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FORWORD 

 

“Time passed and I filed it away in the back of my mind until it gathered 

cobwebs for many years. Every once in a while, I would think about it, but 

always refilled it as an unknown mystery.” 

Wasn’t it that we were doing all these years when it came to the celebration of 

Onam?  It has always been a mystery why Christians, Muslims and the 

Kuravars and the Parayas all celebrated Onam together without regard to 

religion and caste (except probably the Brahmins – they were rare in our area 

anyway). We can understand why the Hindus celebrate it.  They were the 

victors. The victors always rewrite history – and that is not new.  It happens all 

through history.  Then I came across the Prester John mystery that raged in the 

Europe.  It certainly connected Kerala to it.  But I had never heard of Kalabhras 

of Kerala until a decade ago.  In all my school days history I have never heard it.  

Knowing today that they really ruled Kerala for nearly six centuries and we the 

people of Kerala knew nothing about them?  I have heard of the stories of 

Christian Kings.  The time frame is set with the first documentation of 

celebration of Onam in the eighth century. 

 Connecting all these together taking into consideration the time frame was the 

real problem.  What I have done is to connect them all together to recreate the 

history and they do fall in place nicely.   Was Mahabali the title of the Christian 

Kings?  Yet there were not just one Christian King.  Were they ruling as 

commune more like the Magi of Parthian Israel in dispersion?   

Here is the solution.  We wait for the coming of Mahabali with eagerness. 

 

Prof.M.M.Ninan 

San Jose, CA 

Onam 2013  
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CHAPTER ONE 
PRESTER JOHN 

 

 
"Preste" as the Emperor of Ethiopia, enthroned on a map of East Africa in an atlas 

prepared by the Portuguese for Queen Mary, 1558. (British Library) 
 

“The legend of Prester John is one of the most fascinating and powerful myths 

of all time. To say that Medieval Europeans knew little about the world outside 
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of their native continent is truly an understatement. It was an age in which much 

was assumed rather than ascertained about the exotic lands beyond. For most 

of the Dark Ages, Europeans were constrained to their native soil, with very few 

chances to explore or make direct contact with the outside world, the most 

notable exception being the Pax Mongolica. This was not by their own volition, 

but rather out of compulsion. The North African and Arab spice trade monopoly 

controlled all of the territories and caravan routes around the Mediterranean 

world. This period of isolation fanned the flames of European imagination. Out 

of this fire were forged dogmatic beliefs in monstrous races such as the 

Amazons and the cynocephali, miraculous wonders like the Fountain of Youth 

and rivers full of precious stones in Terrestrial Paradise, and mysterious, 

enchanted islands in the Atlantic like the Land of Promise of the Saints, Avalon, 

or more importantly, Antillia; home of the legendary Seven Cities. But of all the 

myths spawned by European imagination, it can be argued that the legend of 

Prester John was the most powerful of all. The legend of Prester John was one 

of the most prevailing forces in history that would greatly influence the social 

and political landscape of Europe. From this myth would stem a rich plethora of 

literature, European exploration into Asia, and diplomatic missions to Africa. “

    

This is the story of  the kingdom of Prester John, the utopia described by an 

anonymous, twelfth-century document which captured the imagination of the 

medieval world and drove hundreds of lost souls to seek out its secrets, 

inspiring explorers, missionaries, and kings for centuries. But what if it were all 

true?  This is exactly what I am trying to show in this study. 
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It is reported that in the year 1122, a stranger from the East arrived in Rome to 

see Pope Calixtus II. He presented himself as “John, Patriarch of the Indians" 

and an archbishop of the St.Thomas Christians of South India founded by the 

Apostle Thomas.  There is no doubt that India had a vast Christian community 

especially in the South India as early as the first century within 20 years of the 

resurrection of Jesus.  The Chronicle of Seert states that in AD 300, Bishop 

David of Basra visited India, traveled the country and won converts.  At this time 

the Christological discourse and controversies were raging in the West. The 

Council of Nicea was held to draw up the Nicean Creed in order to establish the 

cannon of faith in an attempt to defeat rising heresies. At the Council of Nicea 

during the writing of the Nicene Creed in 325 AD, Mar John, Archbishop of 

India In his signature to the decrees of the Council, gave his title as “Prelate of 

Metropolitan of Persia and the Bishop of Great India. 

 

 It is not strange to see the name Bishop Johannes again after several 

centuries.  Patriarch John is said to have stayed in Rome for about a year, and 

then disappeared.  He was not received properly since he represented a 

Nestorian Church which was considered heretical by Rome. The fact that the 

names are identical may suggest that the names were more a title rather than a 

personal name. 
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The first written account about Prester John occurred in the chronicle Historia 

de duabus civitatibus by Otto, Bishop of Freising.  

 

Otto of Freising (Otto Frisingensis) (c. 1114 – 22 September 1158) was a 

German churchman and chronicler. He was bishop of Freising as Otto I from 

1138 – 1158 

 

Born in Klosterneuburg, he was the fifth son of Leopold III, margrave of Austria, 

by his wife Agnes, daughter of the emperor Henry IV. By her first husband, 

Frederick I of Hohenstaufen, duke of Swabia, Agnes was the mother of the 

German king Conrad III, and grandmother of the emperor Frederick I. Also, 

Otto's sister Judith or Ita was married to the Marquess William V of Montferrat. 

He was thus related to the most powerful families in Germany and Northern 

Italy. 

 

The notices of his life are scanty and the dates somewhat uncertain. He studied 

in Paris, where he took an especial interest in philosophy, is said to have been 

one of the first to introduce the philosophy of Aristotle into Germany, and he 

served as provost of a new foundation in Austria. 

 

Having entered the Cistercian order, Otto convinced his father to found 

Heiligenkreuz Abbey in 1133, thus bringing literacy and sophisticated agriculture 

(including wine making) to the region that would become Vienna. He became 

abbot of the Cistercian monastery of Morimond in Burgundy about 1136, and 

soon afterwards was elected bishop of Freising. This diocese, and indeed the 

whole of Bavaria, was then disturbed by the feud between the Welfs and the 

Hohenstaufen, and the church was in a deplorable condition; but a great 
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improvement was brought about by the new bishop in both ecclesiastical and 

secular matters. 

 

In 1147 he took part in the disastrous crusade of Conrad III. The section of the 

crusading army led by the bishop was decimated, but Otto reached Jerusalem, 

and returned to Bavaria in 1148 or 1149. He enjoyed the favour of Conrad's 

successor, Frederick I; was probably instrumental in settling the dispute over 

the duchy of Bavaria in 1156; was present at the famous diet of Besançon in 

1157, and, still retaining the habit of a Cistercian monk, died at Morimond on 22 

September 1158. In 1857 a statue of the bishop was erected at Freising. 

Wikipedia history 

 

 

Chronica de duabus civitatibus 
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Chronica sive Historia de duabus civitatibus (Chronicle or history of the two 

cities), is a historical and philosophical work in eight books.  Written during the 

time of the civil war in Germany (1143–1145), it contrasts Jerusalem and Babel, 

the heavenly and the earthly kingdoms, but also contains much valuable 

information about the history of his own time. Following St. Augustine, it 

interprets all secular history as a conflict between the civitas Dei(“the realm of 

God”) and the world; and it views its contemporary period as that in which 

Antichrist (the principal personage of power opposed to Christ) is to appear.   In 

the Chronica, Otto reports a meeting he had with Bishop Hugh of Jabala, who 

told him of a Nestorian Christian king in the east named Prester John. It was 

hoped this monarch would bring relief to the crusader states: this is the first 

documented mention of Prester John. 

 

His interest in Prestor John was thus fuelled by his thirst for crusade to release 

Jerusalem from the bondage of Islam. 

 

 

Medieval Sourcebook:  
Otto of Freising:  
The Legend of Prester John 

“We also saw there at that time [Dec 1145] the aforesaid Bishop of Jabala in 

Syria.... He said, indeed, that not many years since, one John, a king and priest 

living in the Far East, beyond Persia and Armenia, and who, with his people, is 

a Christian, but a Nestorian, had warred upon the so called Samiards, the 

brother kings of the Medes and Persians. John also attacked Ebactanus, the 
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capital of their kingdom. When the aforesaid kings advanced against him with a 

force of Persians, Medes, and Assyrians, a three day struggle ensued, since 

both sides were willing to die rather than to flee. At length, Prester John  so he 

is usually called  put the Persians to flight and emerged from the dreadful 

slaughter as victor. The Bishop said that the aforesaid John moved his army to 

aid the church of Jerusalem, but that when he came to the Tigris and was 

unable to take his army across it by any means, be turned aside to the north, 

where he had been informed that the stream was frozen solid during the winter. 

There he awaited the ice for several years, but saw none because of the 

temperate weather. His army lost many men on account of the weather to which 

they were unaccustomed and he was compelled to return home. He is said to 

be a descendant of the Magi of old, who are mentioned in the Gospel.  He 

governs the same people as they did and is said to enjoy such glory and 

such plenty that be uses no scepter save one of emerald. Fired by the 

example of his forefathers, who came to adore Christ in the manger, he 

proposed to go to Jerusalem, but he was, they say, turned back for the afore 

mentioned reason. “ 
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In the account, Prester John defeats an army of Medes and Persians before his 

failed to reach Jerusalem because he could not cross Tigris River.  This will give 

us some idea of the direction in which Prester John came.  It could only be from 

the East. 

 

 

The only possible direction of the movement of the army of Prester John is from 
Parthia, Bactria and beyond.  It could never be from Ethiopia in Africa 
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The problem here is that Otto von Freising does not mention the year of the 

battle.  So the first attempt to identify the Prester John was to identify the war 

and its parties. 

 However in 1141 the Persian Sultan Sanjar was defeated near Ecbatana. The 

Arabic historian Ibn-el-Athir (1160-1233) says that, in the year of the Hegira of 

536 (1141), Sanjar, the most powerful of the Seljuk princes, had mortally 

offended his vassal the Shah of Kharezm. Shah of Kharezm took help from the 

King of China known as Ku Khan or Korkhan of China Korkhan of China known 

in Chinese as Yeliutasche.  This battle is mentioned by many Arab and Syrian 

historians.  As a result it was believed that the Prester John was the King 

o Karakhitai of China. . (The Realm of Prester John, Robert Silverberg, Athens, 

Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1972)   

  

 

Here is what we know of Seljuk Empire. The Imperial family of the Seljuk 

Empire, the House of Seljuk, was a member of the Kinik Oghuz Tribe. The Kinik 

tribe was living north of the Aral Sea in the 9th century, when it was ruled by the 

Oghuz Yabgu Kaghanate. Under the leadership of Seljuk (originally Selchuk), 

their leader, they migrated to Jend, a town located near the border, and became 
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Muslim in the mid-10th century. There indeed was a real battle occurring in 

September 1141 near Samarkand in present-day Uzbekistan in which 

Yeliutashi, ruler of the empire of Kara-Khitai, defeated Sultan Sanjar, and the 

Seljuk Turk ruler of Persia.  Seljuk/Selchuk’s period is actually given as (? – 

1009 AD). After his conquest of Eastern and Western Turkestan, he became 

known by the title of Gur Khan, and had his capital at Bala 

Sagun. The last of the princes who took this title of Prester 

John was named Kushlub, who reigned 1213 to 1218, and was 

defeated and slain by Chengiz Khan. Rumors soon reached 

Europe that Yeliutashi was a Christian.  This turned out to be 

not true.  They were Muslims.  

 

The Keraits 

  

Depiction of the Kerait ruler Ong Khan as "Prester John" in "Le Livre des 

Merveilles", 15th century 

However,  Kerait - a Christian tribe of Turko-Eurasian ethnicity existed in the 

Mongolian territory.  Bar Hebraeus a Jacobite Syrian Bishop mentions 

that in 1006    Nestorian missions converted the Keraits, along with the 
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Naiman and Merkit tribes. The Kereit  was the most dominant tribe of the five 

major tribal confederations (khanlig) in the Mongolian plateau during the 12th 

century. As allies of Genghis Khan, the Kerait were influential in the rise of the 

Mongol Empire. In the 11th century, they converted to Nestorian Christianity 

and were a key example of prominent Christians among the Mongols. 

The last ruler, Toghrul, gained fame as far away as Europe for his battles with 

Muslims, and several women from the Kereit clan became influential women in 

the Mongol court. Sorghaghtani Bekhi, the younger daughter of Toghrul's 

brother Jakha Khambu, married a son of Genghis Khan, and their four sons, 

including Great Khans Kublai Khan and Möngke Khan, became prominent 

leaders of the Empire. However under the rule of Genghis Khan they were all 

absorbed by the Mongolian Federation of Tribes in the 12th century and lost 

their identity. 
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According to Marco Polo's Travels, the war between the Prester and Genghis 

started when Genghis, new ruler of the rebellious Tartars, asked for the hand of 

Prester John's daughter in marriage. Angered that his lowly vassal would make 

such a request, Prester John denied him in no uncertain terms. In the war that 

followed, Genghis triumphed and Prester John perished.  The war was in 1203.   

It is quite possible that the Kara-Khitai, were confused with the Keralites - 

Nestorian Christian people of South India of Thomas the Apostle. 

 

Genghis Khan  

Genghis Khan (1172-1227) was considered a possibility.  This suspicion seemed 

to be further justified with the Mongolian invasions of Central Asia and lands in 

modern day Iran and Afghanistan from 1219-23.  

 

 

 

These invasions under “Chinggis Khan” had an immense impact on the legend 

of Prester John. 
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Genghis Khan, born Temujin, was the founder and Great Khan of the Mongol 

Empire, which became the largest contiguous empire in history after his demise. 

He came to power by uniting many of the nomadic tribes of northeast Asia. 

 

Genghiz Khan’s conquest extended towards the 

West, and he had great victory over the powers of 

Islam in Central Asia. He and many of his 

successors were favorable to the Christians, and 

averse to the Mohammedans.  His wives were 

certainly Nestorian Christians.   Again the 

disappointment is that he was not a Christian.  He 

was a Shaman, spirit worshipper. 
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 There was a tradition that the Central Asian Naimans and their Christian Kerait 

relatives were descended from the Biblical Magi. This heritage passed to the 

Mongol dynasty of Genghis Khan when Sorghaghtani, niece of the Kerait ruler 

Toghrul, married Tolui the youngest son of Genghis and became the mother of 

Möngke Khan and his younger brother and successor, Kublai Khan.  

 

Toghrul 

As a result Toghrul became identified with the legendary Central Asian Christian 

king, Prester John, whose Mongol descendants were sought as allies against 

the Muslims by contemporary European monarchs and popes.  Sempad the 

Constable, elder brother of King Hetoum I of Cilician Armenia, visited the 

Mongol court in Karakorum in 1247-1250 and in 1254. He wrote a letter to 

Henry I King of Cyprus and Queen Stephanie (Sempad’s sister) from 

Samarkand in 1243, in which he said: “Tanchat [Tangut, or Western Xia], which 

is the land from whence came the Three Kings to Bethlehem to worship the 
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Lord Jesus which was born. And know that the power of Christ has been, and 

is, so great, that the people of that land are Christians; and the whole land of 

Chata [Khitai, or Kara-Khitai] believes those Three Kings. I have myself been in 

their churches and have seen pictures of Jesus Christ and the Three Kings, one 

offering gold, the second frankincense, and the third myrrh. And it is through 

those Three Kings that they believe in Christ, and that the Chan and his people 

have now become Christians”. (Letter of Sempad the Constable to the King and 

Queen of Cyprus, 1243, in Henry Yule, Cathay and the Way Thither, Oxford, 

Hakluyt society, 1866, Vol.I, pp.cxxvii, 262-3.)   

 

Ethiopia  

So the Prester John seekers shifted their search to Christian countries. 

Many geographers of the day considered Ethiopia to be one of the Indias.  

To the Europeans at that time India was just a country far away and strange.  
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The stone-carved Church of St George (Bete Giyorgis) in Lalibela, Ethiopia, 

also known as an “Eighth Wonder of the World”. According to some scholars the 

church bears the Templar cross on its roof.   Photograph by Paolo Pagni. 
 

When Columbus landed in America, he thought he landed in India and called 

them Indians.  They still keep their name Red Indians. So does the West Indies 

islands. After having searched the other two Indias, it is no surprise that all 

attention was turned to the last India to find the powerful Prester John. Thus the 

search transferred to the ancient kingdom of Ethiopia. The fact that the ruler of 

Ethiopia was a Christian seemed to further justify their reasoning and new 

course of action.  By the mid fourteenth century, the quest for Prester 

John had completely transitioned to Ethiopia. Europe came to consider 

the name “Prester John” as a hereditary title for all of Ethiopia’s kings.  
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Abraham Ortelius.  
"Presbiteri Johannis, sive, Abissinorum Imperii Descriptio."   
From The Perergon. Antwerp: Plantin, 1579-1603. 14 3/4 x 17 1/4.  

Line engraving by Jan Wierix. Original hand color. 
 

This naturally confused the Ethiopian delegates in 1441 who knew that their 

king, though a bearer of multiple names and titles, never held this title, “Prester 

John.”   
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CHAPTER TWO 

LETTER OF PRESTOR JOHN 

 
The second known mention of Prester John is in a letter from about 1165 

presumed to be from Prester John himself addressed to Emanuel I, the 

Byzantine emperor of Rome, describing a huge peaceful and wealthy Christian 

kingdom in India, but one besieged by infidels.  

 

There were over one-hundred different versions of the letter published over the 

next few centuries. Most often, the letter was addressed to Emanuel I, the 

Byzantine Emperor of Rome, though some were addressed to the Pope or to 

the King of France. 

 

 Originally written in Latin, the Letter of Prester John was translated into 

French, English, Italian, Hebrew, German, Russian and Serbian. 

The Letter prompted the reply of Pope Alexander III to this “King of India.” The 

Pope’s physician, known only as Philip, was entrusted with the delivery of the 

Pope’s letter, in 1177.  The letter contained a statement of the Pope's authority 

over all Christians that he had heard that John was a good and pious Christian, 

that the Pope would send his own physician and confidant, Master Phillipus, to 

teach Prester John Roman Catholicism. When Phillipus, who was sent with the 

letter, vanished without a trace, the existence of Prester John became 

universally accepted.  
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The Roman Church have always insisted on the authority of the Pope over all 

Christians and as such was insistently imposed through inquisition and 

persecution.  Years later when the Portuguese conquered Indian areas for a 

short while, the Kerala Christian Communities who were free Nestorian Thomas 

Christians were subjugated to the Roman Pope in a Synod held in 

Udayamperoor (Diamper) in 1599 and made the priests and bishops and 

deacons to take the oath of allegiance. There  were  153  leaders  and  660  

laymen  were  represented  in  that  council.  

 

 However as soon as the colonial power of Poruguese was lost the church of 

Kerala in a historic event known as “the Oath of the Koonan (bent) cross” in AD 

1563 took the oath “"We or our children and their children to all generations to 

come will have nothing  to  do  with  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  nor  the  

Pope  of  Rome  from  now  on."  There were over 2000 Christians at the 
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Church compound who repeated the oath together that day.  Since all could not 

touch the cross, they used long ropes tied to the cross and held it. 

 

Any wonder if Phillipus never returned to Pope Calixtus? 

Thomas Christians were fiercely independent and great defenders of faith that 

was once and for all delivered to them in the shores of India by Apostle Thomas. 

We do not know anything about the text contained in the original letter.  Yet with 

years as the Letter continued to circulate, additions began to lengthen and 

further fantasize the priestly king and his realm. By the 14th century what we 

have is the following letter: 

 

 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 21 

 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 22 

 

 
Medieval Sourcebook: 
Letter of Prester John 

EPISTOLA PRESBYTERI JOANNIS 

[168] Nunciatur apud maiestatem nostram quod diligebas videre excellentiam nostram, et 
mentio altitudinis nostre apud te. Sed per apocrifarium nostrum cognovimus quod quedam 
ludicra et iocunda volebas nobis mittere quibus delectaretur iusticia nostra. Etenim si homo sum 
pro bono habeo, et de nostris per apocrifarium nostrum aliqua tibi transmittimus quia scire 
volumus et desideramus, si rectam fidem nobiscum habeas et per omnia credas in dominum 
nostrum Jesum Christum. Cum enim nos homines esse cognoscimus querculi tui te deum 
estimant, cum te mortalem et humane corruptioni subiacere cognoscimus. De consueta 
largitatis nostre munificentia si aliquorum que ad gaudia pertinet ullam habeas indigentiam per 
apocrifarium tuum et per cedulam dilectionis tue nos certifica et impetrabis. Accipe hyeruncam 
in nostro nomine et utere quia libenter utimur lechito tuo, ut sic confortemus et corroboremus 
virtutes nostras ad invicem. 

Tigna quoque nostra respice et considera; quod si ad dominatorium nostre maiestatis venire 
volueris maiores et dignioris nostre domus dominum constituemus et poteris frui abundantia 
nostra ex his que apud nos sunt et abundanter, et si redire volueris locupletus redibo. Si vero vis 
cognoscere in quibus dominetur potentia nostra crede sine dubio quod ego presbyter Joannes 
dominus dominantium precello omnes qui sub celo sunt virtute divitiis et potentia. Septuaginta 
duo reges sunt nobis tributarii. Devotus [169] sum christianus et ubique Christianos quos 
clementie nostre regit imperium defendimus et elemosynis nostris sustentamus. In voto 
habemus visitare sepulchrum dominicum maximo exercitu prout dedit gloriam maiestatis nostre 
humiliate et debellare inimicos crucis Cbristi et nomen eius exaltare benedictum. 

In tribus insulis dominatus nostre magnificentie est et terra nostra extenditur ad ulteriorem 
Indiam in quo corpus sancti Thome apostoli requiescit, per desertum progreditur ad solis ortum 
et redit per devium in Babylonem desertam iuxta turrim Babel. Septuaginta due provincie sunt 
nostre quarum pauce sunt christiane et unaqueque habet regem pro se que omnes nobis sunt 
tributarii. In terra nostra oriuntur cocodrulli, meta collinarum, cametennus, tinserete, panthere, 
onagri leones albi et rubei, ursi albi, merale albe, cicade, mute griphones, tigrides, lanne, hyene, 
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equi agrestes, asini agrestes, homines agrestes, homines cornuti, monoculi, homines habentes 
oculos ante et retro sagittarque, fauni, satiri, piceni, cephali gygantes quorum altitudo cubitorum 
novem, ciclopes et mulieres eiusdem generis et avis qui vocatur Fenix et fere omne genus 
animalium que sub celo sunt. 

Habemus alias gentes que solummodo vescuntur carnibus tam hominum quam animalium 
brutorum et aborrivorum que nunquam timent mori. Et cum ex bis aliquis moritur tam parentes 
quam extranei avidissime comedunt eum, dicentes sacratissimum esse humanam carnem 
manducare. Nomina quorum hic sunt. Gog et Magog, Anie et Agit, Azenach, Fommeperi, Befari, 
Conei, Samante, Agrimandri, Salterei, Armei, Anafragei, Vintefolei, Casbei, Alanei. Istas gentes 
et alias multas Alexander Magnus conclusit inter altissimos montes in parte aquilonis, quas cum 
volumus ducimus super inimicos nostros et data eis licentia a maiestate nostra quod eos 
devorent, nec homo nec animal remanebit quin statim devoretur. Inimicis namque devoratis 
reducimus eos ad propria loca. Et ideo reducimus quia si absque nobis reverterentur omnes 
homines et animalia devorent. Iste, quindecim generationes pessime ante consummationem 
seculi tempore scilicet Antichristi egredientur a quattuor partibus terre et circuibunt universa 
castra sanctorum et civitatem magnam Romam quam possumus dare filio nostro qui primo 
nascetur cum universa terra Italia, Germania, utraque Gallia, Anglia, Britannia, Scotia. Dabimus 
etiam et Hispaniam et totam terram usque ad mare congelatum. Nec mirum quod numerus 
earum est, sicut harena maris. He generationes secundum prophetam propter suas 
abominationes non erunt in iudicio sed descendet ignis de celo et ira dei consumet eos ita etiam 
quod cinis ex eis non remanebit. 

Terra nostra melle fluit, lacte ubique abundat. In aliqua terra nostra Nulla venena nocent, nec 
garrula rana coaxat, Scorpio nullus ibi, nec serpens serpit in herba. Et venenata animalia non 
possunt ibi habitare nec aliquem ledere. 

Inter paganos per quandam provinciam transit fluvius qui vocatur Yconus, qui egrediens de 
Paradyso expandit sinus suos per universam provinciam diversis meatibus, ibi inveniuntur 
smaragdi, saphyri, carbunculi, topasii, crisoliti, conchini, berilli, sardii et plures preciosi lapides. 

Ibi nascitur herba que vocatur Assidos cuius radicem si quis super se portaverit aereum spiritum 
effugabit, et cogit eum dicere quis sit et unde et nomen eius, quare immundi spiritus in terra illa 
neminem audent invadere. In alia quadam provincia nostra piper nascitur et colligitur quod in 
frumentum et annonam et corium et pannos commutatur. Est autem terra illa nemorosa ad 
modum carecti plena per omnia serpentibus. Sed cum piper maturescit, veniunt homines de 
proximis regionibus ferentes secum paleas stipulam et ligna aridissima quibus cingunt nemus 
undique, et cum flaverit ventus ponunt ignem infra nemus et extra ne aliquis serpens posset 
exire. Et sic igne accenso moriuntur serpentes preter illos intrantes cavernas; iam igne 
consumpto viri et mulieres parvi et magni portantes furcas in manibus intrant nemus et 
serpentes assos extra nemus proiiciunt, et sic piper siccatur et de arbusculis siccis colligitur, hoc 
quoque nullis extraneis scire permittitur quod nemus situm est ad radicem montis Olimphi unde 
fons perspicuus exoritur omnium specierum saporem in se retinens. 

Variatur autem sapor ille per singulas horas diei ac noctis et profluit itinere trium dierum non 
longe a Paradyso unde Adam fuit expulsus. Si quis de illo fonte ter gustaverit, nullam 
infirmitatem illa die patietur semperque erit quasi triginta annorum quamdiu vixerit. Et sunt ibi 
lapilli qui vocantur Nudiosi. Si quis hos super se portaverit lumen ei non deficiet, et si minutum 
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est restituitur. Et cum plus inspicitur magis lumen acuitur. Legitimo carmine consecratus reddit 
hominem invisibilem, fugat odia, concordiam parat, pellit invidiam. [172] 

In terra nostra est quoddam mare sine aqua sed harena tantum movetur et intumescit undas ad 
similitudinem alterius et nunquam est tranquillum. Hoc mare nullo modo transire potest. Et 
quamvis aqua careat inveniuntur tamen iuxta littus in parte nostra diversa genera piscium ad 
comedendum gratissimi et nusquam alibi usu. Trium dierum itinere ab hoc mari sunt montes 
quidam ex quibus descendit fluvius lapidum eodem modo sine aqua et fluit per terram nostram 
usque ad mare harenosum et postquam mare intrat stat fluvius. 

Isti lapides evanescunt nec ultra apparent et quamdiu fluit nullus eum transire potest, aliis 
quattuor diebus patet transitus. 

Est etiam inter mare harenosum et inter predictos montes in quadam planicie lapis quidam 
incredibilis medicine qui curat Christianos vel id fieri cupientes a quacunque detinentur 
infirmitate hoc modo. Est lapis quidam cavus ad modum conche enee in quo semper est aqua 
altitudine digitorum quattuor, custoditur a duobus senibus reverende sanctitatis viris. Hi 
interrogant primo venientes, si Christiani sint vel fieri velint deinde si sanitatem toto corpore 
desiderent, qui quando fuerint professi vestibus propriis exuti intrant concham, et si vera 
professi fuerint aqua incipit crescere et ascendere super caput ipsorum, hoc ter faciendo iterum 
redit ad cotidianam mensuram. Et sic qui intraverat exit sanus factus a quacunque detinebatur 
infirmitate. 

Juxta desertum inter montes inhabitabiles sub terra fluit quidam rivulus ad quem non patet 
aditus nisi fortuitu casu. Aperitur autem terra aliquando, et si quis intrare voluerit tunc potest 
intrare et eum velocitate exire oportet ne forte terra claudatur, et quicquid de terra rapitur lapides 
preciosi sunt et gemme; quia harene et zabulum nihil aliud sunt quam preciosi lapides et 
gemme. Rivulus ille fluit in aliud flumen quod homines terre illius [173] intrant et magnam 
abundantiam preciosorum lapidum inde trahunt, nec audent eos vendere nisi prius ad nos 
deferant, et si eos ad usum nostrum volumus retinere data medietate precii illos accipimus. 
Sinautem libere possunt vendere. Nutriuntur autem illorum populorum pueri taliter in illa terra ad 
lapides inveniendos, ut quandoque per tres aut quattuor dies sunt sub aqua. Ultra illud autem 
flumen lapidum sunt decem tribus Judeorum qui quamvis fingant se legem habere tamen servi 
nostri sunt et tributarii. 

In terra nostra sunt vermes qui vocantur Salamandre. Isti vermes non possunt vivere nisi in 
igne, et faciuut pelliculas quasdam circa se sicut vermes qui faciunt sericum. Hi pellicule a 
dominabus nostri pallacii operantur. Inde habemus pannos ad omnem usum nostrum. 

Et isti panni renovautur et lavantur in igne fortiter accenso. In auro et argento et lapidibus 
preciosis et omni genere animalium et in numero gentium non credimus parem habere sub celo. 
Nullus habitat pauper inter nos, omnes hospites et peregrinos recipimus, fur nec predo invenitur 
apud nos, neque adulterium neque avaricie. Ad bella procedimus quattuordecim Cruces aureas 
ornatas gemmis preciosis loco vexillorum ante nos portari volumus et unamquamque ipsarum 
sequuntur decem millia militum, et centum millia peditum armatorum exceptis aliis qui sarcinis et 
curribus inducendis victualibus deputati sunt. Adulator autem non habet locum, nulla divisio est 
apud nos, homines nostri divitiis abundant, equos paucos habemus et viles. [174] Neminem 
credimus nobis parem in divitiis et numero gentium. Quando similiter, equitamus ante 
maiestatem nostram lignea crux precedit nulla pictura neque auro neque gemmis ornata ut 
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semper simus memores passionis domini nostri Jesu Christi. Et vas unum aureum plenum terra 
ut cognoscamus quod caro nostra in propriam redigeretur originem id est in terram. Portatur 
etiam ante nos aliud vas argenteum auro plenum ut omnes intelligant nos esse dominum 
dominantium. Omnibus divitiis que sunt in India superabundant et precellit magnificentia nostra. 
Inter nos nullus mentitur nec etiam potest mentiri. Et si ibidem scienter mentitur statim moritur id 
est quasi, mortuus inter nos reputatur. Nec mentio eius fit apud nos, nec honorem ulterius apud 
nos consequitur. Omnes sequimur veritatem et diligimus nos ad invicem, nullum vitium apud 
nos regnat. Singulis annis visitamus corpus sancti Thome Danielis prophete cum magno 
exercitu quod est in Babylone deserta, et omnes armati sumus propter tyros et alios serpentes 
qui vocantur densentes. Apud nos capiuntur pisces quorum sanguine tingitur purpura. 
Munitiones habemus multas, gentes fortissimas et difformes, dominamur etiam Amasonibus et 
Bragmanus. 

Pallacium vero quod inhabitat sublimitas nostra est ad instar pallacii quod sanctus Thomas 
edificavit Goudoforo regi in diversis officiis et reliqua structure per omnia similis est illi. 
Laquearia vero et tigna et epistilia sunt de lignis feri. Coopertura vero eiusdem pallacii est de 
hebeno, ne aliquo casu posset comburi vel concuti. In extremitatibus vero super culmen pallacii 
sunt duo poma aurea, in unoquoque sunt duo carbunculi ut splendeat aurum in die et carbunculi 
luceant in nocte. Maiores porte pallacii sunt de sardino immixto cum cornu cerastes ne aliquis 
cum veneno latenter possit [175] intrare. Cetere vero sunt de hebeno. Fenestre sunt de cristallo. 
Mense in quibus curia nostra comedit alie ex auro et alie ex metisto. Columne que sustentant 
mensas alie ex ebore et alie ex metisto. Ante pallacium nostrum est platea quedam in qua 
iusticia nostra solet expectare pugnantes in duello. Pavimentum est de onichino ut ex virtute 
lapidum animus pugnantibus accrescat. In predicto pallacio non accenditur lumen de nocte nisi 
quando nutritur balsamo. Camera nostra in qua requiescit sublimitas nostra mirabiliter est auro 
et omni genere lapidum ornata. Si vero alicubi propter ornatum sit onichinus, circa ipsum 
eiusdem quantitates sunt quattuor cornicule ut ex virtute earum temperetur iniquitas. Balsamus 
quoque in eadem camera semper ardet. Lectus de saphyro propter virtutem castitatis. Mulieres 
speciosissimas habemus sed non accedunt ad nos nisi quater in anno scilicet causa 
procreandorum filiorum et sic a nobis sanctificate ut Betsabee a David redit unaqueque ad 
locum suum. 

In mensa nostra quottidie comedunt triginta millia hominum preter ingredientes, et hi omnes 
accipiunt expensas de camera nostra tam in equis quam in aliis expensis, hec mensa est de 
preciossimo smaragdo quam sustentant quattuor columne de ametisto, huius lapidis virtus 
neminem sedentem in mensa, inebriari permittit. 

Ante foras pallacii nostri iuxta locum in quo pugnantes agonisant est speculum preciose 
magnitudinis, ad quod per gradus viginti quinque ascenditur, gradus vero sunt de porphiretico et 
partim de serpentine alabastro, a tercia parte inferius usque ad terciam partem superius de 
cristallo, iaspide, smaragdo et sardonico; superior pars de ametisto, iaspide et panthera. 
Speculum vero uni soli columne innititur super basim columne due, super basim alia basis supra 
quam columne quattuor, super quam iterum alia basis super [176] ipsam columue XVI, super 
quas alia basis super quas columne centum XXVIII, he columne et bases sunt ad speculum in 
ascendendo et totidem sunt in speculo inferius descendendo, in una incipimus ascendere et in 
una descendere. Columne autem et bases eiusdem generis lapidum sunt cuius et gradus per 
quos ad eos ascenditur. In summitate vero supreme columne est speculum tali arte 
consecratum quod omnes machinationes et omnia que pro nobis vel contra nos et adiacentibus 
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et subiectis nobis provinciis fiunt a contuentibus liquidissime videri et agnosci possunt. 
Custoditur antem a tribus millibus armatorum tam in die quam in nocte. Ne forte aliquo casu 
frangi possit et deiici. 

Singulis mensibus serviunt nobis septem reges unusquisque in ordine suo, duces sexaginta 
duo, comites, marchiones CCLXV exceptis illis qui diversis officiis deputati sunt in curia nostra. 

In mensa nostra comedunt omni die iuxta latus nostrum in dextera parte archiepiscopi 
duodecim, in sinistra episcopi viginti. Patriarcha sancti Thome prothopapa Sarmogeneum et 
architapes de Susis ubi thronus nostre glorie residet et pallacium imperiale est, quorum 
unusquisque per singulos menses per vices suas nunquam a latere nostro discedit, abbates 
autem secundum numerum dierum anni servirent nobis in capella nostra, et singulis mensibus 
redeunt ad propria, et alii quottidie kalendis ad idem officium capelle revertuntur. 

Habemus aliud pallacium non maioris longitudinis et amplitudinis sed maioris pulcritudinis et 
altitudinis quod factum est per revelationem patri nostro in somnis antequam nasceremur et ob 
sanctitatem et iusticiam que mirabiliter ab eo fiebant vocabatur quasi deus, et dictum est ei in 
somnis: O Quasi Deus surge fac fieri pallacium filio qui nasciturus est tibi qui erit omnium 
terrenorum rex et dominus dominantium universe terre. Ad pallacium [177] talem habebit 
gratiam sibi a deo collatam, nullus ea die quo intrabit infirmabitur nullus esuriet nec quis ibi 
stans morietur. 

Nascitur etiam fons super omnia sapidissimus et odoriferus qui nunquam exibit de pallacio, sed 
de uno angulo ad alium fluit per pallacium ex adverso et ibi recipit eum terra, sub terra revertitur 
ad ortum suum quemadmodum sol ab occidente revertitur ad orientem. Sapit namque in ore 
cuiuscunque gustantis quicquid optabit comedere et bibere. Tanto siquidem odore repletur 
pallacium ac si omnia genera pigmentorum odorantium et unguentorum ibi pullularent, de quo 
fonte si quis per triennium et sex menses tres bebdomadas tres dies et tres horas omni die 
cibos ieiunus gustaverit, ita quod ante ipsam et post horam et in spacio quod est infra principium 
et finem uniuscuiusque istarum trium horarum gustaverit ante CCC annos tres menses tres 
hebdomadas tres dies et tres horas non morietur et erit semper in etate extreme iuventutis. 

Porro quicumque tam diu vixit in uliima die predictorum temporum convocat parentes et amicos 
suos dicens eis: Amici et proximi mei, ecce iam cito moriemur rogo vos ut claudatis super me 
sepulchrum et orate pro me; hoc nempe dicto illico intrabit sepulchrum et valedicens eis deponit 
se quasi velit dormire. Et ut impleatur prophetia finita iam hora reddit animam creatori. Videntes 
autem hoc more solito plangent super corpus dilecti et clauso sepulchro commendant eum 
domino et recedunt. Mane Quasi Deus pater meus valde perterritus et commotus de tanta 
visione. Et cum cogitando multum sollicitus esset de hoc altisonante audivit vocem quam et 
omnes qui secum aderant audierunt dicentem: O Quasi Deus fac quod preceptum est tibi, noli 
aliquid modo hesitare quia omnia erunt sicut predicta sunt tibi. Ad hanc vocem confortatus est 
pater meus et statim fecit fieri pallacium. In fundamento cuius et parietibus sunt lapides preciosi 
et aurum liquatum optimum pro semento. Celum eius id est tectum eius est de lucidissimis 
saphyris et preclarissimis topasiis passim interpositis ut saphyri ad similitudinem serenissimi 
celi, et topasii in modum stellarum intus illuminent. 

Pavimentum vero est de magnis tabulis cristallinis. Camera nec aliqua alia divisio est infra 
pallacium sed columne de auro purissimo ut acus formate ad invicem. Candelabra infra 
pallacium iuxta paries sunt disposita, in unoquoque angulo sunt duo reliqua infra ipsos locata, 
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longitudo uniuscuiusque columne sunt sexaginta cubiti, grossitudo est quantum quinque 
homines suis ulnis possunt cingere et unaqueque habet in suo cacumine [178] carbunculum 
magnum ad quantitatem magne amphore. Si ergo queris quare columne ad similitudinem acus 
sunt acute: Dicendum quod hac de causa quod si ita late essent superius sicut inferius 
pavimentum et totum pallacium non ita ut illuminarent splendore carbunculorum. Et si queris 
utrum claritas est ibi: Dicendum quod tanta claritas est ibi quod nihil tam exiguum vel subtile 
posset excogitare si esset in pavimento quin posset absque aliquo obstaculo intueri, nulla 
fenestra est in eo quin imo claritas carbunculorum et aliorum lapidum preciosorum splendore 
purissimi celi et lucidissimi solis aliquo modo posset obnubilari, porta una est in eo de purissimo 
cristallo circumamicta auro. Porta hec ad orientem altitudo cuius est centum XXX cubitorum que 
quando sublimitas nostra venit ad pallacium per se aperitur et clauditur nullo tangente. 

Sed quando alii homines intrant hostiarii claudunt eam et aperiunt. Omni siquidem die intramus 
pallacium istud ad bibendum de fonte quando sumus in civitate illa in qua est pallacium que 
dicitur Brichbrich. Quando vero equitamus facimus de fonte illo quocunque imus nobiscum 
portari et omni die ieiuni gustamus sicut in paterna visione preceptum est. Intramus etiam 
pallacium istud cum omni curia nostra in die nativitatis nostre. Et quotiens coronamur et sumus 
ibi tamdiu bibendo de fonte donec potuissemus ibidem comedisse, et eximus inde tam leti et 
tam saturi ac si omni genere ciborum pasti essemus. 

Si iterum queris cum creator omnium fecit nos prepotentissimum et gloriosissimum super omnes 
mortales quare sublimitas nostra digniori et excellentiori nomine quam presbyteratus se 
nuncupari non permittit; de hoc prudentia tua mirari non debet, hec est enim causa quia plures 
in curia nostra ministeriales habemus qui digniori nomine et officio quantum ad ecclesiasticas 
dignitates spectat et in maiori quam nos in divinis officiis prediti sunt. Dapifer enim noster est 
patriarcha et rex. Pincerna archiepiscopus et rex. Camerarius episcopus et rex. Archimandrita id 
est summus pastor vel princeps equorum rex et abbas. Quare altitudo nostra non est passa se 
vocari eisdem nominibus vel ordinibus insigniri, quibus curia nostra plena esse videtur. Et ob 
hoc minori nomine et inferiori gradu propter [179] humilitatem magis elegit nuncupari. 
Verumtamen si poteris dinumerare stel]as celi et harenas maris sic dinumera dominium et 
potestatem nostram. 

Finis. 

Scanned from Der Presbyter Johannes in Sage und Geschichte, Gustav Oppert ed. Berlin, 
1870. (Second Edition) pp. 168-79. Gustav Oppert recensit apud Berlin anno 1870. Willis 
Johnson convertit apud Berkeley anno 
1995.   http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/presterjohn.asp 
This text is part of the Internet Medieval Source Book. The Sourcebook is a collection of public 

domain and copy-permitted texts related to medieval and Byzantine history. 
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In the analysis of this letter I try to show that indeed Prester John’s territory lay 

in the East India, the true India and that in the Southern Malabar Coast.  As you 

will see, if there is any truth in the letter of Prester John – even omitting the 

exaggerations – we have no other option than the one I am proposing. 

 

 

The Letter of Prester John translation in English 

THIS IS THE BEGINNING OF THE ACCOUNT OF THE LAND OF BLESSED 

JOHN 

This is a Book that the King of India sent to the Emperor of Constantinople, 

in which many diverse strange things are understood, and in it there are new 
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things that have never been found in other books, and never shall be found. 

And this is the force of that book. 

I.—John the priest, by the might and strength of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, 

King of earthly kings, and Lord of lords, sends to him that stands in the place of 

God, namely, the Ruler of Rome, joy and greeting by the grace of poetry, and 

thereby rising to things that are above, It was told our majesty that thou lovest 

our excellence and the plenitude of our greatness; and we have learnt through 

our messenger that thon art fain to send us things that are amusing, and some 

that are pleasant, and, as I am a man, that is good in my sight. And of the things 

among us we send by our messengers other things to thee, and we send and 

desire to know whether thou hast the faith with us, and believest wholly in our 

Lord Jesus Christ. 

II.—When those among us recognize that we are men, thy Greeks think that 

thou art a God. Yet, since we know that thou art mortal, and that thou art subject 

to human corruption, if thou dost desire any of the things that belong to joy, do 

thou notify it through thy messenger and, by the wonted munificence of our 

bounty, and thou shalt have it. Do thou take this gift, in my name, and make use 

of it, and we will joyfully use thy gifts, so that we may strengthen ourselves 

mutually in our power turn by turn, and, as proofs thereof bethink thee and look 

to it. If thou wouldst fain come to the nation whereof we are sprung, we will 

place thee over the greatest things in our palace, and so thou earnest make use 

of our abundance, and the many things that are in our midst, and if thou wouldst 

fain return, thou shalt go back rich. Remember, however, the last thing, that is, 

thy end, and thou wilt never more sin, 

III.—Now, if thou wouldst fain know our majesty, and the excellence of our 

highness, and in what lands our power holds sway, understand and believe 
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without doubt that I am John the priest, lord of lords, excelling all the kings of 

the earth in strength, and power, in all kinds of high riches that are under 

heaven. Seventy-two kings are tributary to me. I have taken a vow that I am 

a Christian; the greatest power of our righteousness is to defend and support 

them from our alms. We are likewise under vow to visit the sepulcher of our 

Lord with a great host, even as it befits the glory of our mightiness to subject 

and subdue the enemies of the Cross of Christ, and to exalt His Blessed Name. 

And our land stretches from the extremities of India, where the body of Thomas 

the Apostle rests; and it extends through the wilderness to the setting sun, and 

reaches back, sloping to deserted Babylon, near the tower of Babylon. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>  

John the Priest was a Christian King who had 62 kings as tributaries but only a 

few were Christians.  

In Kerala, there were large number of small kingdoms most of them were either 

Buddhists or Jain until around the 9th century. 

His kingdom stretches from the extremities of India where the body of Thomas 

rests and extends to Babylonian borders. This then is the three Indias and then 

beyond.  Prester John must have defeated the Devas and the Asuras. 
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St.Thomas basilica built by Portuguese where the original Tomb of Apostle 
Thomas was in Mylapore, Madras (Chennai), South India. 

The body itself was removed from there to Edessa.  The only remain that 
remain in Mylapore is the finger that touched the wound of Jesus. 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 

IV.—Seventy-two kingships serve us in bondage, and of those but few are 

Christians; and each of them has a king, by itself, and these are all tributary to 

us. In our country are born animals,—elephants, dromedaries, camels, 

hippopotami, crocodiles, metagalinarii, carnetenirii, ownsiritæ, pantheræ, onagri, 

white and red lions, white bears, white ousels, silent grasshoppers, gryphons, 

tigers, ogresses, hyenas, wild buffaloes, sagitarii, wild men, men with horns, 

chorniti, correre, satyrs, and women of the same race, pigmies, cenofali, giants 

forty cubits in height, one-eyed men, cyclopes, the bird that is called 

phœnix, and almost all the kinds of animals under heaven. In our country there 

is abundance of milk and honey; in another quarter in our land no poison hurts, 

no frog croaks, no snakes hiss in the herbage; no venomous animals can abide 

there, or do harm to anyone. In the midst of some races called Pagans, through 
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one of our provinces, a river called Idon runs, and this river, after coming from 

Paradise, runs noiselessly through all that kingdom by various mazes. And here 

are found natural stones; these are their names, smaragdi, saphiri, carbunculi, 

topazion, crysoliti, onichini, berilli, amethysti, sardinæ, and many other precious 

stones. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 

The Monopods 

 

The Monopods. One footed men. 

These were creatures with a giant foot. Also known as Sciapods, and Monocoli.  

A casual search of ancient dictionaries will tell us that existence of such strange 

creatures were common from the first century.  They may have been due to 

some form of strange interpretations of myths or facts. 
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Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 6. 45 - 47 (trans. Conybeare) (Greek 

biography C1st to C2nd A.D.) : 

"[The C1st A.D. prophet Apollonios of Tyana asked the Indian sage Iarkhos] 

about the Men who live Underground (anthropoi hypogen) and the Pygmaioi 

(Pygmies) also and the Skiapodes (Sciapods) (Shadow-footed men); and 

larkhas answered his questions thus: ‘. . . As to men that are Skiapodes 

(Shadow-footed) or Makrokephaloi (Macrocephali) (Long-headed), and as to the 

other poetical fancies which the treatise of Skylax recounts about them, he said 

that they didn't live anywhere on the earth, and least of all in India.’" 

Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 6. 23 - 25 :  

"The Nasamones and the Androphagoi (Man-Eaters) and the Pygmaioi 

(Pygmies) and Skiapodes (Sciapods) (Shadow-Foots) people are also tribes of 

Aithiopia (Ethiopia), and they extend as far as the Okeanos Aithiopos (the 

Ethiopian Ocean), which no mariners ever enter except as castaways who do 

so against their will." 

Eusebius, Treatise Against Hierocles 21 (trans. Jones) (Greek rhetorician C4th 

A.D.) :  

"He [Apollonios of Tyana] also asked them [the Brahmans of India] about Men 

who live underground (anthropoi hypergen), and about others called Pygmaioi 

(Pygmies), and Skiapodes (Sciapods) (Shadow-footed men), and . . . the 

Martikhora (Manticores) . . . Such then were the questions which Apollonios put 

to the sages, and Iarkhas instructed him about the Pygmaioi . . . but as to the 

other things which he asked about, Iarkhas said that they never had existed at 

all." 
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Pliny the Elder, Natural History 7. 23 (trans. Rackham) (Roman encyclopedia 

C1st A.D.) : 

"He [Ctesias, Greek historian C5th B.C.] also describes a tribe of men [in India 

or Ethiopia] called Monocoli who have only one leg, and who move in jumps 

with surprising speed; the same are called Sciapodes (Shadow-Foots) tribe, 

because in the hotter weather they lie on their backs on the ground and protect 

themselves with the shadow of their feet." 

Greek Name Transliteration Latin Spelling Translation 

Μονοκωλος 

Μονοκωλοι 

Monokôlos 

Monokôloi 

Monocolus 

Monocoli 

One-Legged 

(monos, kôlon) 

Sources: 

o Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana - Greek Biography C2nd A.D. 
o Pliny the Elder, Natural History - Latin Encyclopedia C1st A.D. 
o Eusebius, Treatise Against Hierocles - Greek Rhetoric C4th A.D. 

Other references not currently quoted here: Gellius 9.4; Tert. Apol. 8; Aug. Civ. 
Dei 16 

 According to Carl A.P. Ruck, the Monopods's cited existence in India 
refers to the Vedic Aja Ekapad ("Not-born Single-foot"), an epithet for 
Soma.  

 Ekapada also refers to a one-footed aspect of the Hindu god Shiva. This 
aspect is primarily found in South India and Orissa, but also occasionally 
in Rajasthan and Nepal.  

 It is also possible that the myth derived from a misinterpretation of the 
practice of Indian yogis (sadhu) who sometimes meditate on one foot. 

 Last but not least, the distribution of the filariasis or non-filariasis endemic 
elephantiasis of the lower legs in Africa supports the notion that the 
Sciapodes may well have been sufferers of tropical elephantiasis. 
 
Read more: http://www.monstropedia.org/Sciapod#ixzz2dHzmAGRV 
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The Panotti were giant eared creatures 

They are mentioned by classical writers such as Pliny the Elder, who writes that 

they live in the "All-Ears Islands" off Scythia. Pomponius Mela, however, writes 

that they lived near the Orkneys, sharing an island with other creatures: Oeonae 

(who eat only oats and marsh bird eggs) and Hippopodes (who possess the feet 

of horses).Isidore of Seville also mentions the Panotti. 

 

The Blemmyae. Headless people, with their face on their chest. 
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The Cynocephali were believed to be creatures with dog heads, who 
communicated by barking 

All these creatures are described by early scholars like Pliny who codified the 

encyclopedia of the period.  As such we should expect that most people for 

some reason of other believed in their real existence. 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 

V.—There springs the herb called Affidos. Whoever bears the root of that 

plant with him, it will drive the evil spirit from him, and will constrain him to say 

who he is, and what is his name; and, therefore, the evil spirits dare not corrupt 

any man there. In another kingdom of ours there grow all kinds of pepper, and 

they are collected and exchanged for wheat, and skins, and cloth, and men’s 

food; and those regions are wooded, as if thickly planted with willows, and all 

full of serpents. And when the pepper ripens, all the people come from the 

nearest kingdoms, and bring with them chaff, and refuse, and dry branches; and 

they kindle the wood round about; and when a mighty wind blows, they set fire 

within and without the wood, so that not one of the snakes may escape; and so 

within the fire, after it has been thoroughly kindled, all the snakes perish, save 

those that reach caves; and when all the fire has died out, all come, men and 

women, small and big, with forks in their hands, and fling all the snakes out of 
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the forest, and make high heaps of them sky high. And when they have finished 

shaking that refuse, the grain that is gathered from among the fagots is dried, 

and the pepper is boiled, but how it is boiled no one from another country is 

allowed to know. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 

Piper nigrum, which is found only in Kerala. 

The statement that Prester John ruled the land where pepper is grown is an 

absolute identification of the country as Kerala because Piper Nigrum was only 

found in Kerala and that produced the Spice route of the world leading to Port 

Muziris. 
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In 70 AD, the Periplus Maris Erythraei states that trades to the port of Muziris 

flourished “on account of the great quantity and bulk of pepper” that is only 

grown in that region. Periplus and other references indicate that Muziris was 

located near the modern city of Kodungallor on India’s Malabar Coast, where 

black pepper is native. 

As the original suppliers of pepper to the Mediterranean world, the Persians had 

sailed along the coast to Malabar since the earliest days of maritime navigation. 

Jews are believed to have arrived and established synagogues as early as the 

sixth century BC. The Christians of modern Kerala trace their ancestry to 

Thomas the Apostle, who they believe came to Muziris in the year 52; they are 

known to this day as St. Thomas Christians. 

 
Spice route to Muziris in Kerala 

http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200801/where.the.pepper.grows.htm 
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<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 
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Rivers of Kerala and the Physical Map of Kerala with Mala (hills) and Alam 

(Sea) with 3 days journey from sea to the Mountains Sahya (Western Ghats) 

VI.-And that forest is situated under Mount Olympy, and from there an 

excellent spring flows; and the water has every kind of taste, and the taste 

changes each hour, day and night. And from there, not further than three days’ 

journey from Paradise, from which Adam was driven out. Whoever drinks of 

the water of that spring during his fast, no disease will come upon him 

from that day forth, and he will ever be thirty years of age. There, too, there 

are stones called Midiosi; and eagles bring these towards us, and through 

these they revive and recover the light, if they lose it. Whoever bears this stone 

on his hand, light never fails him, and if he would fain hide himself, it will cause 

that no one may see him. It drives hatred from all, and induces unity, and repels 

jealousy. This, too, is a strange thing that our country has, among other 

things:—there is a sea of sand there, and the gravel moves without water, and it 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 42 

surges in waves like another sea, and never rests; and one cannot go on it by 

vessel or in any other way, nor can it be in any way known what kind of laud 

there is beyond; but on the side towards us there are found divers kinds of fish, 

so sweet and so good that man never saw their like. 

VII.—There are likewise, three days’ journey from that sea, some mountains 

from which flows a river of stones, and that flowing like water, and it runs 

through our land to the sea of sand, and when the river reaches the sea, the 

stones disappear, so that they are not seen thenceforth. Three days in the week 

the stones move and slide, both small and great, and take with them some trees, 

as far as the sea of sand, and, so long as they move, no one can ever cross it; 

on the other four days a passage is obtained. This is another marvel that is 

there; hard by the desert near the mountains, where no one dwells, there is a 

river beneath the earth, and no one can find a road to it, except by chance; 

sometimes the earth trembles, and whoever then happens to be passing by can 

find a road to the river, and he must travel in haste, lest perchance the earth 

close upon him; and whatever sand he brings with him will be precious stones 

and jewels. And this river runs into another river larger than itself, and therein 

there is none of the gravel or sand, but precious stones; and into this river the 

men of that country go, and seize and bring with them thence a multitude of 

precious stones and jewels, and they dare not sell those, until they first inform 

our Excellency. And if we would fain have them in our treasure, we take them, 

and give them half their value. If we do not want them, they are free to sell them 

where they will. Children are brought up in that land to seek the stones, so that 

they can live under the water three or four mouths, 

VIII.—Beyond this stony river there are ten tribes of the Jews. Though they 

presume they are kings, yet they are subject to us, and are tributaries to our 
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majesty. In another kingdom of ours, beyond the place where the island lies, 

there are worms, called in our tongue Salamandre, and those worms can live 

only in fire, and they have around them skins like the skins of worms that 

make silk. And to spin this is the work of our ladies in our palace, and thereof is 

made all kinds of apparel for the use of our majesty; and these clothes cannot 

be washed save in a large and strong fire. In gold, silver, precious stones, in 

dromedaries and camels, is the abundance of our greatness. No one is poor 

among ns; no adulterer is found there; all men of strange lands, to wit, guests 

and pilgrims, our gentleness receives. No thieves, no oppressors, no misers are 

found in our midst; there is no envy in our midst. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

Jewish Presence in Kerala 
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A map of India, showing the main areas of Jewish concentration. 

The oldest of the Indian Jewish communities is in Cochin. The traditional 

account is that traders from Judea arrived in the city of Cochin, Kerala, in 562 

BCE, and that more Jews came as exiles from Israel in the year 70 CE, after the 

destruction of the Second Temple. Majority of them settled in Kodungallur in the 

first century according to the Christian calendar. When St Thomas who 

introduced Christianity to India came to Muziris, he was welcomed by a Jewish 

flute girl and of him having stayed in the Jewish quarter. Kodungallur was the 

only Indian seaport known to the outside world The Greeks called it 

‘Muzhiris,’ but the Jews called it ‘Shingly’. The Kingdom of Shingly was 

ruled by a Jewish prince.   

 The distinct Jewish community was called Anjuvannam. The still-functioning 

synagogue in Mattancherry belongs to the Paradesi Jews, the descendants of 

Sephardim that were expelled from Spain in 1492.  They came to Anjuvanam 

because there already was an existing Jewish dispersion living as a Kingdom. 
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Pardesi Synagogue of Cochin 

Central to the history of the Cochin Jews is their close relationship with Indian 

rulers, and this was eventually codified on a set of copper plates granting the 

community special privileges. The date of these plates, known as "Sâsanam", is 

contentious. The plates themselves provide a date of 379 CE, but in 1925 

tradition was setting it as 1069 CE, The Jews settled in Kodungallur 

(Cranganore) on the Malabar Coast, where they traded peacefully, until 1524. 

The Jewish leader Joseph Rabban was granted the rank of prince over the 

Jews of Cochin, given the rulership and tax revenue of a pocket principality in 

Anjuvannam, near Cranganore, and rights to seventy-two "free houses". The 

Hindu king gave permission in perpetuity (or, in the more poetic expression of 

those days, "as long as the world and moon exist" for Jews to live freely, build 

synagogues, and own property "without conditions attached" of both purity and 

prestige. Rabban's descendants maintained this distinct community until a 

chieftainship dispute broke out between two brothers, one of them named 

Joseph Azar, in the sixteenth century. 
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In Mala, Thrissur District, the Malabar Jews have a Synagogue and a cemetery, 

as well as in Chennamangalam, Parur and Ernakulam. 

.  
The Cochin Jews (wiki) 

 
The Connections of the “Jewish Kingdom” with “God’s Own Country” 

http://ntscholarship.wordpress.com/2012/11/01/the-connections-of-the-jewish-kingdom-

with-gods-own-country/ 

 Some of the following traditional and historical details, i.e., down from the 

Solomonic Era to the contemporary context, are caricatured by the help of 

attractive murals on the walls of the Old Synagogue in Cochin. Other 

descriptions below are from the writings of Benjamin Israel and Koder. They 

help us to know about the relationship between Kerala and the Jewish 

Kingdom of the biblical as well as the extra-biblical narratives. There was a 

trade between King Solomon’s Kingdom (992-952 BC) and Malabar Coast. 

The Biblical name for India was “Odhu”. Teak, ivory, spices, sandalwood and 

peacocks were exported from India. 

 Destruction of the Second Temple in 70 AD by the Romans and the 

consequent dispersal of the Jews to the four corners of the earth from 

Palestine. 
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 Landing of the Jews at Shingly (‘Cranganore’ or modern ‘Kodungalloor’) in 72 

AD. S. S. Koder (1965: 2) reports that, “A small hill known as ‘Jooda Kunnu’, 

a tank known as ‘Jooda Kulam’, the Jewish copper plates and the Syrian 

Christian plates with the signature of four Jewish witnesses in Judeo-Persian, 

which incidentally is the second oldest inscription in Judeo-Persian in the 

world, are a few of the ancient relics that can still be seen to remind one of 

the glorious past of this forgotten outpost of the Jewish world”. 

 The Rajah (or King) of Cranganore received the Jews. 

 In 379 AD the Jews, under Joseph Rabban the leader of the Jews, 

established a Jewish kingdom in Anjuvannam (or Cranganore). Joseph 

Rabban became the prince of the kingdom. One of the rabbis wrote in the 

fourteenth century as follows: “I have travelled from Spain. I had heard of the 

city of Shingly (i.e., Cranganore). I had longed to see an Israel King. Him I 

saw with my own eyes” (cf. Benjamin J. Israel, 1982: 38-39). 

 Two of the original silver trumpets used in the Second Temple at Jerusalem, 

with the ineffable name carved on them were brought to Cranganore and 

were blown by the Levites on the eve of Sabbath. Once the Levites were late 

and the laity (non-Levites) usurped their privilege and in the resulting quarrel, 

the trumpets were unfortunately destroyed. 

 Destruction of Cranganore by the Moors and Portuguese in 1524 AD. Joseph 

Azar, the last Jewish prince, swam to Cochin with his wife on his shoulders. 

The Jews placed themselves under the protection of the Maharajah of Cochin. 

 Construction of the Cochin Synagogue next to the Maharajah’s palace and 

Temple in 1568 AD. 

 Partial destruction of the Cochin Synagogue by the Portuguese in 1662. 
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 Re-building of the Cochin Synagogue in 1664.Building of the Clock Tower by 

Ezekiel Rahabi in 1760. 

 Tiling of the Synagogue with tiles from Canton by Ezekiel Rahabi in 1762. 

 The Maharajah of Travancore presenting a golden crown for the Torah in 

1805. 

 Celebration of the 400th anniversary of the Synagogue in 1968. 

 The last reigning Maharajah of Cochin addressed his Jewish subjects in the 

Synagogue before relinquishing his throne in 1949. 

There is a minority Jewish settlement in Mattancherry (Cochin, Kerala) even 

today. On Sabbath days, around 50 people gather together for prayer and 

worship services. Benjamin J. Israel (1982: 38) says, “…there are now only a 

handful of Jews left in Cochin and, since most of them are elderly, there is a 

distinct possibility that, within a measurable time, they will remain only a 

historical memory so long as Jew Town in Cochin retains its name. But an 

account of the Jews of Cochin cannot be excluded from even a short description 

of Indian Jewry in view of their stay for over a thousand years in India and the 

mark they left on the history of Malabar”. It is a minute group in comparison to 

the Sabbath gatherings in Mumbai, Kolkata, and other parts of the nation. But, 

the settlement of Cranganore/Cochin is one of the oldest Jewish settlements in 

the world. 

For Further Reference: 
Israel, Benjamin J. The Jews of India. New Delhi: Mosaic Books, 1982. 
Koder, S. S. Kerala and Her Jews. Cochin: Cochin Synagogue. 

Compiled by: Johnson Thomaskutty, Union Biblical Seminary, Pune, India 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 
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IX.—Our men have abundance of all kinds of riches; there are not many 

horses among us, and they are but sorry. We liken none on the face of the 

earth to us in riches. When we go to war in force against our enemies, we let 

carry before us fifteen large, magnificent crosses made of gold and silver, with 

precious stones therein, one in each car, in stead of standards, and behind 

each one of them twelve thousand men of arms, and a hundred thousand foot 

soldiers, without counting the five thousand who have to do with bearing food 

and drink. But when we walk abroad in peace, a wooden cross precedes our 

majesty, without any legend whatever, either of gold or silver, that the suffering 

of our Lord Jesus Christ may be brought back to our remembrance constantly; 

and a vessel full of earth, that we may recognize that our flesh returns to its own 

source, that is, to earth; and other vessels, full of gold, are borne before us, that 

all may understand that we are lord of lords. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 
Nasrani Cross 
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The St. Thomas Cross, also known as the Mar Thoma Sliva, is the symbol of 

the Nasrani people. There are six branches of the cross representing the 

appearance of God in the burning bush, while the central branch holds the cross, 

and the dove at the tip of the cross represents the Holy Spirit. 

The Saint Thomas Crosses are found inside the Kerala churches at 

Kadamattom, Muttuchira, Kothanalloor, Kottayam and Alengad. Outside Kerala, 

they are at St. Thomas Mount, Chennai (Madras), Tamil Nadu, Pilar Seminary 

Museum, Goa, Anuradhapura [ 2 nos ] in Sri Lanka and Taxila in Pakistan. 

 

Open Air Rock Cross also called Nasrani Sthambams in front of the 2nd 
Century built Marth Mariam Catholic Church at Kuravilangadu, Kerala 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 
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X.—In all the kinds of riches that are in the world our greatness abounds and 

excels. No one tells a lie among us, and no one can tell one; and whoever 

tells a lie willingly, straightway he dies, and no ill will is borne about him. All of 

us follow after truth, and all love one another mutually; no kind of sin reigns 

there. Every year we go on a pilgrimage to the place where lies the body of 

Daniel the Prophet, taking great hosts with us, to deserted Babylon, and those 

too under arms, because of animals called tyri and some other serpents called 

deviles. In our country some fish are caught, and with the blood of these the 

most precious purple is coloured. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 

19th-century engraving of Daniel's tomb in Susa, Iran from Voyage en Perse 

Moderne, by Flandin and Coste 

The earliest mention of Daniel's Tomb published in Europe is given by Benjamin 

of Tudela who visited Asia between 1160 and 1163. In the façade of one of its 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 52 

many synagogues he was shown the tomb assigned by tradition to Daniel. 

Benjamin declares however, that the tomb does not hold Daniel's remains, 

which were said to have been discovered at Susa about 640 CE. 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<  

XI.—We have many places, the bravest nation in the world, and ugly withal. 

We lord it over the races called Amazons and Brahmans. The palace 

wherein our majesty dwells was made in the form and likeness of that 

which the Apostle Thomas ordained for Wyndofforns, king of India; and 

its wings and structures are exactly like it. The columns of the hall, its pillars, 

and its fretwork, conic from some tree called ccthiui. The roofing of the hall is 

made of some plants called hebenus, the reason being that no one in the world 

can in any way burn it. On the farthest extremities on the top of that ball there 

are two apples of gold, and in each of them there is the precious stone called 

carbunculus, so that the gold may give light during the day and the stones by 

night. The largest parts of the hall are made of stones called sardoniehi, 

blended with eerastes, the reason being that no one may secretly bring in 

poison with him. Other things in the hall are made of the plants called hebenus; 

the windows were of crystal; the tables to eat on in our palace are, some of 

them, gold, and others of the precious stone amestic. The pillars that support 

the tables are of whalebone. Before our palace there is a street, wherein our 

justice is wont to look on those who fight in duel. The top of the hall and its walls 

are made of onichiuus, the purpose being that energy may arise in our 

combatants by the virtue of the stones. In that hall light is not kindled at night, 

save that which the precious oil called balsam feeds. 
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Kalari Payattu, the ancient martial art of Kerala.   
Syrian Christians throughout its history in Kerala were warriors. 

Apostle Thomas was purported to have come to India as a Carpenter (slave of 

Jesus of Nazareth the Carpenter) sold as such by Jesus to the ambassador of 

King Gondaphores to build a palace for the King the Indo-Parthian King of 

Taxila (Modern day Pakistahan) in 40 AD 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 

XII.—The chamber wherein our majesty rests was fitted with wondrous work, 

and that of gold, and every kind of precious stone in the world, because of the 

excellence of onichinus instead of light. Around this is made a work, four-square, 

as large as itself, that the harshness of the onyx may be tempered. Precious 

ointment is ever burned in this chamber; our bed is mode of sapphire, because 

of the virtue of chastity. We have the fairest wives in the world, and they come 

in to us only four times in the year, that we may have heirs, and thereafter each 

one returns to her own place, as healthy as Beersheba from David. 
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XIII.—In our palace we eat once a day; each day thirty thousand men eat at our 

board, besides the guests that come and go. And these all receive their charges 

from our palace, both in horses and other things also. That table is made of 

precious stone called smaragdns, and it is supported by two pillars of amethyst. 

The virtue of this stone is that it suffers no one to get drunk so long as he sits 

thereon. Before the doorposts of our hall, near where the combatants are, there 

is a watch-tower of great height, and thereto one climbs by one hundred and 

twenty-five steps; and these steps, some of them are made of porphyry, 

blended with the blood of serpents, and alabaster ointment. The third part at the 

bottom of these is made of crystal, and jasper, and sardonyx, and another part, 

at the top, is of amethyst, and amber, and jasper, and sardonyx, and panthera. 

This watch-tower is supported by one pillar, and on this there is a base, that is, 

some stone-work so called, and on this base two columns, that is to say, arms; 

and on these there is a base, and on this four columns, and again a base, and 

on this sixteen arms; and so the work proceeds, until the number thirty-four is 

reached, and then the number of the bases lessens, and the columns, until they 

come to one, and that by ascending upwards, as they increased before, 

ascending to thirty-four. 

XIV.—Now the columns and bases are of the same kind of precious stone as 

the steps through which men ascend. On the summit of the highest there is a 

watch-tower placed by some graceful skill, so that no one in the various kinds of 

laud subject to us can work any fraud, or treachery, or dissensions against us 

whatever, nor those among us, without it being clearly seen from that watch-

tower, and without its being _recognized who they are, or what they do. There 

are three thousand men of arms ever guarding this watch-tower night and day, 

lest by chance it be broken or overthrown to the ground. 
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XV.—Each month in the year seven kings serve me, each one of them in his 

order, and forty-two princes, and three hundred and fifty-six earls. That number 

is always at our board, without those placed in the various duties in our palace. 

At our board there eat each day, on the right twelve archbishops, and on my left 

hand twenty bishops, and the patriarch from the place where is the grave of the 

Apostle Thomas and he that is in place of a pope.  

SOURCES 
Peniarth MS 5. Llyfr Gwyn Rydderch 
Jesus MS 111. Llyfr Coch Hergest 

TRANSLATION: 
Selections from the Hengwrt Mss. Preserved in the Peniarth Library. Williams, Robert, 
ed. & trans. London: Thomas Richards, 1892. 

NOTE: 
The manuscript (or scripts) used by Williams is not identified in his translation, nor in 
the Welsh edition in his book. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

The theme of Prester John was popularized by "Jehan de Mandeville", Sir John 

Mandeville a pseudonym   in his book “ The Travels of Sir John Mandeville” a 

book account of his supposed travels,   first circulated between 1357 and 1371. 

The most recent scholarly work  suggests that The Travels of Sir John 

Mandeville was “the work of Jan de Langhe, a Fleming who wrote in Latin under 

the name Johannes Longus and in French as Jean le Long.  It was translated 

into many languages and was used extensively as a reference, in spite of its 

extremely unreliable facts.  Even Christopher Columbus was heavily influenced 

by it.  The tales are selections from the narratives of genuine travelers, 

embellished with Mandeville’s additions and described as his own adventures. 
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The Travels of Sir John Mandeville described the travels of an English knight 

who left England around 1322 and journeyed throughout Egypt, Ethiopia, India, 

Persia, and Turkey. The stories that Mandeville returned with were fantastic, by 

any measure. He told of islands whose inhabitants had the bodies of humans 

but the heads of dogs, of a tribe whose only source of nourishment was the 

smell of apples, of a people the size of pygmies whose mouths were so small 

that they had to suck all their food through reeds, and of a race of one-eyed 

giants who ate only raw fish and raw meat. All of this fantasy was interwoven 

with other geographical descriptions that were perfectly accurate. 
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Illustration from the earliest printed edition of Mandeville's Travels showing 

some of the various races and species that Mandeville claimed to have 
encountered, including the wild men with horns and hoofs, the people with eyes 

in their shoulders, the folk that have but one foot, and the vegetable lamb. 
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Mandeville on Prester John 

His description of India is given in the chapter xviii 

“CHAPTER XVIII 

Of the customs of Isles about Ind.   

Of the difference betwixt Idols and Simulacres.   

Of three manner growing of Pepper upon one tree.   

Of the Well that changeth his odour every hour of the day; and that is marvel 

In Ind be full many diverse countries.  And it is clept Ind, for a flom that runneth 

throughout the country that is clept Ind.  In that flom men find eels of thirty foot 

long and more.  And the folk that dwell nigh that water be of evil colour, green 

and yellow. 

In Ind and about Ind be more than 5000 isles good and great that men dwell in, 

without those that he inhabitable, and without other small isles.  In every isle is 

great plenty of cities, and of towns, and of folk without number.  For men of Ind 

have this condition of kind, that they never go out of their own country, and 

therefore is there great multitude of people.  But they be not stirring ne movable, 

because that they be in the first climate, that is of Saturn; and Saturn is slow 

and little moving, for he tarryeth to make his turn by the twelve signs thirty 

year.  And the moon passeth through the twelve signs in one month.  And for 

because that Saturn is of so late stirring, therefore the folk of that country that 

be under his climate have of kind no will for to move ne stir to seek strange 

places.  And in our country is all the contrary; for we be in the seventh climate, 
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that is of the moon.  And the moon is of lightly moving, and the moon is planet 

of way; and for that skill it giveth us will of kind for to move lightly and for to go 

divers ways, and to seek strange things and other diversities of the world; for 

the moon environeth the earth more hastily than any other planet. 

Also men go through Ind by many diverse countries to the great sea 

Ocean.  And after, men find there an isle that is clept Crues.  And thither come 

merchants of Venice and Genoa, and of other marches, for to buy 

merchandises.  But there is so great heat in those marches, and namely in that 

isle, that, for the great distress of the heat, men’s ballocks hang down to their 

knees for the great dissolution of the body.  And men of that country, that know 

the manner, let bind them up, or else might they not live, and anoint them with 

ointments made therefore, to hold them up. 

In that country and in Ethiopia, and in many other countries, the folk lie all naked 

in rivers and waters, men and women together, from undern of the day till it be 

past the noon.  And they lie all in the water, save the visage, for the great heat 

that there is.  And the women have no shame of the men, but lie all together, 

side to side, till the heat be past.  There may men see many foul figure 

assembled, and namely nigh the good towns. 

In that isle be ships without nails of iron or bonds, for the rocks of the adamants, 

for they be all full thereabout in that sea, that it is marvel to speak of.  And if a 

ship passed by those marches that had either iron bonds or iron nails, anon he 

should be perished; for the adamant of his kind draweth the iron to him.  And so 

would it draw to him the ship because of the iron, that he should never depart 

from it, ne never go thence. 
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From that isle men go by sea to another isle that is clept Chana, where is great 

plenty of corn and wine.  And it was wont to be a great isle, and a great haven 

and a good; but the sea hath greatly wasted it and overcome it.  The king of that 

country was wont to be so strong and so mighty that he held war against King 

Alexander. 

The folk of that country have a diverse law.  For some of them worship the sun, 

some the moon, some the fire, some trees, some serpents, or the first thing that 

they meet at morrow.  And some worship simulacres and some idols.  But 

between simulacres and idols is a great difference.  For simulacres be images 

made after likeness of men or of women, or of the sun, or of the moon, or of any 

beast, or of any kindly thing.  And idols is an image made of lewd will of man, 

that man may not find among kindly things, as an image that hath four heads, 

one of a man, another of an horse or of an ox, or of some other beast, that no 

man hath seen after kindly disposition. 

And they that worship simulacres, they worship them for some worthy man that 

was sometime, as Hercules, and many other that did many marvels in their 

time.  For they say well that they be not gods; for they know well that there is a 

God of kind that made all things, the which is in heaven.  But they know well 

that this may not do the marvels that he made, but if it had been by the special 

gift of God; and therefore they say that he was well with God, and for because 

that he was so well with God, therefore they worship him.  And so say they of 

the sun, because that he changeth the time, and giveth heat, and nourisheth all 

things upon earth; and for it is of so great profit, they know well that that might 

not be, but that God loveth it more than any other thing, and, for that skill, God 

hath given it more great virtue in the world.  Therefore, it is good reason, as they 
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say, to do it worship and reverence.  And so say they, and make their reasons, 

of other planets, and of the fire also, because it is so profitable. 

And of idols they say also that the ox is the most holy beast that is in earth and 

most patient, and more profitable than any other.  For he doth good enough and 

he doth no evil; and they know well that it may not be without special grace of 

God.  And therefore make they their god of an ox the one part, and the other 

half of a man.  Because that man is the most noble creature in earth, and also 

for he hath lordship above all beasts, therefore make they the halvendel of idol 

of a man upwards; and the tother half of an ox downwards, and of serpents, and 

of other beasts and diverse things, that they worship, that they meet first at 

morrow. 

And they worship also specially all those that they have good meeting of; and 

when they speed well in their journey, after their meeting, and namely such as 

they have proved and assayed by experience of long time; for they say that thilk 

good meeting ne may not come but of the grace of God.  And therefore they 

make images like to those things that they have belief in, for to behold them and 

worship them first at morning, or they meet any contrarious things.  And there 

be also some Christian men that say, that some beasts have good meeting, that 

is to say for to meet with them first at morrow, and some beasts wicked 

meeting; and that they have proved oft-time that the hare hath full evil meeting, 

and swine and many other beasts.  And the sparrow-hawk or other fowls of 

ravine, when they fly after their prey and take it before men of arms, it is a good 

sign; and if he fail of taking his prey, it is an evil sign.  And also to such folk, it is 

an evil meeting of ravens. 

In these things and in such other, there be many folk that believe; because it 

happeneth so often-time to fall after their fantasies.  And also there be men 
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enough that have no belief in them.  And, sith that Christian men have such 

belief, that be informed and taught all day by holy doctrine, wherein they should 

believe, it is no marvel then, that the paynims, that have no good doctrine but 

only of their nature, believe more largely for their simplesse.  And truly I have 

seen of paynims and Saracens that men clepe Augurs, that, when we ride in 

arms in divers countries upon our enemies, by the flying of fowls they would tell 

us the prognostications of things that fell after; and so they did full oftentimes, 

and proffered their heads to-wedde, but if it would fall as they said.  But 

natheles, therefore should not a man put his belief in such things, but always 

have full trust and belief in God our sovereign Lord. 

This isle of Chana the Saracens have won and hold.  In that isle be many lions 

and many other wild beasts.  And there be rats in that isle as great as hounds 

here; and men take them with great mastiffs, for cats may not take them.  In this 

isle and many other men bury not no dead men, for the heat is there so great, 

that in a little time the flesh will consume from the bones. 

From thence men go by sea toward Ind the more to a city, that men clepe 

Sarche, that is a fair city and a good.  And there dwell many Christian men of 

good faith.  And there be many religious men, and namely of mendicants. 

After go men by sea to the land of Lomb.  In that land groweth the pepper in the 

forest that men clepe Combar.  And it groweth nowhere else in all the world, but 

in that forest, and that endureth well an eighteen journeys in length.  In the 

forest be two good cities; that one hight Fladrine and that other Zinglantz, and in 

every of them dwell Christian men and Jews, great plenty.  For it is a good 

country and a plentiful, but there is overmuch passing heat. 
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And ye shall understand, that the pepper groweth in manner as doth a wild vine 

that is planted fast by the trees of that wood for to sustain it by, as doth the 

vine.  And the fruit thereof hangeth in manner as raisins.  And the tree is so 

thick charged, that it seemeth that it would break.  And when it is ripe it is all 

green, as it were ivy berries.  And then men cut them, as men do the vines, and 

then they put it upon an oven, and there it waxeth black and crisp.  And there is 

three manner of pepper all upon one tree; long pepper, black pepper and white 

pepper.  The long pepper men clepe Sorbotin, and the black pepper is 

clept Fulfulle, and the white pepper is clept Bano.  The long pepper cometh first 

when the leaf beginneth to come, and it is like the cats of hazel that cometh 

before the leaf, and it hangeth low.  And after cometh the black with the leaf, in 

manner of clusters of raisins, all green.  And when men have gathered it, then 

cometh the white that is somedeal less than the black.  And of that men bring 

but little into this country; for they beyond withhold it for themselves, because it 

is better and more attempre in kind than the black.  And therefore is there not so 

great plenty as of the black. 

In that country be many manner of serpents and of other vermin for the great 

heat of the country and of the pepper.  And some men say, that when they will 

gather the pepper, they make fire, and burn about to make the serpents and the 

cockodrills to flee.  But save their grace of all that say so.  For if they burnt 

about the trees that bear, the pepper should be burnt, and it would dry up all the 

virtue, as of any other thing; and then they did themselves much harm, and they 

should never quench the fire.  But thus they do: they anoint their hands and 

their feet [with a juice] made of snails and of other things made therefore, of the 

which the serpents and the venomous beasts hate and dread the savour; and 

that maketh them flee before them, because of the smell, and then they gather it 

surely enough. 
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Also toward the head of that forest is the city of Polombe.  And above the city is 

a great mountain that also is clept Polombe.  And of that mount the city hath his 

name. 

And at the foot of that mount is a fair well and a great, that hath odour and 

savour of all spices.  And at every hour of the day he changeth his odour and 

his savour diversely.  And whoso drinketh three times fasting of that water of 

that well he is whole of all manner sickness that he hath.  And they that dwell 

there and drink often of that well they never have sickness; and they seem 

always young.  I have drunken thereof three or four sithes, and yet, methinketh, 

I fare the better.  Some men clepe it the well of youth.  For they that often drink 

thereof seem always young-like, and live without sickness.  And men say, that 

that well cometh out of Paradise, and therefore it is so virtuous. 

By all that country groweth good ginger, and therefore thither go the merchants 

for spicery. 

In that land men worship the ox for his simpleness and for his meekness, and 

for the profit that cometh of him.  And they say, that he is the holiest beast in 

earth.  For them seemeth, that whosoever be meek and patient, he is holy and 

profitable; for then, they say, he hath all virtues in him.  They make the ox to 

labour six year or seven, and then they eat him.  And the king of the country 

hath alway an ox with him.  And he that keepeth him hath every day great fees, 

and keepeth every day his dung and his urine in two vessels of gold, and bring it 

before their prelate that they clepe Archi-protopapaton.  And he beareth it 

before the king and maketh there over a great blessing.  And then the king 

wetteth his hands there, in that they clepe gall, and anointeth his front and his 

breast.  And after, he froteth him with the dung and with the urine with great 

reverence, for to be fullfilled of virtues of the ox and made holy by the virtue of 
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that holy thing that nought is worth.  And when the king hath done, then do the 

lords; and after them their ministers and other men, if they may have any 

remenant. 

In that country they make idols, half man half ox.  And in those idols evil spirits 

speak and give answer to men of what is asked them.  Before these idols men 

slay their children many times, and spring the blood upon the idols; and so they 

make their sacrifice. 

And when any man dieth in the country they burn his body in name of penance; 

to that intent, that he suffer no pain in earth to be eaten of worms.  And if his 

wife have no child they burn her with him, and say, that it is reason, that she 

make him company in that other world as she did in this.  But and she have 

children with him, they let her live with them, to bring them up if she will.  And if 

that she love more to live with her children than for to die with her husband, men 

hold her for false and cursed; ne she shall never be loved ne trusted of the 

people.  And if the woman die, before the husband, men burn him with her, if 

that he will; and if he will not, no man constraineth him thereto, but he may wed 

another time without blame or reproof. 

In that country grow many strong vines.  And the women drink wine, and men 

not.  And the women shave their beards, and the men not. 

 

Chapter XXX 

Of the Royal Estate of Prester John. And of a rich man that made a marvellous 

castle and cleped it Paradise and of his subtlety. 
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This emperor, Prester John, holds full great land, and hath many full noble cities 

and good towns in his realm and many great diverse isles and large. For all the 

country of Ind is devised in isles for the great floods that come from Paradise, 

that depart all the land in many parts. And also in the sea he hath full many isles. 

And the best city in the Isle of Pentexoire is Nyse, that is a full royal city and a 

noble, and full rich. 

This Prester John hath under him many kings and many isles and many diverse 

folk of diverse conditions. And this land is full good and rich, but not so rich as is 

the land of the great Chan. For the merchants come not thither so commonly for 

to buy merchandises, as they do in the land of the great Chan, for it is too far to 

travel to. And on that other part, in the Isle of Cathay, men find all manner thing 

that is need to man--cloths of gold, of silk, of spicery and all manner avoirdupois. 

And therefore, albeit that men have greater cheap in the Isle of Prester John, 

natheles, men dread the long way and the great perils m the sea in those parts. 

For in many places of the sea be great rocks of stones of the adamant, that of 

his proper nature draweth iron to him. And therefore there pass no ships that 

have either bonds or nails of iron within them. And if there do, anon the rocks of 

the adamants draw them to them, that never they may go thence. I myself have 

seen afar in that sea, as though it had been a great isle full of trees and 

buscaylle, full of thorns and briars, great plenty. And the shipmen told us, that all 

that was of ships that were drawn thither by the adamants, for the iron that was 

in them. And of the rotten-ness, and other thing that was within the ships, grew 

such buscaylle, and thorns and briars and green grass, and such manner of 

thing; and of the masts and the sail-yards; it seemed a great wood or a grove. 

And such rocks be in many places thereabout. And therefore dare not the 

merchants pass there, but if they know well the passages, or else that they have 

good lodes men. 
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And also they dread the long way. And therefore they go to Cathay, for it is 

more nigh. And yet it is not so nigh, but that men must be travelling by sea and 

land, eleven months or twelve, from Genoa or from Venice, or he come to 

Cathay. And yet is the land of Prester John more far by many dreadful journeys. 

And the merchants pass by the kingdom of Persia, and go to a city that is clept 

Hermes, for Hermes the philosopher founded it. And after that they pass an arm 

of the sea, and then they go to another city that is clept Golbache. And there 

they find merchandises, and of popinjays, as great plenty as men find here of 

geese. And if they will pass further, they may go sikerly enough. In that country 

is but little wheat or barley, and therefore they eat rice and honey and milk and 

cheese and fruit. 

This Emperor Prester John taketh always to his wife the daughter of the great 

Chan; and the great Chan also, in the same wise, the daughter of Prester John. 

For these two be the greatest lords under the firmament. 

In the land of Prester John be many diverse things and many precious stones, 

so great and so large, that men make of them vessels, as platters, dishes, and 

cups. And many other marvels be there, that it were too cumbrous and too long 

to put it in scripture of books; but of the principal isles and of his estate and of 

his law, I shall tell you some part. 

This Emperor Prester John is Christian, and a great part of his country also. But 

yet, they have not all the articles of our faith as we have. They believe well in 

the Father, in the Son, and in the Holy Ghost. And they be full devout and right 

true one to another. And they set not by no barretts, ne by cautels, nor of no 

deceits. 
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And he hath under him seventy-two provinces, and in every province is a king. 

And these kings have kings under them, and all be tributaries to Prester John. 

And he hath in his lordships many great marvels. 

For in his country is the sea that men clepe the Gravelly Sea, that is all gravel 

and sand, without any drop of water and it ebbeth and floweth in great waves as 

other seas do and it is never still ne in peace, in no manner season. And no 

man may pass that sea by navy, ne by no manner of craft, and therefore may 

no man know what land is beyond that sea. And albeit that it have no water, yet 

men find therein and on the banks full good fish of other manner of kind and 

shape, than men find in any other sea and they be of right good taste and 

delicious to man's meat. 

And a three journeys long from that sea be great mountains, out of the which 

goeth out a great flood that cometh out of Paradise. And it is full of precious 

stones without any drop of water, and it runneth through the desert on that one 

side, so that it maketh the sea gravelly; and it beareth into that sea, and there it 

endeth. And that flome runneth, also, three days in the week and bringeth with 

him great stones and the rocks also therewith, and that great plenty. And anon, 

as they be entered into the Gravelly Sea, they be seen no more, but lost for 

evermore. 

And in those three days that that river runneth, no man dare enter into it; but in 

the other days men dare enter well enough. 

Also beyond that flome, more upward to the deserts, is a great plain all gravelly, 

between the mountains. And in that plain, every day at the sun-rising, begin to 

grow small trees, and they grow till mid-day, bearing fruit--but no man dare take 

of that fruit, for it is a thing of faerie. And after mid-day, they decrease and enter 
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again into the earth, so that at the going down of the sun they appear no more. 

And so they do, every day. And that is a great marvel. 

In that desert be many wild men, that be hideous to look on; for they be horned, 

and they speak nought, but they grunt, as pigs. And there is also great plenty of 

wild hounds. And there be many popinjays, that they clepe psittakes in their 

language. And they speak of their proper nature, and salute men that go 

through the deserts, and speak to them as apertly as though it were a man. 

And they that speak well have a large tongue, and have five toes upon a foot. 

And there be also of another manner, that have but three toes upon a foot, and 

they speak not, or but little, for they can not but cry. 

This Emperor Prester John when he goeth into battle against any other lord, he 

hath no banners borne before him; but he hath three crosses of gold, fine, great 

and high, full of precious stones, and every of those crosses be set in a chariot, 

full richly arrayed. And for to keep every cross, be ordained 10,000 men of arms 

and more than 100,000 men on foot, in manner as men would keep a standard 

in our countries, when that we be in land of war. And this number of folk is 

without the principal host and without wings ordained for the battle. And when 

he hath no war, but rideth with a privy meinie, then he hath borne before him but 

one cross of tree, without painting and without gold or silver or precious stones, 

in remembrance that Jesu Christ suffered death upon a cross of tree. And he 

hath borne before him also a platter of gold full of earth, in token that his 

noblesse and his might and his flesh shall turn to earth. And he hath borne 

before him also a vessel of silver, full of noble jewels of gold full rich and of 

precious stones, in token of his lordship and of his noblesse and of his might. 

He dwelleth commonly in the city of Susa. And there is his principal palace, that 

is so rich and so noble, that no man will trow it by estimation, but he had seen it. 
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And above the chief tower of the palace be two round pommels of gold, and in 

everych of them be two carbuncles great and large, that shine full bright upon 

the night. And the principal gates of his palace be of precious stone that men 

clepe sardonyx, and the border and the bars be of ivory. And the windows of the 

halls and chambers be of crystal. And the tables whereon men eat, some be of 

emeralds, some of amethyst, and some of gold, full of precious stones; and the 

pillars that bear up the tables be of the same precious stones. And the degrees 

to go up to his throne, where he sitteth at the meat, one is of onyx, another is of 

crystal, and another of jasper green, another of amethyst, another of sardine, 

another of cornelian, and the seventh, that he setteth on his feet, is of chrysolite. 

And all these degrees be bordered with fine gold, with the tother precious 

stones, set with great pearls orient. And the sides of the siege of his throne be 

of emeralds, and bordered with gold full nobly, and dubbed with other precious 

stones and great pearls. And all the pillars in his chamber be of fine gold with 

precious stones, and with many carbuncles, that give great light upon the night 

to all people. And albeit that the carbuncles give light right enough, natheles, at 

all times burneth a vessel of crystal full of balm, for to give good smell and 

odour to the emperor, and to void away all wicked airs and corruptions. And the 

form of his bed is of fine sapphires, bended with gold, for to make him sleep well 

and to refrain him from lechery; for he will not lie with his wives, but four sithes 

in the year, after the four seasons, and that is only for to engender children. 

He hath also a full fair palace and a noble at the city of Nyse, where that he 

dwelleth, when him best liketh; but the air is not so attempre, as it is at the city 

of Susa. 

And ye shall understand, that in all his country nor in the countries there all 

about, men eat not but once in the day, as they do in the court of the great Chan. 

And so they eat every day in his court, more than 30,000 persons, without goers 
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and comers. But the 30,000 persons of his country, ne of the country of the 

great Chan, ne spend not so much good as do 12,000 of our country. 

This Emperor Prester John hath evermore seven kings with him to serve him, 

and they depart their service by certain months. And with these kings serve 

always seventy-two dukes and three hundred and sixty earls. And all the days 

of the year, there eat in his household and in his court, twelve archbishops and 

twenty bishops. And the patriarch of Saint Thomas is there as is the pope here. 

And the archbishops and the bishops and the abbots in that country be all kings. 

And everych of these great lords know well enough the attendance of their 

service. The one is master of his household, another is his chamberlain, another 

serveth him of a dish, another of the cup, another is steward, another is marshal, 

another is prince of his arms, and thus is he full nobly and royally served. And 

his land dureth in very breadth four months' journeys, and in length out of 

measure, that is to say, all the isles under earth that we suppose to be under us. 

Beside the isle of Pentexoire, that is the land of Prester John, is a great isle, 

long and broad, that men clepe Mistorak; and it is in the lordship of Prester John. 

In that isle is great plenty of goods. 

There was dwelling, sometime, a rich man; and it is not long since; and men 

clept him Gatholonabes. And he was full of cautels and of subtle deceits. And 

he had a full fair castle and a strong in a mountain, so strong and so noble, that 

no man could devise a fairer ne stronger. And he had let mure all the mountain 

about with a strong wall and a fair. And within those walls he had the fairest 

garden that any man might behold. And therein were trees bearing all manner of 

fruits, that any man could devise. And therein were also all manner virtuous 

herbs of good smell, and all other herbs also that bear fair flowers. And he had 

also in that garden many fair wells; and beside those wells he had let make fair 
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halls and fair chambers, depainted all with gold and azure; and there were in 

that place many diverse things, and many diverse stories: and of beasts, and of 

birds that sung full delectably and moved by craft, that it seemed that they were 

quick. And he had also in his garden all manner of fowls and of beasts that any 

man might think on, for to have play or sport to behold them. 

And he had also, in that place, the fairest damsels that might be found, under 

the age of fifteen years, and the fairest young striplings that men might get, of 

that same age. And all they were clothed in cloths of gold, full richly. And he 

said that those were angels. 

And he had also let make three wells, fair and noble and all environed with 

stone of jasper, of crystal, diapered with gold, and set with precious stones and 

great orient pearls. And he had made a conduit under earth, so that the three 

wells, at his list, one should run milk another wine and another honey. And that 

place he clept paradise. 

And when that any good knight, that was hardy and noble, came to see this 

royalty, he would lead him into his paradise, and show him these wonderful 

things to his disport, and the marvellous and delicious song of diverse birds, and 

the fair damsels, and the fair wells of milk, of wine, and of honey, plenteously 

running. And he would let make divers instruments of music to sound in an high 

tower, so merrily, that it was joy for to hear; and no man should see the craft 

thereof. And those, he said, were angels of God, and that place was paradise, 

that God had behight to his friends, saying, Dabo vobis terram fluentem lacte et 

melle. And then would he make them to drink of certain drink, whereof anon 

they should be drunk. And then would them think greater delight than they had 

before. And then would he say to them that if they would die for him and for his 

love, that after their death they should come to his paradise; and they should be 
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of the age of those damosels, and they should play with them, and yet be 

maidens. And after that yet should he put them in a fairer paradise, where that 

they should see God of nature visibly, in his majesty and in his bliss And then 

would he shew them his intent, and say them; that if they would go slay such a 

lord, or such a man that was his enemy or contrarious to his list, that they 

should not dread to do it and for to be slain therefore themselves. For after their 

death, he would put them into another paradise, that was an hundred-fold fairer 

than any of the tother; and there should they dwell with the most fairest 

damosels that might be, and play with them ever-more. 

And thus went many diverse lusty bachelors for to slay great lords in diverse 

countries, that were his enemies, and made themselves to be slain, in hope to 

have that paradise. And thus, often-time, he was revenged of his enemies by 

his subtle deceits and false cautels. 

And when the worthy men of the country had perceived this subtle falsehood of 

this Gatholonabes, they assembled them with force, and assailed his castle, 

and slew him, and destroyed all the fair places and all the nobilities of that 

paradise. The place of the wells and of the walls and of many other things be 

yet apertly seen, but the riches is voided clean. And it is not long gone, since 

that place was destroyed. . 

  

 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 

Prester John's 12th century letter to Pope Alexander III was printed in Venice in 

1478, in the Italian translation and with expanded text. 
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 The first Latin publication was printed in Germany in 1480, as part of a 

chapbook entitled "Da Rites ea Moribus Indorum" (the Rite and Customs of the 

Indians). With this letter was a 12th century document "Da Adventu" which told 

of the visit of Patriarch John of the Indians to Rome, and the telling of the 

miracles of St. Thomas. Both these stories were printed in chapbook form in 

1490 in the Dutch city of Deventer.  

A chapbook published in Cologne the same year included an account of the 

travels of Joannes de Hese, which was written in 1381   It went on to say that 

Hese had reached terrestrial paradise and Eden's walls. Hese was said to have 

attended the court of Prester John, and viewed the body of St. Thomas in Hulna 

(a Kingdom in India). 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

PRESTOR JOHN AND THE MAGI 
 
 

The New Revised Standard Version of Matthew 2:1–12 describes the visit of the 

Magi. According to the Gospel of Matthew, the only one of the four Canonical 

gospels to mention the Magi, they were the first to worship Jesus.  It states that 

"they" came "from the east" to worship the Christ, "born King of the Jews."   

 

It does not mention the number or from which country they came.   Although the 

account does not mention the number of people there were certainly more than 

one as they were referred to as “they".   The three gifts mentioned in the bible 

have led to the widespread assumption that there were three men.  

 

In the East, the Magi traditionally number twelve and they came with such a 

vast retinue in full royal traditions that frightened not only the Great Herod, but 

also the whole of Bethlehem.   So we need to look into the magi traditions to 

understand this. 

 

The Magi are popularly referred to as wise men and kings. The word magi is the 

plural of Latin magus, borrowed from Greek μάγος magos, as used in the 
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original Greek text of the Gospel of Matthew. Greek magos itself is derived from 

Old Persian maguŝ from the Avestan magâunô, i.e., the religious caste into 

which Zoroaster was born. The term refers to the priestly caste of 

Zoroastrianism  As part of their religion, these priests paid particular attention to 

the stars and gained an international reputation for astrology, which was at that 

time highly regarded as a science. Their religious practices and use of astrology 

caused derivatives of the term Magi to be applied to the occult in general and 

led to the English term magic. Historically Science developed from the 

magicians who experimented with matter and energy to do magical results.  

Hence  the King James Version translates Magi as wise men, the same 

translation is applied to the wise men led by Daniel of earlier Hebrew Scriptures 

(Daniel 2:48). The first biblical mention of Magi is Jer 39:3   

“And all the princes of the king of Babylon came in, and sat in the middle gate, 

even Nergalsharezer, Samgarnebo, Sarsechim, Rabsaris, Nergalsharezer, 

Rabmag, with all the residue of the princes of the king of Babylon.“ 

Rab-Mag actually refers to chief Magi. 

Daniel was the head of the Magicians. Daniel 2:48: "Then the king made Daniel 

a great man, and gave him many gifts,  and made him ruler of the whole 

province of Babylon, and chief of the governors over all the wise men 

[Hebrew/Aramaic = Magi] of Babylon."   We know that Daniel’s speciality was 

interpreting dreams. A spiritual scientist who also became a powerful ruler.  The 

title remained with the dispersed tribes of Israel who excelled in their sciences 

which among others included reading the stars – astrology and interpreting 

dreams and telling the future. 

The same word is given as sorcerer and sorcery when describing "Elymas the 

sorcerer" in Acts 13:6–11, and Simon Magus, considered a heretic by the early 

Church, in Acts 8:9–13. Though today we have a great distaste with the words 
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magic, alchemy and soothsaying, in those days it simply meant “the Scientists”.  

Don’t forget that the modern science came out of the ancient magic and 

alchemy.  

The three Magi (Balthasar, Caspar, Melchior) 

Traditions identify a variety of different names for the Magi. In the Western 

Christian church they have been commonly known as: 

• Melchior (also Melichior]), a Persian scholar; 

• Caspar (also Gaspar, Jaspar, Jaspas, Gathaspa, and other variations),  

     an Indian scholar; 

• Balthazar (also Balthasar, Balthassar, and Bithisarea)), an Arabian 

scholar. 

Encyclopedia Britannica states: “according to Western church tradition, 

Balthasar is often represented as a king of Arabia, Melchior as a king of Persia, 

and Gaspar as a king of India.” These names apparently derive from a Greek 

manuscript probably composed in Alexandria around 500, and which has been 

translated into Latin with the title Excerpta Latina Barbari.  Another Greek 

document from the 8th century, of presumed Irish origin and translated into Latin 

with the title Collectanea et Flores, continues the tradition of three kings and 

their names and gives additional details.  
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One candidate for the origin of the name Caspar appears in the Acts of Thomas 

as Gondophares (21 – c. AD 47), i.e., Gudapharasa (from which “Caspar” might 

derive as corruption of “Gaspar”). This Gondophares declared independence 

from the Arsacids to become the first Indo-Parthian king, and he was allegedly 

visited by Thomas the Apostle. According to at least one scholar, his name is 

perpetuated in the name of the Afghan city Kandahar, which he is said to have 

founded under the name Gundopharron  
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Some Names Given To the Magi 

Latin Greek Hebrew Persian Ethiopia Syrian Armenians 

Caspar Apellius Galgalat Hormizdh Hor Larvandad Kagpha 

Balthasar Amerius Malgalat Yazdegerd Basanater Hormisdas Badadilma 

Melchior Damascus Sarachin Perozadh Karsudan Gushynasaph Badadakharida 

Alternate Hebrew Names: Galgalath, Malgalath, and 
Sarrachim. 

It was evident from the beginning that the magus came from many different 

countries.  How were they able to coordinate the group in those days when 

communications were difficult remains a wonder.  They might have been in 

communication in some form of organizational form which evaded explanation 

till now.  The answer lies in the story of the dispersed Jewish communes.  

 

Indo-Parthian Kingdom –Davidic Kingdom? 

http://parthia-aramaic.org/  

There is a common misconception that the ten tribes of Israel “disappeared” 

when they were carried away by Assyria and others migrated into Asia for fear.  

According to 2 Chronicles 15:9, members of the tribes of Ephraim, Manasseh 

and Simeon "fled" to Judah during the reign of Asa of Judah. Whether these 

groups were absorbed into the population or remained distinct groups, or 
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returned to their tribal lands is not indicated. In c. 732 BC, Tiglath-Pileser 

sacked Damascus and Israel, annexing Aram and territory of the tribes of 

Reuben, Gad and Manasseh in Gilead including the desert outposts of Jetur, 

Naphish and Nodab.   

 

People from these tribes including the Reubenite leader, were taken captive and 

resettled in the region of the Habor river system. Tiglath-Pilesar also captured 

the territory of Naphtali and the city of Janoah in Ephraim and an Assyrian 

governor was placed over the region of Naphtali. According to 2 Kings 16:9 and 

15:29, the population of Aram and the annexed part of Israel was deported to 

Assyria. Israel continued to exist within the reduced territory as an independent 

kingdom until around 720 BC, when it was again invaded by Assyria and the 

rest of the population deported. 
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Thus they were displaced from their original home.  But they were never lost in 

the sense that their where about were lost.  Flavius Josephus (37 –c.100 AD) 

the well known historian wrote this in “Antiquities of The Jews” (Book XI –

Chapter V –Verse 2.) “Wherefore there are but two tribes (Yahudah and 

Benjamin plus the Levites) in Asia and Europe subject to the Romans, while the 

ten tribes are beyond the Euphrates till now, and are in immense multitude, and 

not to be estimated by numbers. Josephus knew that their population had 

become too numerous to estimate, and that the Euphrates River served as their 

western border.”  

Steven M. Collins  –‘The “Lost” –Ten Tribes of Israel –Found!’–CPA Books –PO 

Box 596 –Boring Oregon 97009.  

‘Thus has the Lord, God of Israel, spoken: “Your fathers dwelt in olden times 

beyond the River [Euphrates], Terach, the father of Abraham and the father of 

Nachor, and they served other gods. And I took your father Abraham from 

beyond the River and led him through all the land of Canaan….”  

Thus what has happened was they were back to the land from which the 

Patriarchs started their journey.  The Parthian Empire existed in and around 

Aram from where Abram came. This is the land of Mesopotamia, the land 

between the two Rivers. Many Jews found shelter in various other countries as 

well.  

But majority of them were in Mesopotamia where they rose to become of the 

great powers of the period which contended with the Roman Empire. The 

Parthian empire occupied all of modern Iran, Iraq and Armenia, parts of Turkey, 

Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and -for brief 

periods-territories in Pakistan, Syria, Lebanon, Israel and Palestine. 
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Parthian Empire First Century AD 

“…the picture of the world during the Roman period…put before students in  

‘Histories of Rome,’ was defective, not to say false, in its omission to recognize 

the real position of Parthia …as a counterpoise to the power of Rome, a second 

figure in the picture not much inferior to the first, a rival state dividing with Rome 

the attention of mankind and the sovereignty of the known earth. Writers of 

Roman history have been too much in the habit of representing [Rome] as…a 

Universal Monarchy, a Power unchecked… having no other limits than those of 

the civilized world…the truth seems to be that…from the first to the last …there 

was always in the world a Second Power, civilized or semi-civilized, which in a 

true sense balanced Rome, acted as a counterpoise and a check… This power 

for nearly three centuries (B.C. 64 –A.D. 225) was Parthia.”  George Rawlinson, 

Parthia and the Sixth Great Oriental Monarchy.  

Parthians were at the feast of the Pentecost at Jerusalem as we read in Acts 

2:1. The Parthians and Medes in Acts 2:9 are identified as persons from a 

geographical area where the northern ten tribes of ’Ephraim were exiled and 

scattered, according to 2 Kings 17:5-8 and 1 Chronicles 5:26.  

Who were the Parthians? 

“They have a Semitic-Israelite connection and a link to King David within the 

Parthian royal family. The names of Israelite tribes and clans are in evidence 

within the Parthian Empire. Parthia's first capital city was named after Isaac, the 

son of Abraham.  
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The Parthian Empire rose to power when Carthage fell. The ancient world 

empire of Parthia rivaled Rome's empire and lasted for a few hundred years. 

The Parthian empire was so powerful at its height that it was the one empire 

that Rome actually FEARED! 

Just decades before the birth of Christ (around 53 B.C.), the Parthian Empire 

fought and soundly beat the Romans at the battle of Carrhae and killed Crassus 

(who, with Julius Caesarand Pompey, governed the entire Roman Republic)! 

The Parthians fought Rome again around 40 B.C. and took from them almost 

the entire eastern Mediterranean area known as the Levant (composed of 

Palestine, Syria, Jordan and other areas).  

According to the Jewish historian Josephus, the Parthians even forced the 

ruling Herod the Great to flee for his very life:  

"Now, in the second year, Pacorus, the King of Parthia's son, and Barzapharnes, 

a commander of the Parthians, possessed themselves of Syria. . . .  

"Now Antigonus had promised to give the Parthians a thousand talents, and five 

hundred women, upon condition they would take the government away from 

Hyrcanus (the governor of the Jews and Herod the Great's father-in-law), and 

bestow it upon him, and withal KILL HEROD. And although he did not give them 

what he had promised, yet did the Parthians make an expedition into Judea on 

that account . . .  

" . . . Herod was under great disturbance of mind, and rather inclining to believe 

the reports he heard about his brother and the Parthians, than to give heed to 

what was said on the other side, he determined, that when the evening came on, 

he would make use of it for his flight, and not make any longer delay, as if the 
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dangers from the enemy were not yet certain.“  (History (Antiquities) of the Jews, 

Book 14, Chapter 13)  

During the time of Herod, the king of Parthia invaded Judah, set free the captive  

high priest of Judaism and gave him a habitation in Babylon.   

The Parthian empire came to an end when the Persians, who had been 

Parthian subjects for years, defeated them in battle. The empire of Parthia, 

which had existed for four hundred years, came to an end around 224 A.D”. 

Parthia: The Forgotten Ancient Superpower by Steven M. Collins” 

 

The Magi of Parthia 

http://www.ensignmessage.com/archives/moreaboutmagi.html 

“The Magi were powerful members of one of the two assemblies which elected 

Parthian monarchs and wielded great influence within the empire. One 

assembly was composed of members of the royal family (the Arsacids), and the 

other consisted of the priests (the Magi) and influential Parthians of non-royal 

blood (the Wise Men). The Magi and Wise Men were jointly known as the 

Megistanes.The Greek word translated "wise men” is "magian," literally meaning 

"Persian astronomer or priest."  Parthia had long governed all Persian territory 

at the time of Christ, and the Wise Men cited in the Bible were clearly members 

of the Megistanes -very high Parthian officials.  

While traditional Christian accounts of this episode celebrate the coming of "the 

three wise men", the Bible does not limit the number of visiting Magi/Wise Men 

to three. Indeed, Biblical events and the realities of that time argue for a much 
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larger contingent of Parthian Magi. …..Since we saw ….that the Parthians were 

descended from the Ten Tribes of Israel and that their priests were likely 

descended from the tribe of Levi this delegation of Magi consisted of leading 

members of the [lost] Ten Tribes of Israel. Since there were numerous members 

of the tribe of Judah in Parthia's empire, they may have been represented as 

well. Consequently, the delegation of Magi could easily have consisted of at 

least ten or twelve men representing the various tribes of Israel. ….  

Their arrival in Jerusalem was a very public affair because "all Jerusalem” was 

"troubled” by their arrival……This suggests that the Magi came to Jerusalem in 

a caravan with costly treasures and escorted by a strong force of armed 

Parthian soldiers!... These high officials would have traveled with a large 

entourage of servants, animal-handlers, cooks, etc., on such a long journey... 

There may have been thousands of Parthian soldiers escorting the caravan. 

This is not an overstatement. Josephus records that treasure caravans bringing 

expensive offerings to Jerusalem from Jews living in Parthian territory did so 

with "as many as ten thousand men" as escorts. In ancient times, traveling with 

expensive items was dangerous. There was danger not only from brigands, but 

also from local satraps who might use their armies to conquer a treasure train 

passing through their territories...  

The Wise Men were not bringing just a few samples of gold and other precious 

things that they carried in their personal saddle bags. They were coming to 

worship a King. The caravan was so big that their arrival quickly became a 

"cause célèbre" in Jerusalem. The whole city was in an uproar over their arrival, 

and that argues for a very visible and impressive Parthian caravan arriving in 

Jerusalem not long after Jesus' birth in Bethlehem. The sheer size of the 

caravan and its escorts awed King Herod and the whole city to the point they 

were all "troubled"... It is clear that the Jewish hierarchy understood that the 

Parthians were looking for the Messiah as they quickly looked for Messianic 

prophecies to locate the city of His birth. ….. 
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They informed Herod they had come to worship Him "that is born king of the 

Jews"... 

Since Matthew 1:3-17 tells us that Jesus Christ was also a descendant of 

Phares and King David,  Jesus was a blood relative of the Parthian ruling 

dynasty which ... serves as a further explanation for the homage paid to Him by 

the Parthian Magi ... 

Alexander III of Macedon (356 –323 BC), Alexander the Great was a Greek king 

of Macedon. Alexander was tutored by the famed philosopher Aristotle. In 336 

BC he succeeded his father Philip II of Macedon to the throne after he was 

assassinated. Philip had brought most of the city-states of mainland Greece 

under Macedonian hegemony, using both military and diplomatic means. In 334 

BC he invaded Persian ruled Asia Minor and began a series of campaigns 

lasting ten years. Alexander broke the power of Persia in a series of decisive 

battles, most notably the battles of Issus and Gaugamela.  

Subsequently he overthrew the Persian king Darius III and conquered the 

entirety of the Persian Empire. The Macedonian Empire now stretched from the 

Adriatic Sea to the Indus River.  Following his desire to reach the "ends of the 

world and the Great Outer Sea", he invaded India in 326 BC, but was eventually 

forced to turn back by the near-mutiny of his troops. 

Alexander’s Empire covered most of the Parthian area. After the death of 

Alexander Taxila was taken over by Gondaphores and the Indo-Parthian 

Kingdom was established. 

In 2010, Amir March in the Jerusalem Post referred to the theory that even 

Pashtuns in Afghanistan and Pakistan could be descending from the lost tribe of 

Efraim. Shahnaz Ali, a senior research fellow at the  Indian National Institute of 

Immunohaematology in Mumbai, has started studying the blood samples that 

she collected from Afridi Pathans in Malihabad, in the Lucknow district in Uttar 

Pradesh, India, to check  their putative Israelite origin. 
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It is evident that almost all Apostles went to Jews in dispersion and established 

the first churches among the Jews. This is true in the case of Thomas also.  The 

magis were leaders of many different Jewish sections who were scattered all 

over.  Thus they came from various areas of the world. 

It is evident, that is why Thomas went to Taxila into the land of Gondaphores, 

the King of Indo-Parthian Empire.  It is the same reason why Thomas came 

down to South India where we have seen that there was a small Kingdom of 

Jews in Cochin. 

 Now there is a tradition that at least one of the Magi, wise and King came from 

the Malabar Coast. 

Church of the Kings, Piravom, Kerala, India 

Piravom is a town situated in Muvattupuzha Taluk of Ernakulam district in 

Kerala state, south India. It is 33 km South East of Ernakulam city and 39 km 

north of Kottayam town. Piravom is famous today for historic Hindu temples and 

Syrian Christian churches.   Piravom is located at the boundary between two 

districts, Ernakulam and Kottayam. 

Pazhoor Padippura located in Piravom is referred in the Aithihyamala by 

Kottarathil Sankunni. Still people from all over the state and country visit the 

astrologers in Pazhoor padipura. Piravom Valiya Pally which is one of the most 

ancient churches in Kerala stands on a hilltop on the eastern bank of the 

Muvattupuzha river at Piravom. It is popularly known as Rajakkalude 

Pally ("Church of the Kings”)  

The word "Piravom" in Malayalam originates from "Piravi" which means birth or 

nativity. 
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Piravom Rajadhiraja Cathedral, a view from Piravom Bridge 

 

http://syrianchurch.org/ch/PiravomChurch.htm  gives the details of the 

Church of the Kings and its history through the ages. 

“The popular tradition handed down through generation says that 

when Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Judaea, in the days of King Herod, these 

“Wise men" from the east (The Magi) who were local kings reached Bethlehem 

through Jerusalem.   They saw the young child on the lap of mother Mary, knelt 

down and worshipped him. They opened their treasures and presented gifts to 

him: Gold, Frankincense, and Myrrh (and returned to their home land in the east. 

The Wise men (Holy kings) were scholars, rulers and devotees. The legends 

name them as Melchior, Gaspar and Balthazar. On their return they are said to 

have built a place of worship and here they began to worship the Holy infant. As 

such Piravom Valiyapally is tthe first church in the world, where worshipping 

Jesus Christ started. When Apostle Thomas arrived these Jews along with 
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others embraced the new religion and forms part of the Thomas Christians.  

During the 5th Century, this building may have been rebuilt as 

a Christian church as we now see…. 

.  

An ancient painting in the church 
(St. Mary with infant Jesus being worshipped by MAGI) 

Evidences are many which go to prove this traditional faith. The commercial 

connection of Kerala with the western countries and the astrological 

competence of Kerala are only some. The westerners were visiting Kerala for 

the business of spices. The major part of the gift presented by the Holy Kings 

was spices. The Holy Book says that the wise men came from the East. 

Aryabhata, Vararuchi and Sankaranarayana are examples for the fact that 

Kerala has been famous for astronomy since olden times. Widely famous 

astrological centre, the ‘Pazhoor Padippura’ very near to this church is also an 

evidence to reach to this conclusion. "The place-name Piravom itself is related 

to 'piravi' (Birth)". Many people are of such opinions. It is seen in the History of 

St.Thomas (Page. 15; Suriyani Sabha, Kaniyanparambil Kurian Corepiscopa) 

that the ‘Megusans’ (MAGI), who made offerings to Infant Jesus had been 
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sanctified as Christians in India by St.Thomas, when he was in missionary 

works in Kerala.” 

"Kallitta  Thirunal"   (Foundation stone laid-Celebration) 

"Kallitta Thirunal" or Foundation Thirunal is celebrated at the Piravom Church 

with traditional rituals. It is on 8th October (Kanni 23). It is believed that the Holy 

Kings on their return from Bethlehem began construction of the church building 

on this day. 

The scepter of the Holy Kings is revered in celebrations only on this day. The 

descendants of the servants (dependants) of the Holy Kings (Piravathu 

Rajakkal) are honoured with presents on this day. ‘Chalassery Panickar’ is 

honoured with "Anchekalum Koppum"    (5¼ idengazhi rice, coconut, pumkin, 

yam, and banana, one bundle of ‘pappad’, betel leaf and arecanuts)  All these 

are arranged in a beautiful new basket and placed on a table.  

The function of presenting the "Anchekalum koppum" to the Chalassery 

Panickar is held from the very inception of the church. This seems to be the 

honour bestowed on him as he was the then commander-in-chief of the Holy 

Kings. The senior most of the nobles of the Chalassery Tharavadu reach the 

church on this day every year without fail and receive the present after paying 

homage to the Rajakkal, and the celebrations come to a close. 
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We should remember that there were no Temples anywhere in India, especially 

in Kerala until the 8th century AD.  Hinduism as a new religion separated from 

Thomas Christianity starting from the second century due to Gnostic influence 

from Syria. In Piravom, the Piravom Church and the "Pisharukovil 

Temple" (Hindu Temple) are situated on the same hill, side by side. 

There is only a wall separation between them and they co-operate 

each other for the festivals irrespective of caste and creed. 

Thus we can see the relevance of the claim of Prestor John as a descendant of 

Magi.  

Thus it is to be concluded that Prestor John must belong to the Malabar Church 

of the Thomas Christians.  This conclusion in inevitable on the basis of all the 

evidence at hand.  In a detailed study on the subject, Prester John:: Fiction and 

History, Meir Bar-Ilan(Senior Lecturer,Talmud Department and Jewish History 

Department,Bar-Ilan University, ISRAEL) comes to the same conclusion 

 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
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PRESTER JOHN: FICTION AND HISTORY 

Meir Bar-Ilan 

 

Senior Lecturer  
Talmud Department and Jewish History Department.  
Bar-Ilan University  
Ramat-Gan, 52900 ISRAEL 

Introduction 

A Hebrew book of Ben-Sira was published in 1519 in Constantinople, and its 

appendix includes 'a copy of the letter that Priesty Juan sent to the Pope in 

Rome'. Although this story has several versions, its main theme is: Once upon a 

time, in a very remote land there was a king who was not only a great king, but 

a Christian priest as well. The name of that king was Prester John, and he ruled 

over 72 countries. His land was rich in silver and gold, and many wonderful 

creatures lived there. That king wrote letters to several Popes in Rome, telling 

them that he was a faithful Christian, and was acquainted with all kinds of 
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unknown beasts, such as: men with horns on their foreheads and three eyes, 

women who fought while mounted on horses, men that lived 200 years, 

unicorns, etc. 

This legend, like many others, can be interpreted, though not without difficulty. 

Indeed, early scholars who investigated the subject proved that this legend has 

an historical nucleus, and it is possible to distinguish between fiction and history. 

However, to make the whole story clear will not be easy, and this paper aims to 

advance, only partly, the discussion of this historical legend.1 

The story of Prester John is known today from almost 100 manuscripts, written 

in several languages, including Hebrew, which are scattered throughout the 

libraries of Europe. Since there is no possibility or room to deal with all the 

details of this story, or all its versions, the discussion below will be based only 

on the Hebrew letters of Prester John as they were edited a few years ago.2 

It is believed that the historical nucleus of the story is rooted in the coming of 

one 'John, the Patriarch of the Indians', who came to Rome in the pontificate of 

Calixtus II in 1122. From the middle of the 12th century onward it was accepted 

in Europe that Prester John, king and priest, was a ruler over territories in the 

East, though the area of his reign was not precisely defined. It is not an easy 

task to separate fiction and history in this legend, and therefore three subjects 

only will be discussed here: the geographical location of Prester John, the 

relationship between his letters and the Romance of Alexander, and the origin 

of the circulation of his Hebrew letters in Europe. 

I. Where Prester John Resided: India or Ethiopia 
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The former editors of the letters of Prester John, E. Ullendorff and C. F. 

Beckingham still wonder where Prester John lived. On page 10 they write: 

The Hebrew letters give no indication of identifying Prester John with the ruler of 

Ethiopia. 

Though it is true that Ethiopia is not mentioned in the letters, it will be seen later 

that this statement is misleading. The editors for their part are consistent: in pp. 

32-33 they present a Latin text with its Hebrew translation (and an English text 

where the Latin is missing) as follows: 

Praete janni invenitur ascendendo in Kalicut in arida... and this is true proof and 

well-known knowledge about the Jews who are found there near Prester John... 

The editors make this comment on the text: 

If this refers to India, see W. J. Fischel article COCHIN in Encycl. Jud. ...If it 

relates to Abyssinia, the reference may well be to the Falashas. 

This indecisive statement seems to be both the result of the learned scholars' 

long interest in Ethiopia, and the background of the legend that placed Prester 

John either in Africa or more specifically in Ethiopia. However, reading the 

Hebrew letters of Prester John shows that this assumption concerning the 

vague location of Prester John cannot, regretfully, be taken seriously. Evidence 

emerging clearly from the text will immediately show that Prester John 

lived in India, or to be more precise, in Malabar (southern India). 

Connecting Prester John with India is inevitable from the Hebrew text on the 

one hand, while data from the legend will support the Indian origin on the other. 
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 First of all, India is mentioned several times in these letters (pp. 41, 89, 

107, 119, and more).  

 Second, Kalicut which was one of the most important port-cities in 

Malabar in southern India (the place where Vasco da Gama was sent), is 

mentioned in one of the letters. 

 Third, these facts would definitely suffice but further evidence appears in 

the form of statement:  

“and in the large India is buried the body of St. Thomas the Apostle”.3 

That is, the author knew that St. Thomas was buried in India, a belief 

held by the Christians of southern India.4 Not only that, but the author of 

the letters knew (p. 133) about 'St. Thomas holiday', that is, apparently, 

St. Thomas memorial day held by the same Christians on July 3rd.5 

 Fourth, the author of the letters mentioned that pepper grew in his land 

(pp. 55, 91, 131), vegetation typical to Malabar in southern India, and 

not to Ethiopia.6  

 Fifth, there are some stories in the letters concerning warriors riding 

elephants (pp. 71, 101, 123). It is well known that unlike the African 

elephant only the Asian elephant could be trained. That is to say that 

the letters include information about India (with which the West is more 

familiar than it is with Burma or Siam where trained elephants live as 

well), and has nothing to do with Ethiopia.7 

Hence, after studying all the features independently and then together it is 

inevitable to reach the unquestionable conclusion that Prester John hailed from 

India. That is: the letters of Prester John tell a story about India, not Ethiopia, 
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and it is unfortunate that legendary medieval opinions have survived and can 

still be found in modern scholarship. 

It will not be out of place here to stress that the confusion between India and 

Ethiopia is ancient, and was generated by the two countries' geographic location 

which is beyond Egypt and the Red Sea, so totally remote from Europe.8 This 

naive European confusion of two different countries (so far from each other), 

was enhanced by traders from eastern Africa (Somali and Ethiopia), who sold 

goods without revealing that they were middlemen only. For example, in Ancient 

Rome many thought that cinnamon was imported from eastern Africa, though it 

actually came from India.9 

Apparently, this confusion persisted as a result of the fact that both in India and 

Ethiopia, 'eastern' Christians lived in their own kingdom, surrounded by pagans. 

And, if this is not enough to confuse any medieval man whose geographical 

knowledge was limited anyhow, there is another fact that adds to the confusion: 

the letters of Prester John tell about black priests. For example: '...about the 

Jews... as we have heard all the time from the black priests who have come and 

are coming daily' (p. 33). Any layman might associate these black priests with 

Africa, without knowing that a major part of the population in southern India is 

black. Since Christians lived there, it would not be unreasonable to assume that 

black priests lived there as well (it should be kept in mind that the Jewish 

community in Cochin, on the coast of Malabar, was divided into 'white' and 

'black' Jews).10 Here are a few reasons why Prester John was searched for in 

Africa, though, as is claimed above, a careful reading of the text reveals that the 

search should have been made in India, not Africa (which even in medieval 

Europe could have been known). 
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However, in the Middle Ages it was not known where Prester John lived, and 

adventurers went looking for him. 

 In the 13th century Marco Polo identified Prester John with the Khan of 

the Kereit, a tribe in Mongolia which was then Nestorian Christian. 

Others continued searching for him in China. 

  In the 15th century the Portugese looked for Prester John all over Africa, 

when others were sure that the legendary king was living in Ethiopia. In 

the middle of the 16th century the King of Ethiopia was nicknamed 

'Prester John' by the Europeans, and it should be noted that the 

description of the search for Prester John reads like a detective story.11  

 Apparently, in the 17th century, after the Europeans had learned that 

there was no one by the name of Presterr John living in Ethiopia, the 

story was abandoned and considered a legend until the beginning of 

historical research in the 19th century. 

Whatever the facts were, it is important to stress that according to the Hebrew 

letters of Prester John, there is no doubt that he lived in India. If it was not 

known until then, probably because experts in the subject concentrated on 

retracing the medieval search for Prester John, thus disregarding the 

geographical facts appearing in the letters, and failing to analyze the Hebrew 

letters with the necessary care. 

II. The Romance of Alexander and Prester John 

One of the sub-subjects in the study of the letters of Prester John is their 

relationships with the Romance of Alexander, the story of Alexander the 

Great.12 The story of the adventures and conquests of Alexander the Great was 

well known in Hellenistic times, and it is important to mention here that the story 
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had several Hebrew 'adaptations' and translations that were widespread among 

Medieval Jews. However, the point is that this story and the letters of Prester 

John have several motifs in common, and this resemblance that reflects some 

kind of relationship, though partial, needs to be dealt with. 

Both stories originated not in Hebrew, but were translated into Hebrew by Jews 

in Medieval Europe. In both stories the hero is not a Jew, though he has 

contacts with Jews, so there is a 'Jewish' element in the story. Both stories are 

of the same genre, though not precisely the same, of wars and wonders in 

remote places, and few of the folkloristic motifs are identical. In both cases, part 

of the story takes place in India which was the wonderland of the Middle Ages 

(and Antiquity). Both stories are written mostly in the epistolary genre, letters to 

one person or another (actually: to the reader). What is more relevant, however, 

is that the author of the letters of Prester John knew the 'history' of Alexander 

the Great, in one version or another, and he drew attention to this familiarity by 

stating explicitly (pp. 56-57): 'as Alexander did when he fought with the fortress 

Incanodo'. 

 Here are a few parallels between both stories (page number in the columns): 

 The Romance of Alex. Prester John 

fighting with elephants 
cannibals 
amazons 
rivers that flow from Eden 
people that Alex. sealed in the mountains 
pygmies 
fountain of life/youth 
men without heads (head in the chest) 

80 
77 
84-85, 127 
57, 89 
77 
141-142 
156 
119 

101 
125 
82 
55, 92, 104 
125 
127 
93 
67 
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These parallels need to be studied, discussing the literature motif, analyzing 

more parallels, and so on. However, the fact that the author of the letters of 

Prester John knew the Romance of Alexander stories that originated in Antiquity, 

shows the dependence of the later story on the early one, and enhances the 

conclusion reached above concerning the geographical site of Prester John - 

India, and not Ethiopia.13 

This is not the place to discuss all the parallels between the stories, nor is there 

room to discuss the relationships between both stories and the story of Eldad 

haDani. Hence, the European origin of the letters of Prester John will hereafter 

be discussed. 

III. The geographical origin of the letters of Prester John 

Compared with the confusion about India and Ethiopia, it seems that tracing the 

geographical origin of the letters of Prester John will be much easier since most 

sources hint that the letters were composed in Italy. 

It was S. Krauss who claimed that several Hebrew words in these letters reflect 

Italian, as is easily seen.14 To this linguistic conclusion one should add the fact 

that historically, Italian Jews were mostly familiar with the letters as is seen in 

several letters written by Italian Jewish sages writing from the Land of Israel, 

letters that show some knowledge of Prester John (Pietro Juan, Priesti Juani).15 

It is evident in the book of Yosipon, a book that was written in 10th century 

Italy,16 that Italian Jews were acquainted with the Romance of Alexander which 

influenced the letters of Prester John, as stated above. Besides, it seems that 

the interest the author(s) found in letters sent to different Popes reflects his 

geographical proximity to Rome. Needless to say that from these facts no 
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definite conclusion can be drawn, though they all strengthen the Italian origin of 

the letters. However, there are two pieces of evidence that tie Italy with Prester 

John's kingdom in India. 

In a book written in 16th century Italy, Masoret haMasoret, by R. Eliahu Levita, 

this story is written: 

Now, when I was in Rome, I saw three Chaldeans, who arrived from the country 

of Prester John, having been sent for by Pope Leo X. They were masters of the 

Syriac language and literature, though their vernacular language was Arabic. 

The special language, however, wherin the books were written, as well as that 

of the gospels of the Christians which they brought with them was Syriac, which 

is also called Aramean, Babylonian, Assyrian... Pope Leo X. had sent for them, 

in order to correct by their Codices his exemplar of his New Testament, which 

was written in Latin. ...Now I saw them reading this (Syriac) Psalter without 

points, and asked them, Have you points, or any signs to indicate the vowels? 

and they answered me: "No! but we have been conversant with that language 

from our youth till now, and therefore, know how to read without points.17 

Here is a direct contact of a Jew of Rome with people (that is: priests), from the 

country of Prester John in the pontificate of Pope Leo X (1513- 21). Though the 

precise location of these people is not mentioned, it is clear that Eliahu Levita 

wrote of Nestorians, that is Christians that lived in northern Syria, southern Iraq 

and India. There is evidence that in the 18th century a rich Jew from Cochin 

financed bringing a Nestorian patriarch from Iraq to Malabar, India,18 and it is 

assumed that there were strong relationships between Christians in Iraq and 

India even centuries earlier. That is to say that an Italian Jew identified the 

location of Prester John with a place where Christians read the New Testament 

in Aramaic, that is Syriac. This does not specifically indicate that India was the 
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location of the legend, though Christians there used to read Syriac but it is 

needless to say that Ethiopia is not under consideration here. 

Another example of evidence that connects Prester John in India to Italy is seen 

in the famous Hebrew book Igeret Orhot Olam, written by Abraham Farissol 

(1452-1528) a few years before his death: 

In the library I found in chapter 58 of the second part of the book (F. 

Montalboddo, Paesi Novamente Retrovati) E Novo Mondo (etc., Milano 1508) 

that from Lisbon the capital of Portugal to Kalicut in Asia, the beginning of India 

there are 3800 parasangs... and in that chapter it is explicit that Praeti Jiani 

(=Prester John) is beyond Kalicut in the land far from the sea. And this is 

real evidence and famous knowledge concerning the Jews that dwell there near 

Praeti Jiani as we have already heard all our lives from black brothers that come 

every day and tell in clarity the presence of many Jews with them. Of these 

brothers there are in Rome a sect of some thirty of them dwelling in a new stage 

(monastery) established for them.19 

That is, in the 16th century a learned Rabbi from Ferrara identified the place of 

Prester John in the vicinity of Kalicut (Malabar, India), with the help of an Italian 

book.20 Whatever were Farissol's ideas concerning identification of the Jews 

under Prester John with the lost ten tribes, he was right in his conclusion that in 

the Kalicut area there were Jews, those who are known today as the Jews of 

Cochin. 

All this means that the Hebrew letters of Prester John on the wonders of India, 

and the Jews peacefully living there, originated among Jews in Italy. On the one 

hand, these letters continued legendary traditions about India, while on the 
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other hand they were the first to tell the story of the Jews in India (supposedly 

of the lost ten tribes). 

Conclusion 

Obviously, in the above discussion there is no definitive solution to all the 

problems raised in the letters of Prester John. More assignments await the 

scholar, which will entail such a detailed comparison between the different 

versions of the letters, especially between the different languages involved, 

identifying more historical events in the letters (such as wars), and finding more 

parameters separating fiction from history in the letters. In any event, the 

kingdom of Prester John should be identified with India, and if this identification 

has been vague until now, it seems that connecting the letters to the Romance 

of Alexander together with other Indian issues cancels all probability of finding 

Prester John in Africa. It is really high time to find out how the confusion 

between India and Africa as the land of Prester John came into being. 

The letters of Prester John were translated into Hebrew and spread in Italy, 

letters that dealt with the connection between certain Popes and Christians in 

India, Christians who were well-acquainted with Jews who unlike their 

contemporaries in Europe were not persecuted. Not only was India considered 

as a wonderland in that era, with exotic unknown animals, black Christians and 

other miracles, but even Jews lived there. They were later to be known as the 

Jews of Cochin, and who is the man who would not like to visit that wonderland 

of a king and a priest, Prester John in India? 
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MAR JOHN AND THE LEGEND OF PRESTER JOHN 

“It is reported that in the year 1122, a stranger from the East arrived in Rome to 

see Pope Calixtus II. He presented himself as  "John, Patriarch of the Indians" 
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and  an archbishop of the St.Thomas Christians of South India founded by the 

Apostle Thomas”.  That was our stating point. 

 Looking at the history of Thomas Christianity in Malabar Coast we notice 

immediately that there indeed was a Mar Johannan who was Metropolitan of the 

Church of Malabar . 

In the time line of the Malankara Churches we see this: 

1122: Mar John III, Metropolitan designated Patriarch of India, with his 

suffragens went to Constantinople, and thence to Rome, telling of miracles 

associated with St. Thomas that occurred in the land of India. 

 

Catholic history mentions the following 

 

“In the tenth century, it seems there was no bishop for a long  time. As a result 

of the continued request of the Kerala  Nazaranees, the Metropolitan of 

Mesopotamia sent a bishop named  Mar John in 988, another Mar John in A.D 

1000,: and Mar Thomas in  

1056. Antioch claims to have had jurisdiction over Kerala during  the eleventh 

and early twelfth centuries. The Greek Patriarch of  Antioch is said to have sent 

a Catholicos to the Melkites and  another to Bagdad, the latter of whom sent 

bishops to India.  
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In 1122, Mar John III, Metropolitan designated Patriarch of India,  with his 

suffragens went to Constantinople, and thence to Rome,  and received the 

pallium from Pope Callixtus II. He also narrated  to the Pope and the Cardinals 

the miracles that were wrought at  the tomb of St. Thomas at Mylapore.[  Raulin, 

F., Historia Ecclesiae Malabaricae cum Synod Diamperitana, Rome] ”  

The Kerala Church, Antony Nirappel, Changanacherry Kerala, India 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/homelibr/kerala.txt 

Except for that we do not have much about this John.  It was the normal 

tradition of the Malabar Christians to have their Arch Deacons to hold the 

position of the King or Ruler of the villageChristians were practically ruling the 

Southern India until as late as the eigth century AD. . The Udayamperor Church 

was built during the time of Mor Abor and Prodh but it is also believed that the 

Raja of Villarvattom was instrumental in getting it construct. By this period, the 

great Empire of the Chera Kingdom came to ruins and an immense number of 

small independent Kingdoms came into existence. Their extents were limited. 

Thus the areas where Christians were in prominence established themselves 

into Kingdoms.  

During the above period of early 12th century the only Christian Kingdom that 

remained in power was the Villar Vattom.  The origin of the Villar Vattom 

kingdom could be traced back to AD 510 when  Mor Abor and Prodh came to 

India when the Christian Gnostic threated to separate from the Thomas 

Christians to form the Hinduism.  Villar Vattom was instrumental in building the 

Udayamperor Church.  

The Villarvattom Estate was a vassal of the Chera kings by 1100 AD and 

extended from the coastal islands of Chennamangalam, Maliankara and others 
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to the north of and south of Udayamperoor. The capital of this kingdom was at 

Mahadevarpattanam in the island of Chennamangalam and later it was shifted 

to Udayamperoor when the Arab invaders attacked the island.   

Christians were traditionally good statesmen and warriors. Though there might 

have been several such centers of strong hold of Christians in Kerala, one 

particular Villarvattom Kingdom is mentioned often. This Kingdom Villarvattom 

Pana extended from the coastal islands of Chennamangalam, Maliankara and 

others to the north of and south of Udayamperoor. The capital of this kingdom 

was at mahadevarpattanam in the island of Chennamangalam and later it was 

shifted to Udayamperoor when the Arab invaders attached the island. The 

Udayamperror Church, which stands even today was built by Raja of 

Villarvottam in A.D 510. There are several inscriptions in this church that 

supports this including the mention of one Raja Thomas who ruled in AD 900. 

Pope John XXII in his letter sent with Friar Jordan address himself to the 

successor of Raja Thomas in A.D 1330 Later Pope Eugene IV addresses to 

Raja Thomas in A.D 1439. Pope Eugene in 1439 to send envoys to this king 

with a letter with the greeting:   

”To my most beloved son in Christ, Thomas, the Illustrious Emperor of the 

Indians, Health and the Apostolic benediction. There often has reached us a 

constant rumour that Your Serenity and also all who are the subjects of your 

Kingdom are true Christians” 

The envoys bearing this letter did not reach India, though. The papal record 

mentions "that there is a Kingdom twenty days journey from Cathay, of which 

the king and all the inhabitants are Christians, but heretics, being said to be 

Nestorians." "Historia de Variatate Fortunae, liv. IV, Poggi Bracciolini , Secretary 
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to Pope Eugenius IV.  Though there are several traditions in this regards, no 

details or documentation apart from scattered references and archaeological 

artifacts. 

It is believed that at the death of the last king without issue, the kingdom lapsed 

to the Cochin royal family.  

 It is generally assumed that most of Kerala was ruled by various Christian 

Kings from that time until the eighth century.  It is quite possible that Mar John 

might have talked about this while he was in Rome which led to the Prestor 

John stories as we have seen.  But there is more to this as we will see. 

No doubt that it was Mar John’s visit to Rome that catapulted the Prestor John 

myth which escalated till the fifteeth century.  It was the stories that John told 

about Malabar Thomas Christians that are to be looked into.  We need to look 

back into the era to see the history behind this myth.   

  

 

It is certain that Mar John told them about the myth of Mahabali and the 

celebration of the memory as Onam.  Did he present it as a Christian Kingdom?  

In the recent study on the Dravids, undertaken in the University Madras, this 
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Early Christian Kingdom did extent far beyond the South India.  For a study of 

the emergence of Hinduism as we know today from the Thomas Christianity I 

urge you to read my study “Emergence of Hinduism from Christianity” 

The fact is that there is a similar myth of a King who ruled all the three Indias as 

a veritable Kingdom of God which is still remembered and celebrated in Kerala 

as Onam  He was known as Mahabali (The Great Sacrifice).  Was he a 

Christian King?  Is there any evidence for such a Kingdon in the South India? 

Does history support such a hypothesis? How did this kingdom disappear all of 

a sudden?  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

KALABHRA INTERREGNUM  

THE DARK AGES OF SOUTH INDIA  

OR 

IS IT THE GLORIOUS AGE? 

 

There is something strange about the History of South India, especially of 

Kerala.  Whereas we have unbroken history of the reigns of Kings elsewhere in 

India, the history of South India is blank from the coming of St. Thomas until 

around fifth century for most South Indian states (Chola and Pandya States) 

and until around eighth century in Kerala.   .   
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Kalabhra Interregnum 

The people who controlled South India during this period is referred to as 

Kalabhas.  But nothing of their origin, character, religion or social structure is 

known. One even wonders whether these were intentionally destroyed.   

Blotting out names and history was an age-old method practiced in ancient 

cultures.    Historians affirm that  this is exactly what happened in the case of 

South India as a whole until the fifth century. In Kerala this period extended until 

the eighth century.  

Kalabhras were the South Indian dynasty who between the third and the 6th 

century C.E. ruled over entire Tamil country, displacing the ancient Chola, 

Pandya and Chera dynasties. Information about their origin and details about 

their reign is scarce. They did not leave any artifacts or monuments. The only 

source of information on them is the scattered mentions in Buddhist and Jain 

literature. Some coins and archealogical evidence have recently appeared. 

They were displaced around the 7th century by the revival of Pallava and 

Pandya power. .  

Most historians think that there was a group of Buddhist or Jain marauders who 

were anti-Brahminic anti-ritualistic who forcefully occupied the land during this 

period and whose identity is not known. These people are called Kalabhras.  

Thus we have the Wikipedia statement: 

”Historians speculate that these people followed Buddhist or Jain faiths and 

were antagonistic towards the Hindu and Brahminical religions adhered by the 

majority of inhabitants of the Tamil region during the early centuries C.E. As a 

result Hindu scholars and authors who followed their decline in the 7th and 8th 

century C.E. may have expunged any mention of them in their texts and 
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generally tended to paint their rule in a negative light. It is perhaps due to this 

reason, the period of their rule is known as a ‘Dark Age’ – an “interregnum”.    

 

 

 

 

It is referred to as Kalabhra interregnum- the Dark Ages of Kalabhra Period.  It 

is called a dark age, not because it was anything evil or dark,  but because of 

the lack of information about the period.  It is as though somebody took a 

marker and covered these pages with black ink. It is an age that has been 

blacked out by some body because they did not like the Kalabrahs and their 

ways.  However identification of who this Kalabhra has remained a problem.   
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There had been a number of attempts to identify the Kalabhras based on the 

etymology of the word. 

Some attempts in Identification Kalabhras  

The identification of the Kalabhras is difficult. They have been identified with the 

line of Muttaraiyar of Kondubalur (eighth to eleventh century C.E.). Others 

regard them as Karnatas on the strength of a reference in Tamil literature to the 

rule of a Karnata king over Madurai. A third view is that the Kalabhras were 

Kalappalar, belonging to Vellala community and referred to in Tamil literature 

and inscriptions. But the most satisfactory theory identifies the Kalabhras with 

the Kalavar, and the chieftains of this tribe mentioned in Sangam literature are 

Tiraiyan of Pavattiri and Pulli of Vengadam or Tirupati. The latter is described as 

the cattle lifting robber chief of the frontier. The Kalavar must have been 

dislodged from their habitat near Tirupati by political events of the third century 

A.D., viz. the fall of the Satavahanas and the rise of Pallavas, resulting in 

political confusion in Tondaimandalam. 

While there is no doubt that Buddhism and Jainism (coexisting with Vedism and 

local religions) existed in Kerala since second century BC (at the least); why 

should there be a sudden change in their attitude in the first century AD that 

they are considered heretical during that period (heretical to what? Were they 

not heretical before?) cannot be explained .  The very basis of Buddhism and 

Jainism are extreme non-violence and respect for life.  (This is the principle of 

Ahimsa – they are not allowed even to kill an insect) and no where in India they 

have ever attacked another religion or kingdom.  In fact Asoka became a 

Buddhist on seeing the bloodshed he has caused in war.  So Jain or Buddhist 

groups could not really be the Kalabhras. 
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Kalabhra Interregnum  

(The Dark Ages)  

was the result of an attempt to obliterate  

the Christian Period of Caelobothras. 

 

So we have to look elsewhere for the real “Kalabhras”.  It may be legitimately 

assumed that it came out of the epithets  "Cerobothras' of the Periplus. Pliny 

the Roman historian of the first century calls them as Caelobothras. These may 

be the foreigner’s effort to pronouce what Asoka named as  "Keralaputra" 

referring to the Sons of Kerala. All other given explanations are clearly forced.   

According to the Periplus, numerous Greek seamen managed an intense trade 

with Muziris: 

“Then come Naura (Kannur) and Tyndis, the first markets of Damirica or 

Limyrike, and then Muziris and Nelcynda, which are now of leading importance. 

Tyndis is of theKingdom of Cerobothra; it is a village in plain sight by the sea. 

Muziris, of the same kingdom, abounds in ships sent there with cargoes from 

Arabia, and by the Greeks; it is located on a river (River Periyar), distant from 

Tyndis by river and sea five hundred stadia, and up the river from the shore 

twenty stadia. Nelcynda is distant from Muziris by river and sea about five 

hundred stadia, and is of another Kingdom, the Pandian. This place also is 

situated on a river, about one hundred and twenty stadia from the sea...." 

—The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, 53-54 
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The king of Muziris, at the date of publication, was Caelobothras. 

Pliny the Elder (c. 23- 77 CE) gives a description of voyages to India in the 1st 

century CE. He refers to many Indian ports in his work The Natural History. 

“To those who are bound for India, Ocelis (On the Red Sea) is the best place for 

embarkation. If the wind, called Hippalus (Southwest Monsoon), happens to be 

blowing it is possible to arrive in forty days at the nearest market in India, 

"Muziris" by name. This, however, is not a very desirable place for 

disembarkation, on account of the pirates which frequent its vicinity, where they 

occupy a place called Nitrias; nor, in fact, is it very rich in articles of 

merchandise. Besides, the road stead for shipping is a considerable distance 

from the shore, and the cargoes have to be conveyed in boats, either for loading 

or discharging. At the moment that I am writing these pages, the name of the 

king of this place is Caelobothras (Keralaputras). Another port, and a much 

more convenient one, is that which lies in the territory of the people called 

Neacyndi, Barace by name. Here king Pandion (Pandya) used to reign, dwelling 

at a considerable distance from the market in the interior, at a city known as 

Modiera (Madurai). The district from which pepper is carried down to Barace in 

boats hollowed out of a single tree is known as Cottonara (Kuttanadu).” 

Pliny: Natural History 6.96-111. (On India) 

 “The Muthuraja of Tamilnadu, the Mudiraja of Karnataka and Mudiraj of Andhra 

Pradesh are one and the same people having the same blood and professional 

background. 

Mudiraj people are believed to be the descendants of kalabhra kings of South 

India who invaded South Indian Peninsula and uprooted the kingdoms ruled by 

Adhirajas (Great Kings) of Chola, Chera and Pandya dynasties. The kalabhra 
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kings who played a great havoc in South Indian Penensula by snacthing away 

the kingdoms of the then ADHIRAJAS declared them as the real GREAT 

KINGS (MUDIRAJAS).   

Christians in Kerala are still known as MAHAPILLAI (Sons of the Kings) 

 

MUNDA LEGEND 

“The Cheras of the Chotanagpur region, the ancestors of Keralites, had a great 

king called Bali who governed the Dinajpur area; he was an asur, who did not 

worship Vishnu, the Aryan God. He continued to worship the native Munda god, 

Lord Shiva. After being defeated by the Vaishnavites the Mundas were forced to 

settle down in Kerala.  The Mahabali-story of the Keralites, in the Munda-Chera 

tradition, indicates the triumph of the Vaishnavite brand of Aryans over the 

Shiva-worshipping Munda-Cheras.  Bali/Balia is a common personal name 

among the Mundas.” 

“In Tamil Sangam-work, Puram,  Maveli appears as the Vellala chief of 

Milalaikurram. There are documentary evidence that there was a Christian 

Church among them.” Dr. Zacharias Thundy, Northern Michigan University 

Thus we see the Bali kingdom   covered most of the South India. 

Speculation of the Indian historians always left out the impact of St.Thomas and 

his ministry.    A similar willful neglect on this historical reality is also seen in 

every modern Hindu History.  All Hindu historians agree that for some reason  

Vedic gods got extinct and new gods of Hinduism came in during the first 
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century AD.  But there is no reason given!. A sudden change for no reason?  

They also agree that St.Thomas came to India and had his ministry from North 

India to South India.  But they refuse to see the connection.  There is an 

intentional blacking out or ignoring of the Christian presence and influence 

anywhere in India.  This is really the basic Kalabhra Interregnum.  What I am 

suggesting is that the period referred here as “Black Age” is the epithet given to 

the Christendom in South India by the later Gnostic Brahminic historians.  It was 

simply a period which they did not want to remember. 

Christianity was indeed the religion that supplanted Vedism. But this was soon 

followed by intense conflict between Christians of Thomas and the Gnostic 

heresies which came from Syria (Aryan – Persian) by the second century AD.  

Mani came to India and China taking the Silk route and hence his ministry  was 

concentrated initially in the North India.  In the North India this conflict easily 

resulted in the destruction of Christian churches soon after the fall of Taxila 

kingdom.  Most Christian Churches went underground as a result of persecution 

and others fled to Syria where the Syrian churches gave them refuge.  In the 

South India the story was different. All the three regions of Dravidia – the Chola, 

Chera and Pandya were ruled by Christians –in the Indian myth - by an Asura 

King called Maha Bali. It is this period when Maha Bali ruled that came to be the 

Dark Ages of  South India  which will explain all known facts. All information on 

this period was wilfully destroyed by the new religious leaders of India.  We will 

be able to identify them from history that followed this period. 

Considering the history of  South India, it appears that Kalabhras can  be 

identified with the Mahabali’s Christian Kingdom, Caelobothras, which covered 

the three worlds   – Chola, Chera and Pandya at the first century.  We will take 

up this story in the next chapter. 
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>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 

The names of the early Chera kings who ruled from Karur, have been 

found in the rock inscriptions in Aaru Nattar  

 Epigraphical, numismatic, archaeological and literary evidence have proved 

beyond doubt that Karur was the capital of early Chera kings of Sangam age. It 

was called Karuvoor or Vanji during Sangam days. 

Rulers 

Karur was ruled by different Chera kings. Kongu Cheras (capital:Karur (Vanji), 
ruling nearly the whole of old Kongu - Cheran kootam 
 

 
Kongu Chera Coins 

 
Vanavaramban [430-350 BC]. 
Kuttuvan Uthiyan Cheralathan [350-328 BC] ruled for 22 years. 
Imayavaramban Neduncheralathan [328-270 BC] ruled for 58 years. 
Palyaanai Chelkezhu Kuttuvan [270-245 BC] ruled for 25 years. 
Kalangaikanni narmudicheral [245-220 BC] ruled for 25 years. 
Perumcheralathan [220-200 BC] ruled for 20 years. 
Kudakko Neduncheralathan [200-180 BC] ruled for 20 years. 
Kadal Pirakottiya Velkezhu kuttuvan [180-125 BC] ruled 55 years. 
Adukotpattuch Cheralathan [125-87 BC] ruled 38 years. 
Selvak kadungo Vazhiyathan [87-62 BC] ruled 25 years. 
Yanaikatchei Mantharanj Cheral Irumborai [62-42 BC] ruled 20 years. 
Thagadoor Erintha Perum Cheral Irumborai [42-25 BC] ruled 17 years (unification of Upper and 
lower Kongu). 
Ilancheral Irumborai [25-19 BC] ruled 16 years. 
Karuvur Eriya Koperumcheral Irumborai [9-1 BC]. 
Vanji Mutrathu tunjiya Anthuvancheral [BC 20 – 10 AD]. 
Kanaikal Irumborai [20-30 AD]. 
Palai Padiya Perum kadungko [1-30 AD]. 
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Kokothai Marban [30 –60 AD]. 
Cheran Chenguttuvan [60-140 AD]. 
Kottambalathu tunjiya Maakothai [140-150 AD]. 
Cheraman mudangi kidantha Nedumcheralathan [150-160 AD]. 
Cheraman Kanaikkal Irumborai [160-180 AD]. 
Cheraman Ilamkuttuvan [180-200 AD]. 
Thambi Kuttuvan [200-220 AD]. 
Poorikko [220-250 AD]. 
Cheraman Kuttuvan Kothai [250-270 AD]. 
Cheraman Vanjan [270-300 AD]. 
Mantharanj Cheral [330-380 AD] found in Allahabad inscriptions of Samudragupta. 

 
KALABHRA INTER REGNUM starts 

 

 

South India in AD 300 
Pandiya mean old country. 

Chera means hill country and  
Chola means new country,  
in Sangam Tamil lexicon. 
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The Kulasekhara Dynasty 
using palace sources and  

published by the Royal historian, M. Rajaraja Varma Raja, in “Some Travancore 
Dynastic Records” 1928-1931. 

Kuttuvan Uthiyan Cheralathan [500-328 BC] ruled for 22 years. 
Imayavaramban Neduncheralathan [328-270 BC] ruled for 58 years. 
Palyaanai Chelkezhu Kuttuvan [270-245 BC] ruled for 25 years. 
Kalangaikanni narmudicheral [245-220 BC] ruled for 25 years. 
Perumcheralathan [220-200 BC] ruled for 20 years. 
Kudakko Neduncheralathan [200-180 BC] ruled for 20 years. 
Kadal Pirakottiya Velkezhu kuttuvan [180-125 BC] ruled 55 years. 
Adukotpattuch Cheralathan [125-87 BC] ruled 38 years. 
Selvak kadungo Vazhiyathan [87-62 BC] ruled 25 years. 
Yanaikatchei Mantharanj Cheral Irumborai [62-42 BC] ruled 20 years. 
Thagadoor Erintha Perum Cheral Irumborai [42-25 BC] ruled 17 years (unification of 
Upper and lower Kongu). 
Ilancheral Irumborai [25-19 BC] ruled 16 years. 
Karuvur Eriya Koperumcheral Irumborai [9-1 BC]. 
Vanji Mutrathu tunjiya Anthuvancheral [BC 20 – 10 AD]. 

 
Kanaikal Irumborai [20-30 AD]. 
Palai Padiya Perum kadungko [1-30 AD]. 
Kokothai Marban [30 –60 AD]. 
Cheran Chenguttuvan [60-140 AD]. 
Kottambalathu tunjiya Maakothai [140-150 AD]. 
Cheraman mudangi kidantha Nedumcheralathan [150-160 AD]. 
Cheraman Kanaikkal Irumborai [160-180 AD]. 
Cheraman Ilamkuttuvan [180-200 AD]. 
Thambi Kuttuvan [200-220 AD]. 
Poorikko [220-250 AD]. 
Cheraman Kuttuvan Kothai [250-270 AD]. 
Cheraman Vanjan [270-300 AD]. 
Mantharanj Cheral [330-380 AD] found in Allahabad inscriptions of 
Samudragupta. 

KALABHRA INTER REGNUM starts 

from 380 - to 800 AD the history is blanked out  with regard to rulers 
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When the curtain raises again in 800 A.D.  
The Second Chera empire starts 

  

Venad chera coins 

Venad was one of the eighteen kingdoms of the ancient Cheran Empire. 

These Perumals were brought from outside Kerala into Kerala to rule the area 

by the victors who were Brahmins.  Keralolpathi document cites 25 Perumals 

and the last Perumal is said to have converted to Islam and went to Mecca and 

died there. 

“Following is the list of Cheraman Perumals who ruled Kerala during the 

Second Chera empire- 

1. Kulashekhara Varman (800- 820 A.D)- also called Kulashekhara Alwar. 

2. Rajashekhara Varman (820- 844 A.D)- also called Cheraman Perumal  
      (Nayanar) 

3. Sthanu ravi Varman (844- 885 A.D)- contemporary of Aditya Chola 

4. Rama Varma Kulashekhara (885- 917 A.D) 

5. Goda Ravi Varma (917- 944 A.D) 

6. Indu Kotha Varma (944- 962 A.D) 

7. Bhaskara Ravi Varman I (962- 1019 A.D) 

 

 

 

KALABHRAS AND THEIR RULE 
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The rare Kalabhra coin 

 

  

The Capital of Kalabhras were in Kaveri Pattanom where there was a very 

powerful Christian presence in the trading industry.  Kaveri Poo Patanam 

(Puhar) was a port city with heavy trade dominated by Christians until they were 

displaced to Quilon (Kollam) in Kerala under Vaishnavite persecution as 

mentioned in the palm leave document.  These people were so trusted that the 

foreign traders left their commodities for sale with them and returned many 

years later to collect their money 

A good look at the time line of  south Indian history will give lots of insight. The 

Time line goes like this:  
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 In Chola and Pandya regions of South India 

 The Kalabhras displaced the kingdoms of the early Cholas, Pandayas and 

Chera dynasties. Little is known about the Cheras between the two dynasties. 

Mostly, they were the allies of the powerful Pallavas, against the Pandyas and 

Ays. 

The Kalabhras were defeated around the 6th century with the revival of Pallava 

and Pandya power. A Pandya ruler, Maravarman Rajasimha I (c. 730 – 765 

AD), mentioned in a number of Pandya copper-plate inscriptions, was a 

prominent ruler during the early 8th century CE. He claims to have defeated a 

prominent Chera king. The name of the Chera king is not known, however from 

the details of the battles between the Pandya and the Chera, the Chera territory 

ceded seems to have included the entire Kerala and the Southern Pandya 

country from Kanyakumari to Thirunelveli, with capital at Karur. The Kalabhra 

dynasty ruled over entire Tamil country in South Indian between the 3rd and the 

6th century C.E.   These centuries are now termed by Brahmin historians as 

`dark age', not only because scanty information is available from Brahmanic 

sources but also because it was anti-Brahmanic age. They were abused by the 

Brahmins and their history was wiped out. But the Buddhist books still preserve 

their history.  

 

The Early Pallavas claimed to be Brahmins of  Bharadwaja gotra. They 

styled themselves as Brahma Kshatriyas.  They were Brahmins who 

took arms. 
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Even though history was blanked out, we still have the secular Tamil literature 

created in Tamil by the association of poets called Sangam.   They give some 

insight of the period as a golden era. 

Kalabhras, by invading the Tamil country, disturbed the prevailing order. The 

Velvikudi inscriptions of the third regnal year of Pandya king Nedunjadaiyan 

(c.765 - c. 815 C.E.) say that “Pandya king Mudukudumi Peruvaludi gave the 

village of Velvikudi as brahmadeya (gift to a Brahmins). It was enjoyed for a 

long time. Then a Kali king named Kalabhran took possession of the extensive 

earth, driving away numberless great kings. “ 

The period of Kalabhras was marked by the ascendancy of Buddhism, and 

Jainism. Because of this most historians consider them as either Buddhist or 

Jain.  But as I have mentioned earlier, these were non-violent religions and 

could not have taken up war as a means of power. Almost all historians so far 

seems to have mostly overlooked the possibility of them being followers of the 

Way.  These periods were not dark ages at all. There had been considerable 

literary activity in Tamil.  Most of the works grouped under the head,   'The 

Eighteen Minor works' (Padhinenkeezhkanakku) might have been written during 

this period  as also the Cilappadhikaram, Manimekalai and other works. Many of 

the authors were characterised as belonging to `heretical' sects .  Thus who 

ever Kalabhras were they were very tolerant to rational religious groups of the 

period and actively encouraged people to righteous and harmonius living.  This 

is exactly what is reflected in the Onam songs of Mahabali period and also in 

the letters of Prestor John. 
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'The Eighteen Minor works' (Padhinenkeezhkanakku) 
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Ilango Adigal (a Chera prince-turned-ascetic) the author of Silapathikaram 

Manimekalai describes the Disappearance of Kāveripattinam or Puhar. 

The poem relates that the town Kāveripattinam or Puhār was swallowed up by 

the sea (i.e. destroyed by a tsunami or flood) due to the Cholan King not holding 

the annual Indra festival and thereby causing the wrath of the sea goddess 

Manimekalai. This account is supported by archeological finds of submerged 

ruins off the coast of modern Poompuhar.Ancient ruins of a 4th-5th century 

Buddhist monastery, a Buddha statue, and a Buddhapada (footprint of the 

Buddha) were also found in another section of the ancient city, now at 

Pallavanesvaram.The town of Kāveripattinam is believed to have disappeared 

in between the 3d and the 6th century CE. 

The assumption that the Kalabras people of the Way (Christians) will explain the 

facts that 

 They were considered by the Vedic Brahmins as heretics. 

 Their coins depicted Subrahmaniyam and Ganapathy in the early stages. 

 They fought against Brahmin supremacy and were abused by Brahmin 

epigraphists after their rule ended.  

 They tolerated Buddhism and Jainism  

 They were themselves great warriors. 

 They were opposed to Caste system 

 They encouraged moral behaviour and high level of moral conduct. 

When it came out of the Kalabhra Interregnum period it was the Pallavas who 

were ruling the Pandya and the Chola Kingdoms.  We should be able to assume 

legitimately that the decimers of Kalabhras were indeed Pallavas.   
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Who were the Pallavas? 

Pallavas are originaly connected to the Pahlavas of Iran.  This  Pahlava tribe of 

Indo-Iranian descent migrated Southward and first settled in Krishna River 

valley. This region is called Pallavanadu even today. Pallavas later extended 

their territory and established their capital in Kancheepuram.  The Early 

Pallavas claimed to be Brahmins of Bharadwaja gotra.  They styled themselves 

as Brahma Kshatriyas ( Brahmins in Pursuit of arms). Later by the fifth century 

CE, the Pallavas were regarded as Kshatriyas. They were followers of the 

Brahmanical religion.   

 

Pallava coin 500 – 675 AD 
The earliest known coinage in lead issued by the Pallavas   dated between 3rd 

and 4th century AD. 

 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

"Theory of Parthian origin:  

The exponents of this theory supported the Parthian origin of the Pallavas. 

 According to this school, the Pallavas were a northern tribe of Parthian origin constituting a clan 

of the nomads having come to India from Persia. Unable to settle down in northern India they 

continued their movements southward until they reached Kanchipuram. The late Venkayya 

supported this view  and even attempted to determine the date of their migration to the South. A 

crown resembling an elephant's head was issued by the early Pallava kings and is referred to in 

the Vaikunthaperumal temple sculptures at the time of Nandivarman Pallavamalla's ascent to 

the throne. A similiar crown was in use by the early Bactrian kings in the 2nd century BC and 
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figures on the coins of Demetrius. It is presumed on this basis that there is some connection 

between the Pallavas of Kanchi and Bactrian kings. [ 5. Mysore Gazetteer, I. p.303-304; 6. ASR 

{Ann.Rep.ASI), 1906-1907, p.221 ]." (Minakshi 1977, p.4) 

As Venkayya notes, 

"The Pallavas of Kāñcīpuram must have come originally from Persia, though the interval of time 

which must have elapsed since they left Persia must be several centuries. As the Persians are 

generally known to  Indian poets under the name Pārasīka, the term Pahlava or Pallava must 

denote the Arsacidan Parthians, as stated by Professor Weber." (Venkayya 1907, p.219-220) 

 

 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< 

 

It is easy to see that the Kalabhras were actually defeated and displaced by the 

Pallavas of Syrian origin.  Though they were Brahmins they became a terrorist 

group to take over the Kalabhra Empire.    It was this dynasty who gave refuge 

to the Gnostics from Syria and were the architects of modern Vaishnavism.  

Pallavas are famed for their temples which are spread all over Tamil Nadu.  

“Bhakti and temple-building movements went hand in hand after the Kalabhra 

interregnum ended. There was a definite paradigm shift from Vedic yajnas to 

archa worship in temples and the Velvikkudi copperplates are eloquent witness 
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to the rejuvenation of the Vedic-Brahmanic religion in South India.” (The Hindu, 

Sunday, Dec 23, 2001 )  

However  Kerala survived the assault of gnosticism (North Indian Vaishnavites) 

for another three centuries.    

As a result the Kalabhra Interregnum extended till the eighth century in Kerala.  

It ended with the coming of Brahmins from outside India with Parasurama.  At 

the end of eighth century we see temples and idols appear all of a sudden in 

Kerala. 
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Thus soon after the Kalabhra interregnum we see an upsurge of Hinduism 

specifically of Vaishnavite tradition both in Tamil region and in Kerala.  Thus it is 

certain that the rewriting of history was done by these people to blot out the 

memory of the vast and powerful history of the Indian Christendom.  Apparently 

they succeeded. 

 “At the end of the eighth century A.D, South Indian kingdoms such as the 

Pallavas, the Chalukyas, the Rashtrakutas and the Pandyas succeeded in 

overthrowing the Kalabhras.” (http://www.indiasite.com/kerala/history.html)  

“The revival of Hinduism from its root during the Kalabhras spurred the 

construction of numerous temples and these in turn generated Saiva and 

Viashnava devotional literature.”   

 

The Shore Temple at Mamallapuram, built  by the Pallava King Rajasimha (c. 

700 - 728), is the earliest  temple in Southern India. Its three sanctuaries are 

dedicated to Vishnu and Shiva. 
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This is 7th grade History 

The Kalabhras had occupied the Tamil country from the middle of the Third 

century AD. to the end of the Sixth century A.D. Ve have very few sources to 

study the history of the Kalabhras. This is one of the reasons to call this period 

as Dark Age. The literary sources for this period include Tamil Navalar Charithai. 

Yapperunkalam and Periyapuranam. The Velvikkudi and Dalavaipuram copper 

plates also mention about the Kalabhras. The inscriptions at Thiruppugalur and 

Vaikunda Perumal temple in Kanchipuram also refer to the Kalabhra rule. 
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Origin 

There is no clear evidence about the origin of the Kalabhras. The popular belief 

was that the Kalabhras remained sunordinates to the Gangas and Kadambas of 

the Kannada region. Later,they might have migrated into the Tamil country 

Kalabhra rule: We have little information about the Kalabhra rule in theTamil 

country. The Tamil grammar Yapperunkalam refers to a Kalabhra king, namely 

Achutha Kalappalan. It appeared that heruled the Tamil country from Uraiyur . 

He had also patronised theTamil poets. A Buddhist scholar namely Buddhadatta 

lived in his kingdom. According to traditions, he imprisoned the Chera, Chola 

and Pandyan rulers. He had extended patronage to Buddhism and Buddhist 

monasteries. By the end of the Sixth century A.D. the Pandyan ruler Kadungon 

had liberated the southern part of the Tamil countryfrom the Kalabhras. By the 

same period, the Pallava king, Simhavishnu had captured Tondaimandalam and 

Cholamandalam from the Kalabhras. Thus, the Kalabhra rule inTamil country 

came to an end due to the ascendancy of the Pandyasand Pallavas. 

Society under the Kalabhras: 

We can find a lot of difference between the society and cultureof the Sangam 

Age and those of the Kalabhra rule. There was apolitical chaos during the 

Kalabhra rule. The secular outlook of the Sangam period gave way to the 

religious outlook of the Kalabhras. Both Buddhism and Jainism became 

dominant religions during the Kalabhra period. Particularly, the Jain monks had 

preached Jainism in the Tamil country. They were patronized by the Kalabhra 

rulers. At the same time, efforts were made to remove the evils from the society. 

The Tamil Siddhars like Thirumoolar had preached their philosophical ideas. 

Morals and ethics had beenpreached through education and literature. 

Education and Literature: 
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The Kalabhra rule in the Tamil country had witnessed thegrowth of education 

and literature. Sanskrit and Prakrit languageshad been introduced in the Tamil 

region. This had resulted in thedevelopment of a new script called 

Vattezhththu 

. The Tamilliterature had also taken new forms and the Tamil grammar hadalso 

undergone a few changes during this period. Many worksunder Pathinen 

Kilkanakku were composed during this period.Epics like 

Sivaka Chinthamani and Kundalakesi were written. 

Nigandus were also composed during the Kalabhra period.The Buddhist and 

Jain monks had contributed much to thegrowth of education. The Buddhist 

educational institutions were called Ghatikas. Scholars like Buddhadatta, 

Buddhaghosha and Bodhidharma lived during this period. The Jain Pallis had 

remained important educational centres during the Kalabhra rule.The Jain Palli 

(School) at Thirupathirippuliyur remained animportant educational centre during 

this period. Sarva Nandi and Vajra Nandi were the two great Jain scholars, who 

lived in thisperiod.During the end of the Kalabhra rule, the religion 

Saivism began to emerge as a great religion. Some of the Kalabhra rulershad 

embraced Saivism. However, it was only after the end of theKalabhra rule, the 

Bakthi-cult flourished in the Tamil countrythrough which both Saivism and 

Vaishnavism began to flourish 

So a very casual reading of history from whatever meager sources we have with 

us indicates that Kalabhra period was a glorious age with emphasis on moral 

standards and education.  Whatever their religious affiliation was, they were 

very tolerant to other religions.  But they were heavily opposed to caste system 

and Brahminic domination and exploitation.  Does it not indicate the rule of 

Maha Bali dynasties if we are to accept what the Onam festival declares?
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 MAHABALI  

 

You can deliberately obliterate all evidences, but  the collective memory of the 

community could not be suppressed.  They are handed down from generation to 

generation and still exist as myths and legends and festivals of Kerala.   
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>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 

The Politics of Rewriting History in India. 

K.N. PANIKKAR 

Although elements which constitute myth are not verifiable like historical facts, 

myths do represent reality even if symbolically and metaphorically. Myths are 

essentially illusory representations of phenomena and as such do not help 

discover the historicity of events and by the very nature of representation they 

tend to mask the reality. Yet, there are no myths in which reality is not 

embedded in some form, be they origin, explanatory or legitimatory myths. This 

integral connection between myth and history facilitates the transmutation of the 

latter into the former and through that change, the existing historical 

consciousness in society. 

http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl1801/18010730.htm 

The biggest festival of  Kerala is “Onam” which is associated with the myth of 

Vamana.   It tell the story of how Vishnu (the god of Vaishanavites) defeated the 

Asura King Mahabali (of Saivite tradition) and pushed him down to the lower 

most part of the World – Kerala. This.  I believe tells the root story of how the  

Chola and Pandya areas of the Christian Kingdom of Mahabali was ripped off 

and taken over by the Pallavas.. 

  

 

The Story Behind the Onam Festival 
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Youtube illustrations from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ruHt7uCWF4 

The story of King Mahabali is found in the Bhagavata Purana (also known as 

Srimad Bhagavatam), the most sacred Hindu text. According to it, long long ago 

there lived King Mahabali, a powerful demon who ruled the nether world 

(underworld, southernmost part of India) 

According to the Yoga Vasistha,  the realm beyond the universe, heaven, devas, 

and asuras, is ruled by the Mind and Spirit.  Bali was one who lived in this realm 

and being satisfied in himself,  taught the asuras to do so likewise. From then 

on, he became a devotee of one Supreme Being the creator of the cosmos.  

Both Saivites and Vaishnavites claim that Bali worshiped their God even though 

they were fighting each other.  It will only make sense if we consider that these 

were initially two denominations of the Thomas Christianity.  Inspite of Vishnu 

taking away the rulership of the three worlds from Bali and pushed him down 

and confined him to the lower worlds, he is still claimed to have been a Vaishnu 

devotee by strange twisted arguments. 
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 http://www.kala.org.uk/article_onam.html 

“Mrs. Gauri Menon tells a story...  

… of a prosperous and honest people ruled by a just king...  

… of conspiracy, deception and intrigue that brought down the ruler... 

…of the everlasting devotion of his erstwhile subjects to welcome him once a 

year. 

A story in which gods resort to desperate tactics to protect their power and 

privileges! 

Sravanotsavam or Onam celebrations coincide with the harvest season of the 

Malayalees.  There is a plentiful supply of paddy and bananas in abundance in 

every home or at least they should have.  The saying goes "Kandam Vittum 

Onam Unnanam" - it is the best time of rejoicing for the young and the old 

alike.  Why? For the simple reason that everyone is looking forward to the 

arrival of their great benevolent ruler King Mahabali.  The weather is pleasantly 

sunny.  Songs are sung in praise of the deported monarch, recollecting how 

during his reign there was happiness everywhere, agriculture flourished, none 

had any sickness, vices such as dishonesty and unfaithfulness were unheard 

of.  In short, it was real Utopia on earth!  The ruler most sympathetic and 

sacrificial in his nature - living just for the prosperity and welfare of his 

people.  Anyone in need could approach him and never returned empty 

handed.  Then how come such a great king was so mercilessly sent down to the 

Pathala Loka, literally kicked down and that too by none other than the great 
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protecting god - Vishnu himself?  At this point it would be interesting to trace the 

roots further down... whether you call it history or myth. 

Suras and Asuras are two sets of beings constantly at war.  Interestingly they 

are cousins!  The Devas or Suras being the sons of Adhithi, and hence known 

as Adhithiyas.  While the Asuras were born to Dithi, the sister of Adhithi, came 

to be known as Daithas - the children of Dithi.  There were times when they all 

were minding their own affairs and did not fight.  As a matter of fact, in times of 

need Suras would approach Asuras, their cousins, for help as in the case of 

churning of the Milk Ocean... that is another story.  During one such fight, the 

Devas were utterly defeated by the Asuras.  Headed by their defeated king 

Devendra, the Suras fled from Swarga Loka.  Mahabali the great Asura king 

became the mighty ruler of the three worlds - Bhoomi, Swarga and Pathala.   

 

The frustrated Devas had to do something.  They couldn't remain in recluse 

forever, being beaten was not the end of the world.  They approached the most 

benevolent god Siva.  But to Siva, Asuras are as dear as Devas and besides, 
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how could Siva ever dream of hurting that great devotee of his - the illustrious 

and incomparable Mahabali?  Devendra knew better.  He headed towards 

Vaikundha, the abode of Vishnu and he consented to help the Devas.  Did 

Vishnu have a softer corner for Devas?  

 

 Here one has to remember the part played by the Devamatha Adhithi.  As a 

mother she was deeply upset at Devendra and his followers.  Following the 

advice of her husband Kasyapa Prajapathi began doing penance to Vishnu, the 

God of protection and he finally appeared before her.  Adhithi had two 

wishes.  Firstly she longed to have Vishnu born as her son and secondly to 

restore the lost kingdom to Devendra and Devas by vanquishing the mighty 

Asura king Mahabali. 

It was the auspicious day in the first month of the year, Chingam, when the star 

was Sravana (Thiruvonam) and the thithi, Pournami (Full moon) when Vishnu 

took his fifth avathar of Vamana or Indranuja (being the younger brother of 
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Devendra) as the son of Adhithi.  Hymns were sung by Rishis and 

Devas.  Adhithi was fortunate to have a glimpse of the most radiant Vishnu-

roopa.  Quickly the figure of Vishnu transformed and there stood a young hermit 

Vamana, also known as Vadu- a real Brahmachari. 

Brihaspathi, the Deva guru presented him with Brahma Sutra, the sacred thread, 

while his father Kasyapa gave Vamana his deer skin.  Bhoomi Devi gave him 

Koupeena (a sort of tight underwear!), Brahma gave a kamandalu (bowl for 

carrying holy water) and Vanaspathi, a Chatra (an umbrella made of palm 

leaves). 

Being fully equipped as a young hermit Vamana appeared as a young hermit 

Vamana appeared by the side of the Yaga Sala of the great Mahabali.  Hearing 

about the most radiant Brahmachari, Mahabali rushed out to welcome him 

carrying Arghya and Padya (water for purifying face and feet). With folded 

hands Mahabali spoke to his honoured guest “O, Holy one, now I know that my 

Yaga is satisfactorily fulfilled, I am happy.  The prosperity of my subjects is 

assured.”  He requested the holy visitor to tell him all about himself and in 

particular the purpose of his visit.  “It is my honoured duty and joy to fulfil it, O, 

blessed sir, just tell me what you wish.”  With a serene smile Vamana bowed to 

Mahabali and said, “I am a lone hermit as you can see, wandering in search of a 

small plot of land where I could live and meditate.  Hearing about your 

generosity and greatness I have come to you.  Every where one hears only your 

praise, O, mighty king,” said Vamana. 
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Replied Mahabali, who was a grandson of Asura ruler Prahlada, one of greatest 

devotees of Vishnu, “O, noble sir, all that I am eager to hear is in what way 

could I help you.  Please don't hesitate, is it wealth, or precious gems and gold 

or a royal residence?  For that matter I would be the happiest man if you would 

reside in my palace, eternally or again could it be you need a vast area, a 

portion of my kingdom?"  Again the serene smile giving added radiance to his 

handsome face. 

“My King,” he began, “your generosity is, as I have heard, incomparable.  But 

my requirement is trifle.  Can I have a space measuring three steps?  A plot I 

could measure with my foot.  I just want to do meditation in a secluded spot.” 
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The great ruler could not help smiling, being amused.  “Sir, forget it.  What 

would you do in such a tiny spot?  Do accept a vast area in any part of my 

kingdom.  This is a promise?  But Vamana was adamant.  “I told you, O, King, 

that is just the space I need.” 

Hearing the final word of his esteemed guest, Mahabali had no choice other 

than ordering his Bringarakam to be brought - the bowl with a spout containing 

holy water or theertha.  Once the theertha is poured into the folded palms of the 

needy, it is understood that his or her wish stands fulfilled.  Sukracharya, the 

Kula Guru (guru of the clan) of the Asuras, who had all along been a silent 

witness to this drama, could no longer remain passive.  The saint had known 

from the very start the identity of the Vadu. 

“O, my unsuspecting King, Sukracharya whispered in the king's ear, "this is no 

ordinary Brahmachari!  Do you not see the radiance of his face and form?  He is 
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Vishnu who has come in disguise to protect the Devas.  Please, please don't 

make any promise.  He is here to destroy you and your kingdom.” 

The words of the guru fell on deaf ears.  Had not the great King already given 

his word?  How could truth be defied?  Never.  To him truth was above 

everything.  Un-perturbed Mahabali declared, “If that is His will, I bow to it.” 

With these words the noble king proceeded with his duty.  Sukracharya could 

not bear to see his beloved king ending up a recluse.  In a desperate attempt to 

save his king, the Guru changed himself into a small hard object and 

stationed  himself in the spout of the Bringarakam, intending to block the flow of 

theertha into the folded hands of Vamana.  Quickly Vamana thrust the sharp 

end of darbha grass into the spout and lo!  Poor Sukracharya lost one of his 

eyes and in pain he moved out!  The great ruler had just one thought,  fulfilling 

his word to Vamana and retaining one's honesty.  The hard object was no 

longer in the path, holy water flowed easily into Vamana's hands.  The next 

moment a gigantic form stood in the place of the youthful hermit.  
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 With one foot, the earth was measured, with the other, the swarga loka.  Where 

was the space to place his foot for a third measuring?  Seeing Vamana's raised 

foot the great Mahabali said, "O, Lord, I understand everything.  All that is left as 

mine is just this body.  Place your foot on my head and bless me, so that I am 

able to keep my word."  Removing his crown, the incomparable monarch folded 

his hands in prayer and bowed his head.   

 

In a flash then appeared king Prahlada on the scene to reassure his grandson 

Mahabali.  Vamana blessed both Mahabali and his grandfather Prahlada as 

they slowly disappeared into Pathala.  Prahlada thus witnessed one more 

Avathar of Vishnu! 

As he was leaving behind everything of his, the great Mahabali had one request 

to make to Vishnu.  “O, Lord, I love my people and they love me.  Enable me to 

see them all happy and contended once every year."  The wish was 
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granted.  The day Mahabali makes his visit every year is Sravana or 

Thiruvonam and people celebrate the day singing the praise of their beloved 

ruler, "Long live Maveli, the bringer of peace and happiness.” 

Sravanotsavam reflects the joy and contentment of the harvest season.  The 

fields glowing with golden paddy grains and fruits and flowers in 

abundance.  The month is Chingam, the first month of the year.  The weather is 

pleasantly warm.  Onam celebrations begin with the day when the star is Atham 

(Hastha) and continues with increasing enthusiasm and excitement to 

Thiruvonam (Sravana) day.  On this auspicious day, the most benevolent king 

of Kerala, Maveli comes from Pathala (underworld) to ensure that his subjects 

are as happy as they were during his reign.  It is a time for rejoicing for the 

young and old, for the rich and poor, for isn't the King visiting each house and 

isn't the whole land one big family just waiting eagerly to welcome him? “ 
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“satjugi tai maNiO ChaliO bali bAvan bhAiO” 

In Satyayuga, you sported as the dwarf incarnation, and fooled Bali. 

Guru Granth Sahib  

Vaishnavas later renamed the Patala to which Bali was pushed down as Sutala  

which is not really the hell.  But Bali will remain there forever or for the period of 

cycle of the creation until a new one is created when he will be the Indra of the 

Heaven. Tulsidas' Ramayana says   that Vamana became the "dwarpal" (gate-

keeper) of Bali so that he may not get out without permission.  He visits Kerala 

every year under the eye of Vamana.  

King Mahabali is said to have been a very just king and all of his subjects were 

said to have lived properously during his reign. Yet he is cast down back to 

Paatala. The event took place in the banks of Narmada River .  But Kerala 

tradition is that the pushing down Mahabali to netherland took place in 

Trikkakara in Kerala.  

 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 149 
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Yagna at the banks of Narmada River 

In order to declare his authority over the three Indias Mahabali did the 

Aswamedha at the center of India on the banks of Narmada.  Again Mahabali 

belonged to denomination of Saivism.  The story therefore indicates the fights 

between the two early Christian denominations of Vaishnavism and Saivism.  

Asuras were Siva worshippers.   The river Narmada descended from the sky as 

by the order of Lord Shiva. The origin is situated at the mountain series of 

'Maikal'in Madhya Pradesh. Believed to have originated from the body of Shiva, 

the river is also known as Jata Shankari. The worship of Shiva is common in 

these areas, and each stone or pebble found in the bed of the Narmada is 

believed to be a Shivalinga. All the places along the banks like Omkareshwar, 

Maheshwar, and Mahadeo are all named after Shiva. Among the sacred rivers 

Narmada holds a significant place. The river is considered the mother and giver 

of peace. 

Thus Paatala could well refer to the state of Kerala down the south. If we 

assume Mahabali was one of Kalabhra rulers who ruled all of Southern India 

from the Middle India.  Thus Mahabali was sent back to his own land Kerala 

where he continued to rule for some more time.  He continued to rule the 
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Southern India including Tamil Nadu.  Maha Bali founded Mahabalipuram and 

ruled this part for over 300 years when he was displaced by the Pallavas. 

 

The normal story told to the visitors of this place are given the following story.  

“A very rude King Mahabali reigned this place and in a fierce battle Mahabali 

was killed by Lord Vishnu and the place was named after the dead, arrogant  

Mahabali.   It was given to Pallava Dynasty who ruled from Kanchipuram and 

was called Mammallapuram meaning “city wrestled out” or “the great wrestler”,  

after Narasimha Varman I, the great warrior.” But it is still known to pilgrims as 

Mahabalipuram to this day.  Myths also mention that Gods were jealous of the 

architectural elegance of the monuments of Mahablipuram, and as a result they 

caused floods to occur, which submerged most parts of the city, except for a 

few structures that are seen now.  

 

It is an ancient historic town and was a bustling seaport during the time of 

Periplus (1st century CE) and Ptolemy (140 CE). Ancient Indian traders who 

went to countries of South East Asia sailed from the seaport of Mahabalipuram. 
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By the 7th Century it was a Port city of South Indian dynasty of the Pallavas.  

The Sangam age poem Perumpāṇāṟṟuppaṭai relates the rule of King 

Thondaiman Ilam Thiraiyar at Kanchipuram of the Tondai Nadu port 

Nirppeyyaru which scholars identify with the present-day Mamallapuram. 

Chinese coins and Roman coins of Theodosius I in the 4th century CE have 

been found at Mamallapuram revealing the port as an active hub of global trade 

in the late classical period.   The Pallava kings ruled Mamallapuram from 

Kanchipuram; the capital of the Pallava dynasty became active and powerful 

from the sixth century to 9th century CE after defeating the Kalabhras.   

555–590 CE  Simhavishnu; (  also known as Avanisimha, son of Simhavarman 

III and one of the Pallava kings of India, was responsible for the revival of the 

Pallavan dynasty defeating Kalabhras 

 

Simhavishnu with his queens: sculpture found in Adivaraha mandapam in 

Mahabalipuram.  

 

This is dated to the reign of his grandson, Narasimhavarman Mahamalla (630–

668). Simhavishnu, who was known for his gallant martial courage and judicial 
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wisdom from a young age, overthrew the Kalabhras and conquered the region 

up to Kaveri. 

 

Pallava King Mamalla or Narasimhavarman I (Dharmaraja Ratha, Mamallapuram, Tamil Nadu). 

Note the cylindrical Persian hat, long thin nose and long-headedness. 

(Image by Michael D. Gunther) - See more at: 

http://www.iranchamber.com/history/articles/india_parthian_colony1.php#sthash.4SawojPv.dpuf 
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 Relief inside the Varaha Cave Temple #2 in Mahabalipuram depicting Vamana 

(avatar of Vishnu) in combat with Bali 

 It is probably here that we see the various avatars and the killing of asuras for 

the first time in concrete form. 

After the defeat of the Kalabhras in the Tamil Nadu, Kalabhras continued to rule 

in Kerala till 7th or 8th century when the Vaishnavite Perumals came to power. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

PARASU RAMA AND THE REGAINING OF KERALA. 

 

 

The coming of the Perumal rule was mythologised by the next avatar –Parasu 

Rama avatar who conquered Kerala and gave it to the Brahmins.  Here is the 

Parasurama story. 
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The next avatar soon after the Vamana avatar was the Parasu Rama Avatar.  In 

Parasu Rama Avatar,  Vishnu incarnates himself as a brahmana (not as dwarf 

like Vamana).  He  incarnated to avenge all kshatriyas who had become 

arrogant and were suppressing the brahmans in the world. He himself though 

he was born a Brahmin, lowered himself to become a Kshatriya. Parasurama 

means 'Ram with Axe'.  He was born to Jamadagni and Renuka, and belonged 

to the Brighu clan.  Kartavirya a powerful king, once went to Jamadagni's home 

when he was out, and after a meal, stole the Kamadhenu cow, which was 

supposed to give endless quantity of milk.  The Kings believed they could take 

anything from anybody.  Jamadgni was enraged and he went and killed the king 

and brought Kamadhenu back. On hearing this the son of the king came back 

and killed Jamdagni. Parasurama was enraged at this and went and avenged 

the death of his father by killing all kshatriyas in 21 battles.   He killed all the 

male Kshatriyas on earth and filled five lakes with their blood.  

After destroying the Kshatriya kings, he approached assembly of learned men 

to find a way of penitence for his sins. He was advised that, to save his soul 

from damnation, he must hand over the lands he had conquered to the 

Brahmins. He did as they advised and sat in meditation at Gokarnam. There, 

Varuna -the God of the Oceans and Bhumidevi - Goddess of Earth blessed him. 

From Gokarnam he reached Kanyakumari and threw his axe northward across 

the ocean. The place where the axe landed was Kerala. It was 160 katam (an 

old measure) of land lying between Gokarnam and Kanyakumari. Parasu Rama 

brought in 64 Brahmin families and settled them in Kerala.     

However there is a problem in this situation.  Mahabali was the King of Kerala 

and Vamana Avatar was before the Parasu Rama Avatar.  So the creation of 

Kerala could not have been chronologically after that.  The explanation is simply 
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that Parasu Rama was instrumental in reclaiming the lost land of Kerala to the 

Kalabhras and putting it under the control of the Brahmins. 

What happened to all the Brahmins who were in Kerala during the Kalabhra rule 

is understandable.  They all left Kerala or accepted the religion of the Kalabhras 

or religions tolerated by them.  As such none of the Brahmins of today could not 

trace back their roots beyong the eight century AD.  How did they come back is 

explained clearly by the Namboothiri website as follows: 

 

“The Brahmanans of Kerala are known as Namboothiris. Historical evidences as 

well as their own traditions suggest that they came from North India and settled 

down in Kerala, migrating along the West Coast*. It is clear that they constitute 

links in a long chain of migration along the West Coast of India, carrying with 

them the tradition that Parasuraman created their land and donated it to them. 

In fact, one sees this tradition all along the West Coast from Sourashtra on; and 

the Brahmanical traditions in the Canarese (Karnataka) and Malabar Coasts are 

nearly identical to one another. According to that tradition, Parasuraman created 

the land between Gokarnam and Kanyakumari and settled Brahmanans there in 

sixty-four Gramams or "villages". As a result, the Brahmanans of Kerala share 

several common features with the Brahmanans of the Canarese coast; this also 

distinguishes them from their counterparts in the rest of South India. In the 

historical inquiry, this is extremely important. What is necessary is not to look for 

the place of their origin or the identity and date of Parasuraman but to ascertain 

the social function of such a tradition and examine the extent of linkages 
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between the two regions and their cultures. It is stated that thirty two out of the 

sixty four gramams are in the Tulu-speaking region and the remaining thirty two, 

in the Malayalam- speaking region in Kerala. Recent historical research has 

identified these settlements on either side of the border. Those in Kerala proper 

are listed in the Keralolpathi, the narrative of Kerala history. They are:  

a) Between rivers Perumpuzha and Karumanpuzha:  

1.Payyannur, 2.Perumchellur, 3.Alattiyur, 4.Karantola, 5.Cokiram, 6.Panniyur, 

7.Karikkatu, 8.Isanamangalam, 9.Trissivaperur, 10.Peruvanam.  

b) Between rivers Karumanpuzha and Churni:  

11.Chemmanda, 12.Iringalakkuda, 13.Avattiputtur, 14.Paravur, 15.Airanikkalam, 

16.Muzhikkalam, 17.Kuzhavur, 18.Atavur, 19.Chenganatu, 20.Ilibhayam, 

21.Uliyannur, 22.Kazhuthanatu.  

c) Between river Churni and Kanyakumari:  

23.Ettumanur, 24.Kumaraanallur, 25.Vennanad or Kadamuri, 26.Aranmula, 

27.Tiruvalla, 28.Kitangur, 29.Chengannur, 30.Kaviyur, 31.Venmani, and 

32.Nirmanna.  

Of these, most survive today with the continuing Brahmanical traditions and the 

structural temples known as Gramakshetrams. Many find mention in the 

epigraphical records dating from the ninth century and a few are mentioned in 

literature. Moreover, every Namboothiri house claims to belong to one or the 

other of these thirty two settlements in Kerala. The historicity of the Grama-

affiliation of the Namboothiris, therefore, cannot be doubted. It is possible that 

these settlements came up between the third and ninth centuries of the 

Christian era, i.e., the close of the early historical period in the history of South 

India, described by historians as the "Sangam Age", and establishment of the 
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Chera kingdom of Mahodayapuram. There is a solitary reference to the 

northernmost, and thus possibly the oldest, of these settlements, namely 

Chellur or Perumchellur or Taliparamba, in the Tamil "Sangam" literature with a 

Vedic sacrificial background and the Parasurama tradition; but the rest of them 

are clearly products of a later period. It is also clear that all these had been not 

only established but also sufficiently prosperous by the beginning of the ninth 

century, when the Chera kingdom was ruling over Kerala from Mahodayapuram.  

What is important is that when we begin to get historical evidence, they were 

well established around temples, controlling the temple and the vast estates of 

land that it possessed. The Gramam was synonymous with the temple and vice-

versa. It will not be far too wrong to look at these settlements as so many 

agrarian corporations centered around the temples. In fact, much of the agrarian 

land in Kerala was under the control of these thirty-two Gramams or the several 

Upagramams they had - at least that is the impression that we gather from the 

inscriptions of the period. With such Brahmanical control of land and the 

population dependent on that land, it is not surprising that Kerala came to be 

known as brahmakshatram or where Brahmanans wielded the power of 

Kshatriyas. In fact, the statements in Keralolpathi as well as other historical 

sources, that it was the Brahmanans who put the Chera king on the throne, 

mean the same thing.” 

In other words, these Brahmins used the temples as schools to train suicide 

squads and brahminic armies which took over the local cheifdoms and 

kingdoms.  Now we can see what the throwing of the axe to bring Kerala back 

really means. 

As suggested earlier, the villages were organised around temples, which owned 

landed properties in large measure. Committees known as ur (oor), urar, or 
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uralar managed these temples and their properties. These committees 

consisted of the prominent Brahmanan landowners of the locality and were, 

basically, concerned with their own interests in the landed property. The strong 

sense of community exhibited by such committees is remarkable. The 

committees are shown to have had a corporate character, taking decisions 

unanimously and carrying them out ruthlessly. Idiosyncrasies of individual 

members were never tolerated; nor was anything detrimental to the corporate 

interest of the bodies. Elaborate procedures, often following the prescriptions in 

the Dharmasastra texts, could be seen in the records, such as what is called the 

Muzhakkala kacham, which earlier historians like Elamkulam P.N. Kunjan Pillai 

took as designed to protect the interests of the tenants. This solidarity rendered 

them a very powerful group in society and this, coupled with the ideological 

tools such as Varnaashrama Dharmam and the Agamaic religion of the temple, 

enabled them to dictate the pattern of society. It is this that enabled them to be 

the kingmakers in every possible way. 

Another element which helped them gain in power was the curious practice of 

arms which a section of Brahmanans in Kerala had. Known variously as the 

Chatter or Chattirar, these arms-bearing Brahmanans are seen in records from 

different parts of India from the post-Gupta period onwards. It is from Kerala that 

we have the clearest information about them. We hear about the significant 

institutions called Salais, which imparted military training to these Brahmanan 

youth in different parts of Kerala - some of them had been looked upon by the 

neighbouring rulers as a veritable military threat to them. They had no 

pretension of Vedic scholarship, but on account of their muscle power, they 

became a considerable force in society and politics. In the subsequent period, 

however, their profession of arms lost all relevance and they were reduced to 

the status of professionals performing the typically Namboothiri entertainment, 
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part ritual and part art, known as Sanghakkali or Panayam Kali. In any case, 

Namboothiris had become a significant economic, social and political force by 

the time the Chera Perumals were ruling over Kerala. This justifies the 

statement of a modern historian that the polity under the Cheras of 

Mahodayapuram was in reality a Brahmanan oligarchy and that the 

Brahmanans constituted the real power behind the throne. And, there was 

indeed a council of Brahmanans in the Chera capital known as the Nalu Tali, 

the memory of which survives in four temples of Melttali, Keezhtali, Netiya Tali 

and Chingapuram Tali.” 

[Article prepared by Dr. Kesavan Veluthat. Dr. Kesavan Veluthat belongs to Veluthat Mana, 

near Tirur in Malappuram dt. His best contribution to Indian History is his studies on "Brahman 

Settlements in Kerala". He anchored a book in the same name which is now considered as the 

best source of information in the concerned area. Dr. Kesavan teaches History in Mangalore 

University. http://www.namboothiri.com/articles/history.htm 
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Mahatma Phule sees this story as an attempt by the Aryans to dominate the 

rest of India: 

“Slavery” 

by 

Mahatma Jotirao Govindrao Phule. 

The chapter :`Baliraja' 

 

“Baliraja's kingdom,  extended  from Maharashtra to Srilanka and northwards to 

Ayodhya and Benares. It was attacked by the Dwija (Aryan), Vamana.  Dalit 

kings such as Hiranyakashyapu had also been attacked by Dwija kings as a 

racial battle for power zigzagged across the subcontinent.  The story of 

Prahlada is then interpreted as that of the son of the royal Hiranyakashayapu 

dynasty being subtly influenced by the Machiavellian Dwija, Narasimha, to 

become a collaborator of an `invasive' hegemonic discourse..” 

 
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule (1827 – 1890) was an activist and social reformer from Maharashtra, 

critical of caste relations in Western India and noted for his work in the upliftment of widows and 

the lower castes in India. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

MAHABALI, THE ASURA KING 

 

Hindu Puranas describe Mahabali as an Asura King.  Here is what Madame 

Blavatsky the great Theosophist Gnostic has to say about the meaning of 

Asura. 

“Mahabali was an Asura King who was defeated by the Suras by trick.  In the 

Rig-Veda, the Asuras are shown as spiritual, divine beings.  Their etymology is 
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derived from asu (breath), the "Breath of God," thus, Asuras are those who 

were created by the breath of God, who has the Holy Spirit within them.” 

 

The South Indian  

Asura community were those  

“who were born of  

the breath of God” 

“The Great Sacrifice”  

was the Asura King who conquered the three worlds 

 

“It is later on, after Brahminic domination, they are shown issuing from Brahma's 

thigh, and that their name began to be derived from “a”, primitive, and sura, god 

(solar deities), which is interpreted as “not-a-god.” 

 

(Madame H. P. Blavatsky in `The Secret Doctrine', II, 59  Blaviatsky was the 

originator of theosophy.)  

The word asura is formed from the word asu with the addition of the suffix ra 

and means 'one full of ra spiritual life i.e., asu and 'by curious process of 

semantical change came to mean a demon.' Pt. Satya Vrat - Ramayana - A 

Linguistic Study 
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The Asuras  

“The asuras "are the sons of the primeval Creative Breath at the beginning of 

every new Maha Kalpa, or Manvantara; in the same rank as the Angels who 

had remained 'faithful.' These were the allies of Soma (the parent of the 

Esoteric Wisdom) as against Brishaspati (representing ritualistic or ceremonial 

worship).  

Evidently they have been degraded in Space and Time into opposing powers or 

demons by the ceremonialists, on account of their rebellion against hypocrisy, 

sham-worship, and the dead-letter form"  

(Secret Doctrines 2:500). 
Theosophical Society - Madam Blavinsky. 

Evidently it was the most suitable word that could be used for the Christians 

who had the Spirit of God residing in them 

In fact the Puranas give the whole genealogy of Mahabali which is very 

interesting and instructive. 

 

GENEALOGY OF MAHA BALI 

Genealogy of Maha Bali in the puranas also asserts the similar origin.  Here 

Maha Bali is the descendant of the two gate keepers of heaven known as  Jaya 

& Vijaya– (meaning Victor and Great Victor – Those who overcome – The 

Overcomers)  They were forced into incarnation on earth due to the curse of the 

Sages because they would not allow these sages to enter the presence of god.  

Jaya was born as Kasyapa.   
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In pre-Vedic times, Kasyapa was a primordial god. He was the father of  the 

Devas (Suras - gods), the Asuras (demons – Breath of God), the Nagas (The 

Serpentines),  and the Mankind.  His name means tortoise, and he was 

connected with the cosmic tortoise which made up the universe. 

In Vedic times Kasyapa had Aditi as his consort, and he was the father of the 

Adityas (literally means the Suns). In later times he became equated with 

Prajapati (Means “Lord of Hosts”)  and Brahma (the Creator),  and was also 

named as one of the Rishis (sages). 

He had two sons Hiranyakshu and Hiranya Kasipu (Meaning the Golden Eye 

and the Golden Dress).  They were Demon (Dravidian) Kings. Both were killed 

by two incarnations of Vishnu  possibly indicating the destruction of 

Christianity in the North and Middle India.  Hiranyaksha was killed by the 

Boar Incarnation and Hiranya Kasipu by the Lion- Man Incarnation of Vishnu.  

Hiranya Kasipu was killed at the betrayal of his own son Prahalada who became 

a Vaishnavite.  Maha Bali was the great grand son of Hiranya Kasipu.   Maha 

Bali succeed his fathers as the king of the Asuras in spite of the betrayal of 

Prahalada siding with the Devas which caused the killing of his father Hiranya 

Kasipu by Nara Simha.   His reign over the realm was characterized by peace 

and prosperity.  When the churning of the oceans took place, Mahabali took 

possession  of Amrut the immortality elixir.  In the ensuing battle to capture the 

Amrit Mahabali was killed.  But he was brought back to life by Sukracharya, his 

teacher using the Sanjeevani Mantra.   In the later battle Maha Bali  defeated 

Devas exterminated Brahmanas.  He ruled the world to create a peaceful and 

prosperous universe.  It was in this situation that he was defeated by Vishnu in 

the Vamana incarnation using deceit.  So here we have a series of pictures of 

struggle by the Vaishanavites to destroy the teachings of the 

Asuras.(Christian?).   



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 167 

It is on the basis of such vast associations and puranas that I presume that 

Mahabali was indeed a Christian King, or the generic name for “Christians”, 

whose Kingdom covered the whole three worlds.  What are these three worlds?  

Were they the three Dravidian Kingdoms of Chola, Chera and Pandya?  Were 

they the whole of south, middle and north Indias? Were they the whole world or 

cosmos? 

Mahabali was born to Virochana and Viktare. Bana is Mahabali’s son and he 

fathered  4 crores of asuras named Nivatakavacas. One of the children of Bana 

was Ravana whose Kingdom was in Sri Lanka (Ceylon) even below Kerala. He 

was again killed by Vishnu in his Rama incarnation. 
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 This genealogy explains the on going mythical history of 
The Vaishnavite Struggle with Historic Christianity  
over a period of six centuries. 
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If this conjecture is correct, then the stories of the Boar incarnation and Lion-man 

incarnation of Vishnu tells the story of how the generations of the Christians before 

Mahabali were driven out from Northern India.   This is exactly what we find in terms of 

geography and order of Vishnu’s incarnation.   

Since the concept of Avatar came with Thomas and absorbed into Brahminic syncretic 

form, the number of Avatars were being constantly added. There are basically five lists.  

However we will take only those that are found common in all the traditions since we 

can assume they are the original basic incarnations.  Look at the following list. 

HARI VAMSA 
(6 Avatars) 

NARAYANI 
AKHYAN  
(10 Avatars) 

VARAHA 
PURANA 
(10 Avatars) 

VAYU PURANA 
(12 Avatars) 

BHAGAWAT PURANA 
(21 Avatars) 

1)Varaha, 
2)Narasimha, 
3)Vaman, 
4)Parashuram, 
5)Rama, 
6)Krishna 

1)Hansa, 
2)Kurma, 
3)Matsya, 
4)Varaha, 
5)Narasimha, 
6)Vaman, 
7)Parashuram
8)Rama, 
9)Krishna, 
10)Kalki 
 

1)Kurma, 
2)Matsya, 
3)Varaha, 
4)Narasimha 
5)Vaman, 
6)Parashura
m7)Rama, 
8)Krishna, 
9)Buddha, 
10)Kalki 

1)Narasimha,  
2)Vaman,  
3)Varaha,  
4)Kurma,  
5)Sangram,  
6)Adivaka,  
7)Tripurari,  
8)Andhakarah,  
9)Dhvaja,  
10)Varta,  
11)Halahal,  
12)Kolhahal 
 
 

1)Sanat Kumar,  
2)Boar,  
3)Nara-Narayan,  
4)Kapila,  
5)Dattatreya,  
6)Jadna,  
7)Rashabha,  
8)Prithi,  
9)Matsya,  
10)Kurma,  
11)Dhanwantari,  
12)Mohini,  
13)Narasimha,  
14)Vaman,  
15)Parashuram,  
16)Ved Vyas,  
17)Naradeo,  
18)Rama,  
19)Krishna,  
20)Buddha,  
21)Kalki 

So the common basic incarnations of Vishnu were five, Viz.  
1)Varaha,  
2)Narasimha,  
3)Vaman,  
4)Parashuram,  
5)Rama.    
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VISHNU AVATARS IN SEQUENCE  
showing 

 how the Asuras (those born of the breath of God)  
were pushed down to the Southern most parts of India 
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We can actually see the sequence of Vaishanavite conquest in the figure. 
Avatar                                         Dravida Asura King killed 
1.  Boar   (Varaha)                     Hiranyaksha 
2.  Man-Lion (Narasimha)          HiranyaKasipu (Brother of Hiranyaksha) 
3   Dwarf  (Vamana)                   Maha Bali (King of Dravida)  
                                                   great grandson of HiranyaKasipu 
4.  Parasu Rama  
(Rama with the axe)                    Lifting Kerala out of the sea and giving to Brahmins     
5.  Rama                                     Ravana – The King of Sri Lanka 

                                         Ravana was a great-grandson of Mahabali.   
 First, we notice that all the incarnations were Vishnu incarnations.  Hence they are a 
history connected with the Vaishnavite traditions and, it is  the history which tells how 
Vaishnavism defeated their opponents.   
The opponents were all Daityas – who are usually considered as Dravidian Kings and 
Kingdoms 
Second, all the victims were of one family coming from one lineage. 

 

The placement of the events are also interesting. 
 

NAME OF DAITYA AVATAR GEOGRAPHICAL 
LOCATION 

Hiranyksha   Boar (Varaha) no indication given in any 
Puranas 

Hiranya Kasipu 
(Brother of Hiranyksha) 

Narasimha  
(Man-Lion) 

Indus Valley  

Maha Bali 
(Great grand son of Hiranya 
Kasipu) 

Vamana  
(Dwarf) 

All of South India – 
Narmada River to Cape 
Comorin including Chola, 
Chera and Pandya 

Keralaputras 
(of the Kingdom of Maha Bali) 

Parasu Rama  
(Rama with the Axe) 

Kerala (Chera) 
 

Ravana 
(Grand Son of Maha Bali) 

Rama Sri Lanka 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

ONAM  FESTIVAL 

  

This festival of Onam is celerbrated only in Kerala and it is a celebration of King 

Mahabali, their King Mahabali. It is the only festival which is celebrated by both 

the Christians and the Hindus together.  Here the common people extol him as 

a righterous King who was deceived by Vishnu.  They remember the golden age 

of the country when the ideal society existed at least for six centuries. It was 

destroys by the Hindus who went out from the Thomas Christianity as a heretic 

movement.  You can read about the emergence of Hinduism from Christianity in 

my book. 

 

How come that Hindus also celebrate Onam? They are celebrating the victory of 

Vamana, the Vishnu Avatar over Mahabali. VamanaDeva is worshipped in 

Trikkalkara.  Trikkakkara means “The land where the Lord placed his foot.” It is 

situated   2 kilometers east of Idapally near Cochin. 
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Father Trikakara (Trikakara Appan) is formed as a clay pyramid structure with 

four faces and a flat top.  This unique structure represents Vamana, an 

incarnation of Lord Vishnu. It is also referred as Onathappan (Father Onam).     

In some places the structure is in the shape of a cone.  

 

While welcoming King Mahabali to the homes, people place Thrikkakara Appan 

on a bed made of rice flour and is decked with flowers and pujas are performed. 
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It is also placed along with the Athapookalam – the special floral arrangement 

done during Onam. Some people believe that the unique shape of Thrikkakara 

Appan – the four faces – represents the four stages in the life of a man. Usually, 

people place three structures which represent the three steps of land asked by 

Vamana to King Mahabali.  Thus it represents the whole Heavens, Earth and 

Mankind.  

In Hindu predominant areas there is a representation of Maha Bali as Ona 

Pottan which translates as “the idiot of Onam” who dressed with a Kingly crown 

goes round with a bell and beggar’s bag from house to house.   

 

Ona Pottan (Mahabali the Idiot) 
Laughing at the idiocy of King. 

Who else will give up his kingdom just to keep a promise?    
He is now going round begging for food in various homes. 

 

Trikkakkara Temple is the only temple in Kerala with Vamana as the main deity 

and the temple is dated from the 10th century to the 13th century based on the 

inscriptions found within the temple.  Trikkakkara is supposed to be the capital 
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of Maha Bali and he is said to have been pushed down to patala from here by 

Vamana. 

 
Trikkalkara Vamana Murthy 

 
Vamanamoorthy idol in the Aarattu procession on the elephant  going for a bath 

from  Thrikkakara temple 
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Consecration of Onavillu or the ceremonial bow before Lord Sree 

Padmanabhaswamy is an age-old tradition in Thiruvananthapuram during 

Onam .  According to the legend, the festival of Onam commemorates the visit 

of Mahabali who was tricked and sent to the nether world by Lord Vishnu. 

Mahabali had expressed a desire to see the 10 incarnations of Lord Vishnu. His 

wish was granted and accordingly, every year, he would get a chance to view 

the incarnations as painted images. Vishwakarma Deva was entrusted with the 

duty of painting the images.  Archana Nair,  http://www.travelandflavors.com/detail_news.php?id=151 

 

http://www.vaikhari.org/thrikkakara.html 

“In this temple there are two seperate sreekovils for Lord Vamana and Lord 

Shiva. Five poojas - Ushapooja, Ethruthapooja, Pantheeradypooja, Uchapooja 

and Athazhapooja - and three Sheevelis- Ethrutha Sheeveli, Ucha Sheeveli and 
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Athazha Sheeveli are conducted daily. The sub-deities of Vamana temple are 

Sree Bhagavathi, Sastha, Gopalakrishna, Nagam, Rakshass and Yakshi.  

The Shivalinga in this temple is believed to be worshiped by Mahabali himself 

and is situated on the southern side of Vamana shrine. Devotees must visit the 

Shiva shrine before visiting Vamana shrine. The Shiva temple or Thekkumkara 

Thevar temple has shrines of Parvathi, Durga, Bhagavathi, Subramanian and 

Ganapathy.  The Siva shrine situated towards the north could have been the 

family shrine of the Kalkarainadu Chieftains. If some of the rock inscriptions are 

closely studied, one can find that some of the grants by the chiefs are for the 

Shiva temple. 

It is interesting to note in this context that though Thrikkakkara Appan or 

Vamana is worshipped during Onam celebrations, Mathevar or Mahadevar is 

also worshipped with equal fervour and the reason remains unexplained. The 

temple pond in the northern side is called Kapila Theertham and is considered 

holy. Only the temple priests are allowed to enter into this pond compound. The 

seat of King Mahabali is located infront of the Mahadeva sreekovil.” 

 

Seat of Mahabali  in Trikalkara temple area. 
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 “From the Thrikkakkara edicts emerges a picture of the Kulasekhara empire 

which existed till about 1102 A.D., as well as the socio-political and religious 

milieu of the times. It is believed that Kalakarainadu constituted the present 

Thrikkakkara, Edappally and surrounding areas. The names of a few chieftains 

appointed as naduvazhis of Kalkarainadu by the Kulasekhara kings who ruled 

from their capital Mahodayapuram are mentioned in the inscriptions most of 

which were written during the reign of the Kulasekhara kings Indukothai Varma 

(944 - 962) and Bhaskara Ravi Varman I (963 - 1019). One record also 

mentions the existence of Arunoottuvar or the 'Group of 600' who helped and 

controlled the naduvazhis 

 

During the reign of Kulasekharas who were great patrons (and followers) of 

Vaishnavism, Hindu temples flourished in Kerala and Thrikkakkara was a major 

beneficiary of this royal patronage as can be seen from the inscriptions which 

mention generous to the temple.” 

 

 

Onam Celebrates the Christian Rule of Kerala 

The name Mahabali literally means the Great Sacrifice.(Maha = Great; Bali = 

Sacrifice) This epithet does not fit any other person other than Christ.  It 

probably was a name for Christian Kings or the general epithet for Christians in 

India.  It is actually strange that the story is kept still as a legend and myth,  in 

spite of the fact it shows how Vishnu, the great and mighty god of Vaishanvites,  
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had to resort to deception and trickery to kill a King who is described only in 

superlative terms even in their own Puranas.  This cannot be explained in any 

other terms other than as a story of how Brahmin (Iran - Aryan) dominated 

Vaishnavism tried to destroy Christianity in South India which followed the Saiva 

Siddhanta.  Silk route brought in Manichaen missions first into Northern India 

and it fell victim to the heresy.  When Christianity became powerful in South 

India, the Northern heretics resorted to trickery.   

 

 

The Festival of Onam  

celebrates the 

 “Rule of the Great Sacrifice” 

the Christian Commune of Kerala. 

It was destroyed by the deceit of Vishnu of Vaishanavite 

 

This identification of Mahabali with Christ or Christians is also supported by pre-

cosmic myth of Palaazhi Mathanam (the story of churning of the cosmic milky 

way to separate the good from the evil.) in which Mahabali was killed and was 

brought back to life.  Here the subtle implication of the sacrifice, death and 

resurrection of Mahabali is implied. 
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THE PERIOD OF THE KING OF THE GREAT SACRIFICE   

WHEN MAHA BALI RULED. 

 

Onam is the only festival which Christians celebrate in common with Hindus  

– it is the only festival which is celebrated together even by the outcastes, 

untouchables and the high castes. 

 

Here is a song which we have been singing through generations during the 

Onam festival.: 

 

"Maveli Nadu Vanidum Kalam     
Manusharellarum Onnupole     
Amodathode vasikum kalam     
apathangarkumottilla thanum     
Adhikal Vyadhikal Onnumilla   
Bala maranangal Kelkanilla   
Dhushtarey kankondu kanmaanilla 
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Nallavar allathey illa paaril 
Naarimaar Baalanmaar mattellarum 
Neethiyodangu Vasiccha Kaalam   
Kallavumilla Chathivumilla 
Ellolamilla Poli Vachanam  
Kallaparyum Cheru Nazhiyum 
Kallatharangal mattonumilla”   

It translates as: 

' When Maveli, our King, ruled the land,  

All the people were as One.  

And people live joyful and merry;  

They were all  free from harm. 

There was neither anxiety nor sickness, 

Death of the children were never even heard of, 

Wicked people could not be seen, 

There were none other than good people. 

Women Children and all others 

Lived together in righteousness 

There were no lies, 

 There is neither theft nor deceit,  

And no one is false in speech either.  

Measures and weights were right;  

No one cheated or wronged  their  neighbor.  

When Maveli, our King, ruled the land,  

All the peoples formed one casteless race.' 

 

The Onam festival lasts for ten-days and falls during the harvest season.   It is 

celebrated with much pomp and gaiety. People decorate their yards with 
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carpets of  fresh flowers called 'Pookalam' to welcome the King Mahabali. They 

wear new dresses and perform communal dances such as Thiruvathirakali and 

Thumbi Tullal.   Thiuruvonam the climax comes on the fourth day of Onam 

when sumptuous meals are eaten with the whole family sitting together along 

with those who are less fortunate.  The ten days are meant for feasting, singing, 

dancing and making merry with friends family and neighbors. The whole 

community come together for floral decorations, elephant processions, dance 

performances, classical and folk music recitals, cultural pageants  and water 

carnivals  

A veritable Kingdom of God in the fashion of the early Christian community in 

Jerusalem was in existence under the Christian Kingdom of Maha Bali.  If we 

can trust the archeology, it lasted until at least sixth or even to the eighth 

Century AD.  These periods were totally blacked out from history by destroying 

documents and they survive only in the memory of the community as legends 

and myth. 

Mahabali was a Christian King; and may be dated before 6th century.  This 

Kingdom was at least partially destroyed by deceit by the entry of heresy.  In 

this conquest all territories except Kerala was lost to the Christians.   

The Christian Kingdom which extended from the river Kavery to Kerala was lost 

to the Gnostic Vaishanavas. Christian Kingdom of Kalabhras continued in 

Kerala until the beginning of eigth century.  Here again it was under the 

Parasurama invasion when the Brahmins who migrated to Kerala took arms and 

defeated the Christian Kings and gave the power to Kshatriya Hindus. 
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Remembering the Period of Mahabali and expecting His return. 

 

 



PRESTOR JOHN, THE KALABHRAS AND MAHABALI ; WHAT IS ONAM ALL ABOUT?   M. M. NINAN 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 185 

 

 

Thiruvathira Dance of the women folks 
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Poo Kalam (Flower Mosaics) 

 

Puli kali (Playing the tiger) 
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Boat Race 

 

Onam Sadya (The Feast of the Onam on Banana Leaf) 
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