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OVERVIEW OF THE ROLE OF BYZANTINE EMPIRE AS
COMMUNICATION CROSSROAD BETWEEN CHINA AND
EUROPE DURING THE PERIOD OF PAX MONGOLIANA IN
THE 13-14 CENTURIES

Abstract: As we know, the large part of the Eurasian continent became part
of the Great Mongolian Empire in the 13-14 centuries and we could qualify this
period as Pax Mongoliana when the communication network between different
parts of the the Ancient World has been more closely interconnected. During the
Yuan dynasty in China (1271-1368), the Mongolian dynasty founded by Kubilai
Khan, grandson of Gengis Khan, although here was no direct diplomatic rela-
tionship between Eastern Roman Empire and Yuan China, Byzantium played an
important role in the context of Eurasian network as communication crossroad
between China and Europe, specially through Constantinople and Trabizond. In
this paper, we will observe briefly the political, economic and religious context
of this period both in Byzantium, Balkan Peninsula in general, in China and
in western Europe in order to give an overview of the role of Byzantium as
communication crossroad between China and Europe and to discern for what
reasons Eastern Roman Empire assumed this role of communication crossroad
and why this role declined in the 14th centuries.

Keywords: Byzantium and Mongolian Empire, Byzantium and China,
Empire of Trabizond, Nicean Empire and Paleologus dynasty.

In the 13-14 centuries, the most part of the Eurasian continent was domi-
nated by the Great Mongolian Empire, this period could be qualified the period
of Pax Mongoliana when the communication network of the Ancient World has
been more tightly connected. (Fig. 1)

During the Mongolian Yuan dynasty in China, founded by Kubilai Khan,
grandson of Gengis Khan in 1271 , even if there was no direct diplomatic rela-
tionship between Eastern Roman Empire and Yuan China, Byzantium served as
communication crossroad between China and Europe, specially Constantinople
and Trabizond. In this paper, we would like to give an overview of the role of
Byzantium as communication crossroad between China and Europe within it’s
political, economic and religious context with two case studies of the travel of
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family of Marco Polo and that of Chinese Ughur Nestorian monk Rabban Bar
Sauma. Instead of entering into all the details since this general research could
not accomplish this task, we tend to give un overview of the important role of
Byzantium in the middle of communication road between Europe and China
during the period of Mongolian domination in the most part of the Eurasian
continent in the 13 — 14 centuries.

1 The relationship between Eastern Roman Empire and Mongolian Empire

The number of the works on the research on the connection between
Byzantium and Mongolian Empire are until now are quite limited among which
we can mention for example the article of Jean Richard Byzance et les Mongols
in Francs et Orientaux dans le monde des croisades!. As far as we know, the
only monography on this topic was an unpublished PhD paper in the year 1980s.
in United States2. If that paper we just try to give an overview of the relationship
between Byzantium and Mongolian Empire and in the future it’s always pos-
sible to enlarge the horizon of the research on this topic.

Concerning the Byzantine sources mentioning the political and diplomat-
ic relationship between Eastern Roman Empire and Mongolian Empire, we can

1 J. RicHARD, Francs et Orientaux dans le monde des croisades, Ashgate, Aldershot,
Variorum collected studies series, 2003, XXII — XXVI. We can also cite some other refer-
ences about this subject without being exhaustive: Gaston Cahen, Les Mongols dans les
Balkans, Revue Historique, 146, (Paris 1924), 55 — 59, Guillaume de Rubrouck, Voyage
dans I’empire mongol, 1253 — 1255, translated by R. KappLER, C. — C., KaPPLER, Imprimerie
nationale, Paris 1985, B. SpuLERr, Die Goldene Horde : Die Mongolen in Russland 1223,
Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz, 1965, R. GROUSSET, L 'empire des steppes : Attila, Gengis-Khan,
Tamerlan, Payot, Paris 1939.

2 THE MONGOLS AND BYZANTIUM, 1243-1341 LIPPARD, BRUCE G. India-
na University ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, 1984.8417206.
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cite the historical works of George Akropolites with the addition of Theodorus
Scutariota3, Historic Relationships of George Pachymeres4 and Roman History
of Nikephorus Gregoras3, and official registers®.

Even if Byzantine Empire began to enter into contact with Mongolian
Empire during the Nicean Empire, except for Trabizond Empire, the official
diplomatic relationship between Eastern Roman Empire and Mongolian Empire
started during Paleologus Period?. Michel Paleologus had good relationship
with I1 Khanat in Persia and married his illegal daughter Maria to Il khan Aqaba.
When the Agaba khan, the husband of Maria died, Maria Paleologus returned to
Constantinople and became abbess of the monastery which will take her name
as the monastery of saint Mary of the Mongols to commemorate her according
to certain hypothesis8. (Fig. 2,3)

3 Cf. Georgii Acropolitae, Opera, recensuit A. Heisenberg, Edditionem anni MC-
MIII, correctiorem curavit P. Wirth, Volumenl, continens Historiae, Breviarium historiae,
Theodori scutariotae additamenta, Teubneri, Stutgardiae 1978.

4 Cf. Géorges Pachymére, Relations historiques, edition, introduction and notes
by A. FaILLER, french translation by V. LAURENT, Les belles lettres, Paris, 1., 1984, Corpus
Fontium Historiae Byzantinae volumen XXIV/ 1, II., 1984, volumen XXIV/2, III, 1999,
volumen XXIV/3, 1V, 1999, volumen XXIV/4. V. 2000, Volumen XXIV/5. The author talks
about the political and diplomatic relationship between Eastern Roman Empire and Mongo-
lian Empire from Niean Empire until the early Paleologian Empire.

5 For the original text in greek, cf. Nicephorus Gregoras, Historia Byzantiae cura
Ludovicus Schopenus, Bonna, Ed. Weberi, Volumen 1 1829, Corpus Scritorum Historum
Byzantinae 38, Volumen II, consilio B. G. NieBunri C. F. 1830, Corpus Scritorum Historum
Byzantinae 39, Volume I1I, consilio B. G. Niebuhrii C. F., 1855, Corpus Scritorum Historum
Byzantinae 40, and Patrologia Greaca 148, 149, Migne (ed.), Migne, Paris 1865.

6  For the official registers during the Nicean Empire and early Paleologus Empire,
cf. Regesten der Kaiserurkunden des ostromischen Reiches von 565 — 1453, bearbeitet von F.
DOoLGER, 3. Teil: Regesten von 1204 — 1282, zweite, erweiterte und verbesserte Auflage bear-
beitet von P. WirTH, C.H. BEck, Miinchen 1977, 4. Teil: Regesten von 1282 — 1341, 1960.

7 The emperor John III Doukas Vatatzes, emperor of Nicaea was not interested to
enter into direct contact with the Mongolians, maybe one reason is his alliance with Frederic
II of Hohenstaufen his father-in-law who fought the Mongolians in central Europe because of
their certain agreement on political and diplomatic issues and also his alliance with the Seljuk
Sultan Ghjassaddin-Kai-Khusru, but the most imporant reason could be the following : John
IIT wanted to keep distance to the distressing event like Mongolian expansion to decide how
to react the best possible facing to this people until then little known, although at the same
time he prepared for the danger in a more defensive way, just like Hohenstaufen did when
Mongolian army invaded Hungary. For the alliance between John Vatatzes and the sultan
Ghjassadin, cf. Regesten 3. Teil, 1776, p. 36 — 37. For the role of Frederic II during Mongo-
lian invasion in Europe, cf. Matthiew of Paris, cf.Z. Rapp REED, Matthiew Paris on the Mon-
gol invasion in Europe, Brepols, Turnhout 2022, Cultural encounters in late Antiquity and
the Middle Ages, volume, 38. According to Pachymeres, John Doukas fortified the frontier
in preparation for eventuel conflict, cf. Pachymeére, Relations historiques 1, 11, 25, 186 — 187.
Moreover, also according to Pachymere, empereur Theodore received an Mongolian embas-
sy, cf. Ibid. I, II, 25, 186 — 189. But in general, the Mongolian expansion didn’t change the
political lanscape of Nicean Empire, and we should wait for the Paleologus period for that
the mongol — byzantine relationship could have been strengthed.

8  For the description of the architecture of the church, cf. Mrobvpag X., «H
apyrtektovikry g [Havayliog tov MovyAlov oty Kovotavtivodmoin», Agitiov ng
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After the defeat of Michel
Paleologos by the army of the
Golden Horde in Thrace, Michel
VIII also changed his attitude to-
“ wards the Golden Horde and tried
to establish a good relationship with
. of new master of Eastern Europe.
Eastern Roman Empire both con-
cluded matrimonial relationship by
sending three Byzantine princesses
~% both with Il-Khanat and the Golden
., Horde during the reign of Michel
VIII Paleologus and Andronic 119.

11 The historical, political and so-
cial context in Balkan peninsula

Cn. 2 boroponuia MoHroncka

During the eastern and mid-

dle-southern part of Balkan In first

part of XIIIth century, a large former Byzantine territory became part of the

second Bulgarian Empire which itself became a vassal state of Golden Horde,

one of the Khanats of Great Mongolian Empire, like the Serbian Kingdom later
on. (Fig. 4)

Afterwards as the second Bulgarian Empire declined, the Byzantine
Empire, both Nicean dynasty and Paleologos dynasty tended to reconquer
this region, and large part of this region later entered into the Serbian domi-
nation during XIVth century. Despite the conflict between different powers,
namely Nicean and Paleologus Empire, Bulgarian Empire, Serbian Empire, the
Despote of Epirus and Frankish states in the region of Balkan and the continual
Mongolian threat in Balkan until the first half of XIVth century, the situation
in the Balkan at the end of 13th century and the beginning of 14th century was
relatively stable with certain balance between the different antagonist powers.
As a consequence, in this context the communication road through Balkan to
Constantinople and from Constantinople to China became relatively safe and
stable.

Another important factor of the network of communication between
Western Europe, Eastern Mediterranean world and the East was the privileges
accorded to the Genoese state in Byzantine Empire and in the Gold Horde.
Despite the disaster caused during its expansion, the Mongolian Empire, includ-
ing Il Khanat and the Golden Horde which had more connection with Christian
world kept good relationship with Christian states, one raison could be the
strong existence of Christianity in the ruling Mongolian-Turkish families of
Mongolian Empire in the XIIIth century, mainly of Eastern Assyrian Church, so-
called “Nestorian”, but also for practical reason, for example, the need of coop-

Xprotavikng Apyaroroyikng Etaipeiag A 26, (Adnva 2005), 35-49.
9 Cf. J. RicHARD, Francs et Orientaux dans le monde des croisades, XXIV, 89 — 92, 95.
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eration against the Mamlouk
Muslim power between Il
Khanat and the Christian
statesl0. Getting benefit from
the prerogatives accorded
by the Byzantine Empire
who preferred to be allied
to Genoese state rather than
Venetian State, maybe be-
cause the commercial ambi-
tion of Genova was consid-
ered more moderate in the
eyes of Byzantines compar-
ing to Venetia which was
more interested on establish-
ing it’s dominations on the
eastern Mediterranean world Cu. 3 Boropoauua Morrosicka
other than acquiring just
commercial advantages, The Genovese founded the famous colony Pera on the
northern suburb of imperial capital city to facilitate its control of the commer-
cial network between Black Sea world and Mediterranean world.

Image V The commercial empire of Genoa

Also at the end of XIlIth century and the beginning of XIV century, the
relationship between Byzantium and Western Roman Catholic states was also
relatively pacific despite certain conflicts which also facilitated the free circula-
tion of people all alongside the ancient Silk road from Europe to China.

Fig. 3 ITavayia 1 Movylaticoa 600

11l The political and social context of China under Mongolian domination

Even if the Mongolian domination was not long in China and not without
political instability full of putschs, the society of Mongolian Yuan dynasty at
the end of XIIIth century and in the beginning of XIV century was relatively
stable and prosperous. One characteristic of this period was the prosperity of
the oversea trade which already largely flourished during former Song dynasty.
According to geographical book original from the records of the foreign mer-
chants in the bureau of maritime douane in the metropolitan city of QuanZhou
(Zayton in foreign sources), A Brief Account of Island Barbarians (J5E5EE%)
by WangDaYuan (£ KJ)11, we can assess that the geographical knowledge of
Chinese world could be extended until the Mediterranean world mainly thor-
ough the vast Islamic world.

10 For the general political history of Il Khanat, cf. B. SPULER, Die Mongolen in Iran:
Politik, Verwaltung und Kultur der Ilchanzeit 1220 — 1350, Hinrichs, Leipzig 1939.

11 For a bilingual version (Chinese — English) of this book, cf. Dao — Yi- Chi- Lue
(Chinese v. English Version) (Concise Record on Island Barbarians), LanTai, TaiBei 2023.
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Fig. 4 The second Bulgarian empire under Ivan Asen (1218-1241)
Cn. 4 [lpyro Oyrapcko napctso nox MBanom Acenom (1218-1241)

1V The historical context of European society

The role of Byzantium as the connection point between China and Europe
is also linked to the geo-political situation of Western Europe in late Medieval
period. Since 11th century, Latin Europe undergoing a period of prosperity start-
ed the Crusade movement which will last for the following two centuries. As
one result of the Crusade movement, many Latin (Frankish) colonies have been
founded in Eastern Mediterranean areal2. At that period, the political expansion
of Latin Europe towards East was also followed by commercial activities and
the need for developing political and diplomatic with Oriental world. As we
already mentioned, Genova controlled the Black Sea international commercial
network besides Venice whose domination was more on the Eastern part of
Mediterranean Sea. And Latin world had intense relationship with Byzantine
Empire despite some enmities between them. All these factors contributed to
the importance of the role of Byzantium as indispensable crossroad towards
Orient for Western Latin Europe.

12 For the general history of Crusade mouvement, cf. R. GROUSSET, Histoire des Croi-
sades et du royaume franc de Jérusalem, Paris, Pion, 1934. This work is a classic for this
subject.
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V The missionary, religious, diplomatic and commercial network through
Byzantium with case studies

1 Commercial exchange between Europe and China through Byzantium
under Mongolian rule

Although the true identity of the author of Millione stays controversial,
we can at least trust the testimony in this book about the venetian commer-
cial family of Polo whose members went to China through Constantinople!3.
Maybe the best example which can illustrate the commercial connection be-
tween Europe and China through Byzantium during this period is the journey of
the venetian commercial family of Marco Polo. Another example is the itinerary
of the famous Northern African Muslim traveller Ibn Battutal4.

2 Religious exchange between Europe and China through Byzantium un-
der Mongolian rule

Already during the Latin Empire of Constantinople, the Franciscan monk
William of Rusbrock!5 went to Mongolian Empire in the middle of XIIIth cen-
tury (both to the Golden Horde and the Great Khanat) with diplomatic task and
missionary interest invested by saint Louis, king of France and with the advices
of Baudouin of Hainaut, diplomate of Latin Empire of Constantinople. During
the period Yuan in China, because of a large number of Christian elites original
from Central and Western Asia, the Christians, both of Eastern Assyrian Church
and Roman Catholic Church enjoyed certain privileges in Chinese Empire. The
passage of Christian ecclesiastic figures through Constantinople, the capital city
of Byzantine Empire continued and also from other side, namely the trip of
a monk of Oriental Assyrian Church Rabban Sauma from China to Western
Europe with the support of the Yuan emperor Kubilai khan. Rabban Sauma met
the Byzantine emperor Andronic II in Constantinople before continuing his way
toward Western Europe where he met successively Philip IV, king of France and
Edward II, king of England and the pope Nicolas IV16. It’s obvious that despite
the schism between Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church,
the Paleologus imperial power rather chose a pro-latin attitude and tried many
times the reunification of the two Churches, this fact facilitated without doute
the circulation of Christians of different traditions between China and Europe.

Image VI Voyages of Rabban Bar Sauma

13 For the original text of Millione in medieval French, cf. Le livre de Marco Polo,
publiqué par M. G. PAUTHIER, Slatkine Reprints, Geneéve 1978.

14 Cf. Ibn Battuta, Voyages, traduit de B. R. SANGUINETTI, C. DEFREMERY, Paris,
La découoverte, 1997.

15 For the text of journey of William of Rusbrok and other Franciscan missionar-
ies who travelled to China during Yuan dynasty, cf. Sinica Franciscana, Itinera et relations
Fratrum Minorum sceculi XIII et XIV, collegit, and fidem codicum redegit . ANASTASIUS VAN
DEN WYNGAERT, Quaracchi, Firenze 1929.

16 For a version of the text of the voyage of Rabban Sauma edited, commented with
Italian translation, cf. P. G. BorRBONE, Storia di Mar Yahballaha e di Rabban Sauma. Cronaca
siriaca del X1V Secolo, Moncalieri 2009 (Translated into French and English).
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Fig. 5 The trading empire of Genoa around 1400.

Cn. 5 Tprosauko napctso benose oxo 1400.

Fig. 6 The Travels of Rabban Bar Sauman
Ca. 6 IlyroBama Pabana bap Cayma

3 The Role of Trabizond as another communication crossroad between
Europe and China and the continuity of ancient Silk Road during the time of
Mongolian domination and combination of the terrestrial road, maritime road
and the Northern Steppe road.

Comparing to the previous time, the combination of the use of terrestrial
road, maritime road and the Northern Steppe road was specially manifest dur-
ing this period. And this period witnessed specially the importance of the road
alongside the southern coast of Black See which made important the geographi-
cal position of Trabizond Empire which controlled a large part of the road of
southern coast of Black Sea despite the fall of the city of Synope on 1214 on
the hands of Seljuks!7. When the Mongolian armies invaded the Caucasian re-
gion, the emperor of Trabizond chose to submit to Mongolian Empire as the

17 Cf. Ake€iog I. K. Zappidng, ,lotopia e Avtoxpazopiac twv Meydiwv Kouvyvay
¢ Tpamelovvrag (1204-1461), Kvplokidn, O@scoarovikn 2016, 55 and the following.
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Georgians and the Armenians did and Manuel II went to Karakorum, the capital
city of Mongolian Empire to assist on the occasion of the crowning of the new
great Khan Guyuk!8. So after Constantinople we can also conform the role of
the city and the state of Trabizond as another communication crossroad between
Europe and China during Mongolian period.

4 The end of the role of Byzantium as communication crossroad between
Europe and China

The Eastern Roman Empire declined very fast in the XIVth century with
the two civil wars between Andronic II, Andronic III, and between John V
and John VI Cantacuzenel!®. And facing to the fast expansion of the emerging
Ottoman Empire Eastern Roman Empire lost most of its territory. In China the
popular revolt stimulated by economic and social poverty mixed by religious
sectary Millennialist endeavour put end of the Mongolian rule of the inner part
of China and this period of chaos in the middle of XIVth century ended with
the establishment of the new-coming Ming dynasty whose ruling family was
again the main Han ethnic Chinese. After the great oversea exploitation with the
largest navy in the human history led by the Muslim-original eunuch — amiral
ZhengHe until Eastern Africa in the beginning of Ming dynasty, the Empire
closed his gates to external maritime connection for different reasons that we
couldn’t enter into details now. Even if the terrestrial connection over the Silk
Road toward the West stayed open, the communication became quite limited.
We can also mention the expansion of the emerging power of the Empire of
Tamerland at the end of XIVth century and the beginning of XVth century.
Even if the rulers of the Empire of Tamerland wasn’t hostile to trade, it’s mili-
tary expansion did disturb the ordinary communication all alongside the Silk
Road. Meantime, the black death struck heavily Latin Europe and with the
end of Crusade movements and the loss of all the Crusaders lands on Orient,
Latin Europe also somehow withdrew from the Eurasian network landscape
and stayed more in the limits of Latin Europe. Because of the above reasons the
role of communication crossroad of Byzantium declined a lot since the middle
of XIV century.

5 Some conclusive points

After the concise observation of the role of Byzantium during 13 — 14
centuries, we could give some conclusive points: firstly, even if there was no
direct diplomatic relationship between Eastern Roman Empire and Chinese
Empire of Mongolian Yuan dynasty, the two empires belonged to the same
global network of the Eurasian continent which had been closely tightened dur-
ing the Pax Mongliana; secondly, Byzantium played an important role as com-
munication crossroad between Europe and China through which diplomates,
travellers and religious men passed; thirdly, the appearance and disappearance
of the role of Byzantium as crossroad had been influenced by both internal fac-
tors inside Byzantine Empire and the external global geo-political factors of
Eurasian continent.

18 Cf. J. Richard, Francs et Orientaux dans le monde des croisades, XXIV, 85.

19 For the political histories of the two civil wars in Byzantium, cf. C. JI. Cka3kun
(ed.), HUcmopus euzanmuu B Tpe3 Tomax, Hayka, Mocksa 1967, Tome 111, 123 — 160.



336 ZiRan Guo

3uPan ['60
(HanmoHaJIHY ¥ KaIllOAUCTPH]CKH YHUBEP3UTET y ATHHN)
TIPEIJIE[ YJIOT'E BUBAHTHUICKOTI IAPCTBA KAO PACKPCHUIIE
KOMYHUKAIIMJE UBMEBY KMHE 11 EBPOIIE TOKOM IIEPUOJIA PAX
MONGOLIANA V XIII -XIV BEKY

Hako je McroyHo puUMCKO LApCcTBO MMAll0 MHTEH3MBHE ojHoce ca Mikanarom
u 3natHoM Xopmom, aBa aena Monronckor maperBa y XIII u XIV Beky, koju ce Mory
kBanudukoBaru kao nepuon Pax Mongoliana 360r penaTnBHe CTaOMIHOCTH U IPOCIICPUTETA
HAaKoH ekcnaH3uje Monrona Ha Behem neny EBpoasuje, caMo je HEKOJNHKO HCTpaXKHBaba
CrpoBesieHO 0 ofHocy u3Mely BusaHTujckor mapcTBa 1 MOHIOJICKOT [IapCTBa, U OBO T10JbE
je IPHINYHO MaJlo NO3HaTo Melhy HaydHMIMMa. Y OBOM pajJy HamepaBaMo Ja MpyXHMO
IIpervie]] jeJHOT acIeKTa BU3aHTH]CKO-MOHTOJICKHMX OJHOCA, OJHOCHO yiore BuzanTuje xao
packpcuune m3mehy Kune n EBpone Tokom oBor neprona.

Wako y nekaznenuuju TokoM nepuona Ilaneonora, Busantujcko Llaperso je mpeyseno
YJIOTY PacKpCHHMIIE 3a TProBauke, PeIUTHjcke U KynTypHe pasmene m3mehy EBpone n Kune
y reomonutndkoM KoHTekcTy EBpoasmje y XIII m XIV Beky. [losunmja Buzantuje kao
packpcuue u3meljy Esporne n Kune Tokom neprona Pax Mongoliana onpeljena je onmrrum
MOJIUTHYKAM, COLMjAITHUM M PEIIUTHjCKHUM OKOIHOCTHMA IcTOYHOT pUMCKOT napcrsa, KiHe
u 3amaaHe EBpome, Kao WITO Cy TproBadka Mpeka Kojy €y KOHTponucand DeHoBibaHH,
penatuBHO 100pu ogHOCcH HM3Mel)y JIaTMHCKHX IpikaBa, VCTOYHOT pPHMCKOr LapcTBa W
MOHTOJICKOT 11apCTBa, OTBOPEHOCT KHHECKOI L[APCTBA MOJ MOHIOJCKOM JOMUHAIUjOM H
ynora Ilapurpaga u Tpamne3yHTa Kao JiBa BEJIMKa LEHTpa Ha IyTy KOMYHHKalHje u3Mehy
Esponie u Kune. Haj3sHauyajuuju myTHUIM TOr mepuona, kao mro cy Mapko Ilono, 10H
Baryra u Paban Cayma, koju cy mponaswin kpo3 Buzanrhjy, 1o06po MIycTpyjy BasKHOCT
BuzanTHje ka0 pacKpcHHIIE.

Konauno, naz ynore BusanTtujckor napcsa kao packpcuuie y X1V Bexy Takole je 6uo
Ppe3ynTaT reonoNMTHIKUX npomeHa y EBpoasuju, kao mro ¢y rpahancku par y Busantuju,
penatuBHa TeHAEHIM]ja 3aTBapama 3anagHe EBpome n Kune y mopehemy ca mperxomHum
HEePUOJIOM M eKCIIaH3Mja LapcTa TamepiaHa.



