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< RESUME >

GERMAN AND ITALIAN TOWNS IN THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY
THROUGH THE EYES OF A RUSSIAN TRAVELER
— From the Notes of “A Journey to the Florentine Council” —

Yoshikazu NAKAMURA

It is well known that a Russian delegation took part in the Florentine
Council which was held in Ferrara and Florence in 1438-39 and Isidore, the
Russian Metropolitan, played an active part in the union of the Eastern and
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Western Churches on the eve of the fall of the Byzantine Empire. Metro-
politan Isidore, a Greek by nationality, had been to Basel, Switzerland,
before, but for most of his Russian followers, consisting of about a hundred
men, it must have been their first voyage to Europe. A Russian in the Metro-
politan’s retinue took notes on the journey, which started from Moscow in
September, 1437, and ended with their homecoming just three years later.
The document, titled ““A Journey to the Florentine Council”’, has the follow-
ing characteristics:

1. The anonymous author did not fail to note all the towns through which
the delegation passed and register the distance from one town to the next,
expressing it in versta from Moscow to Liibeck including a seaway on the
Baltic, and milia (i.e. mile) in Europe and the Balkan and East European
countries on the way home. All the 22 Metropolitans of the Orthodox
Church who attended the Council are enumerated without omission and the
dates of the 25 sessions are also meticulously recorded. On the other hand,
the author pays no attention to what was discussed in those sessions. There-
fore, as some historians point, he might well be supposed not to be a clergy-
man but a layman.

2. European towns, beginning with Tartu (then called Jur’ev by the Rus-
sians) under the dominion of the Teutonic Order, extremely surprised the
author. He does not conceal his great astonishment at stone-built houses,
magnificient cathedrals and cloisters, awe-inspiring relics, waterworks, foun-
tains, water mills etc., the like of which he may have never seen or heard of in
Muscovy. He explains in detail the mechanical works that he saw in Liibeck
and Ferrara. Of all the towns mentioned, the largest space is given to the
description of two Italian towns during the Renaissance, Florence and Venice.
The author seems to have been impressed above all in Florence by the Santa
Maria Nuova Hospital and the Santa Maria del Fiore Cathedral, so-called
Duomo, consecrated only three years before, and in Venice by its flourishing
trade with overseas countries and the dazzling San Marco Cathedral. But
Rome appeared to be a little desolated and not completely recovered from
the Great Schism.

3. We are interested by what the author did not write as well as what he
wrote. Unlike Simeon, another member of Isidore’s delegation, the author
of “A Journey” does not deliver any word of reproach to the Florentine
Council where the union was somehow accomplished. It is clear that he
has no prejudice against the Catholics. Such a standpoint was quite ex-
ceptional in 15th century Russia, where the Metropolitan Isidore was im-
prisoned and banished soon after his return by the Grand Prince Vasily II
on the charge of approving the union. It should be taken into consideration
that modern historians of the Russian Church and even Soviet scholars of
Medieval Russia never cease blaming Isidore as a betrayer. The author was an
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open-minded man, because he was free from religious prejudice. We might
aptly call him one of the first Westernizers in Russia.



