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(the future King Béla IV, 1235–1270), a claim that is somewhat erroneous
from a hierocratic perspective. In this paper, we shall attempt to highlight the
hierocratic aspects of the legation undertaken by Archbishop Robert of Esztergom
in “Cumania” (the southwest of Moldavia), by analyzing several published
pontifical documents.2

Hierocracy is the general term that historically defines the twelfth-four-
teenth centuries, when the papal Curia acted like an empire, temporally subor-
dinating most European kingdoms.3 Broadly speaking, hierocracy means “eccle-
siastical government,” that is, by the Roman Church, which tried to rule Europe
in the twelfth-fourteenth centuries as an institution in monarchical garment. The
main characteristic of hierocracy was centralization.4 By this procedure, the papa-
cy tried to control most of the activities within the European kingdoms that
had accepted the pontifical supremacy.5 Concretely, the popes’ power was expressed
through legates.6 As regards the legates’ specialization and categories, hierocra-
cy canonically stipulated three categories: de latere, missi, nati.7

The function of legatus natus8 appeared at the beginning of the twelfth cen-
tury, against the background of the emergence of the hierocratic current, when
some local bishops had to represent the pontifical interests in the dioceses in which
they had been appointed.9 In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the French
archbishops, except for those of Aix and Rouen, were appointed as legates for
a limited period of time. Regarding the German space, it was also temporarily
that the archbishops of Bremen-Hamburg, Mainz and Trier received the legatine
function.10

With a view to reducing the autonomous power of the bishops, from the
twelfth century on, the popes repeatedly constrained their powers. The popes
were against the idea of powerful bishops in the territory administered by the
Roman Church. Also, in order to reduce their autonomous powers, the prima-
tial rights that the archbishops received on their appointment were returned in
the form of pontifical rights, distributed as legations in the territory.11 Therefore,
following the confiscation of their rights, these archbishops increasingly began
to depend on the pope. Thus, when archbishops were appointed, it was stipu-
lated that the Roman Pontiff12 entrusted them with this power, which was to
be handed down to their successors. The most renowned examples related to the
legate natus were the archbishops of Canterbury, Reims, Salzburg, Prague, Gniezno
or Esztergom.13

Some of the works debating the action of converting the Cumans in 1227
place the legation of the archbishop of Esztergom in the category of successes
won by the Hungarian royalty, omitting to say that in the thirteenth century, any
religious or political activity was conducted only within the bounds set by and
with the consent of Rome. This was, in short, the essence of the hierocratic
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current amid which Robert of Esztergom activated as an apostolic legate. The
Cumans,14 a pagan population who arrived at the edges of Christendom in the
mid-twelfth century, represented a threat not only to the safety of the Hungarian
Kingdom, but also to the eastern side of Christianitas.15 Their repeated inva-
sions of the southeastern16 parts of the Arpadian Kingdom and, implicitly, of
the Christian society (Societas Christiana) forced the Roman Curia to take
defensive measures in this respect.17

The Holy See led both a literal and a figurative fight, not only against the
Cumans in the Carpathian region,18 but also against other pagan populations in
other areas of Europe, such as, for instance, the pagan Slavs from the Baltic region.19

This fight was waged both through armed forces, represented by the Teutonic
Knights, and through the spiritual forces at work in conversion missions.

O uR PRESENTATION starts with the letter issued by Gregory IX (1227–1241)
at Anagni in 1227, stating that the position of the legate de latere had
been granted to Archbishop Robert of Esztergom (1226–1239) at

the latter’s request, so that he could go to the region of Cumania to baptize
the Cumans.20 This means that even if it was not institutionalized, some form
of contact already existed between the pagan population led by Bortz and the
Archdiocese of Esztergom and that this type of request for the legatine posi-
tion was the modality whereby the Cumans could be included in the Christian
society (Societas Christiana21) led by the Roman Pontiff. This was a thing that the
Hungarian archbishop also understood, which is why he requested the legatine
function.

As legate natus, the archbishop of Esztergom was familiar with the political
and religious situation of the realm, both inside and outside its borders. The legate
natus knew about the existence of the Cumans ever since the time when the
Teutonic Knights had operated in these areas (1211–1225), having penetrated
the regions densely inhabited by the Cumans not only in military, but also in reli-
gious terms. Besides the Teutons who “raised there a great citadel beyond the
mountains,” as mentioned in the pontifical documents,22 various missionaries
of the Roman Church also crossed the Carpathians and led a rather intense activ-
ity among the Cumans. The already mentioned contact between the Archdiocese
of Esztergom and the leaders of the Cuman populations had a common point,
represented by the Dominican missionaries,23 who had the role of spreading
Christianity among the Cumans. This activity was certainly completed success-
fully, but the fruit of their work may have been due not only to their skill, but
also to external political factors, such as the Battle of Kalka24 in 1223, when
the leaders of the Russian knezates allied with the Cumans from the northern
shore of the Black Sea suffered a heavy defeat at the hands of the Mongol armies.
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Such an event may have caused the Cumans who had escaped from that battle
and returned to the Carpathian region to request being Christianized. It is
probably as a result of the proximity of the Mongols that the Cumans led by
Bortz25 demanded, through the missionaries, the presence of a legate to Christianize
them. Hence, our considerations on a possible link that existed between the
Cuman leader and the Archdiocese of Esztergom.

The document issued by Rome says that the Cumans themselves had demand-
ed the arrival of an apostolic legate who would Christianize them (“and a
prince called Bortz wishes to receive, through your intercession, the Christian
faith, and to this end he has deliberately sent to you his only son, along with
the preaching brothers, urging that you should yourself go to him and show them
the path towards Christianization”).26 We might understand from these lines that
following the losses suffered at Kalka in 1223, the Cumans requested to be
Christianized in order to find shelter against the Mongol threat. The Cumans’
despair must have been great if after years of confrontations with the Teutons,
the leader Bortz now sent his son to the archbishop of Esztergom to ask for some
“help” in the face of the Tatar threat. The only solution was Christianization
and the acceptance of all the elements resulting from this action. The presence
of Christian missionaries alongside the son of the Cuman nobleman in the
deputation that went to the archbishop of Esztergom visibly strengthened Bortz’s
plea and apparently convinced the legate natus, Robert of Esztergom, to grant
the Cumans’ requests. Anyway, from the vantage point of hierocracy, their
Christianization meant an important gain for the Church, as Gregory IX would
insist “that it may occasion such an increase of the Christian faith . . .”27

The Hungarian prelate28 carried out his legatine mandate with the assent
and in the interest of Rome, this being proved by the expression used in the doc-
ument—per quod habeas potestatem in eisdem terris vice nostra predicandi29 by the
bishop of Rome. The legate could baptize, raise churches, ordain priests for those
churches and appoint bishops only with the consent of the pontifical Curia.30 The
concreteness of the above statement is confirmed by the way in which Archbishop
Robert of Esztergom demanded that he should be entrusted with the legatine
mission by Rome. He requested the consent of Gregory IX, as it was natural, and
not of the Hungarian Crown, represented by King Andrew II (1205–1235).31

Therefore, any action taken in the lands inhabited by the Cumans was to bene-
fit the papal monarchy.32

The role of the Hungarian royalty, from its position of pontifical “ministry”
(as the Holy See regarded it), in this legatine action was that of granting military
support to the archbishop33 of Esztergom. The main role, from the standpoint of
hierocracy, was played by the legate de latere, Robert, while the young king
and also duke of Transylvania,34 Béla, acted as an auxilium. It would consequently
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be erroneous to believe that Archbishop Robert of Esztergom served the inter-
ests of the local royalty, represented by Béla. They acted together, granting one
another mutual support, to the benefit of the pontifical Curia.

The pope expressed in a letter his gratitude for the help provided by the young
King Béla (the future King Béla IV) in converting the Cumans. The mission was
successful, since it is stated verbatim that “thus increased not only the Catholic
faith, but also the Lord’s people.”35 In hierocratic terms, the Lord’s people would
translate as the number of Christians baptized in the Roman rite. Even if the
young King Béla had wanted to convert the Cumans for personal purposes, he
could not have succeeded because he, like the archbishop of Esztergom, was man-
dated by the Apostolic See.36

The Christianization and inclusion of the Cumans in Christianitas37 represented
an important gain for Rome, both politically, by expanding the territories con-
trolled by the Holy See, and legally, by including them in beneficium beati Petri,
which resulted in the legation of the Hungarian archbishop primate.

The positive insertion of Christian elements in the regions where the Cumans
resided can be seen from the analysis of the dialogue between Pope Gregory
IX, who was the guarantor of the functioning of medieval hierocracy, and the
prior38 of the Dominican Order in the Kingdom of Hungary. We thus learn
that Archbishop Robert of Esztergom had already appointed a local bishop,
Theodoric.39 The leader of the Order of Preachers in the Kingdom of Hungary
was imperatively demanded to send there Dominican brothers to assist in the
smooth functioning of the new Cuman diocese. Within one year of the Hungarian
primate’s legatine activity, in 1228, a new diocese of Roman rite had been set
up.40 Of course, this naturally raises the question of the institutional subordi-
nation of the new diocese.

The Romanian and Hungarian historiographies claim that since it was a
Hungarian cleric, the archbishop of Esztergom, that had led this legatine mis-
sion, the newly established diocese belonged to Esztergom. From the view-
point of historical events, this might be plausible, but in terms of medieval
hierocracy and canon law,41 this way of thinking is not correct.

According to the tendencies of medieval hierocracy in the twelfth-four-
teenth centuries, the archiepiscopal sees in most of the European kingdoms, as
was the case of Esztergom, were occupied by archbishops mandated with the
function of legatus natus. They occupied the primatial sees acting with the con-
sent and in support of the Roman Curia and, perhaps only to a little extent, in
support of the local royalty.42 In most cases, the archbishops appointed to pri-
matial positions, especially during the thirteenth century, were foreigners. They
came from other kingdoms than those where they received ecclesiastical offices.
A concrete example was Robert himself, archbishop of Esztergom, born in the
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diocese of Liège.43 He arrived at Székesfehérvár (Alba Regia) in the Kingdom
of Hungary in the early thirteenth century. Here he served as provost and royal
chancellor from 1207 to 1209.44 Later he was elevated to the dignity of bishop
of Veszprém (1209–1226).45 As head of this diocese, he participated in the Fourth
Lateran Council in 1215. In 1226, after a two-year vacation of the Hungarian
primatial see and two failed attempts to choose its archiepiscopal holder, Robert
was elected to this office.46

Returning to the question of the institutional obedience of the Cumans’
diocese, we should note that the ecclesiastical units newly created during this peri-
od were subjected to the jurisdiction of the bishop of Rome, so they were not
subordinated to any other church institution.47 This was also the case of the
Cumans’ diocese. Its diocesan48 was directly subordinated to Rome, from a
legal and institutional point of view.49 This aspect was regulated in a pontifical
letter sent to the new local bishop,50 Theodoric. He was informed that he and his
descendants, that is, the future bishops, would be subordinated only to the
Apostolic See (“We hereby command that both you and your descendants shall
be free of any other allegiance except to the Roman pontiff and you shall be direct-
ly under the jurisdiction of the Apostolic See”).51

After having written to the legate, the king of Hungary, the prior of the
Dominicans in Hungary and the new Bishop Theodoric, the pope addressed him-
self to the leader of the Cumans. He said that Rome took them and the Cuman
people under its protection,52 together with the assets they now owned or
would own in the future. Thus, any sense of doubt was dispelled. The pontifi-
cal gesture barred any intent or desire to occupy the newly created dignity, whether
we talk of religious or secular agents. In support of these claims, Rome recog-
nized the old freedoms of the Cuman people, but only insofar as they were
exercised within the limits of the Christian faith. The document reiterated that
the Hungarian royalty itself, through King Andrew II and his son, Béla, had rec-
ognized and accepted this state by applying the golden seal.53 In other words, the
Cuman populations in this Christianized region were spiritually and temporal-
ly exempt from allegiance to any local institution.

Even though it was located on the edge of Christianitas, Cumania was linked
directly to Rome. Thus, the boundaries of Christendom were directly con-
trolled by the Holy See, bypassing local temporal entities,54 referring once
again to the Hungarian royal institution in particular. The expression used in
the pontifical letter clearly stated the idea of the inviolability of this region, in the
sense that “no one should be allowed to violate the decisions of this letter of pro-
tection.”55

The attitude of Archbishop Robert of Esztergom56 towards his pontifical lega-
tion was more than positive, it was downright remarkable. That is why the
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Holy See bestowed upon him a new dignity, not of legate de latere, but of
legate natus, whereby the Hungarian primate was to observe the comportment
of King Andrew II. If the latter’s conduct did not meet the approval of the medieval
hierocracy and if the situation required it, this could lead to the king’s excom-
munication by the archbishop.57 Robert of Esztergom had his primatial rights
recognized once again, in the sense that he was entitled to crown the king of
Hungary and act inside the kingdom in the interest of Rome. He could there-
fore excommunicate anyone who proceeded against the hierocratic58 policy, a right
that had been accepted by the Hungarian royalty ever since the time of King Géza
II (1141–1162), and was later confirmed by Popes Alexander III (1159–1181)
and Celestine III (1191–1198).59

The right of crowning the Hungarian kings ceded to the archbishops of
Esztergom was materialized in the late twelfth century, when an apostolic legate
was present on the territory of the Arpadian Kingdom. This was Cardinal Gregory
of Sancte Marie in Porticu, who activated in Hungary for five years (1191–1196)60

and who granted, by pontifical mandate, the right of ius coronandi61 to the arch-
bishop at that time, Job of Esztergom. The same legate de latere, Gregory of
Sancte Marie in Porticu, established a new ecclesiastical institution in Transylvania
in the late twelfth century—the provostship of Sibiu.62 This was exempt, that
is, it was subordinated only to Rome and not to the local diocese of Transylvania.63

It was also the case of the exempt diocese of the Cumans, founded by archbishop
primate of Hungary in the third decade of the thirteenth century. We know there-
fore of other ecclesiastical institutions on the territory of the Kingdom of Hungary
that legally and institutionally belonged to the Roman Curia and not to the
local royalty.64

Four years after his first legatine mission to Cumania, the archbishop was man-
dated again, in 1231, to go to the regions inhabited by the Cumans with the same
goal: to baptize the Cumans, to erect churches and to ordain priests who would
serve there; in other words, he was once again granted plenitudo potestatis.65 While
the outcome of the first mission undertaken by the archbishop of Esztergom
in Cumania66 is known, for in 1227 a significant number of Cumans were
Christianized and a new diocese was set up, the result of the second mission is
unknown. Perhaps it was not recorded in the pontifical documents,67 as it had
been the case before.

A T LEAST from a hierocratic perspective, the legation of Archbishop Robert
of Esztergom68 was successful, having fully satisfied the discipline demand-
ed by the Holy See. The results of the actions taken by the legate de

latere were remarkable: he converted a large number of Cumans69 to Christianity
and he established a new diocese. Thus, the boundaries of Christianitas70 (an insti-
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tution led by the popes) were expanded, not only from a temporal-political
perspective, but especially from a spiritual point of view. Compared to other lega-
tine71 missions that were conducted in the Hungarian Kingdom and had a neg-
ative outcome, the actions taken by the archbishop of Esztergom registered a
noteworthy success.

q
(Translated by CARMEn BoRBély)
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Abstract
Hierocratic aspects Related to the legation of archbishop Robert of esztergom 
to Cumania (1227)

The topic addressed in this study has been discussed before and there are a number of writings
related to the moment when the Cumans’ diocese was established in 1227. However, the moti-
vation for approaching this subject is given by the fact that the studies dedicated to it do not
present the legation of Archbishop Robert of Esztergom (Strigonium) from a hierocratic per-
spective. In this paper, we shall attempt to highlight the hierocratic aspects of the legation under-
taken by Archbishop Robert of Esztergom in “Cumania” (the southwest of Moldova), by analyzing
several published pontifical documents. At least from a hierocratic perspective, the legation of
Archbishop Robert of Esztergom was successful, having fully satisfied the discipline demanded
by the Holy See. The results of the actions taken by the legate de latere were remarkable: he con-
verted a large number of Cumans to Christianity and he established a new diocese. Thus, the bound-
aries of Christianitas were expanded, not only from a temporal-political perspective, but espe-
cially from a spiritual point of view. 

Keywords
hierocracy, Robert of Esztergom, legatus natus, Cumans, legate de latere, 1227, exempt diocese
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