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JOHN OF PLANO CARPINI
History of the Mongols, 1245-1250

Genghis Khan united the tribes of the steppe and conquered northern
China, capturing Peking by 1215. He then turned his armies against
the West, conquering the tribes of Turkesran and the Khorezmian
Empire, the great Muslim power of Central Asia, by 1222 and
sending an army around the Caspian Sea into Russia. in 1226, he
turned again to the £ast, subduing and destroying the kingdom of
Tibet before he died in 1227, One historian, Christopher Dawson,
summarizes the career of Genghis Khan this way:

“Source: John of Plano Carpini, “History of the Maongols,” in Mission to Asie: Narratives
and Lesters of the Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia and China in the Thirteenth and
Fourteenth Centuries, rrans. a nun of Stanbrook Abbey, ed. Chiristopher Dawson {1955;
Tepring New York: Harper & Rew, 19663, 60-69,
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in spite of the primitive means at his disposal, it is possible
that [Genghis Khan] succeeded in destroying a larger por-

tion of the human race than any modern expert in total war- ;
fare. Within a dozen years from the opening of his campaign
against China, the Mongal armies had reached the Pacific,
the indus, and the Black Sea, and had destroyed many of the

great cities in India. For Europe especially, the shock was
overwhelming.'

European fears intensified in 1237 as the principal Mongol armje
under Batu Khan systematically destroyed one Russian city after =
another, In April 1241, one Mongol army destroyed a combined fo
of Polish and German armies, while another defeared the Hungari
army and threatened Austria. in 1245, desperare to learn as much 3
possible about Mongol intentions, Pope Innocent IV sent a mission
to the Mongols. For this important task, he sent two Franciscan
monks—one of whom was John of Plano Carpini —with two lereers
addressed to the Emperor of the Tarrars {a compounded error thar
changed the Tatars, the Mongals’ enemy, into the denizens of
Tartarus, or Hell), :

In May, the barefoort sixty-five-year-old Friar John reached Baru’s
camp on the Volga River, from which he was relayed to Mongolia b
five fresh horses a day in order to reach the capital ar Karakorum
i time for the installation of the third Great Khan, Guyuk '
(r. 1246-1248) in July and August. :

In this sefection from his History of the Mongols, fohn wrires of his -
arrival in Mongolia for the installation of Guyuk {here written as E
Cuyuc}. In what ways does John's 2ccount change or expand your -
understanding of the Mengols? Was john a good observer? Haw :
does he compensate for his ignorance (as an outside observer} of
Mongol society and culture? In what ways does he remain a victim
of his outsider status?

How was Mongol society similar to, and different from, Viking
society? Compare the role of women in Maongol and Viking societies,

THINKING HISTORICALLY

How would you characterize John's moral stance toward the .
Mengols? How is his judgment of the Mangols different from that =
of Yvo of Narbona, and what might account for that difference?
Consider your own moral judgment, if any, of the Mongols. How is i
related to your historical understanding?

'From Christopher Dawson, ed., Mission to Asia, . xit.
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O our arrival Cayuc had us given a tent and provisions, such as
5 the custom for the Tartars to give, but they treated us hetter than
er envoys. Nevertheless we were not invired to visit him for he had
t been elected, nor did he yet concern himself with the govern-
nt. The translation of the Lord Pope’s letrer, however, and the things
_"saxd had been sent to him by Bati. After we had stayed there for
or six days he sent us to his mother where the solemn court was
embling. By the time we got there a Iarbe pavi]ion had already been
ut up made of white velver, and in my opinion it was so big that more
1 two thousand men could have gor into it. Around it had been
cted a wooden palisade, on which various designs were painted. On
¢ second or third day we went with the Tartars who had been ap-
nted to ook after us and there all the chiefs were assembled and
h one was riding with his followers among the hills and over the
ains round about.

‘On the first day they were all clothed in white velvet, on the second
¢d—that day Cuyuc came to the tent—on the third day they were
in blue velvet, and on the fourth in the finest brocade. In the palisade
'und the pavilion were two large gates, through one of which the Fm-
or alone had the right to enter and there were no guards placed ar it
ough it was open, for no one dare enter or feave by it; through the
her gate all those who were granted admitrance entered and there were
guards there with swords and bows and arrows. . . . The chiefs went
ut everywhere armed and accompanied by a number of their men,
but none, unless their group of ten was complete, could go as far as the
orses; indeed those who attempted to do so were severely beaten. There
ere many of them who had, as far as I could judge, about twenty
arks’ worth of gald on their bits, breastplates, saddles, and cruppers.
The chiefs held their conference inside the tenr and, so T believe, con-
lucted the elecrion. All the other people however were a long way away
itside the aforementioned palisade. There they remained until almost
idday and then they began to drink mare’s milk and they drank unti!
he evening, so much that it was amazing to see. We were invited inside
d they gave us mead as we would not take mare’s milk. They did this -
show us great honour, but they kept on plying us with drinks to such
-extent that we could not possibly stand it, not being used to it, so we
ave them to underseand that it was disagreeable to us and they left off

Qutside were Duke Jerozlaus of Susdal in Russia and several chiefs
t the Kitayans and Solangi, also two sons of the King of Georgia, the
imbassador of the Caliph of Baghdad, who was a Sultan, and more than
other Sultans of the Saracens, so I believe and so we were told by the
tewards. There were more than four thousand envoys there, counting
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those who were carrying tribure, those who were bringing gifts; th
tans and other chiefs who were coming to submit to them, thoss
moned by the Tartars and the governors of terrirories, All these we,
together outside the palisade and they were given drinks ar th
time, but when we were outside with them we and Duke Jerozlans
always given the best places, ] th ink, if I remember rightly, tha
been there a good four weeks when, as 1 believe, the election took:
the result however was not made public at that time; the chief gr
for my supposition was that whenever Cuyuc left the tent they sap
fore him and as long as he remained outside they dipped to him heay,
rods on the top of which was scarlet wool, which they did not do for:
of the other chiefs. They call this courr the Sira Orda. .
Leaving there we rode all together for three or four leagues:
other place, where on a pleasant plain near a river among the Mol
another tent had been set up, which is called by them the Golden O
it was here that Cuyuc was to be enthroned on the feast of rhe_:As_s_ump
tion of Our Lady. . . . _
At that place we were summoned into the presence of the Empar
and Chingay the protonotary wrote down our names and the names
those who had sent us, also the names of the chief of the Solangi and
others, and then calling out in a loud voice he recired them before 1
Emperor and all the chiefs. When this was finished each one of us
flected four times on the left knee and they warned us not to touch tha
lower part of the threshold. After we had been most thoroughly sea
for knives and they had found nothing at all, we entered by a dooi
the east side, for no one dare enter from the west with the sole exception
of the Emperor or, if it is a chief’s tent, the chief; those of lower rank
not pay much attention to such things. This was the first time s
Cuyuc had been made Emperor that we had enrered his tenr in his pr
ence. He also received all the envoys in that place, but very few entered
his tent. :
So many gifts were bestowed by the envoys there thar it Was M3
fous to behold—gifts of silk, samite, velvet, brocade, girdles of si
threaded with gold, choice furs, and other presents. The Emperor
also given a sunshade or lirtle awning such as is carried over his:
and it was all decorated with precious stones, . . . 5
Leaving there we went to another place where a wonderful tent ha
been set up all of red velver, and this had been given by the Kitay
there also we were taken inside, Whenever we went in we were
mead and wine to drink, and cooked mear was offered us if we wishe
to have ir. A lofry platform of boards had been erected, on which
Emperor’s throne was placed. The throne, which was of ivory, was
derfully carved and there was also gold on it, and precious stones,
remember rightly, and pearls. Steps led up to it and it was rounded be
hind. Benches were also placed round the throne, and here the adies s
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their seats on the lefr; nobody, however, sat on the right, bur the chiefs
re on benches in the middle and the rest of the people sar bevond
m. Every day a great crowd of ladies came.

inally, after some time, John was to be brought again before the
peror. When he heard from them that we had come to him he ordered
- 1o go back to his mother, the reason being that he wished on the fol-
ing day to raise his banner against the whole of the Western
rld—we were told this definitely by men who knew . . .—and he
nted us to be kept in ignorance of this. On our return we staved for a
- days, then we went back to him again and remained with him for a
d month, enduring such hunger and thirst that we could scarcely
ep alive, for the food provided for four was barely sufficient for one,
moreover, we were unable to find anything to buy, for the market was a
1y long way off, If the Lord had not sent us a certain Russian, by name
mas, a goldsmith and a grear favourite of the Emperor, who sup-
red us to some extent, we would, [ believe, have died, unless the Lord
1d helped us in some other way, . . .

After this the Emperor sent for us, and through Chingay his proto-
otary told us ro write down what we had to say and our business, and
ve it to him. We did this and wrote out for him all that we said earlier
Bati. . . . A few days passed by; then he had us summoned again and
told us through Kadac, the procurator of the whole empire, in the pres-
ce of Bala and Chingay his protonotaries and many other scribes, to
y-all we had to say: We did this willingly and gladly. Our interpreter
n this as on the previous occasion was Temer, a knight of Jerozlaus™
nd there were also present a cleric who was with him and another cleric
10 was with the Emperor. On this occasion we were asked if there
re any people with the Lord Pope who understood the writing of the
ussians or Saracens or even of the Tartars. We gave answer that we
sed neither the Ruthenian nor Saracen writing; there were however
aracens in the country bur they were a long way from the Lord Pope;
twe said that it seemed to us thar the most expedient course would be
r them to write in Tartar and translate it for us, and we would write it
own carefully in our own script and we would take both the letter and
e translation to the Lord Pope. Thereupon they left us to go to the
mperor.

“On 5t. Martin’s day we were again summoned, and Kadac, Chingay,
nd Bala, the aforementioned secretaries, came to us and translated the
tter for us word by word. When we had written it in Latin, they had it
anslated so that they might hear a phrase at a time, for they wanred to
ow if we had made a mistake in any word. When both letters were
tren, they made us read it once and a second time in case we had left
ut anything. . ..

It is the custom for the Emperor of the Tartars never to speak to a
reigner, however important he may be, except through an intermediary,
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and he listens and gives his answer,
ever his subjects have any business
are listening to the Emperor’s reply, they stay on their knees ing
of the conversation, however important they may be. It s
nor indeed is it the custom for anyone to say anything abeyt-
after the Emperor has declared his decision. This Emperor ng
4 procurator and protonotaries and secretaries, but all officiz
ing with both public and private matters, except thar he ha
cates, for everything is setrled according to the decision of the Fy
without the turmoil of legal trials. The other princes of the -
the same in those matters concerning them. G
The present Emperor may be forty or forty-five vears old o
is of medium height, very intelligent, and extremely shrewd,ap
rious and grave in his manner. He is never seen to laugh for a ¢
nor to indulge in any frivolity, so we were rold by the Christians w
constantly with him. The Christians of hjs household also told iis _
firmly believed he was about to become a Christian, and they hay
evidence of this, for he maintains Christian clerics and provides them
supplies of Christian things; in addition he always has a chapel befp
chief rent and they sing openly and in public and beat the board ¢
vices afrer the Greek fashion like other Christians, however bigacr
Tartars or other men be there. The other chiefs do not behaye Jik
- - on the feast of St. Brice {November 13th}, they gaveus
to depart and a letrer sealed with the Emperor’s seal, and sent us
Emperor’s mother. She gave each of us a fox-skin cloak, which
fur ourside and was lined nside, and a length of velvet; our
stole a good yard from each of the pieces of velver and from th
given to our servant they stole more than half, This did not esc
notice, but we preferred not to make a fuss about it.
We then set out on the return journey.

also through the interm:éjd'a_
to bring before Kadac; or

B REFLECTIONS

The great Chinese artist Zheng Sixiao (1241-131 8} continued to’
his delicate Chinese orchids in the years after the Mongol defea
sung dynasty, under the alien rule of Kublai Khan {r. 1260-1294
fifth Great Khan and the founder of the Mongo! Yuan dynasty o
China. Bur when Zheng was asked why he always painted the'o
withour earth around their roots, he replied thart the earth hadb

stolen by the barbarians.

Just as it would be a mistake to see a fiftl
like Kublaj as a barbarian, ir would also be a
Zheng’s hardened resistance remained the no

1-generation Mongo,
mistake to assume th
rm. In fact, a young
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eration of artists found opportunity and even freedom in Kublai's
na. Kublai appointed some of the most famous Chinese painters of
to positions of government-— Ministries of War, Public Works,
e, Personnel, Imperial Sacrifices—actively recruiting the bright
ung men, artists and intellecruals, for his government. While some
rers carered to the Mongol elite’s inclination for paintings of
s, others relished the wider range of subjects allowed by a regime
f highly cultivated prejudices.
conquest invariably brings charges of barbarism, it also eventu-
urns to issues of government and administration. Administrators
officials. Though Kublai Khan abolished the Chinese civil service
ination system because it would have forced him to rely on Chinese
Is, the Chinese language, and an educational system based on the
nese classics, he actively sought ways of governing that were neither
Chinese nor too Mongolian. Typically, he promulgared a Chinese
habet that was based on Tiberan, hoping that its phonetic symbols
1id make communication easier and less classical. Many of his
ievements were unintended. While his officials continued to use
inese characters and the Uighur script, the Yuan dynasty witnessed a
ering of literary culture, including theater and novels. For some, no
bt, the wind from the steppe blew away rthe dust and cobwebs that
accumulated for too fong.
Our judgment of the Mongols depends to a great extent on the
iod of Mongol history we consider. But while it is easy to condemn
nghis Khan and the initial conquests and praise the later enlightened
‘ernance, two considerations come to mind. First, in the great sweep
history, many “barbarians™ became benign, even indulgent, adminis-
tors. Second, the Mongols were not unique in making thar transition.
Before the Mongols, the Vikings had already made the transition
m raiding to trading and from conquering to colonizing. In fact, as
iffe points out, the Vikings had always been farmer-sailors who
as hungry for land as for plunder. Unlike the Mongols who were
111.0n horses, continually picking up and remaking camp in new pas-
land, the Vikings became nomadic in emergencies when a search
ew settlements was necessary.
The memory of Viking assaults also faded faster than thar of the
ongols. The Viking Rus had the Mongols to thank. The Rus of
iking cities like Novgorod became the national heroes of anti-Mongol
tssian legend, eventually becoming the Russians. In Europe, too, the
scendants of Vikings helped establish new national identities. The
great Viking king, Harald the Hard Ruler, “Thunderbolt of the
»” won back his father’s crown as king of Norway in 1047, after

o

_'éfing himself in Russian trading cities and Byzantine courts. He
‘married a Russian princess and fought for the Byzantines in Asia
inor, Jerusalem, and the Caucasus Mountains. In 1066, this king of
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Norway lost his control of England when he was killed by an En_élzsh

carl. A few days later the new English king was killed by William y;,
of Normandy, a Viking son who had previously conguered much pf
France. Norman rule was ro last over a hundred years, from 1066
1215, and ereate a new English identity. .
At the end of the day, history is neither moral nor immoral, Higt
is what happened, for better or worse, and moralistic hiscory i gene
ally bad history. The Vikings and Mongols of our period were N0 mor
morally frozen in time than were the Christian and Muslim Crusade
of the same era who visited such violence upon each other, i
Just as the role of nomads and settlers changes over time, so doe
degree to which a people are particularly aggressive or peaceful. Itis,
hard to imagine a more fearful people than the Mongols of the thirt,
century or the Vikings of the tenth century. Yet modern Scandinayi
leeland, and Mongolia are among the most peaceful places on the pla;




