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The Legend of Prester John versus the Peace 

Negotiations between the Muslims and the 

Crusaders in Damietta (1218-1221/ 615-618 AH)

Ahmed Mohamed Abdelkawy Sheir 

Abstract:

 There is a relationship between legends on one side, and human heritage, as well as the 
intellectual development of the societies’ theology, sociology, philosophy, anthropology, 
and history on other side.(1) 

legends, measuring their impact on the hostility and the détente that marked the relations 
between Muslims and Crusaders during the age of the Crusades. What we discover is the 
extent to which the Prester John legend shaped real events – in both the Latin West and the 

Fifth Crusade over the Egyptian city Damietta.

mythology of the times. This work thus examines the legend of Prester John, one of the 

the peace and reconciliation negotiations between the Latin Christians of the Fifth Crusade 

In so doing, the present paper aims to clarify the degree to which this legend was actually 

the Fifth Crusade, and how it contributed to shaping the real events of peace negotiations 
in Damietta at that time. 

 The Birth of Prester John’s legend:

About two decades after John, Bishop of India, arrived in Rome in 1122,(2) where he 
disseminated stories about the miracles of St. Thomas in India, culminating in a description 

(1)  Hans Schoenmakers, The Power of Culture: A Short History of Anthropological Theory about Culture and 
Power

 . 40, no. 4 (2012): 253.

(2)  
(London: Ashgate, 2015), 30–33, 34–38.  
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(3) It is believed that the 

nucleus of the story of an Asian ruler called Prester John who had defeated the Muslims 
(4) Contributing to the Crusader’s 

in 1144. These events created a ripe climate for a growing hope among the Christians that 
providence  would rescue the Latin East by way of a Christian king who would emerge 
in the Orient to support the Crusaders in the Levant by overwhelming the Muslims from 
behind.(5)

The legend of Prester John was created under the historical pressure of real events in the 

city of Edessa in 1144. Once Queen Melisende, the queen regent of Jerusalem, learned that 
the Muslims had captured Edessa, she summoned Raymond of Poitiers, Prince of Antioch 

Viterbo in the spring of 1145. Hugh spoke of a rich and powerful, albeit mysterious, king in 
the Far East who was advancing to assist the Crusaders against the Muslims.(6) 

Otto’s Chronica sive Historia de duabus civitatibus.
then on, the legend of Prester John evolved to the point that it underpinned manifold events 
surrounding the Crusades. It has been said that Freising wrote this work during the time of 
the Second Crusade, in which he recorded the story of Prester John in one major revision 
of the original version in or before 1157.(7)

(3)
Indians to the city of Rome in the time of Pope Calixtus II , see the original Latin version and his translation 
in; Ibid.

(4)

Fiction and History’, 
Johannes von Idien Und Der Priester Johannes’, in , ed. Charles F. Beckingeham and Bernard Hamilton 

(5)  Serban Papacostea, , ed. 

(6)  William of Tyre, A History of Deeds Done beyond the Sea
A History of the Crusades, Vol. 2 (USA: Cambridge University 

(7)  Otto of Freising (d. 1158), , trans. 
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Figure 1: 
(8)

Freising reports that Hugh of Jabala told him of a mysterious king under the name of 
Prester John, who was also a Nestorian preacher, ruling a kingdom beyond the Armenian 
and Persian lands in the Far East. He was rich and powerful enough to assist the Crusaders 

city of their kingdom. According to Freising, the forces of the Persian kings surrounded 

and thereafter marched towards Jerusalem to rescue the Church of the Holy Sepulcher from 

of his men due to the harsh weather. Finally, Prester John was forced return to his country 

Association

(8)
Imaging Department, Harvard College. See: 
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with what remained of his army.  

military assistance against the Muslims who controlled Edessa in 1144, and that this 

therefore, proposes a legendary strategy for surrounding the Muslims armies from the West 
and the East by way of a Christian military alliance between this person called Prester John 
and the western Crusaders.(10)

occurring in central and eastern Asia at this time. That may explain its appearance in Otto’s 

the Levant a fertile environment for spreading tales, legends, and superstitions about a 

Qatwan).” It was especially 
important for Muslims because it was a crushing defeat for their forces under the leadership 

(11) 

This highlights the defeat of Sanjar and his brother Masoud in 1141 and the collapse of the 
(12) Reports of Yelu 

John was the leader who defeated the Muslim Seljuk Sultan Sanjar in 1142, and would, 

On the day of Kai wu in the second 

Historicis
The Two Cities,  . 

(10) Phoenix,

(11)

(12)  Hilal, 
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Dashi was never a Christian; nevertheless, Christianity did make inroads in his lands at the 
hands of the Nestorians missionaries.(13) 

In addition, the association between Prester John, as an Indian ruler, and the Muslims went 

(14)

world about what was called Prester John and his victories over the Muslims in the Far East. 

Christian Europeans

The legend and the peace egotiations during the Fifth Crusade 

Latin Christians in the West and the East employed myths and legends during the Crusades 
(15) In Germany, religious 

rumors, stories, and legends spread to invoke the need for a Fifth Crusade. In 1217, rumors 
circulated that signs had appeared in the skies over the provinces of Cologne and Friesland 
in the shape of crosses; these appeared in three places: one appeared towards the north and 

the middle of a dark color.  These signs were promoted as favorable portents for the launch 
of another crusade.(16) 

of 1218 without having achieved little towards motivating the Western world against the 
Muslims.(17)

(13)  Hilal,  

(14) , Vol. 8, 20; 

(15)

(16)  Roger of Wendover (d.1236), , Vol.II., trans. J.A. Giles (London: Henry G. Born, 
 (London: Ashgate, 2015), 

CSC (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

(17) ,
II’, in The History of the Crusades
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again by Jacques de Vitry, the Bishop of Acre, who was involved in the Crusades in the 

John legend in 1217. He wrote letters in 1217 to various ecclesiastics in Europe claiming 
that many Christian kings who lived in the East in regions next to the land of Prester John, 

 and were about to come to 
Sarracenis (18)  

Whether de Vitry had heard this story from some Nestorian bishops or he and his followers 
produced it, it is clear that de Virty’s aim was to whip up the enthusiasm of the European 
and Crusader forces towards taking on the Muslims in Egypt. The psychological role that 

 

discord between Muslims.  The appearance of these letters at the beginning of the Fifth 
Crusade contributed toward driving the enthusiasm for crusading warfare.

and was one of its most important chroniclers, wrote that the Crusaders received a 
letter written in Arabic, whose author was neither a Jew, a Christian nor a Muslim. This 
anonymous letter prophesied the fall of Damietta. This letter predicted that a certain 
Christian king of the Nubians was underway to destroy the holy Muslim city of Mecca 
and to exhume the bones of the Prophet Muhammad, who is described by Oliver of 
Paderborn as «the false prophet.
of e Christianity.(20) 

Although this letter might have been intended as a form of propaganda to reinforce the 

siege of Damietta itself circulated throughout the Christian world. In addition, it led the 
Georgians to send a letter to the Crusaders’ camp in Damietta expressing shame that they 

(18)  Jacques de Vitry, 

Prester John: Europe’s Eraly Vision of Asia’, in  (Stanford, California: 

Röhricht, ed., Regesta Regni Hierosolymitani (MXCVII –MCCXCI) (Oeniponti: Libraria Academica 

(20)
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were not joining the Crusade to Egypt.(21) Accordingly, the Crusader leaders had a strong 
conviction that they would exterminate the Muslims and felt little need to hold peace talks 
with them.(22) 

Prester John was a motivational factor for the Crusaders in Damietta, especially whenever 
some disaster struck, such as the storm that wrecked the Crusader camp in 1218.(23) 

(24) and a number of the princes to depose 

eastern side and take control of the Muslim camp.(25) This further increased the Crusaders’ 
hope in the coming of Prester John, especially when they thought that the Muslims were 
frightened of his powers.

The news spread quickly among the Christians of the medieval world of the time about 

governed a number of people and had enormous wealth.(26) The Crusaders were hugely 

serve the Christian world and release it from the oppression of Islam.(27) 

perhaps his nephew, fought with three armies against the Muslims. It was believed that the 

of Bavaria with the bishop of Passau, Count Guy of Brienne, the Marquis of Baden and 
others nobles, to Damietta in May 1221 to support the Crusaders.(28) These forces, together 

(21)

(22)  Serban Papacostea, 164. 

(23)  CSC , 
vol. II, 413;  Omran, 

(24)
 

AH), 

(25) , 

(26)  

(27)  Papacostea, 

(28)
de La Prophétie de Hannan, Fils d’Isaac’, in 
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Egypt.  Hence, the possibility of making peace with the Muslims was dismissed, as long 

would drive them to a disaster in the end, as will soon be made clear. 

Although the Crusaders in Damietta showed hostility to the Muslims, the people of 
Damietta were not equally set on war, avoided giving offense and sought some form of 

any other supplies they might need during this Crusader investment. Additionally, they sent 
(30)

However, the propaganda concerning the imminent arrival of the legendary king, Prester 

of any peace negotiations. In fact, it fed the Crusader’s enthusiasm for warfare – or as they 
saw it, certain victory. There was, they felt, no need to make peace with the Muslims. Such 

of Damietta, circulated in the Christian world. Thus, as long as the Crusaders believed in 
Prester John, the possibility of making peace with the Muslims was ignored.

sent his men to beg the Muslim world to rescue Egypt and wrote to his brothers in the 
Levant seeking their help against the Crusaders.(31)

hold peace talks with the Crusaders, believing that reconciliation would be better than war 
and that the objective of any warring parties was to establish a permanent peace.(32)

 In return, the Crusaders would raise their siege on Damietta and leave Egypt.(33)  

Muqaffa, 

(30)   Omran, 

(31)

(32)   Omran,  

(33) , ed. Antoine Salhani, 2nd 

Sheir, 
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hold peace negotiations with the Muslims.(34)

letters of Prester John, that the Crusaders wanted to capture the whole of Egypt and the 
Muslim world with Prester Jon’s awaited assistance.

destroyed several Muslim castles and cities, as he wanted to leave them in an untenable 
(35) 

He also calculated that even if the Frankish forces did occupy these cities, he would be able 
to regain them because they would be vulnerable without defenses.(36)

 great victories over the Persians 

(37)

The extent to which the collective mind of the Crusaders in Damietta connected between 
Prester The extent to which the collective attitude of the Crusaders in Damietta, based on 

overtures of the Muslims soon became obvious. The Crusaders believed that the Muslims 
were suing for peace in order to avoid the overwhelming extermination they would face 
once the forces of Prester John or his son David reached Damietta. In addition, the legend 

prisoners, Andrew of Nanteuil and John of Arcis, to renew his former peace offer and hold 

(34) The Preaching of the Crusades to the Holy 

Prophétie de Hannan, Fils d’Isaac,’113; Joseph Donovan,  (USA: University of 

(35)  (Madison, Mikwaukee, and London: 
, 156.

(36)  

Sheir, 

(37)
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a truce.(38)

mentioned places to the Crusaders had taken place.  However, the Crusaders rejected all 
attempts to negotiate a peace with the Ayyubids, and the Muslims had to resort to war to 
liberate Damietta.(40)

th, 
th

(41) However, the 
peace offer made thereafter represented a sincere intention on the part of the Muslims to 

Notwithstanding the Crusaders’ rejection of a peace treaty, the Sultan of Egypt renewed his 

promised to pay all expenses to rebuild the castles and cities that had been destroyed by his 
(42) Omran written that it was unreasonable for the Crusaders to refuse 

mere political trickery, or a ploy by which to gain time, and regroup Muslims forces.(43)

(38)  Vitry, , 150; Omran, 
 Donovan, 

  

(40)

(41)

(42)  
Perry,  

(43)  Omran, , 265.  
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Figure 2: Attacking the city of Damietta during the Fifth Crusade from the boats on the 
river; Matthaei Paris Chronica Maiora II, Saint Albans, England, ca. 1240–53. Folio 

(44)

During the long siege of Damietta, the people who had suffered indescribably and faced 
certain starvation,(45)

for bringing assistance from the East, with increasing the Mongol danger, and with the 

to make one last attempt at peacemaking a few days before the fall of Damietta in November 
(46)

As described, the Prester John legend had driven the Crusaders to reject peace. This was 
obvious in Jacques de Vitry’s Letter VII, dated 18th April 1221, when he said that the 

son. Accordingly, the Sultan of Egypt contacted certain Latin nobles who were captives 
in Cairo and certain 

us
sent letters with his own messengers to the Crusaders’ camp with the aim of forming a 

(44)  Helen Nicholson and David Nicolle,  

(45)  Röhricht, Jacques de Vitry, Omran, 
.  

(46)  Roger of Wendover, 
, 23;  Omran, . 



235

peace agreement or at least a truce. The Crusaders, however, refused the offer, particularly, 

to march in August with substantial supplies to help the Crusaders in Damietta.(47) 

IV obtained it from spice merchants in Antioch.(48) De Vitry and others did consider this 
legendary letter as trustworthy and as a legitimated fact. Translated by De Vitry into Latin, 

request of peace, in order to be consistent with their imaginary historical events.

Jacques de Vitry’s letter of 1221 stated that the Christians would vanquish the city of 
Damietta, which would then be subject to the control of two new kings; one for the West, 
Fredrick II, and the other from the East, Prester John. These kings would exterminate 

Crusaders announced the previously mentioned news and letter to the Christian people 

waited for a long time without hearing any pleasant news or letters from either the Emperor 
(50)

 (51) In addition, news had arrived that the 

the Muslims in Egypt and Syria. By contrast, the same news revived the crusading spirit. 

divine ally, and awaited the successor of Prester John. (52)

 The extent to which the Levant and the West believed in this legend is obvious from the 
outcome in Damietta. It led the Crusaders’ rejection of peace with the Ayyubids of Egypt. 

(47)  Jacques de Vitry, Röhricht, 
Date 18th April 1221’, in  (London: Ashgate, 2015),  128, 132. 

(48)

(50)
Röhricht,   

(51)  

(52)   Omran,  236;Hassan Ibrahim Hassan, 
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Subsequently, many rumors about 
the Christian world, and were used as a psychological weapon to discourage any attempts 
to make peace with the Muslims. No less than three other versions of the letters associated 

and his kingdom as the divine superpower, which would crush the Persians and the Muslims 
in the East, and eventually the Muslims of Egypt also.

what was thought to be original Arabic, written by a Christian in Baghdad in 1220 or early 
1221, with some elements added to the Latin translation. The letters recorded the victories 

in Egypt received a copy of the letter and its second version, which was widely circulated 

(53)

(54) 

which shows that the sender and author of the letter had a historical knowledge of the story 

and further recorded by Otto of Freising.(55) The author of the letter  wanted to restore the 
old hopes and boost the Crusaders’ ambitions in Egypt. 

(56) 

be the protector of the Christian world; the present letter declared that he had insulted the 
Muslims’ Caliph and would deliver Baghdad. The messenger said,

(57)

This letter also referred to the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem, which had been 

(53)

(54)  

(55)  Otto of Freising, The Two Cities, 

(56)

(57)  
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(58) as a gift to the Caliph of the Muslims in Baghdad.  Hence, a historical, 

” in 1221, 
demanding his homage and so forth. However, the historical resources mention nothing 

to attack Baghdad because of his disagreement with the Abbasid Caliph. The latter thus 

Sultan.(60) There were many other points of convergence such as this between acts that the 

Alaanar

 in David’s letter, as well as Samarkand, and 
other cities up to the borders of Iraq, Baghdad and the Muslim Caliphate.(61) It did not 

his authority.

 that people came from China to the lands of 

including Samarkand and Bukhara,  among others. Some of these Tatars  marched on 
 

 India, 
and other cities and countries, committing atrocities and crimes.(62) This clearly illustrates 

and dramatic materials to the legend by attributing the exploits of the actual historical 

The letter states that the son of Prester John forced the Muslims to rebuild the walls of 

(58)  who was known to the latinas in the crusader states as Meledin, with variants thereon. In medieval usage, 

  Ibid.

(60) , Vol.10,  (Beirut: Dar 

(61)  

(62)
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(63) However, the city of Jerusalem 

city on February 18th

Egypt.(64)

(65) 

this could serve as the foundation for a peace without bloodshed. St. Francis got Pelagius’ 

and his offer of peace through conversion. St. Francis believed that peace could not hold 
without the conversion of the Muslims. He was an ardent Christian who sought to convert 

of the crusading mission to regain Jerusalem for Christianity.(66) 

 

had offered to hand over to the Crusaders the cities of Jerusalem, Tiberius, Sidon, Jabala, 

walls of Jerusalem.(67) 

accepting the peace offer of the Muslims, and the papal legate, Pelagius, over the leadership 

(68) 

(63)  Sheir, A 
History of the Crusades, Vol. 3, 156.  

(64) Vol.1,

(65) Bulletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies

(66) The Catholic 

Lateran Council (1215): Oliver of Paderborn’s and James of Vitry’s Missions to Muslims Reconsidered’, 

the High Middle Ages by E. Randolph Daniel’, 

(67) 1538;Omran, Al-
323.  

(68)  
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well as launch attacks against their possessions in Syria to distract the Crusaders’ attention 
from Egypt. In 1221, John of Brienne returned to Damietta with numerous stories about the 

  This news underlay 

making attempts.

This is a quotation from Brienne’ story of Prester John 

under his feet. The King of the Persians, being lifted up unto excessive pride, wished to be 

we learned by a report that reached far and wide, there is no power on earth that can resist 
(70)

Pope Honorius III received a letter from Plagues, the papal delegate, in March in 1221,(71) 
 The Pope 

that the news of Prester John caused the Muslims to be frightened and that this was the 
reason they were suing for peace.(72)

(73) The Pope in turn spread this report of the good 

whom he wrote: 

113; Donovan, 

  

(70)  Ibid.

(71)

 (London: Ashgate, 2015), 146–147.  

(72)  (London: Ashgate, 2015), 124; R. W. 
Southern, 

(73) 124 . n.7.  
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(74) 

John legend of the Fifth Crusade seemed to be a kind of attempt at a convergence of the 
till then divergent Eastern and Western Christian powers, who could now be allied against 
the Muslims. In addition, the Pope hoped to use this legend to bolster the supremacy of the 
Papacy over secular authority in the West.

The letter shows the attitude of the Pope towards the Muslims’ peace proposals on the one 
hand, and the legendary savior, Prester John on the other; it is clear evidence of the hold 
the Prester John legend had over the collective consciousness of the Christians and their 
leaders in the West and the Levant . The pope believed that the Muslims must be frightened 
of Prester John’s powers:

The fear of these events has caused the Sultan of Aleppo, brother of the Sultans of 

your brotherhood through theses papal writings that urge the Crusaders in the region of 
.(75)

 However, the passage above makes clear the Pope’s lack of knowledge about the political 
and religious situation in the East. In another passage, the pope says that the Georgians 
were who would launch a war against the Muslims; but in fact, the 

the Georgians were geographically distant from the Muslims of Egypt and Syria, there 
were no joint borders between them nor did they have a powerful army.(76) 

Bernard Hamilton writes that the letter Pope Honorius III received from Plagues with its 

the Copts of Egypt wrote the letter.(77) Christian Tyerman, on the other hand, believed that 

(74) Neues Archiv II (1887), 

(75)

(76)  Hilal, 

(77)



241

this prophecy was a byproduct of an Egyptian Nestorian interpretation from around 1220.(78)  

It is quite unreasonable to believe that the Nestorians played a any role in spreading and 
feeding the legend of Prester John because the Nestorians did not have any interest in 
engendering the Crusades or in promoting this prophecy. On the contrary, they hoped for 
peace because the seat of the Nestorian Patriarch in Asia was in Baghdad. Furthermore, the 
dhimmis, Eastern Christians or Copts, were well integrated into the Islamic state and were 

the Eastern Christians and Copts as heretics.  

Hilal maintains that the Crusaders themselves circulated the prophecies and rumors 

from the Far East to recapture Jerusalem were an expression of the Western Christian’s 

also represented a continuously dynamic effort to unify the Crusaders forces to restore 
Jerusalem and to encroach on Muslim lands. Such efforts were particularly renewed after 
every unsuccessful confrontation with the Muslims, such as in 1144 after the fall of Edessa, 
during the Second Crusade or during the Fifth Crusade.(80)

imminent. (81) 

These letters and the spread of rumors by Pope Honorius, Plagues, Jacques De Vitry and 

East. After a long waiting period, in which peace agreements with Muslims were refused, 

Egyptian forces repulsed them. This  interval of time in which the crusaders waited for 
Prester John, proved pivotal and  enabled the Muslims to regroup while the seasons changed 

contrary to the rivers in Europe, and preventing the Crusaders from crossing itsouthward to 
Cairo.(82) The Muslims were thus able to besiege the crusader forces between the two water 
sources of the Nile. (83)

All told, the legend of Prester John and its impact on decisions for war or peace in the 
Fifth Crusade was an anomaly. However, it is also indicative of the Crusaders essential 

(78)  Christopher Tyerman,  (London: Penguin Books, 2007), 642 

  Hilal, 

(80)

(81)  , 46.  

(82) vol.3.2, 1538; Brewer, . 

(83)  Brewer, .
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(84)  

After several more clashes between the two sides in Damietta, the Crusaders eventually did 
come to make a peace agreement.(85)

inclined to be reconciled and wanted to wipe out the Crusaders. Nevertheless, the Sultan 

The Sultan was concerned that the Crusaders were the Latin Christian senior knights , still 
in control of the city of Damietta at the time. The right decision, he argued, was to make 
peace with the Crusaders, who were in such a weakened state by then that they would 
accept any terms offered from the Muslim side.(86) The Crusaders signed a peace agreement 
and a truce with the Muslims and left Egypt on the September 7th th Rajab 618. All 
prisoners held by the Crusaders and Muslims were released according to the terms of this 

(87)  

It is not an overstatement to say that the Crusaders lost the Fifth Crusade, not on the beaches 
of Damietta or the Nile River but behind the Tigris River. Furthermore, the destruction of 

the Ayyubids foster their power in Egypt.(88) In other words, while the Legend of Prester 

it also allowed the Ayyubids to concentrate on uniting their forces and overcoming their 
differences so as to more successfully face the Crusaders. 

Steven Runciman has argued that the papal legate, Pelagius, was an arrogant man who 
caused the failure of the Fifth Crusade by refusing the peace terms offered by the Sultan 
of Egypt. However, his strategy might not seem quite as intransigent, i.e. refusing to take 

we consider that the Muslims in Egypt and Syria were in alliance and governed by the same 
sultan.

At all stages of its development and evolution, the Prester John’s legend was an attempt 

(84)

(85) Vol 3.2, 
Vol.4,57. 

(86) Vol.7, 211.  

(87)  

(88)  Donovan, 

  Donovan, , 74. 
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 The mystery of 
Prester John’s legend left its imprint particularly on the Fifth Crusade. 

European writers and European society were aware of the existence of the Tartars and the 
Mongols, but had consciously or unconsciously imagined the forces of Prester John and 

the son of Prester John, and his army heard about the delivery of Damietta to the Muslims, 
they returned to their fatherlands. Alberic writes that the Hungarians and Cumans called 

 

In conclusion, although the legend of Prester John was used to oppose peace with the 
Muslims, the failure of the miraculous rescue by Prester John eventually forced the 
Crusaders in Damietta to seek peace without any of the advantages they might have 
originally had. They only asked the Egyptians to allow them to travel far away from the 
water, which besieged them everywhere. The legend thus while serving the Crusader 
cause in the beginning by helping to rally Crusader morale, in the end led to defeat and 
disappointment. While belief in Prester John and his imminent arrival was an effective 
psychological weapon against Muslims, it also provided a delay that gave the Muslims a 

In principle, the Muslims were willing to sue for peace because their internal affairs were 

 The Muslims also feared an alliance 
between the advancing Mongols in the East and the Crusaders. However, the Crusaders 
misinterpreted the Muslims’ actions as a fear of Prester John. While the Muslims feared 
a genuine foe, the Crusaders had converted that foe and his victories into an imaginary 
Crusader legend.

In the beginning, Muslims sued for a peace that would have disadvantaged them and stripped 
them of much of what they had gained since 1187. It would have been reasonable to expect 
the Crusaders to jump at this spectacular offer, which gave them Jerusalem. However, the 
Crusaders refused the offer twice, relying instead on exaggerating the legend and lore of 
Prester John. This in turn changed the historical narrative of both the Christian West and the 
Muslim East. If anything, the impact of the myth of Prester john on the course of history 
demonstrates how myth can also become truth. 

  Donovan, , 74. 
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