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Abstract

The starting point of my paper is a letter written by Franciscans from Caffa 
(today Feodosiya, in Crimea) on 15 May 1323. The letter was written by 

(i.e. Golden Horde). The receiver was the sacred congregation of the Holy 
Cardinals of the holy Roman Church and the participants of the General 
Chapter of the Order of Friars Minor and the other member of the order.

century.1 The original, Latin version was published by Bihl and Moule in 
1923. Moule published its English translation in 1921, and Hautala recently 
published its Russian translation with commentaries (Bihl and Moule 1923, 

centuries.2
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with propagandistic purposes, they could not convert masses of nomads to 
Christianity and their work did not leave lasting traces in the local culture.

The great Mongol campaign between 1236 and 1242 radically changed the 
situation in the south-Russian steppe in many aspects. The Mongols and the 
people conquered by them had become exposed to a variety of religious 

steppe. The Dominican friars already had missions among the Cumans who 
lived in the steppe area between the Volga and the Lower-Danube. As a 
consequence of the large scale acts of conversion, the bishopric of the Cumans 
was established in Milcov in 1228. The localization of Milcov remains a 
debated problem because it disappeared after the Mongol invasion. According 

3

The Franciscans probably were active on the south-Russian steppe before the 
Mongol Conquest,4 but during this period their activities were less considerable 
than the mission of the Dominicans. Franciscan missionaries became active 
only in the second half of the 13th

Möngke (r. 1251–1259) did not permit him to remain in his empire. The 

III (r. 1277–1280) that the Franciscans had achieved great success in converting 
a large number of nomads, but there is no bishop to ordain them. The pope 
ordered his Hungarian legate, Phillip of Fermo to investigate the situation of 
ex-bishopric and to make a report about it. Unfortunately, the bishopric was not 

conclude that there were ongoing Franciscan missionary activities with success 

5 in the territory 

Lower Danube and Lower Transnistria, and Custody of Saray (Custodia 
6

In 1289, Pope Nicholas IV (r. 1288–1292), who had learned of the existence 
of numerous native Christians in the Mongol Empire, dispatched the 

3 

4 

that the Tatars had the Mordvins as advance guard and they killed the Dominican and Franciscan 
friars sent by Hungarian king “per illos [Mordani – SzK] credo esse interfectos Praedicatores et 
Fratres Minores, et alios nuntios, quos miserat Rex Ungariae ad explorandum” (Luard 1882, 76).

5 A Franciscan custody is a subdivision of a province presided by a custos.
6 Golubovich 1913, 443–445.
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in China, where Temür Khan (r. 1294–1307), the successor of Khubilai Khan (r. 
1259–1294), made him welcome. Montecorvino built two churches in 
Khanbaliq (Peking) within a few years and baptized “several thousand 

Pope Clement V (r. 1305–1314) appointed Montecorvino Archbishop of 
Khanbaliq and sent seven Franciscan bishops to consecrate him. Only three 
reached China (Gerardus, Peregrinus of Castello and Andrew of Perugia). In 

and patriarch of the entire East (from southern Russia and Asia Minor to 
China).7

church in Asia between the Franciscans and Dominicans in 1318. The 
Franciscans retained the archbishopric of Khanbaliq while the Dominicans 
were assigned a new archbishopric see headquartered at Sultaniyeh in Persia.

From the 1320’s we have a list of the Franciscan and Dominican missionary 
bases (loca) in “Northern Tartary” (Vicaria Tartariae Aquilonaris). According to 
this list, the Franciscans had eighteen permanent monasteries (monasteria 
immobila).8 The emphasis on “permanent” or “immobile” monasteries indicates 

the mission. According to the Franciscans writers, nearly a third part of the 
northern empire of the Tartars, (i.e. the Golden Horde) was Christianized but 
the missionaries were very few. As they followed the camps of the nomads, 
they had “so much work there is no time to taste food until the stars are 
shining”. As previously stated, the Franciscans had mobile convents besides 
the permanent ones.9

achieved great success between pagans acquiring ninety-three idols and 
baptizing all the families and teaching them.10

The writers mention the martyrdom of their brothers and the tortures which 

appearance of greater devotion among the pagans themselves than they do in 
many Christians”. They ask from the receivers to send more brothers to 
continuing the mission, since, after the complete conversion of the empire of 
the Tartars, “the Saracen power would be of no weight”. The Tartars hate the 
Saracens as Christians do, since the Saracens continually harm the Tartars. 
“And so they are always at war here one with another, with armies and 

7 

8 Golubovich 1913, 72.
9 

moventur de loco ad locum, in curribus portantes loca et libro set utensilia” (Golubovich 1913, 125).
10 

Henricus Alemannus (Bihl and Moule 1923, 107) who baptized a certain Tharmagar, son of a 
Tatar commander and Estokis, lord of “Baschardia” with his wife and sons (Golubovich 1913, 
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camps”.11 The Franciscans follow these Tartar camps and preach for them. 
Some Franciscans teach with the help of an interpreter, but there are some 
Hungarian, German and English friars (fratres quidam Hungari, aliqui etiam 
teutonici et Anglici) who have learned very well the language of the local 

Ytalici) “scarcely ever learn the language well”.12

Furthermore, they report that from the alms they bought children who were for 
sale, and the boys are made clerks, and some of them are already brothers and 
they are very good converters as they know the language.13

is closed with the summary that all conditions are given for a successful mission 
and if enough helpers come they could achieve a rapid progress.14 After that, 
there is a short description of the territory and the diet of the local people.15

An interesting story can be read thereafter. The lately deceased emperor was 
a Christian, and he had three sons who were also Christians. However, two of 
them renounced the faith for taking the power, but the successor of their father 
had them killed. The third son, who remains Christian, is expected to be the 

died in 1312.16

maybe he had sons who were Christians. For example, according to two papal 
bulls (from 1321 and 1322) Abusqa (Abuscanus) son of Cosogan or Catogan was 

11 

Islam world, but these diplomatic contacts were made between the Ilkhans and the popes or 

12 

13 

in 1318, two Tartar boys were in Avignon as novices (Schäfer 1911, 205, 657).
14 

15 

(hemp, linen, fur and skins) together with the famous and valuable “Tartar clothes” (designated 
as in medieval inventories) and the money made of leather (Bihl and Moule 1923, 

16 

xristianos” (Bihl and Moule 1923, 111). The “lately deceased Emperor” could be Khan Tokta 
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Christian.17

18 The Franciscan writers claimed that they had 

then ruling, still pagan emperor, i.e. Özbek Khan. The Franciscans translated 
this decree from Mongol into Latin and sent it to the Lord Pope and to the 
general of the Order.19 There is no extant copy of the yarliq given by Tokta, but 
his successor, Özbek mentioned in his own yarliq from 1314 that the Franciscans 
had received privileges from his predecessors. The Latin translation of Özbek’s 
yarliq survived and it is obvious that it was translated from Mongol language.20 

they had participated in a conspiracy against the emperor21 and because they 
had left their faith. The Tatars “all hold the religion which their parents last 

tolerate all sects and faiths and religious men among them”.22 The Franciscans 

not by pagans, but by the “schismatic and heretical Christians”.23

convents because of the paucity of brothers. Then they list some places where 

other cities. But cities are scarce in that empire because the people of the land 
generally live in felt tents.24 At last, they ask their brothers again to help them. 

17 

Tartariae”) is mentioned only as favourable to the Christianity (Baronius 1880, 140). According 

Tartariae”) was already baptized (Baronius 1880, 186).
18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 “Maxime autem que in nostro profectu patimur inpedimenta sunt a scismaticis et hereticis 

to Hautala, these schismatic and heretical Christians were Armenians with whom the 

24 

Library in London stored a detailed list of the Franciscan missionary bases (loca) in the East around 
1320. This list mentions eighteen monasteries in “Northern Tartary” (Vicaria Tartariae Aquilonaris), 

Barason. In Soldaia. In Capha duo loca. In Thana. In Cummageria duo loca. In Saray. In Sancto 
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They refer to their privileges given by popes and they are very proud of the 
friendship of the emperor, i.e. Özbek Khan. Thanks to this friendship “there are 

25 but 

writers appeal again for the reinforcement that the work begun may not perish.

the 15th), by the advice of all the Brothers and Latin Merchants”.26 In my 
opinion, the mention of “zukarum Caphatinum”27 in this context is a folk 

) in which it was packed.28

religions. However, political factors had their role. The missionaries sometimes 

interpreter.29 But the missionaries took measures to solve that problem. They 
bought children and taught them the faith, so they were more successful because 

the language. The Hungarian, German and English missionaries were more 

th centuries.

30 and this is a common refrain.

other religions, and were unwilling to cooperate with other Christian Churches. 

Universalist claims of Christianity. There is a good description of this issue in 

25 On the problems with the ringing of the bells see Sinor 1993, 113–114.
26 

27 

28 

29 

interpreters, too. See Rubruck, who complained about his dragoman “who was neither 

30 
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say that he is a proud Lord because he will not be with other gods but will be 
God above all the others in the world”.31

members of rulers’ family.

they left out of consideration that the khans supported other religions, too. 
For the Mongols, the support of the Heaven manifests and realizes in success 
and prosperity in this life. The Mongols considered the cooperation with the 

conquered, local people. The representatives of religion got privileges because 
“they were seen as allies in the day-to-day struggle with Nature and with 
hostile spirits”.32 All of the yarliqs given to the representatives of religions 
contained that they had to preach for the khans.

These factors were serious problems for the missionaries. However, they 

from them. Nevertheless, some of the Franciscan missionaries compiled one 
of the most precious Turkic monuments of the Middle Ages.
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