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ABSTRACT: Catholic Church efforts to convert Christians of the Ottoman Empire 
accelerated in the early seventeenth century after the establishment of the “Sacred 
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith” (Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda 
Fide) in 1622, and in the remainder of the century missionaries would be particularly 
successful in winning converts among Ottoman Armenians. This success gradually 
led to intra-Armenian conflict between Apostolic Armenians and those with Catholic 
sympathies. This article argues that the topic of Apostolic/Catholic Armenian 
confessional conflicts is ripe ground for research that builds connections between 
Ottoman Turkish archival documentation and Armenian narratives sources, many 
of which remain unpublished. While most previous research has examined the topic 
from European, Ottoman, or Armenian perspectives, here we present images of 
Catholic-Apostolic conflict using both Ottoman archival sources and the unpublished 
Armenian manuscript of an Armenian convert, showing the potential for further 
integrated studies on the spread of Catholicism among Ottoman Armenians of the 
early modem period.

KEYWORDS: Ottoman Armenians, Catholic missionaries, Mühimme Defterleri, 
Erzurum, eighteenth century, Armenian chronicles

1. Elenry Shapiro is currently engaged in a larger project about the merchant Elia of 
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transcribed and translated pertinent documents. This article stems from that overlap of interests. 
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Introduction
One of the ironies of Ottoman history is the nearly omnipresent evidence for 
mutual habitation, commerce, and cultural interaction between the empire’s 
various religious communities, and the comparative paucity of discussion of 
other groups in those communities’ historical traditions. It would be possible 
to read many chronicle s in Ottoman Turkish without realizing that the empire’s 
population was almost half Christian for much of its history. While Ottoman 
sultans, soldiers, and viziers appear much more frequently in history writings 
of the Greeks and Armenians, their historians also tended to be introverted, 
describing their own networks of churches, monasteries and villages without 
discussing fellow non-Muslims until a moment of conflict arose.

For most of the twentieth century, the field of early modem Ottoman 
history was Islamo-centric, focusing on archives and histories written by 
Muslims, while relatively neglecting the literary output of non-Muslim com­
munities. This has changed in recent decades, particularly with groundbreak- 
ing research on Ottoman Greeks,2 but the early modem Armenian experience 
in the Ottoman Empire remains understudied.3 While much lip service is given 
to the polyglot and multi-religious population of the empire, studies that make 
connections across different religions’ literary traditions are difficult to pro- 
duce, and historians have only scratched the surface of their potential. This 
article uses Ottoman Turkish and Armenian sources to shed light on the spread 
of Catholicism among Ottoman Armenians in the early modem period, a topic 
that simultaneously drew the interest of the Ottoman state’s bureaucrats and 
Armenian Christian authors.

2. Elizabath Zachariadou was a pioneer in research on Ottoman Greeks, and recent 
decades have seen groundbreaking contributions by Evangelia Balta, Molly Greene, Christine 
Philiou, and many young scholars. It has become a vibrant subfield of Ottoman Studies.

3. One recent contribution in this direction is Henry R. Shapiro, The Rise of the Westem 
Armenian Diaspora in the EarlyModem Ottoman Empire: From Refugee Crisis to Renaissance 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022).

4. Kemal Beydilli, II. Mahmud Devri ’nde Katolik Ermeni Cemâati ve Kilisesi ’nin Tanın­
ması (1830) (Harvard: Department of Near Eastem Languages and Civilizations, Harvard 
University, 1995).

In 1830 the Ottoman state gave formal recognition to an Armenian Cath­
olic millet for the first time.4 Until that point, the confessional boundaries 
between Catholic and Apostolic Armenians were somewhat ill-defined, and 
Armenian Catholics often lived in the shadows and faced periodic outbursts of 
persecution. While it is well known that Armenian Catholics played a prom­
inent role in the cultural and economic life of the Ottoman Empire and its 
capital İstanbul even before the nineteenth century, writing the intemal history 



GüngörürlerandShapiro/CatholicMissionaryActivityintheEarlyMiodemOttomanEmpire 81

of the Armenian Catholics is a difficult venture that usually requires reading 
between the lines of vehement polemical discourse. Recent decades have seen 
important discoveries in research on the spread of Catholicism in the early 
modem Ottoman Empire by scholars like Bemard Heyberger, Bruce Masters, 
Raymond Kevorkian, and Cesare Santus. Heyberger and Masters have shed 
light on the spread of Catholicism in the Levant, while Kevorkian and Santus 
have focused on the Armenians of Anatolia in İstanbul.5 Ensar Köse has also 
made rich contributions to research on the Armenian church in the Ottoman 
Empire using the Ottoman archives.6 To date, however, historians have not 
explored the many avenues of research that can be opened by combining Otto­
man archival and Armenian narrative sources.

5. Bemard Heyberger and Bruce Masters have done pioneering work on Catholic mission­
ary in Syria, while Raymond Kevorkian and Cesare Santus have both focused on the Armenians 
of Anatolia. See Bemard Heyberger, Les chretiens du Proche-Orient au temps de la Reforme 
catholique (Rome: Bibliotheque des Ecoles françaises d’Athenes et de Rome, 1994); Bruce Mas­
ters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: The Roots of Sectarianism (Cambridge 
University Press, 2001); Raymond H. Kevorkian, “L’imprimerie Surb Ejmiacin et Surb Sargis 
Zoravar et le conflit entre Armeniens et catholiques â Constantinople (1695-1718),” Revue des 
etudes armeniennes 15 (1981): 401-16; idem, “Livre missionnaire et enseignement catholique 
chez les Armeniens entre 1583 et 1700,”Revue des etudes armeniennes 17 (1983): 589-99; idem, 
“Le patriarcat armenien de Constantinople et l’Occident catholique au XVIIe siecle,” Revue du 
monde armenien modeme et contemporain 1 (1994): 19-29; and Cesare Santus, Trasgressioni 
necessarie. Communicatio in sacris, coesistenza e conflitti tra le comunitâ cristiane orientali 
(Levante e Impero ottomano, XVII-XVIII secolo) (Rome: Ecole française de Rome: 2019). See 
also contributions on the Ottoman Empire in B. Heyberger, N. Amsler, and A. Badea, Catholic 
Missionaries in Early Modem Asia: Pattems ofLocalization (Routledge, 2020).

6. E.g. Ensar Köse, “İstanbul Ermeni Patrikliği’nin Osmanlı Hükümeti’yle Münaseb­
etlerine Tesir Eden Dinamikler (18. Yüzyılın İlk Yansı),” Osmanlı Medeniyeti Araştırmaları 
Dergisi 3 (2017): 1-24; “Bir Hayalin Peşinde Yüz Yıl: Kudüs Ermeni Patrikhanesi’ni İstanbul 
Patrikliğiyle Birleştirme Çabalan (1650-1750),” Tarih Dergisi 63 (2016): 41-88.

In this article, we will be relying on two unutilized bodies of primary 
sources to shed light on Catholic missionary activities in the early eighteenth- 
century Ottoman Empire and the effect these activities had on Ottoman 
Armenians. The first of these two bodies of sources are passages from early- 
eighteenth century Mühimme Defterleri, or Registers of important Affairs, 
which include copies of decrees issued by the Ottoman state. These documents 
reveal the state’s worries about Catholic missionary activities in the empire, 
and they outline actions taken by the state to hinder the missions.

The other source is the unpublished chronicle of an Ottoman-Armenian 
Catholic, Elia of Erzurum (1689-1750?). Elia was bom into a family of Arme­
nian merchants in a village near Erzurum, where his family’s business was 
based. Jesuits had an active mission in Erzurum, and Elia studied the Catholic 



82 Joumal of the Ottoman and Turkish Studies Association, Vol. 10.1

faith with them and converted to Catholicism in 1705, when he was about 
sixteen years old. Elia went on to have a long and varied career. While his 
family business was engaged in long-distance trade that spanned across the 
Ottoman, Safavid-Persian, and Russian realms, his career took a tum when 
he settled in Safavid Iran and began working for European, and particularly 
French, interests, chosen most likely as a result of his Catholicism, linguis- 
tic skills, and business experience. Elia was later appointed by the Safavid 
shah to be an envoy to Europe in 1724, but his mission failed when he was 
apprehended by Russian authorities and detained in the Russian Empire for 
twelve years. After being released from his long Russian captivity, he spent 
time in Europe and Persia, before ultimately retuming to his village home 
in the Erzurum province of the Ottoman Empire. At life’s end, he renounced 
Catholicism and wrote a long, stili unpublished chronicle in Armenian about 
his life and his relationship with Roman Catholic religious orders (Mkhit‘arean 
Monastery Manuscript Library in Vienna MS 980).7

7. For a more complete account of Elia’s life and literary corpus see Henry R. Shapiro, 
“Falling Out of Love with the Franks: The Life and Writings of an Armenian Catholic Diplomat 
in the Service of Late Safavid Persia,” Iranian Studies 54 (2021): 573-603. See also A.G. Abra- 
hamyan, Elia Kamets ‘u Divans (Yerevan: Mitk‘ Hratarakch‘ut‘yun, 1968).

8. For important efforts to look at early modem Catholicism as a global, not European, 
phenomenon, see Simon Ditchfield, “Decentering the Catholic Reformation Papacy and Peo- 
ples in the Early Modem World,” Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte (2010): 186-208: and 
‘“Provincializing Europe’: the circulation of the sacred and reciprocity in the making of Roman 
Catholicism as a world religion,” in Reformation und Reformationen, ed. Kaspar von Greyerz 
and Anselm Schubert (Gutersloh: Verein fur Reformationsgeschichte, 2022), 177-206.

9. Charles Frazee, Catholics andSultans: The Church and the Ottoman Empire: 1453 1923 
(Cambridge University Press, 1983), 178-89.

Together, Ottoman Turkish archival documents and Elia’s Armenian- 
language chronicle provide two starkly contrasting perspectives on Roman 
Catholic missionary activities in the Ottoman Empire: those of a state 
working to hinder the missionaries, and the memories of a subject of Jesuit 
indoctrination and conversion. Most research to-date on “global Catholi­
cism” has relied on the records and writings of European Catholics.8 Here 
we show the response to Catholic missionary activities on the ground, 
as described by Ottoman Müslim state officials and Ottoman Christians. 
While this article focuses on the first decade of the eighteenth century, 
tensions broke out sporadically, such as instances in 1715 and 1761.9 We 
conclude by postulating possible reasons for the greater success of Cath­
olic missionary activities among Ottoman Armenians compared to other 
Ottoman Christian groups.
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Catholic Missionaries in OttomanTurkish Archival
Documents (A/lüh/mme)
A critical tuming point in the history of Catholics in the Ottoman lands came in 
1622 with the establishment of the “Sacred Congregation for the Propagation 
of the Faith” (Sacra Congregcıtio de Propaganda Fide), which soon went on 
to found the Collegio Urbano for training missionaries in 1627.10 These insti- 
tutions made gradual progress in winning över Catholic sympathizers among 
Armenians of the Ottoman Empire, and by the beginning of the eighteenth 
century the Armenian Catholic population of İstanbul may have been as high 
as 8,000 out of a general population of 40,000.11 With widening Catholic influ- 
ence came increasing tensions between Apostolic and Catholic-leaning Arme­
nians.12

10. See Giovanni Pizzorusso, Govemare le missioni, conoscere il mondo nel XVII secolo. 
La Congregazione pontificia De Propaganda Fide (Viterbo: Edizioni Sette cittâ, 2018); and 
Sebouh D. Aslanian, “The ‘Great Schism’ of 1773: Venice and the Founding of the Armenian 
Community of Trieste,” in Reflections on Armenian Identity in History and Historiography, ed. 
14. Berberian and J. Daryaee (Irvine: Jordan Çenter for Persian Studies, 2018), 89.

11. On the Catholic presence in İstanbul, see Rinaldo Marmara, La Communaute Levantine 
de Constantinople—De LEmpire Byzantin a La Republique Turque (İstanbul: Isis, 2012). For 
the estimate of the Armenian Catholic population of İstanbul in the eighteenth century, see 
Georg Hofmann, II vicariato apostolico di Costantinopoli, 1453--1830: documenti, con intro- 
duzione, illustrazioni (Rome: Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1935), 78-83.

12. There is a rich Armenian-language secondary literatüre on this conflict, including clas- 
sic works by Grigoris Galemk‘earean. Recently, Meruzhan Karapetean has published a series of 
important articles describing texts and personages relating to confessional conflict, e.g., Meru­
zhan Karapetean, “ZhE Dari ArajinK’arordi mi Erkkhösut’iwn,”Handes Amsöreay 123 (2009): 
375—476: and “K.Polu Patriark‘ner T‘ovma vrd. Beriats'i (1603-1658) ew Dawit‘ Beriats'i (?- 
1679),”HandesAmsöreay 133 (2019): 297-393.

13. Cesare Santus, “Sheykh ül-islam Feyzullah Efendi and the Armenian Patriarch Awe- 
tik‘: A Case of Entangled Confessional Disciplining?”, in Confessionalizations? Dialogic 

By the end of the seventeenth century, tensions had reached a point that 
the Armenian Patriarchate in İstanbul was willing to take severe measures 
to limit the spread of Catholicism among its flock. Cesare Santus, a scholar 
of global Catholicism, identifies a key moment in those initiatives in an arti­
cle entitled “Sheykh ül-islam Feyzullah Efendi and the Armenian Patriarch 
Awetik‘: A Case of Entangled Confessional Disciplining?” Therein, Santus 
documents how the highest Apostolic Armenian clergyman of the Ottoman 
Empire joined forces with the highest Müslim jurist to combat the Catho­
lics, and he marks the Venetian conquest of the Island of Chios in 1694 as a 
key event in catalyzing cooperation, as it transformed the Apostolic-Catholic 
Armenian conflict from an intemal affair among Christians into a debate with 
potential geopolitical ramifications in time of war against a Catholic power.13
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Although the intensity of cooperation between the Ottoman state and 
the Armenian Patriarchate was probably at its high point of coordination 
between 1692 and 1703 in İstanbul, concerted efforts to repress the Catho­
lics continued sporadically throughout the empire, and they can be followed 
through investigation of Ottoman Turkish archival documents, particularly the 
Mühimme Defterleri. For example, a decree against Catholic missionary activ- 
ity was issued to Aleppo in July 1701, with copies also issued to Erzurum, 
Amid (Diyarbekir), Tokat, Konya, Kayseri, Ankara, Sivas, Eğin (Kemaliye), 
Arabgir, Çemişgezek, and Divriği, apparently the broad range of areas where 
missionaries were known or thought to be active. The decree, addressed to the 
judge of Aleppo, states that:

In my Well-Protected Domains have emerged some priests associated with the Pope 
of Rome, and they roam in towns and cities with corrupt purposes and void intentions, 
invite the Greeks, Armenians, Assyrians, and other dhimmi Nazarenes subordinated 
to them, convert these from their ancient rites, make these conform to their own sect, 
and thereby broadcast the spikes of scheming and cheating, and plot the yeast of 
corruption and disruption. Thereupon, dhimmi subjects came to my Imperial Council 
and complained. It is vitally necessary to prohibitively inhibit the aforesaid ones 
and to eradicate the nail of their sedition and the stem of their thought. When my 
Illustrious Order arrives, you, who is the abovementioned high-judge, shall step 
in to this demanding affair with full attention, inquire secretly and openly, impede 
from such wile and scheme the scheming priests, who are affiliated with the Pope 
of Rome and who by way of travel as well as residence in my Protected Domains 
seduce and corrupt the Nazarene groups in the explained manner, block their course 
of corruption, admonish for the reversion of those Greeks and Armenians as well as 
other dhimmis of the Nazarene nation who, in deception by the schemes and cheatings 
of the aforesaid ones, quit their ancient sects and defected to the Frankish rite, make 
them hate and refuse the Frankish sect, likewise, after gathering full knowledge, seize 
and imprison and submit in name as well as in description to my Gate of State those 
who in the appearance of priesthood corrupt the aforesaid groups with such cheat if 
they even henceforward reject prohibition and inhibition and again dare to corrupt. 
But you shall much refrain from acquiring property with this pretext. That is to say, 
if it becomes heard that you indine towards seizing property and acquiring goods, 
consider that you brought punishment upon yourself, so act accordingly with chastity 
and faimess. Thereon is issued my Sublimely Glorious Decree.14

Perspectives on Politics ofPiety and Communify Building in the Ottoman Empire, 15th--18th 
Centuries, ed. Tijana Krstic and Derin Terzioğlu (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2021).

14. MHM.d. 111, hüküm 2224-2231 (sf. 631 / görüntü 319). “Memâlik-i Mahrûsetü’l- 
mesâlikimde Rim Papa’ya müntesip bazı ruhbanlar zuhûr edip, kasd-ı fâsid ü niyet-i kâsid ile 
devr-i bilâd u emsâr edip, Rum ü Ermeni vü Süryânî ve şâir bunlara Tâbi ehl-i zimmet Nasârâ’yı 
mezâhib-i Efrenciye’ye davet ve nicelerinfi] âyin-i kadîmlerinden döndürüp kendi mezhepler­
ine mütâbaat ettirmekle, Memâlik-i Mahrûse’mde bess-i eşvâk-i mekâid ü ihtiyâl ve dess-i 
hamîr-mâye-i mefâsid ü ihtilâl etmeleriyle, ehl-i zümmet reâyâ Dîvân-ı Hümâyun’uma gelip 
şikâyet etmeğin, mezburların zecr ü men’i ve mîh-i fitne vü rîşe-i endîşelerinin kal’-u-kam’ı 
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The first noteworthy point about this decree is the broad array of sites 
in Anatolia to which it was addressed in addition to Aleppo. The sites were 
almost ali noted Armenian population centers, thus implying that the mission­
aries were targeting Armenians in particular, even if the decree lists “Greeks, 
Armenians, Assyrians, and other dhimmi Nazarenes.” Secondly, it is notewor- 
thy that state action is not initiated by Muslims or state officials, but rather 
that “dhimmi subjects came to my Imperial Council and complained”: that is 
to say, local Ottoman Christians actively sought out state intervention against 
the Catholic missionaries. Finally, the document orders that the local offi­
cials imprison missionaries, showing the seriousness with which they sought 
to curb their activities. Similar orders were issued to Basra,15 Baghdad,16 and 
Erzurum17 in the following year (1702), instructing local officials in those 
areas to expel Catholic missionaries, and in 1703 orders of expulsion of Cath­
olic missionaries were issued to the Greeks islands of Naxos and Paros.18

mühim ve muktezî olmakla, sen ki mevlânâ-yı mûmâ-ileyhsin, ernr-i şerifim vusûlunda bu ernr-i 
lâzımü’l-ihtimâma takayyüd-i tâm ile kıyâm ve sırren ü alenen tafahhus u isti’lâm edip ol makule 
Rim Papa’ya mensup olmakla Memâlik-i Mahrûse’mde eğer seyâhat ü eğer ikamet tarîki ile 
tavâif-i Nasârâ’ya minvâl-i meşrûh üzere iğvâ vü ifsâd eden rehâbîn-i key-âyîn ol makule 
hadî’at ü mekîdetten sadd ile mecâryi mefâsid ü mekâsidlerinfi] sedd edip, ve eğer Rûm ü 
Ermeni vü eğer şâir ehl-i zimmet millet-i Nasârâ’dan mezburların ferîfte-i keyd ü ihtiyalleri 
olmakla mezheb-i kadîmlerin [i] terk ve âyîn-i Efrenc’e intihâl edenlerin rücû’lanna tembih ile 
Frenk mezhebinden tenfîr ü tahzîr ve kezâlik sûret-i ruhbâniyette tavâif-i mezbûreyi bu güne 
hile vü hud’a ile ifsâd edenler bundan soma dahi mütenebbih ü münzecir olmayıp yine ifsâda 
cesâret ederler ise vukuf-ı tam tahsil ettikten soma ahz ü haps ve isim ü resimleriyle Der-i 
Devlet-medânma arz u ilâm eyleyip amma bu takrîble celb-i maldan ziyâde tavakkıy eyleyesin. 
Şöyle ki, ahz-ı emvâl ü celb-i metâ’ vech-i ihâle-i meylânm istimâ’ olunur ise kendine mûcib-i 
nekâl olacağmı mülâhaza edip ona göre ‘afâf ü intisâf üzere hareket eylemek bâbmda fermân-ı 
âli-şânım sâdır olmuştur. Buyurdum ki. . . fî evâsıt-ı Sfafer], se[ne 1] 113.”

15. A.DVN. 281/97, entry 1.
16. A.DVN. 281/97, entry 2.
17. A.DVN. 281/97, entry 3.
18. MHM.d. 112, page 438, entry 1593. For analysis of comparable orders, see also Cesare 

Santus, Trasgressioni necessarie, 153-54, 317, 352.

In May 1703 another order was issued to Erzurum which describes a 
former Armenian bishop who had Catholic leanings and began to help the 
European missionaries. The document states that

... the priest named Ehron [Aharon], who was formerly [Armenian] bishop at 
Erzurum, is again not restrained or prohibited, he instructs the children of the dhimmi 
Nazarene nation in the Frankish rite and thus cause disruption. Aside from this, it 
is documented [by the courthouse] that the aforesaid one conforms to the Frankish 
rite and that his corruption is obvious, and his misbehavior is reported. When my 
Illustrious Order arrives, you, the abovesaid high-judge, shall imprison at the fortress 
of Erzurum and notify on the said priest Ehron, who conforms to the Frankish rite, 
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instructs the children of the dhimmi Nazarene nation in the Frankish rite, thus causes 
corruption, and whose misbehavior is obvious.19

19. MHM.d. 114,page 146, entry 597. “.. . sâbıkan Erzurum’da murahhasa olan Ehron nâm 
râhip yine memnu’ ve münzecir olmayıp ehl-i zimmer millet-i Nasârâ’nm evlâtlanna âyin-i 
Efrenc’i talim ile ihtilâle bâis olduğundan mâadâ mesfûrun âyin-i Efrenc’e mütâbaat ile fesâdı 
zâhir olduğu hüccet ve bu vech üzere su-i hâli i’lâm olunmakla, sen ki mevlânâ-yı mûmâ- 
ileyhsin, emr-i şerifim vusûlunda âyin-i Efrenc’e mütâbaat ve ehl-i zimmet millet-i Nasârâ 
evlâdına âyin-i Efrenc’i talim ile ihtilâle bâis ve su-i hâli zâhir olan rnesfur Ehron râhibi 
Erzurum kalesine hapis ve i’lâm eyleyesin, diye yazılmıştır.”

20. For previous mention of this Aharon, see Köse, “İstanbul Ermeni Patrikliği’nin Osmanlı 
Hükümeti’yle Münasebetlerine Tesir Eden Dinamikler (18. Yüzyılın İlk Yarısı),” 13.

21. For biographies of Komitas, see Malak'ia Örmanean, Azgapatum II (Beruit: Sewan, 
1960), 2756-59; and H. Riondel, Une page tragique de l’histoire religieuse du Levant (Paris: 
Gabriel Beauchesne, 1929).

22. Conceming Komitas’ beatification, see Cesare Santus, “Un Beato Martire Per La Nazi- 
one Martire. La Causa di Beatificazione del Sacerdote Armeno Gomidas Keaumurgian (1709- 
1929),” in Un mestiere paziente: Gli allievi pisani per Daniele Menozzi, ed. Andrea Mariuzzo, 
et al. (Pisa: Edizioni ETS, 2017), 221-33; and Henry R. Shapiro, “Afterlives of Komitas 
K'eömıırchean (1656-1707): Commemorating an Armenian-Catholic Martyr in Ottoman İstan­
bul,” Ottoman Studies (Osmanlı Araştırmaları) LVIII (2021): 81-120.

In this document we see that Catholic missionary efforts were not only win- 
ning över Armenian laypeople, but even high clergy, including the former 
bishop Aharon discussed here.20 These high clergy would undoubtedly have 
been in positions to greatly aid the missionaries. Thus, Catholic missionaries 
sought to win över the high clergy first and foremost, and anti-Catholic forces 
were particularly eager to imprison men of such influence.

This threat of imprisonment pushed many prominent Armenian Catholics 
into hiding. The most famous of these was Komitas K‘eömurchean (1656— 
1707), who spent several years hidden in Jerusalem and İstanbul in the early 
eighteenth century, before finally being executed in 1707.21 Komitas was a 
priest, poet, and a member of IstanbuTs most renowned Armenian intellectual 
family. He was the younger brother of Eremia K‘eömurchean, Ottoman İstan­
bul’s first great Armenian author and intellectual. While Eremia was an Apos­
tolic Armenian who lived to a ripe old age as a respected man in the Ottoman 
Armenian community of İstanbul, his younger brother, Komitas, was decapi- 
tated at the explicit request of the Apostolic Armenian Patriarchate. Komitas 
is the most famous Catholic to be killed during these persecutions because he 
would later be beatified by the Roman Catholic Church.22

Whereas previous documents stated vaguely that “dhimmi subjects came 
to my Imperial Council and complained” about Catholic missionary activities, 
in another imperial order sent to Erzurum in mid-May 1706 we gain more 
information about the local Ottoman Christians who were goading the state to 
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clamp down on the activities of Catholic missionaries and local Christians who 
had become practicing Catholics. The order to Erzurum explicitly states that:

... the priest named Masrub [Mesrop], who is currently [Armenian] bishop at 
Erzurum, came to my Blissful Threshold, and notified that in my Well-Protected 
Domains have emerged some priests associated with the Pope of Rome, they roam in 
towns and cities with corrupt purposes and void intentions, invite to Frankish sects the 
Greeks, Armenians, and other dhimmi Nazarenes subordinated to these, convert many 
of these from their ancient rites, make these conform to their own sect, and thereby 
broadcast the spikes of scheming and cheating, and plot the yeast of corruption and 
disruption in my Protected Domains. Dhimmi subjects had previously come to my 
Imperial Council and complained. . . .

The priest named Ehron [Aharon], who was formerly [Armenian] bishop at Erzurum, 
is again not restrained or prohibited, he instructs the children of the dhimmi Nazarene 
nation in the Frankish rite and thus cause disruption. Aside from this, it is documented 
[by the courthouse] that the aforesaid one conforms to the Frankish rite and that his 
corruption is obvious . . . Whereas my Illustrious Order was already given that the 
priest [Aharon] be confmed in the fortress of Erzurum and notification thereof be sent, 
and whereas the aforesaid one became confmed, he has been released, because he had 
fmancial power . . . [with which to convince] the Civil Magistrates, and he does not 
refrain from committing transgressions in the explained manner.

He [Mesrop, the current Armenian bishop of Erzurum] asked for my Imperial Hand- 
writ that the aforesaid priest be confmed in the fortress of Ardanuç in the vicinity of 
Erzurum and that his violations be prohibited and averted as explained. My Highly 
Glorious Decree is issued for you, the abovementioned vizier, to examine and ques- 
tion this on the spot, and if it [ali] has happened as reported, to seize and confine the 
aforesaid one.23

23. MHM.d. 115, hüküm 70 (sf.22). “hâlen Erzurum’da murahhasa olan Masrub nâm râhip 
Südde-i Saadet’ime gelip Memâlik-i MahrûsetüT-mesâlikimde Rim Papa’ya müntesip bazı ruh­
banlar zuhûr edip kasd-ı fâsid ü niyet-i kâsid ile devr-i bilâd u emsâr ve Rum u Ermeni vü şâir 
bunlara tâbi ehl-i zimmet Nasârâ’yı mezâhib-i Efrenciye’ye davet ve nicelerinfi] âyin-i kadîm­
lerinden döndürüp kendi mezheplerine mütâbaat ettirmekle, Memâlik-i Mahrûse’mde bess-i 
eşvâk-i mekâid ü ihtiyâl ve dess-i hamîr-mâye-i mefâsid ü ihtilâl etmeleriyle, bundan akdem 
ehl-i zimmet reâyâ Dîvân-ı Hümâyun’uma gelip şikâyet ettiklerinde. . . .

. . . sâbıkan Erzurum’da murahhasa olan Ehron nâm râhip yine memnû’ ü münzecir 
olmayıp ehl-i zimmet Nasârâ’mn evlatlarına âyin-i Efrenc’i talim ile ihtilâle bâis olduğundan 
mâadâ mesfûrun âyin-i Efrenc’e mütâbaat ile fesâdı olan [. . . mürekkep dağılmış . . .] râhibi 
Erzurum kalesine kale-bend ve i’lâm eylemek üzere bundan akdem emr-i şerifim verilip mez- 
bur kale-bend olmuş iken kuvvet-i mâliyesi olmakla ehl-i örf ile [. . . mürekkep dağılmış . . .] 
kaleden ıtlak olunmakla vech-i meşruh üzere tecâvüzden hâli olmadığmfı] bildirip mezbur râhip 
Erzurum kurbunda olan Ardanuç kalesine kale-bend ve vech-i meşruh üzere ta’addisi men’ 
u def’ olunmak bâbmda hatt-ı? hümâyunum ricâ etmekle, sen ki vezîr-i müşârun-ileyhsin, 
mahallinde şer’ile tefahhus u sual edip i’lâm olunduğu üzere vaki ise mezbûru ahz ü kale-bend 
eylemek bâbmda fermân-ı âlişâmm sâdır olmuştur.”
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Here the court describes very explicitly that it was none other than the current 
Armenian bishop, Mesrop, who was demanding state action be taken against 
Catholic activity in Erzurum, especially at the aforementioned Aharon, show- 
ing how the Apostolic-Catholic competition of the early eighteenth century was 
dividing the Armenian clerical class. As in the famous case of Komitas, here 
again the Apostolic Armenian church hierarchy was eager to use Ottoman state 
instruments of coercion to restrain Catholic conversion within their community.

The Catholics were not, however, without recourse, and the document 
suggests that it was their “financial power,” presumably their ability to bribe, 
that enabled Aharon to go free. In his research on missionary activity in the 
Ottoman Empire, Cesare Santus analyzes a French letter from a Catholic con- 
vert from Erzurum written some years beforehand that mentions the contro- 
versy about Aharon. The letter notes that . Erzurum is now divided into 
three factions: the . . . Armenians; ... the Franks; . . . [and] those who do not 
want to appear either as Armenians or Franks.” Santus’s research shows how 
Ottoman officials very consciously sought to profit off the Catholic missionar­
ies and their sympathizers, and how French diplomatic power—in addition to 
bribery—helped their mission in Erzurum survive.24

24. Cesare Santus, Trasgressioni necessarie, 313-14.
25. MHM.d. 115, page 532, entries 2346-53. “. . . hâlâ Fransız taifesinden bazı Frenkler 

tagyîr-i hey’et ü tebdîl-i kıyâfet edip kimisi etibbâ zeyninde ve kimisi rehâbîn sûretinde devr-i 

Mühimme entries document further complaints against Catholic activity 
two years later in Aleppo. According to one document dated March 1708 and 
addressed to the authorities in Aleppo, French missionaries were working in 
secretto proselytize Ottoman Christians:

. . . currently, some Franks from the French nation alter their attire, disguise them- 
selves, and roam cities and towns, some in the attire of physicians and some in the 
appearance of priests. A few of such Frenchmen have currently established them- 
selves in the metropolis of Aleppo, and firm news have been received that they, as 
occasion serves, seduce and pervert the dhimmi subjects to defect to the Frankish 
rite. Whereas you, who are the above mentioned vizier and the aforementioned high- 
judge, were already admonished with Illustrious Orders for this pressing matter, the 
further emanation of this affair as explained originates from your lowly consciousness 
regarding the state of affairs in govemance! Therefore you are [hereby] reprimanded 
and entitled to scolding. Hence, when my Illustrious Order arrives: you shall take 
great çare to step in to this demanding affair with full attention, inquire secretly and 
openly, eject and drive away from Aleppo the wily Franks who have been residing 
in Aleppo for five-to-six years in the appearance of either physicians or priests, and 
remove the wile of their corruption. This is to say, henceforward, from such pervert 
corruptors if a single soul is found in your area of jurisdiction, know it to be destined 
that your apology and answer will fail on deaf ears and that you will be responsible 
and punished. For you to act accordingly with perception and vigilance, my Highly 
Glorious Decree is issued.25
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This document explicitly describes how Catholic missionaries would hide their 
identities, using disguises and trying to pass off as physicians. Similar descrip- 
tions exist in an edict issued to Sivas a few months later (July 29-August 7).26 

Collectively, we see from these documents that the Ottoman state was 
actively attempting to repress Catholic missionary activities throughout the 
empire in the first decade of the eighteenth century. While the Apostolic Arme­
nian Patriarchate and the empire’s Müslim Şeyhülislam did not always cooper- 
ate with the close concert described by Santus for the period from 1692-1703, 
sporadic cooperation continued in localities throughout the Ottoman Empire 
for years thereafter. Most, if not ali, of the Ottoman Empire’s anti-Catholic 
activities in the following five years seem to have been initiated by the com- 
plaints of Apostolic Armenian churchmen, for whom the confessional divide 
were more important than linguistic or ethnic solidarities. This prompted Cath­
olic missionaries to work underground, living in hiding and using disguises, 
and it also prompted some Ottoman-Armenian Catholics to flee the empire, 
seeking safe refuge in, for instance, the Russian Empire.27

bilâd u emsâr ve hâlen ol makule Fransızlar’dan birazı mahmiye-i Halep’te temekkün ü karar 
edip fırsat buldukça ehl-i zimmet reâyâyı âyin-i Efrenciye’ye intihâl için iğvâ vü ıdlâl ettikleri 
yakıynen haber alınmakla, siz ki vezîr-i müşârun-ileyh ü mevlânâ-yı mûmâ-ileyhsin[iz], 
mukaddemen bu madde-i ammâre? için evâmir-i şerife ile tembih olunmuş iken bu ernr kezâ- 
lik? vech-i meşruh üzere sudûru ahvâl-i bilâdiyeye dâir umûrda sukut-ı şuurunuzdan neş’et 
etmekle matrah-ı hitâb u müstehakk-ı ‘itâb olmuşsu[nu]zdur. İmdi, emr-i şerîfim vusûlunda bu 
ernr-i lâzımü’l-ihtimâma takayyüd-i tâm ile kıyâm ve sırren ü alenen tefahhus edip Fransız 
taifesinden eğer etibbâ vü eğer rehâbîn sûretinde varıp beş-altı seneden beri Halep’te temek­
kün eden Frenk-i keyd-âhenkleri Halep’ten ihrâc ü ib’âd ile mekâid-i fesatlannm def’ ü ref’ine 
dikkat-i tam eyleyesin[iz]. Şöyle ki, bundan soma ol makule müfsidîn-i dalâlet-âyinden havza-i 
hükümetinizde nefs-i vâhid bulunur ise özür ve cevâbınız ısga olunmayıp mesul ve mu’âkab 
olacağınızı mukadder bilip ona göre basiret ve intibâh ile hareket eylemeniz bâbmda fermân-ı 
âlişâmm sâdır olmuştur.”

26. MHM.d. 115, page 633, entry 2777. Bruce Masters has studied a similar document 
issued at the same time. See Bruce Masters, “The Millet Wars in Aleppo, 1726-1821: An Otto­
man Perspective,” in Aleppo and its Elinterland in the Ottoman Period, ed. Stefan Winder and 
MafaldaAde (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 130-51.

27. See Elizabet’ Tajirean, “Astrakhani Hayots’ Patmut’iwnits’ (ZhE Dari Arajin K’arord),” 
in Armenian Elistory Materials in the Archives of Central Europe, ed. Gabriella Uluhogian 
(Yerevan: Sargis Khachents‘, 2001).

TheTestimony of an Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Armenian 
Catholic Convert
Despite ali of the fervent threats and promises of anti-Catholic measures made 
by judges across the Ottoman Empire, as described in the above-mentioned 
documents, the survival of a Catholic minority among the empire’s Armenian 
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populations demonstrate that the patriarchate and state ultimately failed to stop 
the missionaries from making lasting inroads. Why is it that the missionar- 
ies and Catholic-leaning Armenian priests and laymen were able to succeed, 
even in the face of imprisonment and even execution? The case of Komitas 
implies that Catholicism may have had a particular appeal to the intelligen- 
tsia, as Komitas hailed from IstanbuTs most famed Armenian leamed family, 
and his hagiographies emphasize the intellectual appeal of Catholicism.28 As 
noted in the research of Bemard Heyberger about Ottoman Christians in Syria- 
Lebanon, Catholic leanings were usually an elite phenomenon, something 
more common among the educated and affluent.29

28. E.g., Stejranos Avk'ereaııts'. , l//aA ’ın aziz kulu Kömürceants Der Gomidas kahanaynın 
varkı ve Nahadagutünü, (Trieste: Self-published with persmission of Mikhit‘arean publishing 
house, 1798), 10-13.

29. See Heyberger, Les chretiens du Proche-Orient au temps de la Reforme catholique, 
241-72.

30. For an example from Rome, see Grigor Daranalts‘i, Zhamanakagrut‘rwn Grigor Varda- 
peti Kamakhets ‘woy kam Daranalts ‘woy, Ed. Mesrop Nshanean (Jerusalem: Tparan Arak‘ 
At‘orots‘ S. Yakobeants‘, 1915), 381-82. For abroader analysis, see Cesare Santus, “Wandering 
Lives: Eastem Christian Pilgrims, Alms-collectors and ‘Refugees’ in Early Modem Rome,” in A 
Companion to Religious Minorities in Early Modem Rome, ed. Emily Michelson and Matthew 
Coneys (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 237-71.

31. For examples among the New Julfa merchants, see Sebouh David Aslanian, From the 
Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean: The Global Trade Networks of Armenian Merchants from 
\'ew Julfa (Berkeley: University of Califomia Press, 2011), 61 -63.

One group that could benefit from Catholicism in ways that transcended 
the spiritual and intellectual sphere was merchants. There was great benefit to 
being a Catholic Armenian merchant, as European merchants seem to have 
preferred working with local Catholics of the Ottoman and Safavid realms, 
and because Armenian merchants travelling in Italy were sometimes asked 
about their views and harassed if they did not conform to Catholic Ortho- 
doxy.30 Since persecution of Catholics sporadically took place in the Ottoman 
Empire, while harassment of Apostolic Armenian could take place in Europe, 
the contrast motivated some merchants of the Ottoman and Safavid realms to 
switch confessions according to the needs of the moment, becoming Catholic 
while travelling in Europe, then reverting to the Apostolic confession in İstan­
bul or Isfahan.31 Other merchants would have been true believers in Catholi­
cism. There is no contradiction, after ali, between following self-interest and 
believing that the path of self-interest is righteous.

The above-mentioned merchant Elia of Erzurum (1689-1750?) was a true 
believer in Catholicism for most of his life, and in his unpublished chronicle, 
he telis the story of how he converted as a youth in Erzurum under the influ- 
ence of European missionaries. Elia explains that he was initially exposed to 
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Catholic ideas during his early education. He would recount what he leamed at 
home, much to his father’s approval, as his father was a merchant who deemed 
the Catholics to be honest men.32 Elia was impressed with the European Cath­
olics’ skillfulness and clevemess. He wrote:

32. Mkhit'arean Monastery Manuscript Library of Vienna (W) MS 980, 6b.
33. W 980, 6b-7a. ‘“Luıjh hu [ıpplı uıhuuıhhj[ı q<khnuıqnpbu hnguı huuıuılp huıumuıuı, 

qhqhg]ılp uıhhuıuuıhhjjı, hhuıpuıqnpb lı hhuıpuıq]nuı uıpuıpu hnguı uınkj]ı h ıfuı[ıp, hpt 
Uuuınıuıb ny tp phq tınuuı, ny uıuıjp hnguı uıjupuıh 2hnp, np uıjupuıh quıpıfuıhuq]ı [ıpu 
jhpuht [ı <khnuıg hnguı, t[uıuh uıjurq[ıu]ı ıfuıuıbıfuıhtu juııhpıjp ufiph [ııf, uı]n h q]i2hp 
hui2hj[ı h ıfui2hj]ı ujıpoı^u hnguı h guıhtjuıjJı qhuıpjhplj]ıph hnguı um [ı jnıuh]ıp]ı hnguıhfi, 
[ı 2Ünphuıgtı hnguı h jjıhhp ghnphuunp, npujhu hnpuıj: ”

34. For a contemporary description of Europe writtenby an Ottoman Catholic Maronite, see 
the travelogue of Hannâ Diyâb: Hannâ Diyâb, The Book ofTravels, ed. Johannes Stephan, trans. 
Elias Muhanna, 2 vols (New York: New York University Press, 2021).

35. For more about Pierre Ricard (1657-1717), see Cesare Santus, Trasgressioni necessarie, 
143, 326,331,364-65.

When I saw [the European Catholics’] handiworks, their püre, solid, beautiful, 
un-attainable, dexterous, [and] inventive deeds, I was thinking: Was not God with 
them, was Ele not giving them so much grace, [with the result] that such amazing 
things come from their hands? On account of such thoughts, my love [for them] was 
increasing, day and night I was consumed and afflicted with love for them, and I was 
wanting to go to their country to leam from them, from their graces, and to become 
filled with grace, like them.33

Unfortunately, Elia is not more precise in listing what European arts particu- 
larly impressed him, but he clearly articulates his youthful dream of traveling 
to Europe, France in particular.34 35 He would not actually realize the plan until 
much later in his life, at which time he would meet with great disappointment. 

Although Elia explicitly states that his father shared his pro-Catholic 
sympathies, it was only after his father’s death in 1705 that Elia made an offi- 
cial “conversion.” Given the sometimes ambiguous line between Apostolic 
and Catholic Armenians in the early modem Ottoman Empire, what do we 
mean here by conversion? Elia explains it in the following fashion:

After mouming for [Elia’s father], the son of my patemal uncle Lazar Margari held 
our guardianship. There at the time was a Jesuit padre, whose name was Fr. Petros 
Rik'art.3' on account of which, without delaying, Lazar sent me to him. When I 
entered [to see him] and kissed his right [hand], he did not accept me. The next time 
[it was] in vain, but the third time he received and accepted me with love. He began to 
ask me about Christian doctrine. After listening completely to the answer, forthwith 
he had me profess the Roman declaration of faith, and he had me confess. This was 
my first confession, which I did for him. He offered the Mass and communed with 
the body of Christ. Then I began to teach and to preach. Immediately I was kindled 
and inflamed with love for this Jesuit padre. In my leisure time I would write concise 
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notebooks on Christian dogma. I would present them to the padre, who would dis- 
tribute [them] to the newly converted people. Three months did not pass, [before] I 
had 24 orthodox souls, men and women, great and small. When the padre saw the 
abundance of my graces, he appointed me lecturer över 24 students, but I did not 
remain long in the city. It was necessary to depart and to go on a joumey for the work 
of commerce . . ,36

36. W 980, 8a-9a. “. . . qlqlı]n uqnj tınpuı Ijuıpuı hnquıpuıpA.nıp]ntı ılhp Jıtf hnpnjuujop 
nprj]ı rl,uıquıplı LTuıpquıp]ı duııfuıtıuılj]ıtı uıtıq tjuıjp <Aqnr]ıuı rquıuıp[ı ıl]ı, npnj uıtınıtıtı 
41. 'Tlhuıpnu ıfuılj njıpuıpuı, ıjuıutı npnj umuıtıg juırquıqhp.nj uınuıphuıg q]ıu rl,uıquıplı uın 
tıuıj, d]ıtıy ıfuı]ı lı huııfpnıphg]ı quıytı tınpuı ny jptıljuıjuiL q]ıu, UJııu uıtıquıtfu huıplıuıtıg[ı, 
puıjg hppnprj uıtıquıtfu ptıtjuıpuı u[ıpnt[ lı ptıpnıtıhg q]ıu, uljuhg huıpguıtıhp jjılıklı 
qpp[ıuuıntıtuıljuıtı t[uıpquırqhuınıp]iLtı, qtjh]ı pıhpaıj qjjıuıljuıuıuıp upuuıuıu[uuıtıtı 
Jıuljnjlı puııuıtıhgnjg q[ıu qhnoılhuıljuıtı puııuıtınıplntı lı Junuuımjuılıhgnjg q]ıu, uıju tp 
]nf uınuıgb [unuuınt[uıtınLp]iLtıtı, np uıpuıpjı tııfuıj, ıfuıumjg upuuıuıpuıq lı huıpnpphgınjg 
ıfuıptfunjtı J2p]ıuuınu]ı, uıjtmıhhuılı utjuhgjı nıunıguıtıhplı puıpnqhp uınduufuıjtı t[uınhguıj 
lı pnppnphguıj ujıpoıju uıju Lhqnı]ıuı upuuıpnju upupuıuj duufuıtıuılju qpt]]ı quıhuıpnıtıu 
LjuıpLumouı qpp]ıumnlıkuıl[uılı t[uıpquırqhuınıp]iLtıu, ıfuıuınıguıtıtjb upuuıpnjtı, 
np puıduıtıtp tmpuıhuııuıuı dnrjmjprpnglı, ny uıtıguıı unJJıu 3, np nıtıhguıj 24 hnq[ı 
nıqquıı[ıuın uıjp lı tj]ılı, ılhb lı ı]mpp [ıpplı uıhuuıı upuuıp[ıtı umuııhpnplntı glmphuıg 
[ıılng, lpupqhg q]ıu rpıjpuıujhuı 24 uıguıljhpmuıgu ıjhpuıj, puıjg ny jhpljuıp ffuuıg[ı [ı 
puıpuıpjıu, huıplj hqlı jhjuıtıhplı qtıuq[ı Autıuıupuph [ı qnpbu ı[uı^uınuıljuıtınLphuıtı. . . ”

In this passage, Elia is explicit in noting that it was a Jesuit missionary 
who inducted him into the Catholic faith. It was important for European 
missionaries to find local intermediaries, translators, and helpers, and in this 
passage Elia describes the zeal with which he assumed such a role. While 
his collaboration with this particular Jesuit was interrupted by his travels as a 
merchant, one thing that Catholic missionaries and Armenian merchants had 
in common was dispersed networks which spanned empires. Elia would meet 
with missionaries again soon in his travels, as his family’s movements in trade 
overlapped with the missionaries’ joumeys to spread the faith.

Elia’s subsequent travels would carry him to Ganja (in modem Azerbai- 
jan), Diyarbekir, Tabriz, Baghdad, and İstanbul. In every locality Elia would 
seek out Catholic missionaries from Europe. In his chronicle he describes how 
in Ganja, he found both Capuchins and Jesuits from Poland who helped him to 
further his Catholic education:

After seeing them, I wanted to read Frankish. A master, the above-[mentioned] Capu- 
chin Patrits‘ios was appointed över me, because he was near to our inn. First I leamed 
the Latin Mass. Day by day he was increasing my graces, and he kindled my love for 
the padres. I was not taking çare for commerce, nor for leaming anything else, but I 
only wanted night and day to be with the padres. Before sunrise I was going first to 
the Capuchins. I was serving two Masses, [then] from there I was going to the Jesu­
its. There also I was assisting with three Masses, until the last Mass ended, [when], 
with the approach of lunchtime, I was going to the inn. I would eat lunch and [then] 
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go back there again. I would remain until evening. Then, I would retum to the inn in 
sorrow, since night was coming. I was endeavoring, such that when it became light, I 
would go again to them. In this way two or three months passed.37

37. W 980, 9a-9b. “Slıtıjı uıhunıphuıtı unguıj Ijuıılhguı ljuıpquıp ■|>nuıtıl[hLuıp, 
Ijuıpghguıı ]ı tjhpuıj Jıtf tjuıpuıhuı tjhpn -PuııJınLyJıtı 'huımpjıgjınuh, puıhqjı tıuıj ılhpA. 
tp dhp rquıtıqnlj]ıtı, huıju jnıuuıj puıpnıpjııh pupjıhuıg uıuıuıuıpuıpjıh, opuuıopt 
juııhpıjp q2tmphptı Jıtf lı pnppnpjııp quhptı Jıtf phq ujuıuıphuıgtı ny hnquıjjı Quıutı 
duı^umuılıuıhnıphuıh lı ny jnıuuıhhpjıj quıjp Jıhy, uıp UJıuıjh guıhlıuıjjı uıjıı lı gjıghp {JıtıJıp 
phpuıuıuıpjıuhjumuıg, puıhpthuıqhpuıpUnıhqhuıjJı huıju um punjınıyjılıu, uuıuıuuıuıptjjı 
hpljnL uıuıuıuıpuıpjıh, uıtıuı]ı qhuıjjı um <£hqnı]ıpuh, uıtııj lıu uupuunınpnıp]iLtı uıhtjjı 
hphp uıuıuıuıpuıpjıh, ıljıtıy d^uıpjııp tjhpyjı upuuıuıpuıgtı, dhpA.hhuıjp tiuıgh, quıjjı ]ı 
rquıtıqnljtı, nıuıtjjı tiuıy lı quıp<khuıp qhuıjjı uıtnp tfuuıjjı ıljıtıy ]ı JıpJıljmh, uıupııj pt 
ıpup&huıpıpuntıuıjjı Jı upııtııpılıtı uıpumııf, pt qnıquıj gjıghp. ıjmıpuıjjı pt jhpp pnuuıhuıj, 
np ıpııp&huıp qtıuuf um lınuuı, uıju opjıtıuılpuı hplı uıdjıuu hplpıı lı Ipuıl hphp:”

38. W 980, 11b. “lı uıhuıjı qhuıgjı Jı 'Tuırpnuıuı, puıjg uıhq ny quıjı upuuıpjı, puıhqjı 
tjhpn huıpuhduıtıttı tjuıphytjjıh qhnuuı:”

While Elia was able to mingle frequently with the European missionar­
ies in Ganja, in some other places his life intersected with the anti-Catholic 
persecutions described in the Ottoman Turkish documents quoted above, and 
they prevented Elia from the free association with missionaries. Elia writes 
that in Baghdad “I didn’t find a padre, because there they were waging the 
above[-mentioned] persecution against them.”38 This took place sometime 
after his conversion in 1705, but before his arrival in İstanbul in late 1707 or in 
1708. Later in İstanbul, Elia angered friends and family because his eagemess 
to consort with the Catholic missionaries put them in danger because of the 
anti-Catholic persecutions taking place. Elia recounts that

There were here in the city many padres, but I was not able to go to them because 
of great fear which remained from the abovef-mentioned] persecution, which shook 
and startled ali of the residents of the city, because much time had not passed since 
the great persecution. This was that persecution in which they martyred Fr. Komitas 
K‘eömurchean [and] delivered sixty leaders of the Armenians to the prison called 
T‘arskhana, with [those] being held captive. I counted ali this fear for nothing on 
account of love for them. I merely wanted to see them. I yeamed and strived, but I 
did not know their place and there was no one who guided me. I was weeping and 
mouming and seeking them. My Lazar was reprimanding me and frightening me, and 
he was waming me to desist and to be silent. He was saying not to utter such a thing 
in the mouth because you might be the cause of your destruction and ours. It was, 
in fact, so, as I was requesting and imploring from some to bring me to them. They 
were articulating the same thing and saying: you don’t take çare for yourself, but we 
don’t want to lose our heads. Disappointed on ali sides, I was without means. Not 
even with so many words of advice was I taking fright or ceasing from love, but I was 
always seeking [them], Ceaselessly I was doing [this to] our friends, acquaintances, 
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and countrymen. Even my Lazar—\vho was not able to enervate me with his words— 
began to curse and to hate me.39

39. W 980, llb-12a. “Q-nj[ıh urum ]ı puırpupjıu puiqni.il ujuıuıpjıu, puıjg ny Quıpt][ı 
qhuıp um tmuuı ı[uıuh ılhb jhptjnıptlı, np ffuuıghp tp ı[hpnj huıpubıluıhtü, q[ı uuıuuıhhuıp 
ıpııpujp uıılhhuıjh phuıQ[ıyph puıquıp[ıh, puıhq[ı yuırn duııluıhuılj ytp uıhghp ]ı ılhb 
huıpubıluıhtü, uıjuuıjtıhuıjuıbnı.ffutp, npEoılnıpLnlıg uıkpBnıl[ıuıuıulılıuıhuııııuıl[hg]ılı, 
t[uıpunı.tı qQuuıı_npuıgtı 2uıjng ıluıuıtıhgjıtı ]ı fhupujııuıtıuıj uıtınıuıtıhuıp puıtıuıtı ptnj 
qhphuıpıtı hu uıju uıılhtıuıjtı jhpfjJııplı nyjılıy huııluıpt][ı ı[uıutı ujıpnjlı tınguı, ıljıuıjh lı 
hp Ijunltjb uıhuuıtıhp qtmuuı. guıtıLjuıj]ı, Qımpuıj[ı, puıjg hu ny q[ıuıtj]ı tınguı uıhptı lı np 
ny np tp, np uınuıylmprjhp q]ılıh, [ıpplı puj]ı lı uquıj]ı lı Juhppfjlı qtmuuı: Lif rl,uıquıptı 
uuıuuıhp lı uıhuıgmguıtıhp q[ıu lı [upuıuıtp rjuırjuıpJıy lı jnhp lı ıl[ı uıpuıuıphphp uıutp 
uıjrpq]ıu]ı puıtı [ı phpuıtıınjrp q[ı ıl[ıqmgh upuuıdum jjıtıjıu fjnpnıuuı uılıhjılı pnj lı ılhp: 
Uju bpuııjı uıjtıujtu tp um jmılhpt, np ]ulıqpk]]ı lı uıquıytj[ı uıuılıjıy q]ıu um tmuuı, tmjtı 
ı]hpnj puıtıtı uıpuıuıphptjjıtı lı uıutjjıtı rpı ny hnquıu ı[uıutı pnj, puıjg ılhp ny IjuıdJnfp 
fjnpnıuuılıhy qqpıt]uu ılhp, jmuuıhuıuıhuıp uıılhtıjıg Qmpluıtıg ffuuıgjı uılıLuıpuılj ny pt 
uıjupuıtı [upuıuıuıljuıh puıhjnpu jhpfjhuıj lı Ljuııl rpurpuphguıj [ı ujıpnj, uıjyıl]i2m [uüppkjlı 
lı uıtnpurpup uıntıkj]ı qpuıphQuıılu, qbuıtıopu lı qhunluıpuıquıpuıg[ıu ılhp, tıuıjlı Jt.i1 
rl,uıquıptı, np ny Ljuıphp puıtı[ııp pmjuıgmguıhhpq[ıu, utjufp uıhjıbuıpuıhhph uıuıhpq[ıu:”

40. W 980, 12b-13a. “[unphhguı htıuıp quı[ı uıjp ntfu uıjujg[uhg[ı ılgkHAuıJıı, npnj 
Tnıljuıu oqj[ı uınhuıjtıjııp, np [ııp uıtınıpuıhnuı jnıplı buıjuhpu] 2P2uıquıj]np uıılhtıuıjtı 
(quııumh, puıpuıptı), 2uıuı uıquıyhg[ı tııluıj, np q[ıu uıuıtıtp um upuuıpjıutı, puıjg ny umuıı. 

At the end of his trip to İstanbul, Elia finally succeeded in finding the 
Catholic missionaries’ safe house in Galata, thanks to help of a knowledgeable 
merchant. Elia explains that

I reflected and found a means. [There was] a man from Akhalts‘kha, a musk salesman, 
who was called Lukas Ölli. Ele was roaming to every province and city selling his 
sweet-smelling oil. I implored him much, that he might bring me to the padres, but 
he refused on account of the great danger. I said if you are merely afraid, show me 
from far places. Ele said there is a spy positioned at the head of every street. After 
many entreaties, he accepted to show [me], though only at a position far away. In 
secret from Lazar we crossed the sea and went to Galata. With passwords, he showed 
[me]. By God, I went and found it. When I entered into their hail, immediately the 
abovef-mentioned] Polish Fr. Övhanes appeared. I was so happy. After kissing his 
right [hand], embracing, and hugging one another, he said: Oh child, God sent you 
to me, because behold it is three months since I have come here from Poland, [and] I 
have seen no one except for you on account of the fear and great danger. None of our 
[people] can come to us, [but] now you were able to come to me. He was surprised, 
recognizing my great love. He caressed me and said, I have remained without means, 
because I wanted to go to Yerevan, [but] there was no one to guide me. There are 
so many ambassadors of kings and great merchants, and they have translators and 
functionaries. But no one was taking him on the joumey with a caravan. I gave good 
news to him, [saying] that Lazar is with me. We will depart in a few days. He became 
most delighted. When I retumed and explained to Lazar, he said such ugly words and 
disparaged me . . ,40

puiqni.il
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This passage shows the depths of the tensions and fears caused by efforts to 
curb the spread of Catholicism in İstanbul. Spies were stationed on the street 
near the missionaries’ residency, and entry into their safe-house required 
passwords. Local Catholics were terrified because of the recent execution of 
Komitas and other prominent Catholics.

Though he was afiraid and reluctant, Lazar ultimately agreed to help 
Fr. Övhanes. As described in the Ottoman Turkish documents above, travel for 
Fr. Övhanes required disguises and subterfuge. Elia explains how the mission- 
ary’s foreign appearance represented an obstacle to firee movement:

If this padre resembled in countenance, manners, language, and garb the men of our 
country, then it would have been possible to bring him without fear. But he was red- 
dish, with blue ey es, the clothes of a Pole, and he didn’t know the language. Moreover 
he was not obedient to us.41

juıtı&tı ı|uıuh dhb]ı ı|uıuıhq]ıü, uıu|ı hpk jhpljhy|ıu d]ıuıjh pk hhnnı uıhpuıg gnjg uınıp JıbA., 
uıuuıg uıdhhuıjh ı[ınqnguıg qpnı]utı kjuıjhkgntguıb t jpuıhu, jhuı puıqnııl puıjuuıtıguıtıuıgu 
juılıhlı umun, d]ıuıjtı pk hhnnı uıhquıg Ijnpffu U kjunluıplı gnjg uıuıp quıquı fi rl,uıquıpktı 
uıhguıp qbot|u U qhuıguıp fi 'T.uıpuıpuıj, ti2uıtıuıpuıtı]np hgnjg qhuıg]ı Uuuınıbnt[ U quı]ı 
ıtfıhy ıfuıjı fi upuıhtı tmguı, umduııluıjh upuuıuıhhgun t|hpn ]khhg|ı rqp. O^uıhfuh, np 
pk nppuıtı nıpuıjuuıguıj qlqlı]n hunlpnıphjınj quıgu hnpuı U nq2mqnıphpm U ıfıuıphjınj 
qdjıdlıuııfpp uıuuıg Oı| npphuıljp Uuuınıuıb umuıphg qphq um j]ıu, puıtıq]ı uıhuıj 3 uııljıu 
t, np hqhphıf fi khhuıuuıuıtını uıuuı, ny np uıhujı puıgfı pktı ı|uıutı jhpljnıpuıgh U dhbunlhb 
ı|uıuıtıq]ıtı, ny np b dhpntıg quıp um dhq, uıpq qnı npujfu Jnpb-iHgJnpL quıp um j]ıu, 
quıpıluıhuıjp huıiıuıyhpıı[ umuııhp uhptı |ıd, qpqnıhp q]ıu U uıuhp ffuuıghp E]]n uılıhuıpuılp 
puıtıq[ı huııftj]ı qtıuıp bphuıh, ny np kp, np umuıyhnppkp JnLttk, uıjupuıh puıquıınpuıg 
phupuıhp lı dhbunlhb ı|uı<kuınuık[uıhp Ijuıtı U nıhfıü puıpqıfuıtıu U ujuıguınhhuıju, puıjg 
ny np huıhuıujuıphnppkp qhuıj phq puıpmuıhfı ıtfıng, uııhuı]ıu huını hıluıj, pk rl,uıquıph 
phq Jıu t, mJu douı uıınıpgu jhpuhhılp, nıpuıjuuıgun jnjd, ıtjnhıy puıphuı hı upuuıdhg]ı 
rl,uıquıp]ıtı, pk nppuıtı uıqhq Junuu uıuhpıı[ uıtıuıpqhg q]ıu . . .”

41. W 980, 13b. “bpk tııfuıtı]ıp, uıju upupuıjıu pfıhop Quıpnıp jhqnıop lı huıhqhph|ııp 
ılhp jhpkjpJı ıluıprpng (hıluıhfp) hu kp htıuıp h ljuıph|]ı uıuıtıkqquuıj umuıtıg jhplpııq]ı> mJt 
uuıj kp 2tlp uıyplı kjuıupııuı, huıphphh jhhuıg, jhqnı ny q|ıuıkp, tıuıjlı ny hlıuıquılırj|np dhq:

42. W 980, 14a. “Uhuıj Uuuınıuıbh Jıh unlhhuıljuıpoph uıjuujku qhpbnjg qdhq fi 
dhbunlhb ı|uıuıtıpk:”

When Elia and his family arrived with the missionary at the customs house of 
Erzurum, they tried to disguise him, putting him in a hood and telling him to 
mili around at the back of the crowd. After narrowly making it past the offi- 
cials with their disguised Catholic missionary, Elia rejoiced, writing, “Behold 
my omnipotent God delivered us from great danger.”42

In this instance, Elia and his family survived their dangerous relationship 
with the Catholic missionaries. In the long run, Elia’s Catholic zeal opened 
up great opportunities for him across empires, opportunities afforded by the 
global networks of Catholic missionaries and European states, while also ulti- 
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mately leading to his undoing, as years later French officials would cause his 
downfall and imprisonment. The tale of his later career can be found else- 
where,43 but here for the first time we present descriptions of his conversion 
and fears surrounding the anti-Catholic persecutions in the Ottoman Empire.

43. See Shapiro, “Falling out of Love,” 19-28.
44. For description of the seventeenth-century context and Armenian mass migrations, see 

Shapiro, The Rise of the Westem Armenian Diaspora in the Early Modem Ottoman Empire.

Conclusions
The two bodies of sources analyzed above complement each other closely. 
While the Ottoman Turkish documents describe how Apostolic Armenians 
lobbied Ottoman courts across the empire to imprison and clamp down on 
Catholics—thus implying the wide reach of Catholic missionary activities— 
Elia’s chronicle documents the effects the missionaries had on an Armenian 
merchant from a village near Erzurum. Despite the persecutions organized 
against the Catholics, Elia remained faithful to the missionaries for years, 
doing ali in his power to assist them in their efforts to spread Catholicism 
among Armenians of the Ottoman and Safavid realms, even going so far as 
to disguise and smuggle a Polish missionary across the breadth of Anatolia, 
from İstanbul to Erzurum. This article has focused on the first decade of the 
eighteenth century, but further outbreaks took place later in the century as well.

What do these documents suggest about the reason for Catholic mission­
aries’ particular success among Ottoman Armenians compared to other Chris- 
tian groups in the empire? Elia’s story suggests the appeal of Catholicism to 
merchants and to the highly educated, but the numbers of Catholic converts 
suggests that it must have had a broader appeal across diverse social groups, 
and it does not explain popularity among the Armenians in particular. While 
the matter deserves further exploration, it is possible that the mass migrations 
of Armenians in the seventeenth century from areas of high concentrations of 
ecclesiastical infrastructure (eastem Anatolia) to areas of insufficient infira- 
structure (westem Anatolia and Thrace), as well as conflicts and instability 
within the Armenian ecclesiastical centers may have made the Armenians more 
susceptible to Catholic inroads than Greeks or other non-Muslim groups.44

While European, Armenian, and Turkish scholars have ali made distinct 
contributions to the history of the Armenian Catholics, they have ali tended 
to rely on distinct source bases. This article has endeavored to show that this 
topic is ripe for linguistic collaboration and the integration of sources across 
cultural traditions. While it was common for diverse groups of Ottoman Chris- 
tians and Muslims to live side by side, yet ignore each other when writing 
history, there were moments—particularly moments of conflict—when their 
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attentions ali focused on common events. The Apostolic-Catholic conflicts of 
the eighteenth-century represent just such a moment.

Armenian-Catholic history is important, because in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, many of the most prominent Ottoman-Armenian mer- 
chants, authors, and state officials would be Catholics, including Mik‘ayel 
Ch‘amch‘ean, the eighteenth-century historian, and Vartan Pasşa, an Ottoman 
official who has been argued to have written the first Turkish novel in Armeno- 
Turkish.45 Many other prominent men of culture altemated between confes- 
sions, such as the great churchman and historian Malak‘ia Örmanean, who 
was a Catholic in his youth then switched to the Apostolic camp. It is the rich 
cultural legacy of Armenian Catholics in the spheres of commerce, letters, 
and statecraft in the Ottoman Empire that makes these glimpses of their early 
history and persecution particularly valuable. This article aims to partake in a 
broader process of pulling the Armenian Catholics out of the shadows and into 
the cultural history of the early modem Ottoman Empire.

45. Vartan Paşa, Akabi Hikyayesi: İlk Türkçe Roman, 1851, ed. Andreas Tietze (İstanbul: 
Eren, 1991).
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