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Introduction: The Throne That Was Never There

	In the autumn of 1145, a bishop named Hugh arrived in the Italian hill town of Viterbo with a story that would outlive every empire it described. Hugh, who served as bishop of Jabala on the Syrian coast, had come to see Pope Eugene III on ordinary church business, but the tale he carried with him was anything but ordinary. Somewhere beyond Persia and Armenia, he said, beyond the reach of the Crusader armies then bleeding themselves dry in the Holy Land, there reigned a Christian king of immense wealth and military power. This king was a descendant, so the story went, of the Three Magi who had once followed a star to Bethlehem. He had won a great victory over the Muslim armies of the East. He was, by faith and by blood, a natural ally of Rome, and he was said to be marching to relieve Jerusalem.

	Otto of Freising, the German bishop who recorded Hugh's account in his chronicle, did not invent the story. He simply wrote down what he had heard, as chroniclers do, and in doing so he set loose upon the world one of the most durable political fictions ever created. The king had a name by the time the story had finished traveling through the courts of Europe. They called him Prester John, the Priest King, and for the next four hundred years, European monarchs, missionaries, mapmakers, and merchants would search for a man who did not exist.

	This book is about Prester John, and about the dozens of other invented rulers who have shaped the history of the world in ways that few schoolbooks acknowledge. It is about kings who were never crowned, emperors who never issued a coin that a mint actually struck, sultans who existed only in forged letters, and monarchs who lived, quite literally, only in the imagination of the people who needed them to exist. Some of these figures were total fabrications, dreamed up whole by a single forger with a quill and an agenda. Others were composites, stitched together from rumor, wish, and half remembered fact until they took on a life independent of any real person. Still others were real men who simply declared themselves emperors and found, to their own considerable surprise, that enough people were willing to play along.

	What unites them is not the manner of their invention but the use to which they were put. Every fabricated ruler examined in the chapters that follow served a political purpose for someone. Prester John gave the Crusading powers of Europe a reason to hope when hope was in short supply, and he gave the Vatican leverage in negotiations with kings who might otherwise ignore Rome's authority. The False Dmitrys gave Polish nobles and Russian boyars a legal fiction under which they could pursue naked ambition, since backing a legitimate tsarevich looked a great deal better than open rebellion. George Psalmanazar's invented island of Formosa gave eighteenth century London a foreign curiosity to gawk at and, more usefully, gave a struggling Anglican church a fresh convert to parade in front of skeptical parishioners who doubted the missionary project was working. Joshua Norton's self declared empire, harmless and beloved as it was, gave a booming, lawless San Francisco a mascot through which the city could laugh at its own political dysfunction. Every invented emperor in this book, in other words, was invented because somebody needed him.

	That is the argument this book intends to prove across the pages that follow, and it is worth stating plainly at the outset. Fictional rulers are not the eccentric footnotes of history that popular retellings often make them out to be. They are political technology. They function the way a forged deed functions, or a fabricated prophecy, or a doctored photograph. They exist to move real people toward a decision that the inventor of the fiction wants them to make, and they succeed to the exact degree that the audience wants to believe the fiction is true. This is why the psychology of belief occupies as much space in this book as the history of forgery. A fabricated emperor cannot manipulate anyone by himself. He needs an audience primed to receive him, an audience with a specific hunger that only a king, real or invented, seems able to satisfy.

	Consider what these hungers have looked like across the centuries covered in this book. Twelfth century Europe hungered for a savior against Islam who would arrive from an unexpected direction, since the direct assault of the Crusades was faltering. Seventeenth century Russia, reeling after the extinction of its ruling dynasty, hungered for a legitimate heir who could restore order to a state that had fallen into chaos, and it did not much matter that the man claiming to be that heir told an implausible story about his own survival. Eighteenth century London, flush with new wealth from trade with Asia and terrified of Catholic conspiracy at the same time, hungered for an exotic native informant who would confirm its prejudices about the mysterious East. Nineteenth century San Francisco, a frontier boomtown with more saloons than churches and more speculators than statesmen, hungered for a piece of civic theater that could turn its own absurdity into affection. Twentieth century totalitarian states hungered for founding myths that could paper over the violence of their own creation. And the twenty first century, the century in which this book is being written, hungers for something newer and stranger still: a synthetic reality convincing enough that a fabricated voice or a fabricated face can be mistaken, even briefly, for the real leader of a real nation.

	The historical record examined in this book draws on primary chronicles, court documents, contemporary newspaper accounts, scholarly biographies, and modern research into disinformation and synthetic media. Nothing in the chapters that follow is invented for effect. Where a historical debate exists about a detail, that debate is described rather than resolved by fiat. Where the sources disagree about a date or a motive, the disagreement is noted. This is a work of narrative history written for readers who want the pleasure of a gripping story without sacrificing the discipline of an accurate one, and it has been built chapter by chapter on the same principle: the true story of a fake king is almost always more astonishing than any embellishment a writer could add to it.

	It is worth pausing here to ask a question that will recur throughout this book in different forms. Why does a society need an emperor who never existed, when it already has whatever government it actually has? The answer, as the chapters ahead will show again and again, is that a fictional monarch offers something a real government frequently cannot: certainty, continuity, and a story with a clean beginning. Real politics is messy. Real rulers disappoint, compromise, die at inconvenient moments, or turn out to be far less impressive than their office requires. An invented ruler suffers none of these limitations, because an invented ruler can be whatever the moment requires him to be. He can be resurrected, as the pretend Dmitrys were resurrected again and again through the Time of Troubles. He can be relocated, as Prester John was relocated from India to Central Asia to Ethiopia as each geographic candidate failed to produce him. He can be made more benevolent or more fearsome as circumstances demand, because he has no living body to contradict the story being told about him.

	This flexibility is precisely what makes invented rulers such effective instruments of political manipulation, and it is precisely why the subject deserves the sustained, serious treatment this book attempts to give it. A phantom sovereign is not merely a curiosity for trivia books. He is evidence of how political power actually works, stripped of the legal formality that usually disguises the process. When a king is real, his legitimacy rests, at least in theory, on some combination of law, inheritance, conquest, or election. When a king is invented, his legitimacy rests on nothing but narrative craft and the willingness of an audience to accept the story. Studying invented rulers, then, is really studying the raw mechanics of legitimacy itself, the process by which a claim to power becomes, in the minds of enough people, a fact.

	The book is organized to follow this argument through five stages. The first part examines the medieval fictions of Prester John and the False Dmitrys, cases in which invented rulers emerged from a combination of religious longing and dynastic chaos. The second part turns to the age of empire and exploration, when George Psalmanazar's counterfeit Formosan identity and Joshua Norton's self declared American monarchy show how invention could serve commercial ambition, religious controversy, and civic entertainment all at once, alongside a broader look at the phantom sovereigns that colonial powers manufactured or exaggerated to justify their conquests. The third part steps back from individual cases to examine the machinery common to all of them: the forged documents, the fabricated bloodlines, and the psychological needs that make ordinary, intelligent people willing to believe in a king who cannot be found. The fourth part brings the story into the twentieth and twenty first centuries, tracing how totalitarian states engineered founding myths and personality cults, how the internet age has produced a new generation of self declared monarchs and micronational emperors, and how the rise of deepfake technology has created the most dangerous version of the invented ruler yet, one who can speak in a real leader's voice and wear a real leader's face. The fifth and final part draws the threads together and asks what all of this history says about the present moment, when synthetic media makes the old art of the fabricated monarch easier to practice than at any point since Otto of Freising first wrote down Bishop Hugh's story at Viterbo.

	Readers looking for a single villain in this story will not find one, because the pattern documented here is too persistent and too widespread to be the work of any one forger or propagandist. What the following chapters offer instead is a portrait of a recurring human behavior, one that appears wherever uncertainty, ambition, and hope intersect. People invent kings because kings, real or fictional, promise an end to uncertainty. The tragedy, and the fascination, is that the promise is almost always false, and the invented king almost always serves someone else's interests far more faithfully than he ever serves the people who believed in him.

	The chapters that follow tell these stories in full, with all their strangeness, their comedy, their cruelty, and their consequence intact. They begin, as the search for Prester John itself began, in the anxious courts of twelfth century Europe, where a bishop's report of a distant Christian king set off a search that would not end for four centuries, and that would help draw the map of the modern world in the process.

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Prester John and the Kingdom That Saved Christendom’s Hope

	The Second Crusade was failing, and everyone in Europe who mattered knew it.

	By the middle of the twelfth century, the great optimism that had carried the First Crusade to the walls of Jerusalem in 1099 had curdled into something closer to dread. The County of Edessa, the first of the Crusader states established after that initial triumph, had fallen to the forces of the Muslim general Zengi in 1144, and its loss sent a shockwave through the courts of Europe that no amount of clerical reassurance could fully calm. Pope Eugene III called for a new Crusade. King Louis VII of France and King Conrad III of Germany answered the call, marching enormous armies eastward with the full expectation of glory. What they found instead was catastrophe. Disease, poor logistics, Byzantine hostility, and Turkish ambushes reduced both armies to fractions of their original strength before they ever reached serious combat, and the eventual siege of Damascus in 1148 collapsed within four days, a humiliation that effectively ended the campaign. Historians still debate exactly why the siege failed so quickly, but at the time the failure felt like a verdict from God, and a frightening one.

	It was into this atmosphere of anxiety, in the autumn of 1145, that Bishop Hugh of Jabala arrived at the papal court in Viterbo with news that must have seemed, to a demoralized Christendom, almost too good to be believed. According to the account recorded by the German chronicler Otto of Freising, who heard the story secondhand and wrote it down in his history known as the Chronica de duabus civitatibus, Hugh reported that a certain John, both king and priest, had led a Christian army from somewhere in the Far East and had defeated the combined Muslim forces of the Medes and Persians in a great battle. This priest king, Hugh said, was descended from the ancient Magi who had visited the infant Christ, and he possessed a legendary emerald scepter as a mark of his lineage. He had intended, after his victory, to march west and relieve the beleaguered Christians of Jerusalem, but the flooding of the Tigris River had prevented him from crossing, and so he had been forced to turn back toward his own kingdom instead.

	Otto's chronicle does not treat this as fantastic gossip. It records it as a serious report of geopolitical significance, the kind of intelligence a pope needed in order to plan strategy. And this, more than anything else, explains why the story of Prester John did not simply evaporate the way most travelers' tales do. It arrived at exactly the moment when the leadership of Christian Europe needed, more than almost anything else, a reason to believe that help might be coming from an unexpected direction. A Crusade that could not win by itself might yet win with an ally, and if that ally happened to be a fellow Christian monarch of immense wealth and power, so much the better. The report gave despairing crusading enthusiasts a narrative in which the setbacks of the 1140s were not a final defeat but a temporary delay, a story in which the tide of the war would turn the moment East and West could finally link arms.

	Scholars have spent more than a century trying to identify what real event, if any, lay behind Bishop Hugh's account, and the most persuasive candidate is a battle that had nothing to do with Christianity at all. In 1141, near Samarkand, a Central Asian ruler named Yelu Dashi, founder of the Qara Khitai state and a follower of a mixture of Buddhist and shamanistic traditions rather than Christianity, defeated the Seljuk Sultan Ahmed Sanjar at the Battle of Qatwan. News of this battle, distorted through several layers of retelling as it traveled from Central Asia through Muslim, Armenian Christian, and Syriac Christian intermediaries before reaching a Crusader bishop in the Levant, may well have been transformed into the story of a Christian priest king's victory over Islam, since a distant ruler's defeat of a Muslim sultan was exactly the kind of news that Crusader circles were primed to reinterpret in the most hopeful possible light. Some historians point instead to earlier, garbled memories of Nestorian Christian communities that genuinely existed across Central Asia and China, remnants of a missionary tradition dating back centuries, whose real but modest presence may have been inflated in the retelling into the image of a vast Christian empire ruled by a single triumphant king. Neither explanation can be proven with certainty, and the honest answer, which most serious historians now accept, is that the origins of the Prester John legend cannot be traced to any single verifiable event. What can be traced with confidence is what happened next, and that story is far better documented.

	For roughly two decades after Otto's chronicle, the legend circulated in a relatively quiet form, discussed among clerics and chroniclers but not yet a matter of urgent diplomatic action. That changed around 1165, when a document began to circulate through the courts of Europe that would transform Prester John from a rumor into what appeared to be a verified correspondent. This was the famous Letter of Prester John, addressed in its original form to the Byzantine Emperor Manuel the First Komnenos, though later versions were addressed to Frederick Barbarossa, the Holy Roman Emperor, and to other European rulers as the letter was copied, translated, and embellished across the following decades.

	The letter itself is a work of considerable literary imagination, and reading it today gives a clear sense of exactly what fantasies it was designed to satisfy. Prester John, in his own words, described himself as lord over three Indies, ruler of seventy two kings, and master of a kingdom so vast that no army could traverse it in less than four months. His land, he wrote, contained rivers running with gold and precious stones instead of water. It was populated by fantastic creatures drawn

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	