the general accord of details, which may thus reveal 
a common source.' 

The theme of St. Thomas' shrine and its miracles has been 
preserved in the West by two accounts. One is a long and detailed 
tract by an anonymous author, entitled De adventu patriarchae 
Indorum ad Urbern sub Calixto papa secundo (On the Arrival 
of the Patriarch of Indians to Rome under Pope Calixtus 11). 
The other has survived in the form of a much shorter and less 
elaborate letter, written by Odo of Rheims, abbot of St. Remy 
( 1118-1151), to a certain Count Thomas. The exact date of the 
Patriarch's visit to Rome is not certain; however, the anonymous 
author supplies us with a year, calling it the fourth of the pontifi- 
cate of Pope Calixtus 11, i.e. February 2, 1122, to February 1, 
1123. Odo's letter does not mention the name of the Pope, or the 
year, but it gives the month and day on which the supposed event 
took place, namely May 5. By combining the two sources we 
would get a precise date -which at its best can be only tentative, 
since the year of Odo's visit to Rome is disputed.' All other West- 
ern sources reporting the same event have derived from De ad- 
ventu and are therefore of only secondary importance.3 

The anonymous author called the Indian prelate Patriarch 
John and let him travel for a year from his home country to Con- 
stantinople where he was to be confirmed in his position and in- 
vested with a pallium. Here in the imperial city he became 
acquainted with papal envoys who had come from Rome to ne- 
gotiate an end to the unfortunate split between the Greek and 
the Roman churches. After a mutual exchange of information on 
their countries, the Patriarch begged the papal emissaries to take 
him along on their return so that he might see Rome. His wish 



was granted and it was at a papal reception in the Lateran palace 
that the Indian dignitary told the story of St. Thomas' miracle- 
working hand. 

The city over which he ruled - so began the Patriarch's nar- 
rative- was the capital of India and its name was Hulna. In 
circumference it extended for four days' journey and its walls 
were so thick that two Roman chariots set abreast could be driven 
on them. Through the middle of the city flowed the river Physon 
on its course from the earthly paradise. Its waters were crystal 
clear and they were full of gold and precious stones. Hulna's pop- 
ulation consisted exclusively of Christians among whom there 
were no heretics or unbelievers, because such persons either 
came to their senses or died. A short distance outside the wall was 
a mountain with the mother church of St. Thomas on its summit. 
The mountain was surrounded by a deep lake. Around it were 
twelve monasteries dedicated to the twelve apostles. In them 
monks celebrated mass every day. Nobody was able to approach 
the church of the Apostle except a week before and after his 
feast day when the waters receded and opened a pass for the pil- 
grims and sick to enter the sanctuary. Here in the most sacred 
place under a richly decorated canopy hung a silver vessel sus- 
pended by silver chains. In the vessel was the uncorrupted body 
of the Apostle and in front of it burned a lamp full of balm that 
replenished itself. 

On the Saint's feast day the Patriarch together with his suf- 
fragan bishops let the vessel be lowered and while all were sing- 
ing solemn hymns and prayers they lifted the body with great 
reverence and placed it on an armchair. When the time came to 
administer the Eucharist the Patriarch placed before St. Thomas 
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a golden plate with the host. Through God's dispensation the 
Apostle took the wafer with his outstretched right hand, as if it 
were alive, and administered the wafer to each one present. If 
a heretic or unbeliever chanced to come up to him, he closed and 
withdrew his hand. The sinner either repented or died on the 
spot. Great was the number of those who on account of these mir- 
acles became Christians, concluded the Patriarch. 

The letter of Odo gives essentially the same picture but in a 
much more restrained fashion. The Patriarch John is here only a 
nameless archbishop and his power is limited to the church of the 
Apostle. Instead of a lake encircling the mountain, a deep river 
prevents access to it during most of the year. In place of the dis- 
tribution of the wafer, St. Thomas receives gifts from the parish- 
ioners. The closing of the hand is described but without the dire 
effects on the impious. The greatest deviation from De adventu 
occurs, however, in the explanation of the causes of the Patri- 
arch's trip to Constantinople. According to Odo, the prince of the 
country, friendly helper of the archbishop, had suddenly died. 
This misfortune compelled the prelate to go to the emperor at 
Byzantium and beg him for another prince. The Greek monarch 
received him graciously and provided him twice with a suitable 
candidate from his immediate entourage, but in both cases, for 
no reason stated, the courtiers died while en route to India. Since 
the archbishop was refused a third selection, he asked permission 
to visit Rome in the company of a Greek embassy that was about 
to sail for Italy. Odo's letter tells finally how the Pope refused to 
believe the miracle of St. Thomas until he was persuaded to do so 
by the archbishop's oath.' 

The contradictions and disagreements of the two sources pre- 





P R E S T E R  J O H N  

clude any possibility of one being derived from the other. At the 
same time they tend to suggest that the longer and more popular 
text of De adventu represents a reworked and expanded version of 
a more simple prototype. This assumption is supported by the 
fact that the same miracle is described in an Ethiopian collection 
of short lives of saints and in two other accounts of Oriental 
provenance, all of which have been published by Enrico C e r ~ l l i . ~  
In its oldest form the legend must have contained only two or 
three elements. The church of St. Thomas was thought to be on a 
hill surrounded by a lake or a river, and access to it was open 
on the Apostle's feast day. The miracle in the church was per- 
formed by the living hand of the Saint. Once the anniversary was 
over, everything returned to its normal condition. It is obvious 
that the miracle was connected with St. Thomas' burial place; 
hence its location is important for us to determine. 

The oldest source for St. Thomas' life is an apocryphal tract 
known as the Acts of St. Thomas. The date of its composition is 
given variously by modern authorities as the middle of the third 
century to the end of the fourth. It was written originally in 
Syriac, and the general assumption is that it was composed in 
Edessa (modern Urfa in southeastern Turkey). In subsequent 
centuries the tract was translated into Greek, Armenian, Latin, 
Coptic, and Ethiopian. Since the Acts will be referred to at sev- 
eral points in this volume, it is convenient here to give a brief 
summary of the major incidents it describes.' 

After the Pentecost, when the disciples of Christ were distrib- 
uting among themselves the various missionary regions, St. Thom- 
as drew the lot of India. At first he refused to go, saying that his 
health was too weak and that he spoke only Hebrew. Christ him- 
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self had to make him comply by appearing in person and selling 
him as a carpenter to a commercial agent of the Indian King 
Gundafor. Upon St. Thomas' arrival in India he was to build 
a new palace for the king. For this purpose a substantial sum of 
money was entrusted to him, but instead of spending it on con- 
struction, he distributed it among the poor and needy. When the 
king heard what had happened, he became angry and ordered 
the Apostle to be flogged and thrown into jail. The king's brother 
Gad was so distressed by the material losses of his relative that he 
fell sick and died. On the way to heaven Gad saw a splendid 
palace and when he inquired about its owner, he was told that 
it belonged to Gundafor and that its architect was St. Thomas. 
Gad asked immediately for permission to return to earth, for he 
wanted to buy this heavenly palace from his brother and to vin- 
dicate the Apostle. As a result of this incident both brothers ex- 
pressed a desire to become Christians. They were baptized by St. 
Thomas. 

After several saintly acts of a more stereotyped nature the 
Apostle was invited to the realm of King Mazdai. Here his preach- 
ing of rigid celibacy resulted in marital difficulties in the royal 
family. Mazdai tried in vain to induce St. Thomas to persuade 
his wife Tertia to return to him. St. Thomas refused to compro- 
mise and thereupon Mazdai felt that the only way to regain his 

L L  spouse was to destroy the sorcerer." The Apostle was put to 
death on a mountain by four soldiers who stabbed him. His dis- 
ciples, among them Mazdai's own son, Vizan, placed his body 
in a tomb in which former kings were buried. As the Syrian text 
tells us, one of the Christian brethren later took his remains to 
the West. In both of the Latin versions of the Acts, the De miraculis 
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Beati Thomae and the Passio Sancti Thomae, this Western loca- 
tion is specified as E d e ~ s a . ~  In early Christian centuries this city 
was a noted center of Syrian intellectual life, it was very influen- 
tial in disseminating Christianity in the whole region of Mesopo- 
tamia, and, as previously noted, it may have been the place where 
the Acts of St. Thomas was written.' 

In the year 1849 the French orientalist Joseph T. Reinaud 
pointed out that the King Gundafor of the Acts is identical with 
the King Gondophares whose name appears on numerous coins 
from the general area of the Indus valley.' The apocryphal life 
of St. Thomas, up to then dismissed as a pious legend, suddenly 
acquired historical importance. Moreover, from coins and other 
monuments the reign of King Gondophares (in Indian, Guda- 
phara) could be ascribed to the first century A.D. thus making the 
Partho-Indian king a contemporary of the Apostle.'' 

Whatever success St. Thomas may have had in northwestern 
India, Christianity did not survive there. In the sixth century, 
however, some Christians were found by Cosmas Indicopleustes 
farther south on the Malabar coast and on Ceylon.ll Seven cen- 
turies later Marco Polo was to discover that on the eastern or 
Coromandel coast, in a little place called Mailapur, there was a 
Christian community that cherished a tradition of St. Thomas' 
martyrdom in its own town. According to a local belief, the 
Apostle was buried in a church which was built on a hill over- 
looking the area.12 Could this south Indian tradition be linked 
with the Acts? Is it permissible to seek Mazdai's kingdom in south- 
ern India? Was the city of Calamina, still unidentified, where ac- 
cording to some early church historians the body of the Apostle 
was first put to rest, in northern or southern India? The opinions 
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of scholars on these points are still divided and there is no reason 
for going into the details of the controversy.'~t suffices to say that 
the description of Mazdai's realm in the Acts is so vague that 
it can fit either of the areas in question. In the Ethiopian version, 
which is admittedly late, Mazdai's country is called "Quantaria," 
a name that comes extremely close to "Gandhara," a country in 
the extreme northwestern corner of Punjab.'* The names of King 
Mazdai and the other members of his family are definitely not of 
Indian but of Old Persian origin.15 

It should be added here that the rise of Christian communities 
in India has to be viewed in the general picture of the increasing 
number of Christians in such neighboring states as Persia with 
which the Indian cities on the Malabar coast had close commer- 
cial relations. The observations of Alphonse Mingana tend to 
indicate that only by 225 was the organization of Christian bish- 
oprics in the vicinity of the Persian Gulf so advanced that they 
could take care of the spiritual needs of those fellow Christians 
who because of their commercial activities had settled in India, 
or send out missionaries to convert the indigenous population. 
Without a strong and well-organized Christian church within 
reach it is difficult to conceive how a small and isolated group of 
Christians in India could have survived for almost two hundred 
years without losing its identity. The strength of the ties between 
India and Mesopotamia is also attested by the fact that the liturgi- 
cal language of the Malabar Christians was Syriac.16 

But whatever the true origin of the so-called Thomas Christians 
may be, their strong belief in St. Thomas' martyrdom and burial 
in Mailapur cannot be denied. We are thus faced with two places 
claiming to be the custodians of the Apostle's earthly remains. 
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In itself this is not improbable. In fact, one of St. Ephraim's (d. 
373) homilies suggested that the body of St. Thomas was resting 
in Edessa and in India simultaneously. The explanation could 
easily be that a relic was retained in the first burial place, while 
the other remains were taken to Edessa.17 

There are two known references to St. Thomas' shrine which 
stem from the sixth-century Frankish area. St. Gregory of Tours 
(ca. 539-5983 wrote in his De gloria martyrum that a certain 
Theodore made a pilgrimage to India and brought home the 
following story: "In India is a place where the body of the 
Blessed Apostle Thomas was resting first, and in that place there 
is a monastery and a church of a wondrous size and elaborate 
architecture and decoration. In this sanctuary our Lord performs 
a great miracle. An oil lamp stands in front of the burial place 
and illuminates it constantly day and night and it burns without 
being refilled; neither wind nor accident can extinguish it and 
yet the oil does not decrease." Speaking of Edessa where the re- 
mains of the Saint were buried, Theodore reported in a following 
passage the miracle of a sudden increase of water in the wells of 
the city during the annual feast of the Apostle.'' From this nar- 
rative alone it is hard to tell how far Theodore really had trav- 
eled; he does not mention the place in India, and he may or may 
not have been there. 

The second sixth-century reference is pointed to by the text of 
De adventu, which has two casual and parenthetical remarks that 
have been generally overlooked. The description of the exclu- 
sively Christian population of Hulna, where no heretic or unbe- 
liever could stay alive, and the passage mentioning the silver 
vessel suspended on silver chains are specified as coming from 
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the "history of the Apostle." The source is obviously the shorter 
and more popular Latin version of the Acts, known as Passio 
Sancti Thomae, which also belongs to the sixth century. The two 
details are mentioned in its epilogue, which may have had an in- 
dependent existence.1° While speaking of the transfer of St. 
Thomas' body to Edessa, it added these two sentences: "It [the 
body] was placed into a silver casket that hung on silver chains. 
In that city no heretic, no Jew, no idolator can stay alive. 99 20 

We have thus a case of two details - one, in Theodore's words, 
concerning the Indian shrine; another, from the Latin version of 
the Acts, concerning Edessa -merged in De adventu into one 
story and placed in the unknown city of Hulna. Other character- 
istics of this legendary town follow the same pattern of combined 
and adapted details. In size Hulna is fairly close to Edessa, which 
according to a description made of it right after its capture by the 
Moslems in 1144 had lost some one hundred and twenty thou- 
sand men.21 Even if this figure is inflated, the conquerors them- 
selves regarded it as one of the chief Christian cities, ranking with 
Jerusalem, Rome, and Constantinople. The main church of the 
city, which possibly contained the tomb of St. Thomas, was held 
by the Arabs to be one of the wonders of the At the time 
of the crusades Edessa's fortifications were still impressive and 
from descriptions at this period we can learn that the city had an 
outer and an inner wall. In the late Roman period there was an 
elevated street between these two walls, and it must have still 
existed in the Middle Ages.23 All these details are recognizable in 
De adventu and may be later additions to the simpler prototype. 

When we move closer to the core of the legend, it becomes 
increasingly more difficult to compare the localities. The church 
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of St. Thomas in Mailapur was on a hill and outside the city, 
which corresponds to the description in De adventu. In Edessa the 
church was inside the walls, but its exact location is not quite 
clear.24 As to the water running around it, there was a river near 
the hill in Mailapur and a river flowed through the city of Edessa. 
The water level of Scirtus (Daisan) in Edessa was subject to great 
seasonal changes, so that the city suffered from annual floods 
which occasionally produced serious catastrophies. To eliminate 
this danger the Emperor Justinian (527-565) built an artificial 
conduit that let the surplus water flow around the walls of the 
city. Incidentally, the floods occur in the spring, while the feast 
of St. Thomas is celebrated on October 6 in the midst of the dry 
season.25 

The phenomenon of the rising and falling level of water open- 
ing a dry passage may have crept into the legend from still an- 
other direction. Ugo Monneret de Villard has recently considered 
the possibility that this detail was based on the mysterious fluc- 
tuations of the lake Urmiyah (Urmia) in the northwestern corner 
of Iran, where an island sometimes becomes a peninsula. Mon- 
neret de Villard went even further and proposed that the very 
name of Hulna derives from Urmiyah or Urmi.26 

So far both rivals for St. Thomas' burial place seem to have 
been equally remembered in the legend. There are, however, sev- 
eral instances when Edessa receives an incontestable advantage. 
One of the Latin versions of Prester John's letter is a curious re- 
translation into Latin of the older and longer French translation 
of a paraphrased Latin version. This Latin retranslation has been 
altered and augmented by several interpolations. One of these 
additions depicts the scene in which St. Thomas administers the 
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Eucharist. It could have been borrowed from De adventu, except 
that the assistant to the sitting Apostle is not the Patriarch John 
of India, but the Patriarch of Antioch in northern Syria, the su- 
perior of the archbishop of Edessa. Again, a twelfth-century 
imaginary account of India written by the monk Elysaeus con- 
tains a strange mixture of borrowings from the letter of Prester 
John and De adventu with some additions from other sources. 
Elysaeus places the church of St. Thomas on a mountain near 
Edessa. The unusual burial of the Apostle is here further elab- 
orated, for St. Thomas' iron coffin is hovering freely in the air 
inside a chamber built of lodestone. Finally, Johannes of Hese, 
a fourteenth-century writer of a fictitious travelogue, claimed that 
Hulna was only four days' journey from EdessaaZ7 

A brief speculation on the origins and development of the leg- 
end suggests the following steps. Its nucleus was the relic of the 
Apostle's uncorrupted hand that had touched Christ's wounds in 
the famous scene of doubt. The Indian and Edessan shrines of 
the divided relic began to attract pilgrims, especially at the time 
of the Saint's feast day, when his remains were probably dis- 
played. Out of the practice of placing oblations before the reli- 
quary there developed the story of St. Thomas' taking gifts with 
his hand as was mentioned in Odo's letter. This stage of the legend 
may have been influenced by an episode from the Acts in which St. 
Thomas had received small gifts from those who came to listen to 
his ~ermon. '~  Parallel to this version there may have existed an- 
other which reversed the action and had the Apostle distribute the 
gift of the Eucharist. Descriptions of the physical environments 
of the two shrines were later additions made by the returning 
pilgrims. 



The fusion of two localities into one legend is not hard to ex- 
plain. Since the prexhristian centuries Edessa had been one of 
the main stations on the important route that connected the Syrian 
coastal cities with Central Asia and India. In the second and third 
centuries of our era a great annual fair was held at the city of 
Batnae (Serugh) close to Edessa. It was attended by the caravan 
merchants of all Asian countries, including Persia and India. We 
can presume that with the goods there were exchanged also stories 
of distant lands, their marvels, saints, and  shrine^.^' The Syrian 
poet Bardesanes (154222) ,  who is probably the author of the 
"Hymn of the Soul" in the Acts, once met in Edessa members of 
an Indian embassy who were on their way to Rome. On the basis 
of their oral information he wrote his Hypomnemata Indica (In- 
dian Notes), which unfortunately has not s~rvived.~'  In later 
periods Edessa continued to play an important role in the com- 
bined overland and overseas trade that connected Antioch via the 
Tigris River with the Persian Gulf and India.31 With these lines 
of communication in mind it is easy to understand how Christian 
merchants and occasional pilgrims had fused the characteristics 
of both shrines into one legend that found its way also into Nubia 
and Ethiopia. The importance of Edessa in this process of amal- 
gamation has to be particularly emphasized, for it was rather here 
than in far-off India that the individual parts of the legend had 
crystallized into a whole, and it was from here that it reached 
Western Europe. 

To return once more to De adventu and Odo's letter, there is 
still another detail they agree upon, namely the coming of a cer- 
tain prelate to Rome who then told his story to the Pontiff. Of 
course, the three Oriental sources for the same miracle had no 



need to mention the Patriarch John. But who was he and whence 
did he come? There can be little doubt that, whoever he was, his 
arrival in Rome has to be considered a true event. Our two sources 
are not only independent, they mention something that could not 
have been invented by any later writer. An exchange of embassies 
between Constantinople and Rome and negotiations on behalf of 
a reunion of the two churches are attested by a letter written in 
May 1124 by the Byzantine Emperor John Comnenus (1118- 
1143) to Pope Calixtus 11. In this document the Greek monarch 
asked forgiveness for his tardy reply to an earlier embassy sent 
by the Pope.32 But to say that Patriarch John came in fact to Con- 
stantinople and Rome does not mean that he really was what he 
pretended to be. 

The reasons for his coming to the Byzantine capital are very 
suspicious. If he had been from India proper, he would have been 
a member of the East Syrian or Nestorian church which by the 
twelfth century had its own patriarch in Baghdad. Even if Enrico 
Cerulli is right that in cases of disputed elections heretical prel- 
ates did sometimes put their claims before impartial outsiders, 
there is no evidence in our case of a split or contested election. 
On the contrary, the Patriarch himself assures us that it was unan- 
i m o u ~ . ~ ~  There is still another reason to suspect his story. The In- 
dian branch of the East Syrian church did not hold any councils 
before the sixteenth century, nor were its archbishops elected. As 
a missionary province it was headed by an appointee of the Pa- 
triarch of Baghdad.'' Our prelate was either misunderstood, or he 
did not tell the truth. The version given in Odo's letter is even 
more at odds with reality. The Byzantine emperors certainly had 
nothing to say in Indian politics. Since the analysis of the miracle 
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has revealed a confusion between India and Edessa, it would be 
worthwhile to see whether the prelate could not have come from 
the much closer city in the Near East rather than from India. 

Odo's letter suggests vaguely some feudal ties between the 
homeland of the archbishop and the Byzantine Empire. In the 
year 1122 when the alleged Indian churchman arrived in Rome, 
the Count of Edessa, Joscelyn I, was a vassal of the Prince of 
Antioch; these princes, in turn, during the whole twelfth century 
acknowledged the overlordship of the Byzantine emperor. Even 
if the counts of Edessa did not always recognize their dependence, 
the Greek monarchs never ceased to treat them as vassals.3s On 
September 13, 1122, Count Joscelyn and several of his compan- 
ions were captured by the Turks. Would it not be possible that 
some Syrian or Armenian churchman from Edessa took this occa- 
sion to petition the Byzantine emperor to restore Greek rule over 
the city that only a generation before had been taken from the 
Greeks by a breach of agreement? This conjecture would conflict 
chronologically with May 5,1122, as the time when the Patriarch 
visited Pope Calixtus I1 in Rome, but, as indicated earlier, this 
date is by no means reliable.36 

At last there remains the Patriarch's trip from India to Con- 
stantinople, which was accomplished in one year. The very round- 
ness of this unit of time and a striking lack of any hints of per- 
sonal experience while en route make the whole journey unreal. 
After all, our prelate had performed a deed worthy of praise and 
admiration. We know from the Synodical Canons of Abhd-isho 
(d. 1318) that the metropolitans of India, China, and Samarkand 
were exempted from attending the general synods of the East 
Syrian Church because of the long distances and dangers of the 



road. The year 1122 was still a century before the heavy hand of 
the Tartar conquerors created peace and order over the wide 
stretches of Persia and Central Asia.37 Should we assume that an 
Indian prelate under flimsy pretenses undertook a trip which 
could not have been expected of him by the leaders of his own 
church? One of the best authorities on apocryphal literature, 
Richard A. Lipsius, suggested in 1884 that the Patriarch was an 
imposter. This view was later shared by another authority.38 

But since the Patriarch was a real person, he must have come 
to Constantinople and Rome from somewhere. The content of the 
legend, with its ties to Edessa, and the improbability of his arrival 
from India tend to indicate that he came from northern Syria, if 
not from Edessa proper. 

The earliest notice of Prester John's existence arrived in Eu- 
rope from the same general area of the Near East. The person to 
introduce the story of the great Christian, but Nestorian, king rul- 
ing "beyond Persia and Armenia" was a certain Bishop Hugh of 
Jabala, a small coastal town south of Antioch and some two hun- 
dred miles from Edessa. His European trip was closely connected 
with the fate of this latter city. 

In late November of 1144 Imad-ad-Din Zengi, the governor of 
Mosul and Aleppo, led a strong army against Edessa and besieged 
it. His well-prepared move caught the crusading forces unawares 
and their leaders divided by bitter personal enmity. The small 
garrison of the city and its native Syrians and Armenians, of 
whom many were merchants unused to arms, were no match for 
the Moslem  veteran^.^' After four weeks of desperate resistance 
the city was stormed and thoroughly sacked (December 24, 
1144). With the loss of Edessa the whole northeastern corner of 
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Western defenses was crumbling and the Moslem units began to 
penetrate into the immediate vicinity of Antioch. The crusading 
states faced a grave danger. Without effective help from Europe 
they could not hope to stem the rising tide of Mohammedan recon- 
quest. To assure speedy aid, several influential persons in the 
Holy Land were dispatched to the West to seek help from the 
Pope and the secular rulers of Europe. 

One of these emissaries was the French-born Bishop Hugh of 
Jabala who first went to see Pope Eugenius I11 and then planned 
to cross the Alps.'' His past activity in the Holy Land shows him 
an accomplished diplomat. In the year 1143 he had openly re- 
buked the Byzantine Emperor John for putting pressure on Prince 
Raymond of Antioch to reconfirm his status as an imperial vassal. 
Hugh had also proved himself useful to the Roman curia by es- 
tablishing its authority over the Patriarchate of Antioch." He was 
completely dedicated to the cause and the interests of the Latins 
and it is very likely that his mission had been sponsored by Ray- 
mond himself.42 

Bishop Hugh and the Pontiff met in Viterbo on November 18, 
1145. The prelate from Syria complained of the Patriarch of 
Antioch and the mother-in-law of Raymond because they did not 
share properly the spoils taken from the Saracens and he la- 
mented bitterly the "peril of the Church beyond the sea since the 
capture of Edessa." This detailed information comes to us from 
Bishop Otto of Freising who at that time happened also to be in 
Viterb~. '~  Otto was one of the greatest historians of the Middle 
Ages and his close family ties with the German royal houses 
gave him an unusual insight into European politics, which in 
those days were no less intricate than now. He must certainly have 



been delighted to meet Hugh, from whom he could get firsthand 
information about the recent developments in the Near East. 
Thanks to the encounter of these two men, we have the story of 
Prester John, as it was told by Hugh and recorded by Otto in the 
seventh book of his famous Chronicle. Since this account signals 
the first appearance of Prester John in world literature, the com- 
plete text in Charles Ch. Mierow's excellent translation is given 
here : 

"He [i.e. Hugh] related also that not many years before a cer- 
tain John, a king and priest who dwells beyond Persia and Ar- 
menia in the uttermost East and, with all his people, is a Christian 
but a Nestorian, made war on the brother kings of Persians and 
Medes, called Samiardi, and stormed Ekbatana (the seat of their 
kingdom) of which mention has been made above. When the 
aforesaid kings met him with an army composed of Persians, 
Medes and Assyrians a battle ensued which lasted for three days, 
since both parties were willing to die rather than turn in flight. 
Prester John, for so they are accustomed to call him,44 putting the 
Persians to flight with dreadful carnage finally emerged victori- 
ous. He said that after this victory the aforesaid John moved his 
army to the aid of the Church in Jerusalem, but that when he had 
reached the river Tigris and was unable to transport his army 
across that river by any device he turned towards the north, where, 
he had learned, this stream was frozen over on account of the 
winter's cold. When he had tarried there for several years with- 
out, however, seeing his heart's desire realized (the continued 
mild weather prevented it),  and lost many of his soldiers because 
of the unfamiliar climate he was forced to return home. It is said 
that he is a lineal descendant of the Magi, of whom mention is 
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made in the Gospel, and that, ruling over the same peoples which 
they governed, he enjoys such great glory and wealth that he uses 
no scepter save one of emerald. Inflamed by the example of his 
fathers who came to adore Christ in his manger, he had planned 
to go to Jerusalem but by reason aforesaid he was prevented - so 
men say. But enough of this." 

The historical nucleus of this report is well known. The battle 
mentioned by Hugh fits perfectly the bloody encounter of Septem- 
ber 9, 1141, between Yeh-lu Ta-shih, the founder of the Qara- 
Khitay (Black Cathay) Empire in Central Asia, and the Seljuk 
Sultan Sanjar.45 The Iraqi historian Ibn al-Athir placed the battle 
at Qatwan near Samarkand. In his words the Sultan was so com- 
pletely routed that the Mohammedans of Khorasan had never 
suffered a greater and bloodier defeat. If we placed complete con- 
fidence in Hugh's report, which, although marred by minor mis- 
takes, cannot be summarily dismissed, we would have to conclude 
that the Nestorian Prester John was none other than Yeh-lu Ta- 
shih. But was the Chinese-educated ruler of a seminomadic con- 
glomeration of nations really a Christian? There is not a single 
historical source to confirm it; on the contrary, the Chinese sources 
leave no doubt that he was a B u d d h i ~ t . ~ ~  

Before considering further the question of a historical Prester 
John, let us attempt to determine how the news of Sanjar's defeat 
in Central Asia could have traveled over a distance of two thou- 
sand miles that separate Samarkand from Jabala. There has al- 
ready been occasion to mention the trading routes that connected 
Antioch with Baghdad and from there with the Persian Gulf and 
Central Asia. The transmitters of the news of the Moslem military 
disaster must have been Christian merchants, for only they could 



have expected Prester John to advance toward Jerusalem with 
an apparent intention to visit the Holy Places. Since their expecta- 
tions did not materialize, they needed an excuse for Prester John's 
tarrying. The failure of the Tigris to freeze was picked arbitrarily 
and without any natural justification to stand in the way of the 
advancing king. The idea of a congealed river as an aid for cross- 
ing has been obviously borrowed from the legendary Stragan of 
Alexandrian Romances which were equally famous in the West 
and East.17 

There were moreover two other legendary traits in Hugh's 
picture of Prester John that must be accounted for: his linear de- 
scent from the Magi and his fabulous wealth. In the Gospel of 
Matthew, 2 : 1-12, the three Magi followed a star to Bethlehem 
where they adored the infant Christ and made him presents of 
gold, frankincense, and myrrh. They came from the East and the 
earliest references to them outside this passage in the New Testa- 
ment call Persia their homeland." It is only natural for the oldest 
legends about them to have developed in this part of the world. 
Since there were several legends of the Magi with quite different 
content, we are not in a position to judge which specific version 
the informants of Bishop Hugh may have had in mind. One very 
popular variant is preserved in the Syrian Chronicle of Zuqnin 
of the latter part of the eighth century, and it connects the Magi 
with St. Thomas.'' The same is true of the apocryphal Book o f  
Seth. When the Magi had returned home, according to both 
sources, they praised God even more than before and they 
preached about Him wherever they went. Then after the resurrec- 
tion of Christ, St. Thomas came to their country. He baptized them 
and they became his helpers. Another common version of the 
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same legend has much less detail. In the Latin tradition of this 
shorter version the names of the Magi are usually given as Baltha- 
sar, Melchior, and Gaspar or Gathaspa. In Syriac the latter name 
is rendered as Gushnasaph." Two well-known scholars, Alfred 
von Gutschmid and Ernst E. Herzfeld, have suggested that the 
name "Gaspar" comes from "Gundafor," the previously men- 
tioned Partho-Indian king of the Acts, who, as we recall, had 
commissioned St. Thomas to build the palace and was later 
baptized by him.'l If this identification is correct, we have two 
links that tie St. Thomas with the Magi, who in turn are said to 
have been the ancestors of Prester John. 

The second legendary trait is Prester John's fabulous wealth, 
particularly his emerald scepter. A similar symbol of majesty and 
great riches occurs, strangely enough, in Sindbad the Sailor's 
stories, so familiar to the readers of The Thousand and One 
Nights. The tales of Sindbad, a merchant adventurer who is 
plagued by constant calamities and rescues himself invariably 
through his own wits, were a common literary tradition of the 
East. They were known to Firdausi, the author of the Persian 
national epic Shah Narneh, and could not have escaped the notice 
of Eastern C h r i ~ t i a n s . ~ ~  In Sindbad's sixth voyage his ship was 
wrecked and together with some other sailors he was stranded on 
a solitary island. After all his companions had died of starvation, 
Sindbad made a last desperate effort to rescue himself. He built a 
raft and on it descended a river that flowed only for a short stretch 
on the island and then disappeared under a mountain. This sub- 
terranean stream carried him out of his predicament and he 
emerged on the paradisiacal island of Sarendeeb or Ceylon. In 
describing what he saw Sindbad observed that one of the king's 



attendants was carrying "a great mace of gold, at the top of which 
is an emerald a span in length, and of the thickness of a thumb. 99 B8 

Is the emerald scepter of Prester John a borrowing from the rich 
king of Ceylon? We cannot be sure; yet there is no reason why it 
could not be so. We have seen that the story of Prester John was 
most probably transmitted by Christian merchants of the East who 
were certainly familiar with the fabulous exploits of their col- 
league Sindbad. Somehow in their minds they could have asso- 
ciated the greatness of Prester John with the wealth of an Indian 
king. 

We have thus in Hugh's report a curious split in Prester John's 
personality. In a purely historical perspective he has to be equated 
with a Buddhist ruler of a Central Asian state, while his legendary 
attributes tie him to St. Thomas and India. The suggestion is 
strong that the two Eastern legends have an identical background, 
and it remains to be seen to what extent the subsequent reports 
of Prester John and St. Thomas strengthen the assumption that 
they stem from a common source. 



THE ORIGINAL TEXT 

E reports brought to the West by the 
alleged Patriarch John and Hugh of Jabala were soon overshad- 
owed by the mysterious appearance of a much more spectacular 
message: the letter of Prester John. It differed from the two pre- 
ceding accounts by being a document of seemingly unquestion- 
able authenticity which had gathered within a dozen pages the 
whole store of medieval knowledge about India, its beasts, mon- 
sters, and marvels. For more than a century this curious sample of 
epistolary literature was destined to be a major source for Indian 
geography and history, and even after the appearance of Marco 
Polo's Travels (ca. 1300) it continued to shape the popular con- 
cept of that distant and wondrous country where St. Thomas had 
suffered martyrdom and Prester John was reigning over his 
Christian subjects. . I 

.It may seem paradoxical that a fabricated letter was able to 
acquire such unprecedented popularity, and yet it was precisely 
its largely traditional content that assured it a lasting interest 
and circulation. Had the story of Prester John survived only in 
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the voluminous chronicle of Otto of Freising, it would have been 
known to but a few clerics and scholars. It was the author of the 
Letter who made Prester John great, yet one may wonder to what 
extent the Indian ruler was a purely fictitious figure, void of any, 
even legendary, existence. 

Very little is known of the circumstances under which the 
Letter was introduced in Europe. The chronicler Alberic de Trois 
Fontaines, who was writing between the years 1232 and 1252, 
recorded its arrival under the year 1165.' In his words the mes- 
sage was dispatched by Prester John "to various Christian kings 
and especially to the Emperor Manuel of Constantinople and the 
Roman Emperor Frederick." A few brief introductory notes 
found in some of the older manuscripts inform the reader that the 
Byzantine Emperor Manuel ( 1143-1 180) has forwarded the 
Letter to Frederick I, Barbarossa ( 1152-1 190) .2 The date by 
which it was unquestionably in circulation is usually deduced 
from a casual allusion to it by Pope Alexander 111 ( 1159-1 181 ) 
in his reply to the "King of India" written in Venice on Septem- 
ber 27,1177. This letter was entrusted to a papal physician by the 
name of Philip of whom nothing has been heard since.' These 
scanty and not very reliable data are practically all that can be 
learned about the Letter from outside sources. For the remaining 
problems, such as the language, place, and purpose of the original 
composition, the author's use of other materials, his personal 
background, the critic has to rely exclusively on the internal evi- 
dence of the text. 

This approach has been greatly facilitated by Friedrich 
Zarncke's edition of the Latin texts. Over a period of several years 
he examined and partially collated almost one hundred Latin 
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manuscripts and he laid a firm foundation for all subsequent 
studies related to Prester John and his letter. Only an insignificant 
number of additional Latin manuscripts have been discovered 
since the last portion of Zarncke's unfortunately unfinished study 
was published in 1879.4 But since he was not able to complete 
the sorely needed commentary to the text which he was prepar- 
ing,5 and since his primary concern in his published work was to 
establish a reliable text based on the best manuscripts and not to 
interpret the meaning of obscure words and sentences, a certain 
amount of work on the Latin text has remained to be done. Later 
historians have shown little interest in the wording of the Letter 
and during more than half a century only Charles V. Langlois and 
Alexander A. Vasiliev have tried to explain some of its difficult 
passages.' 

One of Friedrich Zarncke's lasting contributions to an evalua- 
tion of the Letter is his successful freeing of the oldest or original 
version from five later interpolations. The very fact that such in- 
sertions were readily introduced speaks for a rather casual atti- 
tude toward this document even by some of its medieval con- 
temporaries. The first, or A, interpolation is just a minor enlarge- 
ment on the story of the pepper forest.' The second, or B, inter- 
polation contributes a long description of Prester John's second 
palace. It has been attributed to the year 1192.' Interpolation C 
was part of the Letter by 1221. It introduced many additions 
throughout the whole text, the most important of which is the 
lengthy account of the Gog and Magog and other abominable na- 
tions enclosed in the North by Alexander the Great.' The last two 
interpolations, D and E, brought into the text long paragraphs 
of new and sometimes very dull materials. Since they are of later 



date and of little importance for the development of the French 
translations, there is no need to dwell on them. The highlights of 
the original text and the first three interpolations are as follows. 

Prester John, "by the Grace of God king of kings," sends greet- 
ings to Manuel, the "governor of the Romans." The following 
sentences suggest that the sovereigns had exchanged gifts through 
their envoys and that Prester John would like to know whether 
Manuel holds the right faith. This innocent inquiry is ably sea- 
soned with a sneering remark about the "little Greeks" who hold 
their ruler to be a god, while he, Prester John, is only a human 
being. Should Manuel like to come and settle in his country, he 
will be welcomed and properly rewarded. After boasts about his 
riches and seventy-two vassal kings, John makes it known that he 
intends to visit the Holy Sepulcher with a great army, for it be- 
hooves him to fight the enemies of Christendom. 

At this point the character of the Letter changes and it becomes 
a description of the three Indias with its wild animals, monsters, 
and the abominable peoples of Gog and Magog. It mentions fur- 
ther that in Prester John's country there are no venomous crea- 
tures and that the river Ydonus flows through it on its way from the 
earthly paradise. Its waters are crystal clear and it abounds in 
precious stones. In an obvious contradiction to the previous state- 
ment, there is a pepper forest infested by many snakes, so that 
the precious spice can only be harvested after fire has been set to 
the groves to burn the poisonous reptiles. The pepper is then 
traded for grain, leather, and cloth. India is rich in wonders. If a 
man carries upon himself an herb called assidios, he has the pow- 
er to conjure the devil. Certain stones by the name of midriosi, 
which the eagles sometimes take to their nests, improve the vision 



and make a person invisible. The sandy sea without water is here 
perpetually in motion and a subterranean river can be explored 
by a lucky fellow, should he happen to find an entrance to it. 
Beyond this river are the ten lost tribes of Israel who are subject to 
Prester John. On a mountain of fire there live the salamanders 
who spin threads for the precious royal garments that are cleaned 
not by washing in water, but by being placed into flames. 

After new assurances of his wealth Prester John depicts his 
ideal state. He shelters and feeds all strangers and pilgrims. There 
are no poor in his country, no thieves, no robbers, no adulterers, 
for all his subjects are wealthy. They lack only horses which are 
few in number and poor. Whenever Prester John rides into war 
he has a splendid escort and thirteen crosses made of gold and 
jewels are carried before his army. In time of peace a simple 
wooden cross, a vessel full of gold, and another full of earth suf- 
fice to indicate his dignity and humility. Each year he visits the 
tomb of the Prophet Daniel. 

The palace in which Prester John is living is similar to the 
palace built by St. Thomas for King Gundafor of India. Its gen- 
eral layout and its workshops are the same. This sumptuous struc- 
ture is composed of various precious woods and stones. At nights 
only balm is burned in its chambers. Its furniture is devised in 
such a way that the magic qualities of its materials have a most 
wholesome effect on those in the palace. Prester John claims to 
have beautiful wives, but they do not approach him, except four 
times a year. 

Once a day his whole court of thirty thousand persons, not 
counting those who come and go, sits down to have a meal. The 
table at which they dine is made of precious emerald resting on 
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two columns of amethyst; it has the virtue of preventing drunken- 
ness. In front of the palace is a field for jousting and next to it 
stands a tower with a magic mirror in which the intrigues and 
plots of Prester John's enemies can be seen. 

Each month some seven kings, seventy-two dukes, and three 
hundred sixty-five counts attend him. At the table to his right sit 
twelve archbishops and to his left twenty bishops, not counting 
the Patriarch of St. Thomas, the Bishop of Samarkand, and the 
Archbishop of Susa, where his royal throne and palace are lo- 
cated. In the court chapel abbots continually serve masses for 
Prester John. 

At this point begins a long and detailed description of the 
second royal palace, the construction of which had been divinely 
revealed to Prester John's father Quasideus. 

The Letter ends with another direct address to the Emperor 
Manuel and a curious explanation of Prester John's desire to be 
called a priest. "Your Prudence should not wonder why our 
Highness does not want to be called by a worthier title than priest. 
We have in fact at our court many subordinates who are endowed 
with more important titles and positions in the church hierarchy 
and whose divine duties are greater than ours. Thus our steward 
is a patriarch and king, our butler is an archbishop and king, our 
chamberlain is a bishop and king, our marshal is a king and an 
abbot, and the first cook is a king and a prior. Therefore our 
Highness does not suffer to be called by these names or to be 
designated by such titles of which our court abounds. It is on ac- 
count of our humility that we have chosen to be called by a less 
important name and title." After a brief remark about the extent 
of India, Prester John closes his message with these words: "If 



Thou canst count the stars of the sky and the sands of the sea, 
judge the vastness of our realm and our power. 9 9  10 

Even in this very condensed form the spurious nature of the 
Letter becomes clearly evident. The reader is confronted not by a 
message written somewhere in India, but by a literary exercise 
pieced together from various sources, many of which can be 
traced to medieval Latin literature on Alexander the Great and 
other tracts dealing with monsters and marvels of the East." 
Friedrich Zarncke has identified three passages in the original 
version as inspired by a half-legendary and half-historical Latin 
biography of King Alexander which Ekkehart of Aura had in- 
cluded in his Chronicon Universale (World Chronicle). He has 
further shown that the author of the Letter quoted the Vulgate and 
consulted a Latin lapidary.12 Malcolm Letts, a noted British 
authority, increased this list of evident borrowings by pointing to 
parallels in the writings of Isidore of Seville, Marbod of Rennes, 
and other medieval authors.13 Although the dependence of the 
Letter on the Alexandrian materials does not require further 
proofs, a few additional examples may be of some value. 

The exchange of gifts and letters between Prester John and 
the Emperor Manuel was accomplished by messengers called 
apocrisiarii. This originally Greek word occurs nine times in 
Archpriest Leo's (ca. 950) Latin translation of the Alexandrian 
Romance commonly known as the Historia de proeliis (History 
of the Battles) .l4 

When Prester John lists the churchmen at his table, he men- 
tions specifically the Patriarch of St. Thomas, the Bishop of Sam- 
arkand, and the Archbishop of Susa, where his throne and his 
imperial palace are to be found. Susa was once the capital of the 
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Persian Achaemenid Empire, but after its destruction in the Sas- 
sanian period and the Arab conquest of Persia it gradually de- 
clined. In the words of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, who visited 
Susa around the year 1170, it lay partly in ruins.15 The author of 
the Letter does not refer, however, to the contemporary city, but 
rather to the sumptuous residence of the Persian King Darius, de- 
scribed in Historia de proeliis." 

Another instance of adaptation from Archpriest Leo's work can 
be discerned in the unusual title Romeon gubernutor (the gover- 
nor of the Romans, i.e. Byzantines) chosen by the author of the 
Letter for the Greek emperor. A possible source for this may have 
been a passage in the last letter of Alexander to his former teach- 
er, Aristotle. Actually this letter was Alexander's will and one 
of the provisions concerned his successor: "Since I have often 
thought of a ruler to govern you after my death, I bequeath that 
Ptolemy be the guardian of my tomb and your governor." l7 The 
repetition of the same word by Prester John created a striking 
parallel. Ptolemy was inferior to Alexander and only second in 
command. The Letter repeats this relationship and gives the less 
important sovereign and a possible successor to Prester John an 
inferior, fictitious title. There may be two explanations for this. 
As was indicated by the sneering remark aimed at the "little 
Greeks" (Graeculi), the author had no respect for them.'' On the 
other hand, he may have been anxious to avoid the accusation of 
perpetrating a forgery, for by applying a nonexistent title he prac- 
tically disclosed the true nature of his fabrication. 

There is a school of thought, initiated by Leonardo Olschki in 
1931 and vigorously supported ever since, which views the Letter 
as a piece of Utopian literature." It claims that the message of 
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Prester John did not intend so much to baffle contemporary read- 
ers as to instruct them by depicting the high moral standards of 
the Indians and by contrasting the perpetual discord between the 
Church and the Empire in the West with the ideal theocracy of 
Prester John's realm. While this interpretation may have its share 
of truth, it should not be overlooked that India was traditionally 
known to be a country of a strict moral code and cordial hospital- 
ity. The famous correspondence between the King of the Brah- 
mans, Dindimus, and Alexander must have furnished the Letter 
with a substantial part of its high ethical content. Dindimus' first 
letter contains this emphatic statement: "No unchastity, adultery 
or vice is known among us." The letter of Prester John said vir- 
tually the same thing in slightly different words: "There is no 
adulterer among us, no vice has power over us. " 20 In Archpriest 
Leo's Historia de proeliis one finds these affirmations: "We are 
not envious" and "We do not engage in strife." 21 Other examples 
can be gathered from the cycle of medieval literature on the mar- 
vels of the East which are partly inspired by the Alexandrian ma- 
terial. Thus the reader is generally informed about the Orient 
"where there are hospitable kings ruling over many tyrants" and 
& L  benign men letting those who come to their region get married 
before they depart." When Alexander came to them, he admired 
their "kind human nature. 9' 22 Besides, certain references in the 
Letter to the ten lost tribes of Israel and to the legendary river 
Sambation make it highly probable that its author was acquainted 
with the Hebrew account of Eldad had-Dani, according to whom 
"the Sons of Moses" (Bene Moses) were living a virtuous life in 
an ideal state similar to that of Prester John's citizens in India.23 
As to the harmonious union of the royal and priestly powers in 
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the person of Prester John, it was already known to Bishop Hugh's 
informants, who cannot be suspected of being initiated into.the 
intricacies of the Investiture Controversy or the altercations be- 
tween the Emperor Frederick I and Pope Alexander 111. 

These examples should suffice to make it almost certain that the 
author of the Letter was borrowing his material from the Latin 
literature and that therefore he could have been only a West 
European. But there are reasons to question such a conclusion. 
The youngest or E interpolation, which originated sometime in 
the thirteenth century, adds to the Letter the following closing 
note: "Here ends the book or history of Prester John that was 
translated from the Greek into Latin by the Archbishop Christian 
of Maim." Moreover, the Latin text itself contains a number of 
Graecisms which could be taken to be remnants of a Greek origi- 
nal.24 Friedrich Zarncke singled out these Greek words, but he 
felt unable to decide in favor of either of the languages, because 
the verbatim quotations from the Vulgate and the presence in the 
text of two Latin hexameters canceled out the Greek traces. Lynn 
Thorndike and Malcolm Letts upheld the Latin origin of the Let- 
ter.26 Only a few years ago the late Alexander A. Vasiliev took up 
this problem once more in his study on Prester John and he came 
to the conclusion that "both the direct and indirect evidence . . . 
testifies that the original text was Greek. 9 ,  26 Since it is important 

for the present study to establish at least tentatively the area where 
the Letter could have been composed, the controversy of Greek 
versus Latin origin has to be taken up in greater detail. 

The evidence from the interpolation E is of little value. One 
should bear in mind that to contemporaries the Letter was an au- 
thentic message from an Indian ruler who must have spoken and 
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written some unknown Eastern language. This notion is clearly 
expressed by a brief introductory note on the title page of a 
twelfth-century Paris manuscript which reads: "Here begins the 
letter of the Emperor John of India . . . translated first into 
Greek and into Latin." Another Paris text pretends to be a trans- 
lation from the Arabic into Latin, which in view of the European 
background of the Letter's content is completely out of the ques- 
t i ~ n . ~ '  So far, not a single Greek manuscript of the Letter has been 
discovered and it should be added that the south Slavs and the 
Russians, whose dependence on Greek learning and literature is 
well known, had to procure their versions of the Letter by trans- 
lating a Latin text.28 These two factors weaken from the outset the 
possibility that the original language was Greek. As to the possi- 
ble role of the Archbishop Christian in the transmission of the 
Latin text, it will be discussed further below.20 

The burden of proof is thus on the Graecisms. But before they 
can be given full attention, it is necessary to establish the general 
reliability of the Latin text, for if it can be demonstrated that it is 
not free of mistakes and corruptions, the Greek words will appear 
in a somewhat diffecnt light. 

Three examples of obvious distortions can be found in the cata- 
logue of animals and monsters inhabiting Prester John's country. 
After a series of normal species like the elephants and camels 
there appear three mysterious kinds of animals : methugallinarii, 
cametheternis, and thinsiretae, each of which has two to four vari- 
a n t ~ . ~ ~  The first word is still a puzzle. Cametheternis has a variant 
chimeterremis and it is possible to see in it a corruption of chi- 
mera triformis (the tripartite chimera), especially since the sylla- 
ble "ra" could have been abbreviated. The last word has a variant 
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tinsirere and it could have come from De monstris et belluis, a 
popular medieval book on monsters and beasts. One of its brief 
chapters is called De monstris circie terrae (On the monsters of 
Circe's land).31 Since in the medieval manuscripts words stand 
very close together, the author of the Letter could have read cir- 
cieterrae and mistaken it for a strange kind of monster. Once 
taken into the text it could have become further mutilated by 
scribal errors. Although these cases are hypothetical, the fact re- 
mains that unless one can prove premeditated mystification, these 
words must have had sensible meanings. 

The brief summary of the Latin text has mentioned the midriosi 
or stones which the eagles occasionally take to their nests. One of 
their qualities was to sharpen, or even to restore, vision and, if 
properly conjured, they could render persons wearing them invis- 
ible. After Friedrich Zarncke had compared several variants for 
midriosi, he suggested a tentative original nidiosi, derived from 
the Latin word for nest, nidus. A reading found later by Alfons 
Hilka in a Breslau manuscript supports Zarncke's proposal. More- 
over, the first German author to write a book on nature in German, 
Konrad of Megenberg (1309-1374), spoke of certain stones, 
nides, which the eagles keep in their nests to help them hatch the 
eggss2 The magic power to render a man invisible is ascribed in 
German folklore to a stone found in the nest of a ~ i s k i n . ~ ~  The 
overwhelming evidence is thus for a word with a stem of nid. 
Midriosi is a corruption and a poor choice. A trace of Germanic 
folklore in the Letter is by itself an interesting fact and the present 
case is not an isolated incident.34 

The first example of a Graecism listed by Friedrich Zarncke is 
the use of Romeon instead of Romanorum in the above-discussed 
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title Romeon gubernutor. The author of the Letter must indeed 
have had some knowledge of Greek, yet the occurrence of this 
word does not constitute proof of a Greek original, for had the 
Latin been a translation, it would be most unnatural to assume 
that the translator had overlooked it. No other explanation can be 
given for why such a simple word was left untranslated. 

The next two Graecisms occur in the sentence "Accipe ierar- 
cham in nomine nostro et utere tibi, quia libenter utimur lechito 
tuo, ut sic confortemus et corroboremus virtutem nostram ad invi- 
cem." The words in question are ierarcham and lechito. Alexander 
A. Vasiliev felt that the passage was not quite clear and he pro- 
posed only a tentative translation: "Receive the dignity of the 
hierarch in our name and use it for thy own sake, because we 
gladly use the vase of oil, in order that we mutually strengthen 

9 9  35 and corroborate our virtue. The same sentence could be trans- 
6 6 lated with a somewhat different emphasis. The imperative re- 

ceive" and the words "we gladly use" suggest that Prester John 
accompanied his message with a present which was an answer to a 
previous letter and gift dispatched by the Greek emperor. These 
presents were beneficial to the virtus, which may have the more 
concrete and medical sense of virtus corporis - bodily strength, 
vigor. The word ierarcham has these variants : ieracham, ierarchi- 
am, yeracam, herar~ham.~'  Would it not be possible that the orig- 
inal word was hieraciam (from hieracia, ae, f.) - hawkweed, an 
herb used to sharpen eyesight and to cure eye diseases? Lechito 
(from lechitus, i, m,) can be translated as "jar for unguents." The 
sentence would now read: "Receive the hawkweed from us and 
use it for yourself, because we avail ourselves with pleasure of 
your jar of unguent, in order that we strengthen and corroborate 
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our bodily vigor." This slight alteration makes this passage more 
conventional. Exchanges of medicines and aromatics between sov- 
ereigns were not uncommon. The Caliph of Baghdad, Harun a1 
Rashid (786-809), sent balm, nard, and unguents to Charle- 
magne, while he himself received similar gifts from the King of 
Ceylon.'' Another reason for considering these gifts as medicines 
may be found in the Emperor Manuel's well-known interest in 
medical books and pra~tice.~' It is important to note that hierucia 
and lechitus have been taken over as loan words by Latin and do 
not necessarily constitute remnants of a Greek original." 

The very next sentence presents an even greater difficulty; it 
C C reads: Tigna quoque nostrum respice et considera." The vari- 

ants for tigna are Tigne, Tcona, Tinna, regna, thegma, pegma, 
while the neuter possessive pronoun nostrum occurs only once in 
the form nostra. Alexander A. Vasiliev preferred the variants 
regno and nostra and his translation reads: "Do also respect and 
consider our kingdom." But if the Latin regm had been the origi- 
nal word, why did it produce such a multitude of variants? It is 
rather obvious that the forms regna and nostra are later emenda- 
tions." Friedrich Zarncke has classified t i gm as a Graecism, be- 
cause the well-attested neuter possessive pronoun nostrum was 
agreeing with a noun ending in an "a" which therefore must have 
been a Greek word. Since no Greek word closely resembling t igm 
or its variants answers the sense of the context, it may be permis- 
sible to suggest another early corruption. It has been demonstrated 
above how the author of the Letter borrowed from the Archpriest 
Leo's Historia de proeliis. In Friedrich Pfister's edition of this 
text there are five references to diadema, the Greek neuter word 
for "diadem." 42 In one of Alexander's letters, reproduced in the 
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Historia, one can read this terse sentence addressed to King Dari- 
us: "Tamen diadema meum non est similis tuae diademae" (But 
my diadem is not like your diadem). Has the author of the Letter 
taken over the diadema as he took the apocrisiarius? Did he make 
Prester John say: "Respect and consider also my diadem"? Re- 
gardless of whether this conjecture is correct or false, tigna or 
whatever it stands for does not have to be an untranslatable Greek 
word. 

Another clear Graecism is the magic herb assidios, the roots of 
which can help a person to conjure the devil and make him speak. 
European folklore knows many herbs and roots serving such a 
purpose. The Anglo-Saxon Leech Book gives one recipe: "Work 
thus a good salve against temptations of the fiend. Bishopwort, 
lupin, vipers bugloss, strawberry plant, the cloved wenwort, earth 
rime, blackberry, pennyroyal, wormwood; pound all the worts, 

9 9  43 boil them in good butter, etc. Another Anglo-Saxon source 
calls wormwood by its Greek name apsinthion, which has a paral- 
lel form apsinthios. The latter must have been the prototype for 
assidios. The magic power of wormwood to exorcise the devil is 
also very well known in German f~lklore . '~  

Two last words to be considered here are the titles protopapaten 
and archiprotopapaten, ascribed to high church officials of Sam- 
arkand in Central Asia and Susa in Persia.45 Although the ori- 
gin of these titles is Greek, the author of the Letter connected them 
with two episcopal seats of the Nestorian Church." Joseph S. As- 
semani (1687-1768), one of the greatest authorities on Syrian 
literature, considered these "bombastic titles'' a borrowing from 
the Nestorians. To support his point of view, he cited the famous 
Nestorian inscription at Hsi-an in Shensi (China), dated 781, 
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which gave the name of its author as "Adam, Priest and Chorepis- 
9 ,  47 copus, and Papash of Chinestan. In spite of more recent doubts 

as to the correctness of the reading "papash," P. Yoshio Saeki up- 
held it once more in 1950.48 There will be another occasion to 
refer to this passage in greater detail. 

The Greek words of the Letter have thus proved to be either 
titles or loanwords; in neither case can they be taken to support a 
Greek original. Alexander A. Vasiliev's further references to the 
salamander and its "fleece" (pellicula) as a faint echo of the By- 
zantine silk industry are too tenuous to be of much importance.*' 
The Latin origin of the Letter has to be reconfirmed and the ver- 
dict expressed by Lynn Thorndike in 1923 is still valid today. In 
his opinion "this letter even in its earliest and briefest form seems 
without doubt a western forgery and bears the mark of its Latin 
origin, since despite the use of a few Greek ecclesiastical and of- 
ficial terms and the attempt to rehearse unheard-of wonders, the 
writer indulges in a sneer at Greek adoration of the emperor and 
is unable to conceive of Prester John except as a feudal overlord 
with the usual kings, dukes and counts, archbishops, bishops and 
abbots under him. 9 9  60 

Once the Latin origin of the Letter has been established, there 
arises a new problem. Was it composed in Western Europe exclu- 
sively on the basis of literary sources already available, or does 
its author display occasionally details which he could not have 
gathered by sitting at home and reading books? In other words, 
would it be possible to detect in the Letter some traits of its au- 
thor's direct or indirect contacts with the East he was describing? 
The probability of such connections has already been expressed 
by Malcolm Letts.'l 
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One of the most striking examples of a detail which the author 
could not have lifted from a learned book is the reference to the 
Central Asian city of Samarkand. This important trading center 
on the ancient silk road between China and the Mediterranean has 
been mentioned previously in connection with Yeh-lii Ta-shih's 
victory over Sanjar and the titles protopapaten and archiproto- 
papaten.s2 It was the residence of a Nestorian archbishop and it 
had a sizable Jewish community. The Greek and Roman writers 
knew it exclusively under the name of Mara~anda. '~ To my 
knowledge the name Samarkand appears for the first time in a 
Western source outside the Letter in the Relatw, an intelligence 
report which Jacques de Vitry included in his letter written on 
April 18, 1221, in Damietta (Egypt). From then on the form 
Samarkand becomes fairly common and by 1285 it can be seen 
on the Hereford map." 

Further, the Letter contains two passages that show its au- 
thor's vague acquaintance with trade to India. After a descrip- 
tion of the province where "all the pepper of the world" is 
growing, he says that it is "traded for grain, foodstuff, leather, 
and cloth." During the early years of the Roman Empire and 
in the Middle Ages textiles and leathergoods were indeed shipped 
to India.=' As to the trade in grain, it could scarcely have 
had an international importance although some wheat destined 
for the foreign sailors was exported to Muziris. Somewhat later 
in the text the author made a remark revealing a peculiarity of 
the Indian market. Amidst unrestrained boasts of good manners 
and unmatched wealth Prester John is made to utter this terse 
sentence: "We have few horses and they are wretched." Fried- 
rich Zarncke explained this statement as another device to stress 
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the prosperity of India by minimizing the value of horses which 
in the West were considered extremely precious. But if such a 
subtle hint had been the true intention of the author, it certainly 
failed so to impress readers, because, as Zarncke himself had 
to admit, in later versions of the Letter this contradiction was 
eliminated and the sentence changed to "We have many and 
swift horses." Would it not be simpler to assume that while the 
author was putting down the good qualities of India he suddenly 
recalled what every respectable merchant on the Eastern Medi- 
terranean knew, namely that India did not breed its own horses 
but imported them from Persia and Arabia? Later there was 
scarcely a traveler to those areas who did not mention this fact." 

A third trace of possible Oriental influence can be discerned 
in Prester John's tower, thirteen stories high, with its amazing 
mirror.58 In Edmond Faral's opinion this intricate structure is a 
fusion of two world wonders, the lighthouse of Alexandria and 
the temple of Diana at Ephesus, both of which were well known 
to the Latin West.50 It is the magic mirror that constitutes an ad- 
dition of Oriental origin. Towers with magic mirrors occur fre- 
quently in Arabic tales of wonders and sorcery. A tenth-century 
Arabic story reports, for example, a certain King Saurid who 
built a mirror from various materials, and with its help he could 
see all good and evil deeds that happen under the sun. The Jew- 
ish traveler Benjamin of Tudela (ca. 1173) associated the mir- 
ror with the lighthouse of Alexandria and he added that "all 
vessels, which approached with hostile intentions from Greece 
and from the western side, could be observed at fifty days dis- 
tance by means of this glass mirror."'O These Oriental descrip- 
tions of magic mirrors can be easily multiplied. What matters 
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here is that the Letter represents the earliest occurrence in West- 
ern literature of this technical wonder, which is obviously a 
borrowing from some Eastern tale." 

A discussion of Oriental traces in the Letter cannot be com- 
plete without mention of two literary works that may have influ- 
enced its whole concept and content: the stories of Sindbad the 
Sailor and the account of Eldad had-Dani. What made the au- 
thor of the Letter choose the epistolary form for his hoax? He 
was unquestionably inspired by the letters of the Alexandrian 
Romances, for he was constantly borrowing their expressions. 
It is, however, possible that something else had given him the 
idea to write about a Christian King of India. Gustav Oppert, 
the author of the first monograph on Prester John published in 
18M, was inclined to believe that the Letter was influenced by 
the voyages of Sindbad the Sailor. Six years later, in the second 
edition of his book he retracted his earlier statement.62 In 1922 
Paul Casanova revived Oppert's original idea and supported it 
by new evidence drawn from the text of a letter that is included 
in Sindbad's sixth voyage. This Arabic letter, known in many 
versions, seems to be a veritable counterpart of Prester John's 
message. It was dispatched by a King of India, called by one 
version Rahma, and it was addressed either to Harun al-Rashid 
(789-809) or to his son, Mamun the Great (813-833).63 Its 
text, given here in Edward W. Lane's translation, may speak 
for itself: 

"Peace be on thee, from the King of India, before whom are 
a thousand elephants, and on the battlements of whose palace 
are a thousand jewels. To proceed: we have sent to thee a trifling 
present: accept it then from us. Thou art to us a brother and sin- 
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cere friend, and the affection for you that is in our hearts is 
great: therefore favour us by a reply. The present is not suited 
to thy dignity; but we beg of thee, 0 brother, to accept it gra- 
ciously. And peace be on thee. -And the present was a cup of 
ruby, a span high, the inside of which was embellished with 
precious pearls; and a bed covered with the skin of the serpent 
that swalloweth the elephant, which skin hath spots, each like a 
piece of gold, and whosoever sitteth upon it never becometh dis- 
eased; and a hundred thousand mithkals of Indian aloes-wood; 
and a slave girl like the shining full-moon. 9 9  64 

What could the letter of Prester John have owed to this docu- 
ment? A general comparison of this Arabic letter with the letters 
in the Alexandrian Romances will show that the Oriental sam- 
ple with its display of animals, jewelry, and medicine comes 
closer to the Letter than the more sober and restrained corre- 
spondence between Alexander and Darius. It is impossible to 
overlook the similarities and yet an attempt to prove a direct 
influence of the Arabic text upon the Letter cannot get beyond 
vague analogies. The common characteristics of the two docu- 
ments could have another explanation. It has been shown above 
how in Bishop Hugh's report the emerald scepter of Prester 
John might have been a royal insignia of the King of Ceylon, 
and how this fact tends to indicate that Prester John was from 
his first appearance associated with India proper.65 The author 
of the Letter was certainly familiar with this tradition, and it is 
very likely that he had also heard about a letter written by a 
King of India to a Mohammedan ruler, which he then set out to 
imitate. 

The relationship between the Letter and Eldad had-Dani's ac- 
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count is much more tangible. Toward the end of the ninth cen- 
tury there appeared in northern Africa a Jew, calling himself 
Eldad of the tribe of Dan, who told a fabulous story about the 
"Sons of Moses" (Bene Moses) and the four lost Hebrew tribes 
which lived together in the ancient land of Hawila situated be- 

9 9  66 yond the "rivers of Ethiopia. His account of their communal 
life bears many traits that recur in the Letter. David H. Muller 
has compared both sources almost sentence for sentence and 
their similarity is often astonishing. The most striking parallels 
occur in the descriptions of the armies when they go into battle 
and of the legendary Stony River, or Sambation, that flows for 
six days but rests on Saturday. The Christian author disliked the 
latter detail and he changed it into four days of quiet, corre- 
sponding to the four days of the Truce of God. Some earlier 
authorities, mentioned by Miiller, have also pointed out that the 
statement in the Letter about the ten lost Hebrew tribes subject 
to Prester John has been provoked by Eldad had-Dani's claim 
that they were ruled by their own kings. On the whole, there is 
good reason to believe that the author of the Letter was familiar 
with the Hebrew story.67 One could assume that his lively interest 
for the East has somehow led him to learn about Eldad's descrip- 
tion of the ideal Hebrew state. 

There were thus three instances in which the Letter displayed 
independent information on the Orient. Furthermore, it shared 
certain similarities with two older literary pieces also of Eastern 
origin. By combining this evidence with the Latin language of 
the original text, one could propose that the Letter was conceived 
in that area of the world where its author could have found all this 
material, namely in the Latin crusading states. This region was 



proposed in 1891 by the French literary historian Paul Meyer. 
Malcolm Letts was also inclined to believe that the Letter "origi- 
nated in the East," while Alexander A. Vasiliev felt that it was 
written by a Nestorian in Con~tantinople."~ 

As to the personality of the author, it should be said that he 
was most likely a cleric, well versed in sacred and profane litera- 
ture and acquainted with the rudiments of Greek. The two pieces 
of folklore he was familiar with may suggest that his home was 
somewhere in northern Europe. This does not mean that he should 
be identified with Archbishop Christian of Mainz (1 165-1183) 
as some historians have done in the past."' The little postscript of 
the interpolation E mentions Christian only as the translator from 
the Greek and to call him the author would mean to compound 
the error." In the year 1949 Richard Hennig launched a spirited 
defense of the archbishop's integrity and he adduced various logi- 
cal reasons why it was wrong to dub him the author." In view of 
the Oriental elements of the Letter it can be said now with re- 
newed confidence that the German archbishop could not have been 
in a position to acquire all this material. His diplomatic mission 
of 1170 to Constantinople brought him closer to the East, yet his 
rank and the gravity of his secret negotiations could scarcely have 
given him a chance to gather information about India and the 
Eastern Christians. It is perfectly feasible, however, that he re- 
turned from Constantinople with a Latin manuscript of the Letter, 
which then gave rise to the rumor that he had translated it from 
the Greek in which he was, indeed, proficient.72 

The almost certain possibility of the Eastern origin of the Let- 
ter raises immediately the question of its relationship to the sto- 
ries of Patriarch John and Bishop Hugh of Jabala. Was the author 
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of the Letter familiar with the texts of these accounts, or did he 
gather his information independently? Nothing but internal evi- 
dence could answer this question. It can be definitely said that the 
narrative of Hugh had no influence on the Letter and that there is 
no compelling reason to believe that its author was familiar with 
the Patriarch John of De  advent^.^^ The author of the Letter was 
not a person to shrink from using any source he deemed suitable 
for him. His whole creation is, with a few exceptions, a patchwork 
of borrowed bits. Would it be sound to assume that he just chris- 
tened Prester John with the name of the Patriarch or made the 
"Patriarch of St. Thomas" sit at his table, and yet left the rest 
of De adventu unexploited? Moreover, it can be always objected 
that the author of the Letter had no need to borrow the name from 
the Patriarch, because "Prester John" had been known since 1145 
when Bishop Hugh had introduced him in Rome.74 

It has been shown in the preceding chapter how two little traits 
of a legendary Prester John had wandered from the region of 
Samarkand to northern Syria and from there to Rome. The name 
of "Prester John" and some other legendary elements grouped 
around him must have been still preserved among the Eastern 
Christians of Outremer when the author of the Letter came in 
touch with them. It was from them that he learned about the 
Christian prelates of Samarkand and Susa and about "the Pa- 
triarch of St. Thomas," and Prester John, the fabulous Christian 
King of the far-off India. The author took these authentic bits of a 
legend, surrounded them with a profusion of arbitrarily picked 
material on India, and with them surprised the world. 
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Lcrter, it is not oomp1ete1y void of documentary value. Its author 
was a twelfth-century West European who must have s p t  at least 
part of his life in the Near East where he became imbued with 
vague notions about India, the Christians of St. Thornas, and Pres- 
t u  John. The purpaK of his cornpition aas not to create a 
Utopia, but to assemble his scanty and fragmentary material into 
a literary form that was traditionally appropriate to it. If he ever 
had any ulterior motivm outside his evident urge to w m p  a 
modest piece of l i teram,  it may have been a desire to b o k  
the morale of the camadus by lstting them hope for the imminent 
arrival of a mighty ally. Yet whatever his true intention may 
have been, his contemporaries took his fabrication not for a pro- 
jection of an ideal theocracy, but for a curious and even instrue 
tive account of "the great mirackr of the Orient9'-- at least this 
waa the Wing of i earliest translator, Roau d'Anmde1. Rir 
rendering of the Latin prose L e r  into Anglo-NO- vene is 
the oldest of such attempb and it merits a brief disamion. 
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At tlie end of the Third Crusade (1190-1192) a group of Eng- 
lish knights was passing through Constantinople on its way home. 
The company was headed by a certain William de Vere, a mem- 
ber of "the longest and most illustrious line of nobles that Eng- 
land has seen."' To his suite belonged an otherwise unknown 
butler, Gillibert, who somehow managed to procure in the im- 
perial capital a Latin manuscript of the Letter which he then 
turned over to Roau d'Arunde1 to translate and put into verse. 
Roau was probably another member of the company; at least it 
is known that he prepared his verse translation in the very hostel 
where William de Vere was lodging. The nobleman was obviously 
favorably disposed toward the literary activity of his attendants 
and it is most likely that the tracing of the Latin manuscript and 
the translation were done at his behest. All this circumstantial in- 
formation would have been lost had Roau not decided to provide 
his translation with a prologue and an epilogue to explain to the 
"listeners" why it was profitable to learn about the East and how 
this particular translation came about. 

Roau's verse translation is based on a Latin text already aug- 
mented by interpolation B, i.e. it contained the description of 
Prester John's second palace. It should be said to the credit of the 
translator that he followed the Latin closely and used poetic li- 
cense with great restraint. The omissions and additions of his 
text do not exceed the average amount encountered in other trans- 
lations. In one instance, however, he failed to reproduce the orig- 
inal; this happened when he came to the three mysterious animals 
in the catalogue of beasts. Instead of leaving them untranslated, 
he found a good excuse not to mention them at all: 
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E d'autres bestes plus ke mil 
K'en rumanz ne sai ja numer, 
Pur goe me les covient passer.' 

This oldest translation has survived only in one manuscript 
and it did not exercise any noticeable influence on later French 
or other vernacular versions. Its importance lies chiefly in its clear 
indication that the fame of the Letter had spread beyond the circle 
of persons versed in Latin, and that it had begun to attract the 
attention of laymen interested in literature who preferred to hear 
it recited in their mother tongue. 

A much more distinguished place among all non-Latin versions 
belongs to a French prose translation. It originated sometime 
during the second part of the thirteenth century, but unlike Roau's 
verse Letter, it gives no hints as to where or by whom it could have 
been prepared. Since the nineteen manuscripts of this prose ver- 
sion, as listed by Paul Meyer in 1910, have never been critically 
examined, it is impossible to draw any conclusions on the basis 
of internal e ~ i d e n c e . ~  All that can be said about this prose text 
is that it exists in two distinct versions, one older and longer, an- 
other younger and shorter. But even those texts which would be 
ordinarily classified under the first group vary considerably in 
content; thus the version preserved in the MS. Royal 20 A. XI of 
the British Museum in London has Latin chapter headings and 
some additions from interpolation D of the Latin text, which are 
not found in other French m a n u ~ c r i ~ t s . ~  

This second French translation was not made from the com- 
mon Latin text, but from a Latin paraphrase of the Letter aug- 
mented occasionally by inclusion of details borrowed either from 
De adventu or from some other cognate source.' No early manu- 

57 



I ' R E S T E R  . J O H N  

scripts of this paraphrase have survived, but there is a unique 
specimen of a younger heir preserved in a fourteenth-century 
manuscript at the Cambridge University Library.' This Cam- 
bridge text must have originated in England, because it lets Pres- 
ter John's bodyguard be composed of English knights, while in the 
French version they are French.? Unfortunately one leaf has 
been cut out, and the first fifteen paragraphs are lost.' 

This gap in the Cambridge manuscript makes it impossible to 
know exactly to whom the paraphrased Latin version of the Letter 
was addressed. In the eight manuscripts of the older French ver- 
sion which I consulted, Prester John directs his message not to the 
Byzantine Emperor Manuel, but to Frederick, the Emperor of 
Rome. This would indicate that Frederick was also a recipient of 
the letter in the paraphrased version. A question arises now as to 
which Frederick was meant, Frederick I, Barbarossa (1152- 
1190), or his grandson, Frederick I1 ( 121 1-1250). As was men- 
tioned above, the introductory notes to several early Latin texts 
make the Emperor Manuel forward the Letter to Frederick I.' Yet 
did the author of the paraphrase and the later French translator 
really mean him? The Latin paraphrase must have been based 
on a common Latin text which included interpolations A, B, parts 
of C, and a fraction of D.'' This would mean that it could not have 
been composed before the first two decades of the thirteenth cen- 
tury." By that time Frederick I had been dead for at least twenty 
or thirty years and the ruling emperor was his grandson Frederick 
11. Would it not be more natural to assume that the bold person 
who broke with the traditional form of the Letter and composed 
the paraphrase also changed the addressee, bringing thus the 
whole text up to date? 

1 5  8 



There are two reasons why the author of the paraphrase may 
have been induced to alter the address. Since the capture and sack 
of Constantinople by the Western crusaders in 1204 the Byzan- 
tine Empire had become a shadow of its former greatness. On the 
other hand, Frederick I1 was for many years under obligation to 
lead a crusade and there was a great temptation to prove his con- 
tacts with a potential ally in far-off India. At this point the reader 
may be reminded of a thirteenth-century Italian short story in- 
cluded in the Novellino or Le cent0 novelle antiche in which an 
ambassador of Prester John makes a gift of three magic stones to 
Frederick, "colui che veramente fu specchio del mondo in parlare 
et in costumi" (he who was truly the mirror of the universe in 
speech and manners). This remark suits the Italian-born grand- 
son much better than his German ancestor.12 These observations 
should make it possible to date the Latin paraphrase within the 
rule of Frederick 11, i.e. between 1211 and 1250. The older 
French prose translation would then go back, perhaps, to the end 
of this period or shortly after it. 

The author of the Latin paraphrase and its French translator 
did not leave any comments explaining why they were interested 
in the Letter. One can be rather sure, however, that their reasons 
did not differ substantially from those of Roau. It is fabulous 
India and its Christian Saint that fascinated them and they in- 
cluded new materials on them to stress and to expand their marvel- 
ous qualities. Several creatures from the original Latin catalogue 
of beasts and monsters now receive detailed treatment. The 
unicorn and the phoenix, the griffins, centaurs, pigmies, and 
giants are described at some length. At the same time there is more 
information on St. Thomas that merits particular attention. 
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After the description of the Stony River and the salamander, 
the older French prose version has added this paragraph: "Let 
it be known to you that we are wealthy and that nobody can be 
poor in our country, provided he is willing to earn his living. And 
all the pilgrims who come to my lord St. Thomas and to the other 
saints of our land make us rich. Know that God has performed 
many miracles for my lord St. Thomas, in fact, he has performed 
more of them than for any other saint of our country, for he 
preaches in person and he rises on the day of his martyrdom and 
he delivers a sermon to the people of the city where his body is 

3, 13 resting. The Cambridge manuscript gives virtually the same 
text, but it omits Prester John's income from the pilgrims.14 Some- 
what further on one reads: "Know that nobody dares to lie in the 
city of my lord St. Thomas, for he would soon die a miserable 
death." l6 

Toward the end of the Letter Prester John's explanation of why 
he wants to be called a priest leads to this interpolated statement: 
"And know that at the end of a seven years' period a council is 
held in the city of St. Thomas on the day when he is preaching to 
the public; and all persons, whom we summon, come to the coun- 
cil and stay there for two months, after we have assembled, and 
those whom we permit to go, can leave, while others arrive and 
stay with us in our city. 7, l 6  

The closing paragraph of the Letter contains this interesting 
allusion: "Know that we have narrated a part of the miracles and 
marvels of our land and our court, and we have not yet told you 
about the healing power and miracles of our lord St. Thomas, nor 
about the palaces of his patriarchs, which are more wondrous to 
listen to than anything else in the world. 9 7  17 

G O  
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The original Latin text mentions the Patriarch of St. Thomas 
only once. He sits at Prester John's table together with the Bishops 
of Samarkand and Susa.18 In the Cambridge manuscript and in 
the French older prose translation he has received a colleague 
and more duties. When Prester John goes to fight a war, he leaves 
two Patriarchs of St. Thomas to guard his realm and, if by any 
chance, he should die without an heir, one of them is to become 
the king and take the c r o ~ n . ' ~  

A characteristic feature of these interpolations is the recurrent 
reference to the "city of St. Thomas." Was the author of the para- 
phrased Latin text familiar with De adventu, the anonymous tract 
on the miracles of St. Thomas? The sudden death of liars in the 
city of St. Thomas seems to echo the doleful end of the heretics 
and unbelievers in Hulna or the collapse of sinners after they 
have approached the Apostle.2o But the miracle of St. Thomas' 
rising and preaching on the anniversary of his martyrdom does 
not correspond to the distribution of the Eucharist in De adventu. 
The periodical church councils in the city of St. Thomas are either 
an invention of the paraphraser or else an addition from some un- 
known source. That such additional sources on St. Thomas were 
available is clearly shown by the interpolations found in the Prov- 
engal version of Prester John's letter and in a Latin retranslation 
of the French text under discussion here.21 Johannes of Hildes- 
heim, a fourteenth-century author of a book on the three Magi, 
was also familiar with some hitherto unidentified material on 
Prester John and St. T h ~ m a s . ~ *  Most likely there were several 
cognate sources, one of them, perhaps, De adventu, from which 
the new interpolations were borrowed. At any rate, the Latin 
paraphrase and its French prose translation were the first stages 
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in a gradual fusion of the materials on Prester John and St. 
Thomas that was to continue well into the age of printing.23 

The older French text of the Letter was destined to become par- 
ent to three further translations. In Friedrich Zarncke's opinion 
one of the Italian versions derived from the French.24 One He- 
brew text of the Letter reproduces the French original rather 
faithfully, except that it omits all references to Christian symbols 
and to St. Th~mas .~ '  Finally, there is the Latin retranslation, 
which in turn was rendered into English.26 This veritable chain of 
translations linked to the French prose version is a clear proof of 
its great popularity. 

Sometime during the fifteenth century the older French Letter 
was recast into a new form. This younger version has been pre- 
served in several manuscripts, one of which is a fifteenth-century 
paper codex (franp. No. 5084) in the Bibliothbque Nationale in 
P a r i ~ . ~ '  Two brief examples from the older and younger French 
texts may illustrate the nature of their differences. 

OLDER TEXT 28 

(edited by Achille Jubinal) 

[p. 3561 Prestres Jehans, par la 
grasse de Dieu, rois entre les rois 
crestiens, mande salut et amistibs ii 
Fbdri, l'empereour de Roume. Nous 
faisons savoir i la vostre amour 
que il nous a estet plusieurs fibs 
racontet et dit que vous desirbs 
moult asavoir de nos gens, de nos- 
tre couvigne, et de nostre tierre, et 
de nos coses. 

YOUNGER TEXT 

Bibl. Nat. f r a n ~ .  No. 5084 
[f. l] Prestre Jehan, par la grace 
de Dieu, roy tout puissant sur tous 
les roys crestiens, salut mandons a 
l'emperer de Romme et a tous les 
roys crestiens et au roy de France, 
nostre amy. Nous vous faisons sa- 
voir que moult de fois nous a este 
dit que vous desiriez moult savoir 
de nous et de nostre estat du gou- 
vernement, de nostre royaume, de 
nostre terre, et de nos gens et de 
nos manieres de bestes. 
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OLDER TEXT 

[p. 3741 Et sachiQ nous vous 
avons aconti une partie [p. 3751 
des miracles et des miervelles de 
nostre tierre et de nostre court; 
mais ne vous avons pas acontkes 
des viertus et des miracles mon- 
signour saint Thumas, et des palais 
h ses patriarches, ki sont h oi'r plus 
miervelleus que nu1 ki soient el 
monde. Que ke nous vos aiiens 
acontk et dit de nous et de nostre 
tierre et de nos coses est ausi voirs 
coume vous c rek  que nostre Sires 
soit el ciel, que nous ne vous men- 
terions en nule maniire ne de ce ne 
d'autre cose. 

YOUNGER TEXT 

[f. 171 Et prions au roy [f. 181 de 
France qu'il nous salue tous les 
feaux crestiens de dela la mer, et 
qu'il nous envoye aucun vaillant 
chevalier qui soit de la bonne ge- 
neration de France. Dieu vous doint 
perseverer cn la grace du saint 
esperit. Amen. Donne en nostre 
saint palais l'an de nostre nativite 
cinq cens et sept ans. Prestre Jehan. 

The opening lines of the younger recension accost not only the 
Emperor of Rome, whose name, incidentally, is omitted, but also 
all Christian kings and the King of France. These changes, 
although seemingly insignificant, reflect the growing power of na- 
tional states and particularly of France and constitute another in- 
stance of bringing the Letter up to date.2g A comparison between 
the two texts shows that the language and the expressions of the 
younger version are simpler and often somewhat monotonous. 
The closing paragraphs reveal substantial discrepancies of con- 
tent, and one notices that the younger text has introduced a ficti- 
tious date of the Letter which must have been inspired by interpo- 
lation E of the original Latin and the rejuvenating quality of the 
fountain of youth.30 

In over-all length the younger version is shorter than the older. 
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Its text was considerably trimmed and condensed, so that, for ex- 
ample, some of the references to St. Thomas which were intro- 
duced by the older text were now eliminated.31 On the other hand, 
it did receive a few new interpolations. In two instances Prester 
John exhorted the Western rulers to do away with the "false and 
treacherous Templars and Hospitalers." This remark was obvi- 
ously an echo of the trials conducted by the French King Philip 
the Fair ( 1285-1314) against the Templars. There are moreover 
two lengthy descriptions of the cynocephali, the dog-headed mon- 
sters, and of the tree of life. As a result of these changes the Letter 
had moved still another step away from its original, but while it 
began to look more like a bestiary than a royal message, it gained 
in simplicity and popular appeal. These very qualities must have 
influenced the choice of the early French printers who selected the 
younger text over the older to be reproduced in more copies than 
there were manuscripts of all the versions combined. 

The printed French Letter had a good sale. At least fourteen 
different editions can be traced in the catalogues of incunabula 
and in the main libraries of Paris and London.32 Since many of 
the French editions were undated, it is difficult to pinpoint the 
oldest. In the opinion of Jean-Pierre Seguin no edition was printed 
before the year 1488, while several of them came out during the 
first decade of the sixteenth century.33 Around the year 1522 one 
of these printed French versions was translated into English and 
published in Antwerp by Jan van D o e ~ b o r c h . ~ ~  

The printer's mark at the end of the rare copy preserved in the 
James Ford Bell Collection indicates that it was published by An- 
toine Caillaut, a Paris bookseller and printer whose activity falls 
in the years 1483-1506.35 The three-line caption placed above 
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the trade mark of Caillaut could be a clue to the more precise 
dating of this edition, for practically the same words, but used as 
a title, appear in two other editions of the French Letter which 
Jean-Pierre Seguin assigns to the turn of the century.36 This com- 
mon characteristic makes it very likely that the present edition 
stems from the same period. 

The merits and drawbacks of the younger French version, as it 
appears in Caillaut's edition, may be judged best by reading the 
text itself. In reading the present English translation it should be 
remembered that it was designed to capture some of the simplicity 
and monotony of the original. Substantial deviations from the 
French text occur only in cases where the readings are obscure. 
Wherever corrections became necessary, I relied on the above- 
mentioned manuscript from the Bibliothbque Nationale in Paris. 
A commentary on almost every detail of this younger version has 
been presented by Fernand Fleuret at the end of his edition of the 
younger French version of the Letter.a7 Some additional infor- 
mation pertaining to the content of the text can be obtained by 
consulting the references indicated in the English translation. 





























THE TRANSLATION 

Christian kings, greetings to the Emperor of Rome and the King 
of France, our friends. We wieh you to learn about us, our posi- 
tion, the government of our land, and our people and beasts. Aad 
since you say that our Greeks, or men of Grecian race, do not pray 
to God the way you do in your country, we let you h o w  that we 
worship and believe in Father, Son, and the Holy Ghust, thrsc 
persons in one Deity and one true God only. We attest and inform 
you by our letter, sealed with our seal, of the condition ond char- 
acter of our land and men. And if you desire something that we 
can do for you, ask us, for we shall do it gladly. In case you wish 
to come hither to our country, we shall make you on aocount of 
your good reputation our succeswm and we shall grant you vast1 
lands, manors, and mansions. 
k e t  it be known to you that we have the highest crown on earth 
as well as gold, silver, precious stones and strong fortresses, 
cities, towns, castles, and boroughs. We have under our sway 
forty-two kings who all are mighty and good Christians. And - 87 A 
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know that we maintain for the glory and love of Jesus Christ all 
the poor of our country, be they our men or foreigners. 

Know also that we have promised and sworn in our good 
faith to conquer the Sepulcher of our Lord and the whole Prom- 
ised Land. And if you wish and it pleases God, we shall have 
it; but may you too display the great and steadfast valor which 
is yours, since we were told of your true and loyal courage. But 
there are other Frenchmen among you of your lineage and from 
your retinue who hold with the Saracens. You confide to them 
and trust them that they should and will help you, but they are 
the false and treacherous Hospitalers. Know that we have killed 
them in our country as it should be done with those who turn 
against the faith.' 

Our land is divided into four parts, for there are so many 
Indias. In Greater India lies the body of the Apostle Saint Thomas 
for whom our Lord has wrought more miracles than for the 
[other] saints who are in heaven. And this India is toward the 
East, for it is near the deserted Babylon and also near the tower 
called Babel.2 In another province toward the North there is a 
great abundance of bread, wine, meat, and everything necessary 
for the human body. 

There are in our country elephants and other animals called 
dromedaries and also white horses and wild hulls of seven horns, 
white bears, and the strangest lions of red, green, black, and blue 
color. We have also wild asses with two little horns, wild hares 
as big as sheep, and swift horses with two little horns who gallop 
faster than any other animal. You should also know that we have 
birds called griffins who can easily carry an ox or a horse into 
their nest to feed their young. We have still another kind of birds 



The Translution 

who rule over all other fowl in the world. They are of fiery color, 
their wings are as sharp as razors, and they are called Yllerion." 
In the whole world there are but two of them. They live for sixty 
years, at the end of which they fly away to plunge into the sea. But 
first they hatch two or three eggs for forty days till the young ones 
come out. Then the old pair, father and mother, take off and go 
to drown themselves in the sea, as it was said before. And all the 
birds who meet them escort them till they are drowned. And when 
this has happened, the companions return and they go to the fledg- 
lings and feed them till they grow up and can fly and provide for 
themselves. Likewise, you should know that we have other birds 
called tigers who are so strong and bold that they lift and kill 
with ease an armored man together with his horse.' 

Know that in one province of our country is a wilderness and 
that there live horned men who have but one eye in front and three 
or four in the back. There are also women who look similar. We 
have in our country still another kind of men who feed only on 
raw flesh of men and women and do not hesitate to die. And when 
one of them passes away, be it their father or mother, they gob- 
ble him up without cooking him. They hold that it is good and 
natural to eat human flesh and they do it for the redemption of 
their sins. This nation is cursed by God and it is called Gog and 
Magog and there are more of them than of all other ~eoples .  With 
the coming of the Antichrist they will spread over the whole 
world, for they are his friends and allies. This was the people 
that enclosed the King Alexander in Macedonia and put him into 
prison from which he escaped. But God will send upon them light- 
ning and scorching fire which will burn and disperse them along 
with the Antichrist, and in such a way they will be destroyed and 
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routed. None the less we take many of them with us into war, 
whenever we wish to wage one, and we give them license and 
permission to eat our enemies, so that of a thousand not a single 
remains who is not devoured and consumed. But later we send 
them home, because, if they were to stay with us longer, they 
would eat us all.' We have in our country also other men who 
have hoofed legs like horses and at the back of their heels they 
have four strong and sharp claws with which they fight in such 
a way that no armor can withstand them; and yet they are good 
Christians and willingly till their lands and ours and pay us an- 
nually a big tribute. 

In another region of the wilderness we have a country that ex- 
tends for forty-two days' journey and it is called the Great 
Feminie. Do not think that it is in the land of the Saracens, for the 
one we are talking about is in our country. In that land there are 
three queens and many other ladies who hold their lands from 
them. And when these three queens wish to wage war, each of 
them leads with her one hundred thousand armed women, not 
counting those who drive the carts, horses, and elephants with the 
supplies and food. And know that they fight bravely like men. No 
male can stay with them over nine days, during which he can 
carouse and amuse himself and make them conceive. But he 
should not overstay, for in such a case he will die. This land is en- 
circled by a river called Cyson that flows from the terrestrial para- 
dise and is so wide that nobody can cross it except in big boats or 
ships.' 

Know also that between this land [and the river is a country] 
called Piconye which is small and extends only for ten days' jour- 
ney in length and seven in breadth. Men are here as small as 
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seven-year-old children and their horses are as small as sheep, 
and yet they are good Christians and willing workers. Nobody 
wages war on them except the birds who come each year when 
they have to harvest and to gather grapes. Then the king of this 
country equips himself to the best of his ability against the said 
birds and they have a dreadful carnage. Later, however, the birds 
r e t ~ r n . ~  

We have in our country bowmen who from the waist up are 
men, but whose lower part is that of a horse. They carry in their 
hands bows and arrows and they can pull harder than any human 
being and they live on raw flesh. Some of our courtiers capture 
them and keep them chained and people come to see this great 
marvel. 

There are in our land also unicorns who have in front a single 
horn of which there are three kinds: green, black, and white. 
Sometimes they kill lions. But a lion kills them in a very subtle 
way. When a unicorn is tired it lies down by a tree. The lion goes 
then behind it and when the unicorn wants to strike him with his 
horn, it dashes into the tree with such a force that it cannot free 
itself. Then the lion kills it.' 

In another region of the wilderness there are men who used to 
be sixty cubits tall but who are now only twenty, and they cannot 
leave the desert, since it would displease God, for once they were 
outside, they could easily vanquish everybody. 

You should also know that in our country there is a bird called 
phoenix which is the most beautiful in the world. In the whole uni- 
verse there is but one such bird. It lives for a hundred years and 
then it rises toward the sky so close to the sun that its wings catch 
fire. Then it descends into its nest and burns itself; and yet out of 
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the ashes there grows a worm which at the end of a hundred days 
becomes again as beautiful a bird as it was ever before.' 

In our land there is also an abundance of bread, wine, meat, 
and of everything that is good for the human body. Know also that 
no venomous creature can enter certain parts of our country. 

Between us and the Saracens there flows a river called Ydonis 
which comes from the terrestrial paradise and is full of precious 
stones. It flows through our land mostly in small and big arms and 
many precious stones are found there, such as emeralds, sap- 

6 6  phires, jaspe, calcedoines, rubies, carbuncles, scabasses," and 
many other precious stones which I have not mentioned; and of 
each we know its name and its magic power. 

There is in our land an herb called permanent. Whoever car- 
ries it with him can conjure the devil and question him as to who 
he is, where he is going, what he is doing on earth, and make him 
speak. Because of this, the devil does not dare to stay in our 
land.'' 

Know also that in our country there grows wild pepper amidst 
trees and serpents. When it becomes ripe, we send our people to 
gather it. They put the woods on fire and everything burns, but 
when the fire has died out, they make great heaps of pepper and 
serpents and they put the pepper together and carry it later to a 
barn, wash it in two or three waters, and let it dry in the sun. In 
this way it becomes black, hard, and biting1' 

Near this region is a fountain and whoever drinks of its water 
three times on an empty stomach will have no sickness for thirty 
years; and when he has drunk of it, he will feel as if he has eaten 
the best meat and spices, for it is full of God's grace. A person 
who can bathe in this fountain, be he of a hundred or thousand 
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years, will regain the age of thirty-two. Know that we were born 
and blessed in the womb of our mother five hundred and sixty-two 
years ago and since then we have bathed in the fountain six 
times.]" 

Let it be known to you that the Sandy Sea originates in our 
country and that it has a swift surf and produces frightful waves. 
Nobody can cross it, no matter how one tries, except us, for we 
let ourselves be carried by the griffins, as Alexander did when he 
was about to conquer the enchanted castle.13 Not far from this 
sea there flows a river in which one finds many precious stones 
and herbs that are good for many medicines. 

Between us and the Jews there runs a river full of precious 
stones and it descends so swiftly that nobody can cross it except 
on Saturday when it stands still; and whatever it encounters, it 
carries into the Sandy Sea. We have to protect this crossing, for 
we have on this frontier forty-two castles which are the strangest 
and most beautiful in the world and many men to defend them. 
to wit ten thousand knights, six thousand crossbowmen and fifteen 
thousand archers, and forty thousand troopers who guard the 
aforesaid passages, so that, if the great King of Israel would come 
with his men, he could not get across with his Jews, who are 
twice as numerous as the Christians, but not as the Saracens, for 
they hold two thirds of the world. Know that the great King of 
Israel has under him three hundred kings and four thousand 
princes, dukes, and counts, all of them Jews and obedient to him. 
And if the Jews could cross this passage, all the Christians and 
Saracens would be lost.14 

On each Saturday we let some eight hundred or thousand Jews 
come across for the purpose of trade. They do not, however, enter 
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our strongholds, but exchange the wares outside, because we do 
not trust them. They buy exclusively with ingots of gold and sil- 
ver, for they do not have real money. After they have made their 
purchases, they return home. Know also that we have forty-two 
castles which are not farther apart than a crossbow shot. 

Let it be known to you, that one league from there we have a 
city called the Great Orionde which is the strongest and most 
beautiful in the world. One of our kings guards it and he collects 
tribute from the great King of Israel, for he owes us every year 
two hundred horses loaded with precious stones, gold, and silver, 
in addition to the expenses incurred in this city and in the afore- 
said castles. Know that when we make war on them, we kill all 
those who happen to be in our country and because of this they 
do not dare to stir, or attack us. Notice that the Jewish women are 
the most beautiful and passionate in the world. 

Know that near the Sandy River there is the Sandy Sea and 
nobody can cross it, except when a strong wind spreads close to 
the ground, then one can easily enter it. Yet a person should hurry 
to return, for if he tarries, he could remain in the sea. And every 
piece of debris that comes out of it turns into precious stones; 
but they cannot be sold before we have seen them, and if we wish 
to have them, we can buy them at prices set by our merchants.'' 

In another region of our land there is a mountain on which no- 
body can dwell because of its great heat. Certain worms who can- 
not live save in fire sustain themselves there. Near this mountain 
we keep constantly forty thousand men who maintain a great fire. 
And when these worms sense the heat of the fire and come out of 
the earth, they enter the flames and spin there a thread similar to 
the one made by the silkworms. Out of this thread we make gar- 
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~nents for us and our ladies and we wear them at the great holidays 
of the year. Whenever we wish to wash them, we put them into fire 
whence they come clean and fresh.'' 

Know also that no Christian king has as many treasures as we 
do, because nobody can be poor in our country who wants to earn 
his living. Remember also that St. Thomas performs more mira- 
cles than all the saints of the paradise, for he preaches personally 
once a year in his church to everybody, and he also preaches in a 
palace, as you will hear." 

Let it be known to you that in another region of our country 
there are strange men who have human bodies, but heads of dogs. 
It is impossible to understand their language, yet they are good 
fishermen, since they can enter the deepest sea and stay there for 
a day without emerging. They catch as many fish as they desire, 
and they carry them into their subterranean houses. We, however, 
mark the place where they put them and take as many as we want. 
These men bring woe on our wild beasts, for they eat them and 
they fight against the archers and battle them fiercely? 

In our country there are also birds of a more hot-blooded na- 
ture than elsewhere. When the time of hatching comes, they lay 
twenty-one eggs on the bottom of a sea, and out of them come 
birds and they fly away. We catch many of them since they taste 
good when they are young. And if a man's or woman's health is 
failing and they eat of these birds, their vigor returns to them and 
they become as strong as before, or even stronger." 

There grows in our country also the tree of life from which the 
holy oil is coming. This tree is completely dry and a serpent is 
guarding and watching it day and night, all the year round, ex- 
cept on Saint John's day, when it is fast asleep, and this is the 
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time when we approach it. During the whole year it yields but 
three pounds which gather drop by drop. When we have come 
close to the holy oil, we take it and go back cautiously for fear 
that the serpent may pursue us. This tree is only a day's journey 
from the earthly paradise. When the serpent awakens, it becomes 
angry and hisses so loudly that it can be heard a day's march 
away. It  is three times as big as a horse and it has nine heads and a 
pair of wings. And after we have crossed the sea, it turns around, 
while we proceed and take the holy oil to the Patriarch of St. 
Thomas and he consecrates it and anoints us Christians with it. 
The rest we send to the Patriarch of Jerusalem, and he in turn 
sends it to the Pope of Rome who blesses it and adds to it olive oil 
and sends it to all Christians beyond the sea.20 

There are no thieves in our country, neither among our citizens, 
nor among the foreigners, for God and St. Thomas would have 
confounded them, while we would have put them to death. 

Let it be known to you that we have swift horses which can 
carry a knight in full armor for three or  four days without taking 
food. 

And whenever we go to war, we let fourteen kings, clad in gar- 
ments of gold and silver, carry in front of us fourteen ensigns 
adorned with sundry precious stones. Other kings who come be- 
hind carry richly decorated banners of silk. 

Know that in front of us there march forty thousand clerics 
and an equal number of knights, then come two hundred thousand 
men on foot, not counting the wagons with provisions or  the ele- 
phants and camels which carry arms and ammunition. And when 
we leave for war, we entrust our country to the Patriarch of St. 
Thornas.*' 



Yet when we ride out in peace, we let a simple wooden cross 
be borne before us, so that we are reminded of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Know that at the gates of each of our cities there are three 
crosses made of wood for people to worship the Holy Rood. 

Likewise when we ride out in peace we order a vessel full of 
earth to be carried as a sign that we are dust and unto dust we 
shall return; another vessel full of gold is borne to show that we 
are the most powerful and noble king. 

Let it be known to you that nobody in our land dares to com- 
mit the sin of lechery, for at once he would be burned, because the 
sacrament of marriage has been ordained by God; nor does any- 
body dare to lie in our country, for he would be hanged [imme- 
diately]. 

You should know that each year we visit in the desert the body 
of St. Daniel, the prophet. On this occasion we take with us ten 
thousand clerics and an equal number of knights and two hun- 
dred towers built on the elephants which also carry a turret to 
protect us from the seven-headed dragons. Know also that in this 
desert there are the finest dates that grow on trees and they are 
tasty, green, and ripe as well in winter as in summer. The desert 
stretches for eighty and sixty days' journey and there live two Pa- 
triarchs of St. Thomas who sit at the table in front of us, for they 
have the authority of the Pope of Rome. We have also as many 
abbots as there are days in a year taken twice and added fifteen. 
Each of them comes once during the year to chant at the altar of 
St. Thomas. We also sing there on the annual feast days, and on 
account of this we are called Prester John, for we are a priest be- 
cause of sacrificing at the altar, and we are a king because we 
are just and upright.** 
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Know that I had been blessed before I was born, for God has 
sent an angel to my father who told him to build a palace full of 
God's grace and a chamber of paradise for the child to come, who 
was to be the greatest king on earth and to live for a long time. 
And whoever stays in the palace will never suffer hunger, thirst, 
or death. When my father had woke up from his slumber, he was 
overly joyful and he began to build the palace which you will see. 

First of all, its walls are of crystal, the ceiling above is of pre- 
cious stones and it is adorned with stars similar to those of the 
sky, and its floor is also of crystal. There are no windows or doors 
in this palace and inside it has twenty-four columns of gold and 
various precious stones. We stay there during the big holidays of 
the year and in the midst of it St. Thomas preaches to the people. 
And inside our palace there is [water] and the best wine on earth, 
and whoever drinks of it has no desire for worldly things, and no- 
body knows where the [water] goes or whence it comes.23 

There is still another great marvel in our palace, for no food is 
served in it except on a tray, grill, or trencher that hangs from a 
column, so that when we sit at the table and wish to eat, the food is 
placed before us by the grace of the Holy Spirit. 

Know that all the scribes on earth could not report or describe 
the riches of our palace and our chapel. Everything we have writ- 
ten to you is as true as there is God, and for nothing in the world 
would we lie, since God and St. Thomas would confound us and 
deprive us of our title. 

If you desire from us something that we can fulfill, do not hesi- 
tate to ask, for we shall do it gladly. We beg you to keep in mind 
the holy pilgrimage, and may it take place soon, and may you be 
brave and of great courage, and pray, do not forget to put to death 
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those treacherous Templars and pagans and, please, send us an 
answer with the envoy who brought the presents. We entreat the 
King of France to greet from us all loyal Christians beyond the 
sea and to send us some valiant knight of noblest French 
We pray to our Lord to keep you in the grace of the Holy Spirit. 
Amen. 

Written in our holy palace in the year five hundred and seven 
since our birth. 

Here end the sundry tales of men, beasts, and birds in 
the land of Prester John 

MANY A NEW AND ENTERTAINING STORY ABOUT 

THE BEASTS IN PRESTER JOHN'S LAND 



THE ORIGIN 
OF PRESTER JOHN 

1 F A PERSON were to become acquainted with 
Prester John first through the French text of the Letter, as hap- 
pened in my case, he would be inevitably led to an inquiry into 
the relationship between Prester John and St. Thomas. The pre- 
ceding investigation has shown that many references to St. Thorn- 
as found in the French version were interpolations of uncertain 
provenance, and yet in much older and more original sources, 
like the Latin Letter and the report of Bishop Hugh of Jabala, 
there were a few evident or implied connections between the 
Apostle and the Christian King of India. Was the juxtaposition of 
these two personages accidental, or could it have resulted from a 
common legendary background? Before this question can be 
given any serious consideration, it is necessary to discuss briefly 
the various medieval identifications of Prester John and the mod- 
ern theories explaining the origin of the name "Prester John." 

One such explanation, proposed first by Marie Amand Pascal 
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d'Avezac and later developed by Gustav Oppert, was based on the 
narrative of Bishop Hugh.' Since the victory of Prester John had 
to be identified with Yeh-lu Ta-shih's triumph over the Seljuk Sul- 
tan Sanjar, there was a fair possibility that the Qara Khitayan 
ruler had given rise to the mythical figure of the Christian king 
and priest. Gustav Oppert did not spare efforts to show how Yeh- 
lii Ta-shih's title "Gur Khan" could have been misunderstood for 
the Syriac "Yuhanan" or "John." But this somewhat tenuous rea- 
soning does not account for the priestly functions and the Chris- 
tian faith that must characterize Yeh-lu Ta-shih if he is to be 
identified with Prester John. Indeed, contemporary sources say 
nothing about any leaning toward Christianity, but either call him 
a follower of Mani or imply that he was a Buddhist, which in view 
of his Chinese education seems to be most likely.2 

Although the report of Bishop Hugh failed to establish the ori- 
gin of a historical Prester John, it produced enough information 
to suggest that the historical ruler of the Qara Khitay had been 
somehow merged with a legendary figure whose relationship with 
the Magi and whose wielding of an emerald scepter associated 
him with St. Thomas and India.3 Once the possible existence of 
such a legendary Prester John is admitted, it becomes fairly easy 
to reconcile the conflicting elements of Bishop Hugh's story, for 
then one can assume that certain traits of an older and undoubt- 
edly Christian Prester John were superimposed on Yeh-lii Ta- 
shih, whose victory over the Moslems made him seem to be a 
follower of Christ. As the next example will show, confusions of 
this kind were not uncommon. 

In the year 1221 two prominent Western churchmen, Jacques 
de  Vitry, Bishop of Acre, and Cardinal Pelagius, both influential 
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in the high command of the crusading army that was about to 
march from the recently conquered Damietta toward Cairo, dis- 
patched a number of letters to influential persons in Europe, noti- 
fying them at length about a certain King David who had captured 
many Moslem cities in the East, among them Samarkand, and 
who was now approaching Baghdad.' This news was contained 
in a written intelligence report that had been brought to the Holy 
Land by some merchants engaged in importing Oriental spices 
and precious stones. King David was supposedly a ruler of India 
and, according to various versions of the report, either a grand- 
son or a son of Prester John. But these degrees of relationship 
were not always maintained and Jacques de Vitry himself pro- 
fessed that "King David was commonly called Prester John."' 
From the description of his deeds and military campaigns it be- 
comes evident that they belong to a real historical personality- 
none other than Genghis Khan. There is no satisfactory explana- 
tion of how this confusion could have come about, except that 
Friedrich Zarncke was induced to ascribe it to some Christian in- 
fluence~.~ The widespread European belief in the Christianity of 
the Mongols died slowly, and although the terrible inroads of the 
Asiatic nomads into Russia, Poland, and Hungary in the years 
1239-1241 must have opened the eyes of most optimistic West- 
erners, the hopes to discover in the Mongols an inclination toward 
the teaching of Christ were not abandoned for several decades. 
In the meantime, however, the concept of Prester John underwent 
a drastic change. 

A thirteenth-century Syrian churchman and writer by the name 
of Gregory Abulfaraj Bar-Hebraeus (1226-1286) has quoted in 
his Chronicon Syriacum (Syrian Chronicle) a letter dating back 
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to the year 1009 according to which a king of a Central Asian 
tribe of Keraits became converted to Christianity and was bap- 
tized along with some two hundred thousand men of his tribe. In 
another passage referring to the Keraits in the time of the Mongol 
ascendency Abulfaraj mentioned that they were ruled by an "Ung 
Khan who is called King John (Malik Yuhanna) ." ' William of 
Rubruck and Marco Polo traversed Central Asia during the same 
century and they too spoke of a Christian Ung or Unc Khan who 
had once been the overlord of Genghis Khan, but later had a quar- 
rel with him and was defeated and killed by the great conqueror. 
The very same story is also reported by the Mongol Secret History 
of the Yiian Dynasty and some other sources.' By combining this 
material and adding to it some archaeological evidence of a more 
general nature there emerges a picture of a Christian tribe of 
Keraits ruled by a king with the title Ung Khan, which at least in 
Abulfaraj's opinion had to be interpreted as an equivalent of 
"King John."' Since the Keraits were Nestorians and it hap- 
pened often among them that ordination for priesthood was given 
rather indiscriminately, it would be possible for a king to be at 
the same time a priest.10 Joseph S. Assemani was probably the 
first scholar to adopt the identification of Ung, or more correctly, 
Wang Khan, with "Prester John"; and he has been followed by a 
great many modern critics who in one form or another have shared 
the same basic view." The weakness of this theory lies in the late 
date on which the title Wang Khan had been bestowed by the 
Chinese Emperor Tshang-tsong (1190-1200) on the king of the 
Keraits.12 If this event took place toward the end of the twelfth 
century, how could it have produced the name "Prester John" 
as early as 1145 when Bishop Hugh mentioned it for the first 
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time? This criticism has been advanced by Gustav Oppert and it 
was repeated by Alexander A. Vasiliev only a few years ago.13 

After the second decade of the fourteenth century Prester John 
or his successors ceased to be located in Central Asia and their 
homeland was transferred to Africa. This change was first intro- 
duced by the Dominican friar Jordanus de S6v6rac who made a 
trip to India and, not finding Prester John there, assigned him to 
Ethiopia which he knew only from hearsay. The African Prester 
John was reinstated in his full fabulous array, for Jordanus sur- 
rounded him with wild animals and beasts and fifty-two vassal 
kings which were obviously reminiscent of the Letter." All this 
may seem to us a haphazard conclusion by Jordanus, and yet it 
inaugurated a new era in Prester John's history. The sudden im- 
pulse of Jordanus to resettle the legendary king would have cer- 
tainly aroused a vociferous opposition had there not been good 
reasons to abandon his old location. By the beginning of the four- 
teenth century Western travelers had traversed the Asian conti- 
nent often enough to know that the fabulous Christian kingdom of 
Prester John could not be found there. Moreover, the Prester John 
of William of Rubruck, Marco Polo, Bdoric of Pordenone, and 
John of Montecorvino was a figure of the past whose successors 
lacked all the splendor and power that were once assumed to be 
his, and they were not fit to render any military assistance to the 
West, nor were they even Christians.15 Ethiopia was, on the other 
hand, an almost unexplored country where any legendary crea- 
ture could thrive. It had a Christian dynasty and its geographic 
position gave hope for an effective military alliance, for the 
Ethiopians did occasionally fight the Moslems and, even more 
important, they were believed to be in a position to divert the 
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flow of the river Nile and starve Egypt into submission.16 Thus 
the transfer of Prester John to a new location did not destroy his 
legendary background, and the only objection that could be 
raised by a modern critic, namely that one cannot shift a person 
from Asia to Africa without embarrassing everybody who be- 
lieved in his existence, is invalid, since for the medieval men who 
divided Asia from Africa along the Nile, Ethiopia was a part of 
India.17 Nowhere does this become clearer than on medieval 
maps, and in consulting the legends of Bartolommeo Pareto's 
planisphere (1455) it becomes apparent that Ethiopia is the rest 
of Prester John's vast empire to which he retired after the Great 
Khan, i.e. Genghis Khan, had taken his Asian lands from him.'' 

The identification of Prester John with the Negus of Ethiopia 
opened a new possibility for deducing his name and his major 
characteristics - royalty, priesthood, and Christian faith - from 
the monarch of that country. The first steps toward a theory ex- 
plaining why the ruler of Ethiopia was called Prester John were 
made by some sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Portuguese 
scholars and missionaries who found that the royal title ran (pro- 
nounced like French jardin), meaning "king," could have given 
rise to the "Jean" or "John" of Prester John.'' 

In the year 1923 a Rumanian scholar, Constantine Marinescu, 
published an important study in which he adopted the basic con- 
clusion of the Portuguese and extended it to explain the whole 
history of Prester John.20 In his opinion the whole concept of 
"Prester John" has developed from the royal title zan and the 
priestly powers of the Ethiopian kings ascribed to them by a 
thirteenth-century Christian writer, Abu Salih.*' The word zan 
was then picked up by the Italian merchants who understood it to 
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be "Gianni," whence the French "Jean" and the English " J ~ h n . " ~ '  
This borrowing must have taken place before Bishop Hugh used 
it for the first time in 1145, because, as one of Marinescu's ardent 
supporters has claimed, "Prester John" referred from the outset 
to the King of Ethiopia and "the confusion which arose in the 
twelfth century was partly due to the wide application of the term 
India, and partly to the inaccessibility of Ethiopia. 7 9  23 

There are several objections that can be raised against this 
whole theory. First of all  there is the problem of the date by which 
the title zan had come into use. Eugen Mittwoch mentioned ran 
hoi as a royal address, but he added that it was introduced only in 
the sixteenth century, while the old word used for the same pur- 
pose was danzo, meaning "noble" or  "brave. 99 24 Marinescu's 
proof of the antiquity of zan, based on the lists of the Ethiopian 
kings, is not conclusive. It is true that a few royal names have as 
a component part ran or one of its variants, but this does not nec- 
essarily prove that it was considered a title. Carlo Conti Rossini, 
whose article Marinescu was using, himself stated that the names 
with the particle zan had not yet been fully explained.26 Besides, 
even if one admits the possibility of zan having always been a 
royal title, how does it happen that only a small group of kings 
chose to attach it to their names, and what sense was there in a 
tautological address like zan Ged 'a zan? Finally there is the 
amusing incident of the year 1441 when an Ethiopian embassy 
arrived in Rome and one of its members expressed the indigna- 
tion of his sovereign about the title he was given by the Europeans. 
The King of Ethiopia felt that it was "absurd," since his true 
name was Zareiacob which means "Offspring of the Prophet Ja- 
cob," while his second name (cognomen) was, on account of his 
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dignity, Constantine.*' The monarch had evidently taken "John" 
for a proper name. Did he fail to recognize in it his own title? 

Another weak point of this theory lies in its insistence on a pro- 
- 

longed confusion about the true Prester John. How was it possible 
that Ethiopia was accessible enough to let the title ran slip out 
of the country, and yet so inaccessible that no further informa- 
tion, for example, about its approximate geographical location 
or the variety of its Christian dogma, could come through? Bish- 
op Hugh said of Prester John that he was a Nestorian from be- 
yond Persia and Armenia. Evidently he had heard the name 
"Prester John," but nothing about the fact that the Ethiopians 
were Monophysites, nor could he even indicate the general direc- 
tion in which the kingdom of the true Prester John could be found. 
The Nestorian background of Prester John was further suggested 
by the author of the original Latin Letter and it was openly pro- 
nounced by Jacques de Vitry, whose authority in matters of East- 
ern churches is unquestionable.*' Did the two Western church- 
men, who had resided for years in the Holy Land and who had 
contacts with native Christians and Italian merchants, fail to 
learn from the latter at least the place where they had heard about 
that mysterious zan or "John"? It is certainly easier to declare 
two centuries of Prester John's existence as a Nestorian king of 
Central Asia or India a mistake than to prove it.28 

The most widely accepted explanations for the origin of the 
name "Prester John" were thus construed on the basis of titles : 
Gur Khan, Wang Khan, and zan. There were also several attempts 
to utilize the proper name "John." In the year 1876 Philipp 
Bruun proposed to see in Prester John the image of the Georgian 
general IvanZ (John) Orbelian, who in 1161 won at Ani a great 
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victory over the Mo~lems.~' The weakness of this explanation lies 
in the late date of the event, for the fame of Prester John goes back 
to another battle that had taken place twenty years earlier.30 There 
were still other Johns to be associated with Prester John. Johannes 
of Hildesheim said around 1370 that the King of India ought 
to be called John because of John the Evangelist, who was a priest, 
and John the Baptist, who had baptized the L ~ r d . ~ '  Alexander A. 
Vasiliev felt that the name of the legendary king had derived 
either from the assumed author of the fourth Gospel, or from the 
Patriarch John of St. Thomas' shrine.32 Some of these proper 
names have a definite advantage over the three titles, for they do 
not require any misunderstandings to serve as a catalectic agent, 
and it is even possible to imagine that they were grafted onto cer- 
tain stories with a true historical background, as for example the 
victory of Yeh-lii Ta-shih. What they do not explain, however, is 
that specific combination of royalty and priesthood in Prester 
John without which he is unthinkable. 

Do these theories of Prester John's origin exhaust all possible 
explanations of how his name and characteristics could have 
come into being? I doubt it. The existence of a few, previously 
discussed, nonhistoric elements in Bishop Hugh's report and the 
amazing reference to Samarkand and the Patriarch of St. Thomas 
in the original Latin Letter indicate an early association of Pres- 
ter John with St. Thomas, India, and the Nestorian 
These ties have been strengthened through several interpolations 
found in the older French prose version of the Letter, and al- 
though these insertions were mere mechanical additions, they did 
stem from some cognate but unfortunately lost sources.34 Alexan- 
der von Humboldt once suggested that the legendary figure of 

88 



Tkr Origirr ol l ' r r ~ ~ t ~ r  J o h t ~  

Prester John may have belonged to a Nestorian myth.35 No such 
myth has yet been discovered, but as the following presentation 
will attempt to show, there are certain traces of it that could even- 
tually lead to its full reconstruction. 

In a fourteenth-century Syrian martyrology composed by Rab- 
ban Sliba the sixth day of October is dedicated among others to 
"the martyrdom of the Apostle Thomas, the king of India Mis- 
daeus, his son John, and his mother Tertia" (Coronatio Thomae 
apostoli et Misdaeus rex Indiae, Iohannes eius filius huiusque 
mater Tertia) .36 The three persons associated in the martyrology 
with the Apostle have been mentioned earlier in the present 
volume: King Mazdai, who ordered the execution of the Saint 
but later himself became a Christian, his estranged wife Tertia, 
and their son Vizan, all of whom are described at length in the 
Acts of St.  T h ~ r n a s . ~ ~  Vizan-John appears in the dramatic cul- 
mination of St. Thomas' missionary work in India and he is of 
such a stature that one can easily see how he became immortal- 
ized along with his parents. What is even more important, the de- 
scription of him in the Acts reveals several traits later found in 
Prester John. The very first conversation between the prince and 
the Saint, who reproached him for his possessions, slaves, and 
garments, strikes the familiar theme of wealth so prominent in 
the Letter.38 But Vizan-John was not only rich, he was also pious, 
for when he had asked the Saint for baptism, he confided to him 
his leaning toward Christian principles long before he had heard 
of the new religion.3g His plea was answered and St. Thomas 
baptized him together with his mother Tertia and his wife Ma- 
nashar. One of the Apostle's last acts on earth was to ordain Vizan 
a deacon and Sifur, who had brought the Saint to Mazdai's realm, 



a priest.40 These two men became thus the spiritual successors of 
the Apostle and the heads of the young Christian Church in India. 

Would it be permissible to assume that the Eastern Christians 
had also a more popular version of St. Thomas' martyrdom than 
the one preserved in the Acts? He was certainly one of their great- 
est saints and, as shown above, popular hagiography has ascribed 
to his shrines several posthumous miracles performed by his 
uncorrupted hand.41 Some traces of popular traditions asso- 
ciated with him appear in the long metrical homily by Jacob of 
Serugh (451-521) about the palace which the Apostle was sup- 
posed to build for the Indian king G~ndafor . '~  As a missionary 
to India, St. Thomas must have been linked to that general con- 
cept of a mission so vividly presented on an old Syrian miniature 
of the Pentecost, where underneath the twelve Apostles, each of 
them holding a scroll to symbolize his calling, one can see a 
heathen king and a dog-headed monster.43 Finally, a minor ex- 
ample of a popular adaptation can be discerned in the very fact 
that the old Persian name "Vizan" of the original Syriac Acts 
has changed to the Syriac equivalent of "John." Considering the 
amount of Syriac literature that was either lost forever, as in the 
destruction of the Edessan library in 1145, or is still hidden in 
manuscripts and available only to orientalists, the absence of a 
popular account of the Apostle's death does not speak against its 
existence." There is, of course, always the possibility of such a 
story having constituted a part of an oral tradition which was 
never considered worthy of recording. 

Now if one were to assume that there was such a popular and 
simplified variant of the Apostle's glorious end, in what direc- 
tion would it have changed the figure of Vizan-John? From the 
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point of view of Christian ethics and taste he would have deserved 
a more prominent position than his father, who after all had been 
the villain of the story and whose conversion to Christianity was 
anything but sincere. Vizan-John could have also acquired the 
higher ecclesiastical orders of Sifur, not because the latter was 
unworthy of it, but merely on the strength of his belonging to the 
royal family, while Sifur was a just a marginal character and 
could have been easily omitted or even forgotten. The possibility 
of John's having been made a priest at Sifur's expense is more- 
over strengthened by the younger Ethiopian version of the Acts 
where Sifur and Vizan are called respectively Sekura and 
Awesyas, while the priest at the end of the Acts is referred to as 
Awetyos K o r o ~ . ~ ~  Despite the slight change in spelling and the 
addition of Koros, it is definitely Vizan and not Sifur who figures 
here as the priest. An echo of a similar shift can be discerned in 
a still younger tradition of the Malabar Christians which is known 
to have been composed from the elements of the Acts. A Christian 
song used on various socio-religious occasions tells how St. 
Thomas had arrived in Malankara (not far from Cranganore) 
and how his preaching had resulted in the conversion of a native 
king whose nephew was ordained a priest.46 The change from a 
royal son to a royal nephew may have been caused by the peculiar 
Indian custom whereby the king was not succeeded by his son, 
but by the son of his sister." Finally there is still another proof 
that occasionally Sifur and Vizan were made to switch their posi- 
tions in ecclesiastical hierarchy, for according to an eleventh-cen- 
tury Greek synaxarion from Mount Athos, St. Thomas had 
ordained Vizan a priest and Sifur a dea~on . '~  

Although these findings do not justify the announcement of a 
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new precursor of Prester John, they make it likely that given 
more material on the popular traditions of the Eastern Christians 
there could be established a more suitable prototype for the 
twelfth-century Nestorian king and priest than any hitherto pro- 
posed. An original Prester John belonging to the cycle of legends 
created around St. Thomas would solve many difficulties that so 
far have complicated the previous identifications. If it was he who 
inspired the image of the later Prester John, one could dispense 
entirely with the tenuous derivations of his name from the for- 
eign titles; at the same time he would have had those vital in- 
gredients which made the later Prester John a Christian king and 
priest. Instead of being sought among the Monophysite Ethio- 
pians, he could be securely pronounced a Nestorian, for it was the 
members of this particular church who predominated in the scat- 
tered Christian communities between Edessa and Mailapur where 
the St. Thomas tradition was especially vigorous. The pre-exist- 
ence of his name and figure in this wide geographic region ex- 
plains also how "Prester John" became attached to the Central 
Asian conquerors. That these false identifications were produced 
by the Eastern Christians whose oppressed position made them 
hope for a liberator has been already stated. A legendary pre- 
cursor of the later Prester John may lead to still another re-evalu- 
ation, for if it can be maintained that the author of the original 
Latin Letter had visited the Holy Land, then there is at least a 
chance that a few basic traits of his portrait of Prester John are 
genuine. 
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l See the recent study by David T. Pottinger, The French Book Trade in the 
Ancien Regime, 1500-1791 (Cambridge, Mass., 1958), pp. 22-39. 

An excellent analysis of these piZces d'actualiti is offered by Jean-Pierre 
Seguin, "L'information B la fin du XVe siicle en France ; p ikes  d'actualith 
irnprimCes sous le rigne de Charles VIII," Arts et Traditions populaires, 4 :  
309-330 ( 1956 ) and 5 : 46-74 ( 1957). 

For a discussion of the Latin and French manuscripts and early editions 
of the Letter, see the chapters in the present volume on "The Original Text" 
and "The French Versions." 

Both the Italian and the English manuscripts of the Letter are considered 
hy Friedrich Zarncke, "Ueber eine neue, bisher nicht bekannt gewesene 
lateinische Redaction des Briefes des Priester Johannes," in Berichte iiber 
die V e r h a n d l ~ n ~ e n  der koniglich sachsischen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften 
zu Leipzig. Philologisch-historische Classe, vol. 29 (Leipzig, 1877), pp. 111- 
156, at pp. 113-117. Hereafter this study will be referred to as Zarncke, 
Berichte, vol. 29. The various German versions of the Letter have been dis- 
cussed in detail by the same author in "Der Priester Johannes," in Abhand- 
lungen der philologisch-historischen Classe der koniglich siichsischen Gesell- 
schaft der Wissenschaften, vol. 7 (Leipzig, 1879), pp. 947-1028. Hereafter 
this portion of Zarncke's study, comprising Chapters 1, 2, and 3, will be 
referred to as  Abhandlungen, vol. 7. For the Russian and Serbian manu- 
scripts of the Letter see M. N. Speranskii, "Skazanie ob Indeiskom tsarstve," 
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in Akademiia Nauk S.S.S.R. Izvestiia po russkomu iazyku i slovesnosti, vol. 
3 (Leningrad, 1930), pp. 369-464, at p. 119. For material on the Hebrew 
manuscripts of the Letter consult A. Neubauer, "Where Are the Ten Tribes?" 
Jewish Quarterly Review, 1: 14-28, 95-114, 185-201, 4Q8-423, at p. 194 
(1889). 

6 See the remarks by John of Plano Carpini and William of Rubruck in 
Sinica Franciscana, vol. 1 : Itinera et relationes Fratrum Minorum saeculi 
XIII et XIV, ed. by Anastasius van den Wyngaert (Florence, 1929), pp. 59- 
61, 206. For an English translation of the same reports consult Christopher 
Dawson, ed., The Mongol Mission (New York, 1955), pp. 22 and 122. Plano 
Carpini's story of Prester John's victory over a Tartar army is a mixture of 
Alexandrian Romance and historical truth; cf. Friedrich Pfister, ed., Der 
Alexanderroman des Archipresbyters Leo (Heidelberg, 1913), p. 105, and W. 
Barthold, Turkestan down to the Mongol Invasion (2nd ed.; London, 1928), 
p. 442. 

6 See pp. 81-87 in this volume. 
7 Good examples are the accounts by John of Plano Carpini and Simon of 

St. Quentin in Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum historiale, Book 32, Chapters 
2-52 (in a fourteenth-century manuscript of the James Ford Bell Collection, 
fols. 251r-264r). 

The most popular among them was Sir John Mandeville. On his use of 
Prester John's Letter see Friedrich Zarncke, "Der Priester Johannes," 
A bhandlungen der philologische-historischen Classe der koniglich siichsischen 
Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften, vol. 8 (Leipzig, 1883), pp. 128-154 and 
180-184. Although not published until 1883, this portion of the study had 
been completed in 1876. Hereafter this second part of Zarncke's researches, 
including Chapters 4, 5, and 6, will be referred to as Abhandlungen, vol. 8. 
For the latest literature on Sir John hlandeville's borrowings from the 
Letter consult Malcolm Letts, Mandeville's Travels. Texts and Translations, 
Publication of the Hakluyt Society, series 2, vols. 101 and 102 (London, 
1950-1953), vol. 101, pp. 187-210, and vol. 102, pp. 499-506; and Josephine 
Waters Bennett, The Rediscovery of Sir John Mandeville (New York, 1954), 
p. 21 and passim. Another "traveler" to use the Letter was Johannes de Hese; 
see Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, pp. 159-179. The James Ford Bell Collec- 
tion owns a rare copy of Johannes de Hese's Itinerarius, published by Gulden- 
schaff in Cologne about 1490. 
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Mappa Mundi (London, 1873), p. xxvi. There are many maps on which 
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Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 831-836. Devos, in Analecta Bollan- 
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The summaries of De adventu and of Odo's letter are based on the Latin 
texts published by Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 837-846. 
' Cerulli, Etiopi i n  Palestina, vol. 1, pp. 177-179. 
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Wright, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (London, 1871; 2 vols.), vol. 2, pp. 
1%-298. For the translation of the Greek version consult Bernhard Pick, The 
Apocryphal Acts of Paul, Peter, John, Andrew and Thomas (Chicago, 1909), 
pp. 222-362. 

7 Max Bonnet, Acta Thomae, in Supplementum codicis apocryphi I (Leip- 
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that the truth of the tradition is a reasonable probability. The evidence we 
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32 : 151; A. E. Medlycott, India and the Apostle Thomas (London, 1905) ; 
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Calamina, or Kalliana, see Philipps, in Indian Antiquary, 32 : 145-151 ; Dahl- 
mann, Die Thomas-Legende, p. 153; Brown, The Indian Christians of St  
Thomas, pp. 55-57. 

14 Dahlmann, Die Thomas-Legende, p. 161. E. A. Wallis Budge, Contend- 
ings of the Apostles (London, 1899-1901; 2 vols.), vol. 2, p. 336. 

lS Philipps, in Indian Antiquary, 32 :6. Alfred Gutschmid, Kleine Schriften 
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Passio Sancti Thomae 
[p. 1591 Sicque factum est ut transla- 
turn esset de India corpus apostoli et 
positum in civitate Edissa in locello 
argenteo quod pendit ex catenis ar- 
genteis. In qua civitate nullus haere- 
ticus potest uiuere, nullus Iudaeus, 
nullus idolorum cultor. 

De adventu 
[p. 8391 A fidelissimis autem chris- 
tianis universa interius plenissime 
est [Hulna] habitata. Inter quos 
nullus erroneus aut infidelis, sicut 
historia narrat, aliquando conver- 
sari potest . . . [p. 8401 Intra quod 
preciosissima concha argentea, sicut 
et ipsa historia apostoli narrat, ar- 
genteis dependet cathenis, cara qui- 
dem metal10 sed pocior thesauro in- 
tra se reposito. 

There are two possibilities to explain the difference between the texts. The 
redactor of De adventu could have added these details from memory, or 
the epilogue could have been inspired by some Syrian merchant living in the 
Frankish kingdom who had caused this detail to be added to the Passio 
Sancti Thomae. In the latter case the similarity of content and the divergency 
of expression could be attributed to a common Eastern source of these two 
sets of remarks. On the Syrian merchants in Gaul see Monneret de Villard, 
in Atti della Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, vol. 6, p. 101. For the peculiar 
use of "historia" in the passage of De adventu consult Lipsius, Apostel- 
geschichten, vol. 1, p. 65. A good example of an almost word-for-word bor- 
rowing from the epilogue of the Passio Sancti Thomae is the chapter on St. 
Thomas in Ordericus Vitalis' Historia Ecclesiastics, in Migne, Patrologiae 
cursus completw. Series latina, vol. 188 (1890), col. 163. 

Reinhold Rohricht, "Studien zur mittelalterlichen Geographie und Topo- 
graphie Syrians," Zeitschrift des Deutschen Palaestina-Vereins, 10 : 195-345, 
at p. 299 (1887). 

22 Reinhold Rijhricht, Geschichte des Konigreichs Jerusalem (1100-1291) 
(Innsbruck, 1898), p. 232, note 1. In addition to the Arab authors cited by 
Alexander A. Vasiliev in "The Life of St. Theodore of Edessa," Byzantion, 
16:  165-225, at p. 180 (1944), see Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy, trans. 
and ed., Relation de I'Egypte par Abd al Latif ibn Yousouf (Paris, 1810), 
p. 442. 

2WRShricht, in Zeitschrift dcs Deutschen Palnestinn-Vereins, 10 : 297. 
Charles Texier, "La ville et les monuments d'Edesse," Revue orientale et 
ame'ricaine, 1 : 326-354, at pp. 337-338 (1859). 

24 Yule and Cordier, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, vol. 2, p. 358-359. The 
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Hennig, Terrae incognitae, vol. 2, pp. 225-229, and the article by Mingana, 
pp. 453-454. On traveling in Asia during the Tartar era consult James A. 
Montgomery, The History of Yaballaha I l l ,  Nestorian Patriarch, and of His 
Vicar Bar Sauma (New York, 1927), pp. 3-13. 
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Universal History to the Year 1146 A.D. by Otto, Bishop of Freising (New 
York, 1928). On the meeting with Bishop Hugh in Viterbo and the passage 
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given here was granted by the publisher, Columbia University Press. 
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28 : 435-445 (1953). 
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Travels of Fah-Hian and Sung-Yun (London, 1869), p. 16. 
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Book of Seth can be consulted in Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus. Series 
graeca, vol. 56 (Paris, 1862), cols. 6374%. 

60 Walter Drum, "Magi," The Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol. 9 (New York. 
1910), p. 528. 
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Archaeological History of Iran (London, 1935), pp. 6445 .  
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63 Edward W. Lane. The Arabian Nights' Entertainments or The Thou- 
sand and One Nights (New York, 1927), p. 618. 
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THE ORIGINAL TEXT 

1 Albericus Trium Fontium, Chronica, ed. by Paul Scheffer-Boichorst in 
Monumenta Germaniae Histonca. Scriptores, vol. 23 (Hannover, 1874), pp. 
631-950, at p. 848. 

2 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 878. 
3 Ibid., pp. 935-946. On the conflicting opinions in regard to the recipient 

of this papal letter, see Richard Hennig, "Neue Forschungen zur Sage des 
Priesterkonigs," Universitas, 4 : 1261-1265 (1949) and Marinescu, in Aca- 
de'mie Roumaine, vol. 10, pp. 77-78. Compare also Yule and Cordier, The Book 
of Ser Marco Polo, vol. 1, p. 231. 

4 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 872-934. For some additional manu- 
scripts of th'e Latin Letter, consult Alfons Hilka, "Die anglonormannische 
Versversion des Briefes des Presbyters Johannes," Zeitschnft fiir franzosische 
Sprache und Litteratur, 43 :82-112, at pp. 93-94 (1915), and Lynn Thorn- 
dike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science (New York, 1923-1958; 
8 vols.), vol. 2, pp. 240-241. On the still unexplored background of a Sieg- 
burg manuscript containing an uninterpolated text of Prester John's Letter, 
see Appendix 1 in Werner Ohnsorge's article "Die Byzanzpolitik Friedricli 
Barbarossas und der 'Landesverrat' Heinrichs des Lowen," Deutsches Archiv 
fiir Geschichte des Mittelalters, 6 : 118-149 (1943). This Siegburg manu- 
script is now in the Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbuttel, Germany 
(MS. 27. 9 Aug. 20). Dr. Hans Butzmann, the director of the library, has 
kindly provided me with collations of several passages from this manuscript. 

Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 877. 
Charles V. Langlois, La vie en France au  moyen &ge, vol. 3: La con- 

naissance de la nature et du monde (Paris, 1927), pp. 44-70. This volume 
was also published separately in 1911. Alexander A. Vasiliev, "Prester John, 
Legend and History," a 262-page typewritten manuscript preserved in 
the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, D.C. 
I wish to express my sincerest thanks to Mr. Ernst Kitzinger, director of 
studies at the Dumbarton Oaks Library, for permitting me to consult this 
study on Prester John. 

Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 881-883. 
'Ibid., pp. 883-892. The proper origin of this interpolation has not yet 

been determined. I tend to believe that it had been added from some variant 
of the story about St. Thornas' having been assigned to build a palace for the 
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Indian King Gundafor. According to the interpolation, Quasideus, the father 
of Prester John, has a dream in which he is told to build a palace for his 
future son. In a Syriac poem by Jacob of Serugh (451-521) Gundafor is in- 
spired to have his palace built by the same device; consult R. Schriiter, 
"Gedicht des Jakob von Sarug iiber den Palast, den der Apostel Thomas in 
Indien baute," Zeitschrift der Deutschen morgenlandischen Cesellschaft, 
25 : 321-377, at p. 351 (1871). This common element poses the question 
of the origin of the name "Quasideus" or "Godlike"; was it purely an in- 
vention, a corruption of the name "Gundafor," or perhaps even a slight dis- 
tortion of the name "Misdeus" or "Mazdai"? See the latter part of the last 
chapter of the present volume. 

OZarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 892-897. On the possible origin of 
the passage concerning the Gog and Magog see Andrew R. Anderson, Alex- 
ander's Gate, Gog and Magog, and the Inclosed Nations (Cambridge, Mass., 
1932), pp. 48-50. 

l0 A more detailed English translation of the Letter is given by Denison 
Ross in "Prester John and the Empire of Ethiopia" which constitutes Chap- 
ter 9 of Arthur P. Newton's Travel and Travellers of the Middle Ages (New 
York, 1926), pp. 174-178. A translation of the entire original Letter into 
English has been made by Alexander A. Vasiliev in his unpublished "Prester 
John, Legend and History." 

l1 For a general discussion of the sources of the Letter see Langlois, La 
vie en France au  moyen Sge, vol. 3, pp. 4445,  and especially the article by 
Malcolm Letts, "Prester John. Sources and Illustrations," Notes and Queries, 
188 : 178-180,204-207,2%-2443,266-268 (January-June 1945) and 189 : 4-7 
(July-December 1945). 

12Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 924-934. On Ekkehart of Aura see 
George Cary, The Medieval Alexander (Cambridge, England, 1956), pp. 
71-72. 

l3 Letts, in Notes and Queries, 188 :20&207, 2 6 2 4 8 ,  266-268. 
l4 Pfister, ed., Der Alexanderroman des Archipresbyters Leo, Glossary, 

p. 132. Cary, The Medieval Alexander, pp. 38-58. 
l6 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 920. A. Asher, trans. and ed., The 

Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela (London and Berlin, 1840 ; 2 vols. ) 
vol. 1, pp. 117-120. 

l6 Pfister, ed., Der Alexanderroman, p. 94, and particularly in another ver- 
sion of the Historia de proeliis published by Oswald Zingerle in Die Quellen 
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zum Alexander des Rudolf von Ems, in Germanistische A b h a n d l ~ n ~ e n ,  vol. 4 
(Breslau, 1885), pp. 189-190. 

17 Pfister, ed., Der Alexanderroman, p. 124, "Quia et in vita mea cogitavi, 
quis recturus sit vos post meam mortem, custos corporis mei et gubernator 
vestri Ptolomeus erit." 

IsZarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 910. Thorndike, A History of Magic 
and Experimental Science, vol. 2, p. 241. 

10 Leonardo Olschki, "Der Brief des Presbyters Johannes," Historische 
Zeitschrift, 144: 1-14 (1931), and two further studies by the same author, 
Storia letteraria delle scoperte geografiche; studi e ricerche (Florence, 
1937), pp. 208-209, and L 'Asia di Marco Polo (Florence, 1957), pp. 383- 
384. Olschki is sometimes carried away by the force of his own arguments ; 
thus on one occasion he paraphrases the content of the Letter by saying: 
6 6  In questo smisurato impero non esiste proprieti privata, i campi non sono 
misurati, la terra e i suoi prodotti appartengono in comune a tutti i suddeti, 
i quali vivono tranquilli e felici senza privazioni, sicuri da ogni furto e 
tradimento e senza conoscere avarizia, menzogna ed invidia" (see Storia 
letteraria, p. 208). But where do we find all these characteristics in the 
original Latin Letter? For a criticism of Olschki's theory, see Richard Hen- 
nig, "Das Christentum im mittelalterlichen Asien und sein Einfluss auf die 
Sage vom Priester Johannes," Historische Vierteljahrschrift, 29 : 234-252, at 
p. 246, note 34 (1934). 

20Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 916. Bernard Kuebler, Iuli Valeri 
Alexandri Polemi Res Gestae Alexandri Macedonis (Leipzig, 1888), p. 
174. 

21 Zingerle, Die Quellen zum Alexander des Rudolf von Ems, p. 223. 
22 Montague Rhodes James, illarvels of the East. A Full Reproduction of 

the Three Known Copies, with Introduction and Notes, ~ r i n t e d  for the ROX- 
burghe Club (Oxford, 1929), pp. 21, 39, and 46. 

23 D. H. Miiller, "Die Recensionen und Versionen des Eldad had-Dani," 
in Denkschriften der Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philoso- 
phisch-historische Classe, vol. 41 (Vienna, 1892), pp. 1-80. 

24 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 876, 901-903, 924. 
25 Letts, in Notes and Queries, 188 : 266, and Thorndike, A History of Magic 

and Experimental Science, vol. 2, pp. 240-241. 
26 Vasiliev, "Prester John, Legend and History," p. 90. 
27 Zarncke, Abhondlungen, vol. 7, pp. 884-885. 
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28 On the relative unimportance of bestiaries and similiar literature among 
the Byzantine Greeks see Karl Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen 
Litteratur, in Handbuch der klassischen Altertumswissenschaft, ed. by Iwan 
von Muller, vol. 9, part 1 (Munich, 1897), pp. 873-877. For an analysis of 
the Russian and Serbian versions of the Letter consult Speranskii, in Aka- 
demiia Nauk S.S.S.R. Izvestiia po russkomu iazyku i slovesnosti, vol. 3, pp. 
369-4454, and N. Batalin, Skazanie ob indeiskom tsarstve (Voronezh, 1876), 
p. 70. Other Russian studies listed by N. K. Gudzii, Istoriia drevnei russkoi 
literatury (2nd ed.; Moscow, 1941), p. 173, were not available to me. 

See p. 53 in this volume. 
30 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 925. 
31 Jules Berger de Xivrey, Traditions tdratologiques (Paris, 1836), p. 141. 

The same tract, but from a different manuscript, has been published by 
Moriz Haupt in his Opuscula (Leipzig, 1875-1876; 3 vols.), vol. 2, pp. 221- 
252, particularly p. 233. Hopeless corruptions of difficult or rare words in 
medieval manuscripts are rather frequent. Good examples of such confusion 
are the variants to me1 de nisiotia in Pfister's edition of the Historiu de 
proeliis ; see Der Alexanderroman, p. 130. Consult also the copious variants 
in the Latin texts of Alexander's letter to Aristotle, in Walther W. Boer, 
Epistola Alexandri ad  Aristotelem ad codicum fidem edita et commentario 
critic0 instructs (Hague, 1953), pp. 1-60. 

32 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 927. Hilka, in Zeitschrift fiir franzo- 
sische Sprache und Litteratur, 43 :93-94. Hugo Schulz, ed., Das Buch der 
Natur von Conrad von Megenberg (Greifswald, 1897), p. 138. 

33 Karl Olbrich, "Blendstein," in Handworterbuch des deutschen Aber- 
glaubens, vol. 1 (Berlin and Leipzig, 1927), cols. 1395-1396. 

34 See the discussion of assidios at p. 46 of the present volume. 
36 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 910. Vasiliev, "Prester John, Legend 

and History," p. 71. See also the older solution of the two words in question 
proposed by Langlois, La vie en France au  moyen ige,  vol. 3, p. 57, note 2. 
In his opinion the Greek hierax means "falcon," while lechos should be 
translated as "cupw (coupe). Hierax is, however, a masculine noun that 
could not have taken the feminine ending of ierarcham or its variants. 

36 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 925. The last example stems from the 
Wolfenbuttel MS. 27. 9 Aug. 20. On various meanings of virtus consult 
Antony N. van Omme, "Virtus," een semantiese studie (Utrecht, 1946). A 
medieval usage of this word as a translation of the Greek dynamidia has 
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been discussed by Loren C. MacKinney, in " 'Dynamidia' in Medieval Medi- 
cal Literature," Isis, 24 : 40CL414 (1936). 

37 Consult the standard Latin dictionaries and Avicenna, Liber Canonis 
(Venice, 1562 ; 2 vols.), vol. 1, fol. 348r. For the references to medieval medi- 
cal terms I am indebted to Prof. Loren C. MacKinney of the University of 
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38Hennig, Terrae incognitae, vol. 2, pp. 144-149. On the gifts received by 
Harun a1 Rashid, see Casanova, in Bulletin de l'lnstitut Frangais d'Arch6- 
ologie Orientale, 20 : 113-198. 

39 Ferdinand Chalandon, Jean 11 Comnkne et Manuel I Comnkne (Paris, 
1912), p. 203. 

40 See Harpers' Latin Dictionary, S. v. hieracia, and the Novum glossarium 
mediae latinitatis, fascicle for the letter L (Copenhagen, 1957), S. v. lecythus. 

4 1  Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 910 and 925. Vasiliev, "Prester John, 
Legend and History," p. 71. 

42 Pfister, ed., Der Alexanderroman, pp. 81, 87, 93, 114. 
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44 Cockayne, ed., Leechdoms, vol. 1, p. 43. On plants in German folklore 
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Jahrhunderts," Zeitschrift des Vereins fiir Volkskunde, 24 : 1-19 (1914). The 
magical qualities of wormwood have been discussed by the same author in 
his article on "Wermut" in the Handworterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, 
vol. 9 (Berlin, 1938-1941), cols. 497-503. 

45 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 920 and 931. 
4e Alphonse Mingana, "The Early Spread of Christianity in Central Asia 

and the Far East: A New Document," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 
9:297-371, at p. 323 (1925), and by the same author, "The Early Spread 
of Christianity in India," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 10 :435-514, 
at p. 494 (1926). 

47 Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticana, vol. 3, part 2, p. 
493. 

48 P. Y. Saeki, The Nestorian Documents and Relics in China (2nd ed.; 
Tokyo, 1951), pp. 34 and 82-83, and A. C. Moule, Christians in China before 
the Year 1550 (London, 1930), p. 35. 

40 Vasiliev, "Prester John, Legend and History," p. 90. 
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l0 To interpolation D belongs the reference to the homines habentes oculos 

ante et retro ; see Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, pp. 137 and 139. 
l1 On the chronology of the interpolations see Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 

7, pp. 877-878, 884, 893. For a slight correction of the date for interpolation 
B, see Hilka, Zeitschrift fiir franzosische Sprache und Litteratur, 43 : 92. 

12Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 1107-1109, with the text of the 
novella; see also Reinhold Koehler, "La nouvelle italienne de Pritre Jean et 
de 1'Empereur FrCd6ric et un r6cit islandais," Romania, 5 : 76-81 (1876). 
For an identification of Frederick in the Novellino with Frederick 11, consult 
Ernst Kantorowicz, Frederick the Second, 1194-1250, an authorized Eng- 
lish version by E. 0. Lorimer (London, [l9311 ), p. 323. 

l3  Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, vol. 3, pp. 366-367. 
l4 Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, p. 146. 
l5 Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf. p. 368, and Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29. p. 14.8. 
l6 Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, p. 373, and Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, p. 152. 
l7 Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, p. 375, and Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, p. 154. 
lR Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 920 ; and see p. 37 in the present vol- 

ume. 
lg Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, pp. 368, 373. 
20Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 839, and pp. 11-12 in the present 

volume. 
21 Hermann Suchier, Denkmaler provenzalischer Literatur und Sprache 

(Halle, 1883), pp. 385-386, and Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, p. 128. 
22 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, pp. 154-159. 
23 Ibid., pp. 159-179. 
24 Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29. p. 113. 
25 On the Hebrew manuscripts of the Letter see Neubauer, in Jewish Quar- 

terly Review, 1 : 193. For the text of the Hebrew Letter addressed to the Em- 
peror Frederick see the series Kobez a1 Jad, or Sammelband kleiner Beitriige 
a m  Handschriften, vol. 4 (Berlin, 1888), pp. 16-22. For a translation of this 
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whole Hebrew version of the Letter I am deeply indebted to Mrs. Lily Gold- 
blatt, Hillel Foundation, Minneapolis. 

26 Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, pp. 116-117, and Abhandlungen, vol. 7, pp. 
890-892. 

27 For a description of this manuscript, consult the Catalogue des manu- 
scrits f r an~a i s .  Ancien fonds (Paris, 1868-1895 ; 4 vols.), vol. 4, pp. 507-508. 

28 Achille Jubinal's edition of the older French prose Letter is based on 
one of the best preserved and clearest texts found in manuscript, f r a n ~ .  no. 
4963 (formerly f r a n ~ .  no. 9634) of the Bibliothgque Nationale in Paris. For 
a description of this manuscript see the Catalogue des manuscrits fran~ais .  
Ancien fonds, vol. 4, p. 453. 

'9 See pp. 57-59 in this volume. 
30 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 924. 
31 Thus, for example, the references to the pilgrims visiting the land of 

Prester John and the mention of periodical councils were omitted. 
32 Ten separate editions of the younger French Letter are cited by Seguin, 

in Arts et Traditions populaires, 5 : 72-73. Another valuable list is given by 
Curt F. Biihler, "A Pritre Jean from Poitiers," Papers of the Bibliographical 
Society of America, 46 : 151-154 (1952). For this reference I am indebted to 
Prof. Francis M. Rogers. 

33 Seguin, in Arts et Traditions populaires, 4 : 318. 
34 Of the newe landes and of ye people founde by the messengers of the 

kynge of portyngale named Emanuel . . . Of pope John and his landes and 
of the costely keyes and wonders molodyes that in that lande is. The text of 
this English translation can be conveniently consulted in Edward Arber, ed., 
The First Three English Books on Anterica (Westminster, England, 1895). 
pp. xxv-xxxvi. 

35 The present edition of the Letter has been described in the catalogue of 

the books of Charles Chadenat, sold at Hotel Drouot on April 27-28, 1954 
(Paris, 1954), item 7133. For the identification of the printer's mark and other 
information on Antoine Caillaut, see A. Claudin, Histoire de l'im,prinerie en 
Frnnce au XVe et au XVIe s i k l e  (Paris, 1900-1914; 4 vols.), vol. 1, pp. 
295-334. 

38 J. Seguin, Arts et Traditions populnires, 5 : 73. 
37 Fernand Fleuret, "La lettre de Pretre Jean, peudo-roi d7Ahvssinie." 

filercure de France, 268 :294-318 (1936). There exist also several earlier 
modern editions of the younger French Letter; see Ferdinand J. Denis, Le 
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monde enchantd, cosmographie et histoire r~aturelle fantastiques du moyen 
dge (Paris, 1843), pp. 185-205, and Pierre A. Gratet-Duplessis, ed., La 
nouvelle fabrique des excellens traits de veritd, par Philippe d'dlcripe (Paris, 
1853), pp. 189-213. 

THE TRANSLATION 

l The reference to the "treacherous Hospitalers" is probably a mistake, 
because, as one can see from the remark at the end of this Letter, the accusa- 
tions were directed against the Templars ; see also p. 79 in the present volume. 

The Tower of Babe1 was often placed on medieval maps; see, for exam- 
ple, the Hereford map in G. R. Crone, The World Map by Richard of 
Haldingham in Hereford Cathedral (London, 1954), plate 2. For a descrip- 
tion of the "deserted Babylon" see Asher, ed., The Itinerary of Rabbi Ben- 
jamin of Tudela, vol. 1, p. 106, and vol. 2, pp. 136-137. 

3 The pair of Yllerions or Alerions is depicted on the Hereford map and 
its origin has been discussed by Bevan and Phillott, An Essay in Illustration 
of the Hereford Mappa Mundi, pp. 30-31. See also the text of the French 
bestiary published by Charles Cahier and Arthur Martin in Mdlanges d'archk- 
ologie, d'histoire et de littdrature (Paris, 1847-1856; 4 vols. in 1 and a volume 
of plates), vol. 2, pp. 162-164. 

The mistake of classifying tigers as birds does not occur either in the 
older French prose version or in the Latin original. Fleuret's remark that 
the tigers placed among the birds make one smile at the ignorance of the 
bishop from the North, which is obviously directed at Archbishop Christian, 
is thus without any foundation; see his article in Mercure de France, 268 : 313 
(1936). For a possible source of this confusion consult Xivrey, Traditions 
tdratologiques, pp. 229-231. 

The man-eating nations were located by various ancient and medieval 
writers in India, Scythia, Caucasus, Ceylon, Java, and Tibet; see J. W. MC- 
Crindle, Ancient India as Described by Megasthenes and Arrian (London, 
1877), p. 73. Pauly and Wissowa, Realencyclopadie der classischen Altertum- 
swissenschaft, vol. 9 (Stuttgart, 1916), col. 1312. Bevan and Phillott, Here- 
ford Mappa Mundi, pp. 49, 61. Konrad Miller, Die Ebstorfkarte, eine Welt- 
karte aus dem 13, Jahrhundert (3rd ed.; Stuttgart, 1900), p. 62. Consult 
also the travels of William of Rubruck, in Dawson, ed., The Mongol Mission, 
p. 142, and the travels of Nicolo de' Conti in Richard H. Major, ed., India in 
the Fifteer~th Century, Publication of the Hukluyt Society, series 1, vol. 22 
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(London, 1857), p. 8. The reference to King Alexander's imprisonment by 
the Gog and Magog is another mistake of the younger French Letter, since 
according to the current tradition it was he who imprisoned the "abominable 
nations"; see Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 911, and the older French 
Letter published by Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, pp. 359-360. On the Cog and 
Magog see Anderson, Alexander's Gate, Gog and Magog, and  the Inclosed 
Nations, particularly pp. 67-68. 

6 The Great Feminie is the country of the Amazons who were described in 
interpolation D of the original Latin Letter; Zarncke, Abhandluragen, vol. 7, 
p. 917. The French text differs so much from the Latin, however, that it may 
have been drawn from another source. The river Cyson is the Gehon or Gihon 
of the terrestrial paradise (Genesis 2 : 9-14). The  country of the Amazons 
was traditionally conceived as  an  island and some of the later medieval writers 
located it not far from Socotra; see the travels of Nicolo de' Conti, in Major, 
India in the Fifteenth Century, p. 20. For a more recent edition of the Conti's 
travels consult Mario Longhena, Viaggi in  Persia, India e Giava d i  Nicolo de' 
Conti (Milan, 19291, p. 159. The same story has been told by Jordanus de 
SCvCrac, Mirabilia, p. 57. For an  Arabic tradition of the same phenomenon 
see P. A. van der Lith and L. M. Devic, eds. and trans., Livre des merveilles 
de L'Inde par  Bozorg fils de Chahriyar de Ramhormoz (Leiden, 1883-1886), 
pp. 27-29. 

The fable of wars fought between the ~ y g m i e s  and the cranes is as old 
as Homer; see Richard Hennig, "Der kulturhistorische Hinterprund der 
Geschichte vom Kampf zwischen Pygmaen und Kranichen," Rheinisches 
Museum fiir Philologie, n.s., 81 : 20-24 (1932). For other ancient writers see 
McCrindle, Ancient India as  Described by Megasthenes and Arrian. p. 74. 
For their representation on medieval maps see the Hereford und Ehstorf 
maps. 

This story of a unicorn's fight with a lion is not known outside the L e t t ~ r ,  
see Odell Shepard. The Idore of the Unicorn (Boston and New York, 1930), 
pp. 241-242. The French version goes back to the Latin paraphrase: see 
Zarncke, Rerichte, vol. 29, pp. 141-142. See also G. Schijnberger, "Narwal- 
Einhorn. Studien iiher einen seltenen Werkstoff." Stadel-Jahrb~ch,  9 : 167- 
247 (1935-1936). On the black color of a unicorn's horn see McCrindle, 
Ar~cient India as Described by Megasthenes and  Arricrn. p. 59. 

g On the phoenix as a marvel of nature see H. Omont. "Les sept merveilles 
du monde au moyen Qge," Bibliothsque de 1'Ecole des Chnrtes, 43 : 40-59, at 
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pp. 53-54 (1882). Compare also the various texts of medieval bestiaries pub- 
lished by Cahier and Martin in MGlanges d'archtologie, d'histoire et de lit- 
te'rature, vol. 2, pp. 183-185. 

l0 On the importance of the words assidios and permanable for the estab- 
lishment of relations among the various versions of the Letter, see Zarncke, 
Berichte, vol. 29, p. 115. 

l1 For references to pepper woods made by ancient and medieval writers 
see Bevan and Phillott, An Essay in Illustration of the Hereford Mappa 
Mundi, p. 39. Consult also James, Marvels of the East, pp. 35 and 43. 

l2 On the substantial amount of literature on the fountain of youth consult 
Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature (Bloomington, Ind., 1955- 
1958; 5 vols. and index), vol. 2, p. 185, and Leonardo Olschki, "Ponce de 
Leon's Fountain of Youth: History of a Geographical Myth," Hispanic Ameri- 
can Historical Review, 21 : 361-385 ( 1941 ) . 

13 The Sandy Sea has been discussed by J. L. Lowes, "The Dry Sea and 
the Carrenare," Modern Philology, 3 : 1-46 (1905). On the Liu sha desert 
of the Chinese sources see E. Bretschneider, Mediaeval Researches from 
Eastern Asiatic Sources (London, 1910; 2 vols.), vol. 1, p. 27, note 47. 
Jordanus de Sbvkrac placed the Sandy Sea closer to the West; see his Mira- 
bilia, p. 41. On Alexander's flight see Pfister, ed., Der Alexanderroman, p. 126. 

14 This and the subsequent passage are based on a common confusion of 
the ten lost tribes of Israel with the peoples of Gog and Magog; see Anderson, 
Alexander's Gate, Cog and Magog, and the Inclosed Nations, pp. 70-86. 
For a discussion of the wall of the Gog and Magog see the same study, pp. 
91-104, and Edward L. Stevenson, Cenoese World Map, 1457, Facsimile 
(New York, 1912), pp. 3 M 5 .  It is possible that this concept of the wall has 
been inspired by the Great Wall of China; see Hennig, Terrae incognitae, 
vol. 2, pp. 169-185. 

l6 In the original Latin Letter this paragraph referred to the subterranean 
river which together with its qualities could have been borrowed from some 
Oriental source; compare the sixth voyage of Sindbad the Sailor, in Victor 
Chauvin. Bibliogrnphie des ouvrages arabes ou relatifs aux arabes (LiGge, 
1892-1922; 12 vols.), vol. 7 (1903), p. 25. 

l6 On salnmander, consult the bestiaries pblished by Cahier and Martin, 
in Mklanges d'archkologie, d'histoire et de littkrature, vol. 3, pp. 271-274. 
For other references, see Bevan and Phillott, Hereford Mappa Mundi, p. 87, 
and Yule and Cordier, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, vol. 1, pp. 212-217. 
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17 See p. 78 in this volume. 
18The literature on the cynocephali, or dog-headed monsters, is so ex- 

tensive that no attempt can be made here to cover it. For the classical writers 
see McGindle, Ancient India as  Described by Megasthenes and Arrian, p. 79, 
and Pauly and Wissowa, Realencyclopadie der classischen Altertumswissen- 
schaft, vol. 9, col. 1305. On medieval writers consult Bevan and Phillott, 
Hereford Mappa Mundi, pp. 159-161. See also Rudolf Wittkower, "Marvels 
of the East. A Study in the History of Monsters," Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes, 5 : 159-197 (1912) ; also Zofia Ameisenowa, "Animal- 
Headed Gods, Evangelists, Saints and Righteous Men," Journal of the War- 
burg and Courtauld Institutes, 12 : 21-45 ( 1949) ; and Walter Loeschke, 
"Sanctus Christophorus Canineus," in Edwin Redslob zum 70 Geburtstag, 
ed. by Georg Rohde and others (Berlin, 1955), pp. 33-82. For these biblio- 
graphic references I am indebted to Prof. Robert L. Reynolds, University of 
Wisconsin. The cynocephali of the younger French Letter are a recent inter- 
polation, for they do not appear in the older French prose versions or in the 
Latin paraphrase. Their features are here commingled with those of the 
ichthyophagi or fish-eaters. On the latter see J. W. McCrindle, Ancient India 
as Described in Classical Literature (Westminster, England, 1901), p. 82. 

le See the bestiaries published by Cahier and Martin, in Me'langes d'archi- 
ologie d'histoire et de litte'rature, vol. 4, pp. 85-87, and Charles Cahier, 
Nouveaux me'langes d'arche'ologie d'histoire et de litte'rature sur le moyen 
a*ge (Paris, 1874-1877; 4 vols.), vol. 1, p. 137. For an Oriental counterpart 
consult van der Lith and Devic, eds. Livre des merveilles de l'lnde par Bo- 
zorg fils de Chahriyar de Ramhormoz, p. 102. 

20 On the tree of life consult Rose Jeffries Peebles, "The Dry Tree: Sym- 
bol of Death," in Vassar Mediaeval Studies, ed. by Christabel F. Fiske (New 
Haven, 1923), pp. 59-79. 

See p. 61 in this volume. 
22 The tomb of the Prophet Daniel in Susa and his synagogue in Babylon 

have been mentioned by Benjamin of Tudela; see Asher, ed., The Itinerary 
of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, vol. 1, pp. 106 and 117-120, and vol. 2, pp. 
l37 and 152-154. 

23 The manuscript of the Bibliothcque Nationale, franq. no. 5084, fol. 17r, 
reads here: "Et dedans ya la meilleur eaue et le meilleur vin du monde et 
qui  en boit n'a desir des biens temporelz et ne scet on dont vient celle eaue 
ne ou elle va." 



24 Compare this with the older French Letter; Jubinal, ed., Rutebeuf, p. 
372. In  the Latin paraphrase of the Cambridge manuscript the bodyguard of 
Prester John is composed of Englishmen; see Zarncke, Berichte, vol. 29, pp. 
151-152. 

THE ORIGIN OF PRESTER JOHN 

l Consult d'Avazac's introduction to his edition of Plano Carpini's History 
of the Mongols in Recueil de voyages et de mdmoires publid par la Societt de 
Gdographie, vol. 4 (Paris, 1839), pp. 558-565, and Oppert, Der Presbyter 
lohannes in Sage und Geschichte, pp. 134-140. 

L See Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 7, p. 855, and p. 28 in this volume. 
Wonsult the second part of "Two Eastern Legends.' in this volume. 

Larncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, pp. 5-59, and p. 48 in this volume. 
Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, pp. 13-14. See also a brief note by the 

same author, "Zur Sage vom Priester Johannes," Neues Archiv der Gesell- 
schaft fiir altere deutsche Geschichtskunde, 2 : 611415 (1877). 

A detailed discussion of this aspect of Prester John's legend has been 
offered by Hennig, Terrae incognitae, vol. 3, pp. 11-23. Hennig identified 
"King David" with the Georgian King George IV, who had been "somehow" 
confused with his forebear King David I1 (1089-1125). This explanation is 
not very satisfactory ; I believe that it was the Hebrew legend of King David's 
forthcoming return that misled the informants of Jacques de Vitry. 

7 Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticanu, vol. 3, part 2, 
pp. 4 8 5 4 6 .  For an English translation of the same passage consult Min- 
gana, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 9 :308-309. See also Zarncke, 
Abhandlungen, vol. 8, pp. 96-100. 

For William of Rubruck's passage on Prester John see Zarncke, Ab- 
handlungen, vol. 8, pp. 87-96, and van den Wyngaert, ed., Sinica Franciscana, 
vol. 1: Itinera et relationes Fratrum Minorum saeculi XI11 et XIV, pp. 205- 
208. The same passage in English translation is found in Dawson, ed., The 
Mongol Mission, pp. 121-123. On Marco Polo's comments see Yule and Cor- 
dier, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, vol. 1, pp. 238-251. For the text of the 
Secret History see S. A. Kozin, Sokrovennoe skazanie (Moscow and Lenin- 
grad, 1941), pp. 120-140; parts of this text have been translated into English 
by H. H. Howorth, "The Northern Frontagers of China. The Kirais and 
Prester John," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ire- 
land, n.s., 21 : 361-431 (1889). 
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T o r  the archaeological evidence see W. R. Taylor, "Nestorian Crosses in 
China," American Journal of Semitic Languages and  Literatures, 55 : 56-60 
(1938). 
10 See the itinerary of William of Rubruck in Dawson, ed., The Mongol 

Mission, p. 145. 
11 Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticana, vol. 3, part 2, 

pp. 4437-488. The derivation of "Prester John" from "Wang Khan" has been 
upheld by Howorth, in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, n.s., 21 : 361-375, 
and by Olschki, who applied it, however, to Yeh-lu Ta-shih; see his L'Asia di 
Marco Polo, pp. 380-381. For a very questionable ascription of the titles 
Gur Khan and Wang Khan to Yeh-lu Ta-shih, who is made into a ruler of 
the Keraits, see Hennig, in Historische Vierteljahrschrift, n.s., 29 : 245, and 
Terrae incognitae, vol. 2, pp. 438460. This completely baseless supposition 
has been attacked by Charles E. Nowell, in Speculum, 28 : 443-444. 

l2 See Paul Pelliot and Louis Hambis, eds. and trans., Histoire des cam- 
pagnes de Gengis Khan, vol. 1 (Leiden, 1951), pp. 191-213. 

l3 Oppert, Der Presbyter Johannes in  Sage und Geschichte, p. 120, and Va- 
siliev, "Prester John, Legend and History," pp. 64 and 99. 

14 Jordanus de  SCvCrac, Mirabilia, pp. 55-57. 
l5 For the remark of Odoric, consult van den Wyngaert, ed., Sinicn Fran- 

ciscana, vol. 1: Itinera et relationes Fratrum Minorum saeculi XIII  et  XIV, p. 
483. On John of Montecorvino see the same publication, p. 348. 

l6 See the journey of Jacob von Bern to the Holy Land (1346-1347), in 
Reinhold Rohricht, Deutsche Pilgerreisen nach dem Heiligen Lande (Berlin, 
1880), pp. 56-57. 

l7 This division becomes particularly clear on the so-called T-in-0 maps; 
see Leo Bagrow, Die Geschichte der Kartographie (Berlin, 1951), pp. 28-36. 
Consult also Marinescu, in Acade'mie Roumnine, vol. 10, pp. 108-109. 

l8 From the manuscript entitled Itinerarium Antonii Ususmaris civis Ja-  
nuensis (1455) of the University Library in Genoa (B I 36) ,  fol. 2v. For a 
comment on this manuscript and its content see RonciZre, La de'couverte de 
I'Afrique au  moyen Zge, vol. 2, p. 121-122. 

l9 Marinescu, in Acade'ntie Roumnine, vol. 10, p. 107. 
20 In 1945 Constantine Marinescu defended his thesis in the article "Encore 

une fois le problkme du Prstre Jean," in Acade'mie Roumaine, Bulletin de la 
section historique, vol. 26, part 2 (Bucharest, 1945), pp. 203-222. 

21 Marinescu, in Acade'mie Ror~m.nine, vol. 10, p. 104. 

120 



l\ ot v . 5  

22lbid., pp. 93-94. 
23 Denison Ross, "Prester John and the Empire of Ethiopia," in Arthur P. 

Newton, Travel and Travellers of the Middle Ages (New York, 1926), pp. 
174-194, at pp. 184-185. 

24 Eugen Mittwoch, "Dschanhoi - die amharische Bezeichnung fiir 'Ma- 
jestat,'" Zeitschrift fur  Assyriologie und verwandte Gebiete, 25 :281-286 
(1911). 

25 Carlo Conti Rossini, "Les listes des rois d'Aksoum," Journal asiatique, 
series 10, 14 : 263-320, at pp. 283 and 316 (1909). 

Bartholomeo Nogara, ed., Scritti inediti e rari di Biondo Flavio, in Studi 
e Testi, no. 48 (Rome, 1927), p. 23. 

27 See p. 82 in the present volume and Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, p. 6. 
2s Criticism of Marinescu's thesis has been also voiced by Alexander A. 

Vasiliev and Leonardo Olschki; compare "Prester John, Legend and His- 
tory," pp. 110-111, and L'Asia di  Marco Polo, p. 379, note 8. See also Cerulli, 
Etiopi in Palzstina, vol. 1, pp. 97-98. I was unable to consult the article by G. 
Gerola, "Nelle nebbie della storia etiopica. Prete Gianni, monarca leggen- 
dario," Le vie d'ltalie e del mondo, 4:241-251 (1936) as it is cited by 
Marinescu in Acade'mie Roumaine, vol. 26, p. 203. 

29 Philipp Bruun, "Die Verwandlungen des Presbyter Johannes." Zeit- 
schrift der Gesellschaft fur  Erdkunde zu Berlin, 9 : 279-314, at pp. 291-292 
(1876). 

30 See p. 28 in this volume. 
31 Zarncke, Abhandlungen, vol. 8, p. 157. 
32 Vasiliev, "Prester John, Legend and History," p. 113. 
33 See pp. 29-31 in this volume. 
M See pp. 6 1 4 2  in this volume. 
35 Quoted by Olschki, Storia letteraria delle scoperte geografiche, p. 200. 
3s Paul Peeters, "Le martyrologe de Rabban Sliba," Analecta Bollandiana. 

28: 129-197, at p. 164 (1908). Compare this entry with the one given by 
Nicolaus Nilles, Kalendarium rnanuale utriusque ecclesiae orientalis et occi- 
dentalis (Oeniponte [Innsbruck], 1896-1897; 2 vols.), vol. 1, p. 4 0 .  Here 
under October 6 one reads: "Coronatio Thomae Apostoli, et regis Indiae et 
Misadi ejusque filii Joannis et matris ejus Tartariae . . . " There was ap- 
parently a tradition common to all branches of the Syrian churches which 
commemorated the martyrdom of St. Thomas along with the members of the 
Indian royal family. 
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3 7 A  very brief summary of the Acts is given on pp. 14-16 in this volume. 
For the full texts of Syriac or Greek versions of the Acts consult Wright, 
Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, vol. 2, pp. 146-298, and Pick, The Apoc- 
ryphal Acts of Paul, Peter, John, Andrew and Thomas, pp. 222-362. 

38 Wright, Apocryphal Acts, p. 273, and Pick, The Apocryphal Acts, pp. 
338-339. 

39 Wright, Apocryphal Acts, pp. 283-284, and Pick, The Apocryphal Acts, 
p. 348. 

40 Wright, Apocryphal Acts, p. 297: "And all the brethren who were there 
were assembled together, and praying and offering the (Eucharistic) offering 
and breaking (bread), because Judas [i.e. Thomas] had made Sifur a priest 
and Vizan a deacon, on the mountain, when he was going to die." Pick, The 
Apocryphal Acts, p. 361 : "For, when Judas [i.e. Thomas] was led to death, he 
had made Sifor a presbyter in the mountain, and Vazan a deacon." 

41 See the first part of "Two Eastern Legends" in the present volume. 
On Thomas' popularity in the whole East consult Nilles, Kalendarium manu- 
ale utriusque ecclesiae orientalis et occidentalis, vol. 1, p. 296. 

42 R. Schroter, "Gedicht des Jacob von Sarug iiber den Palast den der 
Apostel Thomas in Indien baute," Zeitschrift der Deutschen morgenlandischen 
Gesellschaft, 25 : 321-377 (1871), and the comment on this homily by Wright, 
A Short History of Syriac Literature, p. 71, note 2. On "popular hagiography" 
in connection with the St. Thomas tradition consult Monneret de Villard, in 
Atti della Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, vol. 6, pp. 100-101. 

43 Hug0 Buchthal, "A Miniature of the Pentecost," Journal of the Royal 
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