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In 1191 Richard Cœur de Lion, king of England and lord of half of France, conquered Cyprus during the Third Crusade. The dynasty of the Lusignans, originating in France, was established the following year and ruled over what became the Kingdom of Cyprus down to 1474, when Venice took over. Although the history of Frankish Cyprus was extraordinarily tranquil in comparison to that of all neighboring regions, the Ottoman conquest of 1570-71 and the concomitant elimination of the Frankish ruling class entailed that Cyprus would suffer from the same dearth of local diplomatic and narrative sources for the later Middle Ages as did North Africa, Syria-Palestine, Asia Minor, and much of the Balkans. Virtually none of the written sources for Frankish Cyprus survives on the island itself, although private individuals and institutions like the Bank of Cyprus have been able to repatriate some texts through purchase. One would think that the complete lack of archival sources on the island for its medieval past would lead the government of Cyprus to support the study and protection of its medieval archaeological heritage all the more vigorously. Sadly, this does not seem to be the case. It can be no coincidence, for example, that almost all medieval archaeological investigation on Cyprus occurs as a result of discoveries made during the construction of public buildings. Mysteriously, private endeavors almost never turn up anything from the Middle Ages!


If archaeology as a source for Frankish Cyprus is a neglected and steadily diminishing quantity, surviving documents safely preserved in western European archives help us to reconstruct this lost civilization. For the most part, our basic knowledge of the period down to about 1450 as it derives from narrative sources comes from only three main chronicles, the manuscript witnesses of which are housed in western libraries: a Cypriot Greek chronicle attributed to Leontios Makhairas, an Italian text known as the chronicle of 'Amadi', and another Italian chronicle compiled by Florio Bustron. Unfortunately, although they rely on earlier works, these chronicles were all written after 1400 and they exhibit considerable overlap. Taken together, the western archival sources not only complete this picture, but for many topics they create our image of the period by themselves.


For the centuries before the Venetian takeover, after which our documentary source material is especially rich, there are nevertheless tens of thousands of documents out there of various lengths that directly concern the history of Cyprus 1191-1474. Count Louis de Mas Latrie led the way in the nineteenth century, publishing a selection of several hundred documents from numerous archives across Europe. It is only in the last three decades, however, that the publication of documentary evidence for Frankish Cyprus has really taken off. A few collections of documents that once constituted parts of various local archives have survived and have been published, primarily one volume of the documents of the royal Secrète (financial office) from 1468-69, the cartulary of Nicosia Cathedral, the Synodicum Nicosiense (a collection of local ecclesiastical legislation), a formulary of a Greek notarial family, and a collection of Greek ecclesiastical texts called the Synodikon Kyprion.


The chance survival of the notebooks of only one Genoese notary, Lamberto di Sambuceto, provides us with about 1500 charters, mostly from Famagusta around 1300, and within a few weeks all of them will be available in reliable modern editions. There are a few more collections specifically on Cyprus in the Genoese archives, in the process of being published, and there are 20 partially surviving volumes of registers of the Massaria (or treasury) of Famagusta, in Genoese hands from 1373 to 1464. No doubt the gathering of individual documents dispersed throughout the archives in Genoa would produce several more volumes. The same is the case for the Venetian archives for the Frankish period, and, to a lesser extent, various archives in Barcelona, Pisa, and all the other maritime trading cities along the Iberian, French, and Italian shores of the Western Mediterranean. Scores of other European archives contain smaller numbers of documents, of course. Most of this material is still unpublished and even undiscovered. On the other hand, the stray Cypriot holdings in the Vatican Archives number close to 3000 known letters and other documents relating to Cyprus for the period before 1378, besides those mentioned above, so the total from before 1474 is probably close to 4000, enough for roughly 12 to 15 volumes, of which only four have been published. (I am currently applying for an EU grant to find and publish all the papal correspondence to the lost civilizations of the Latin East.)


Modern Cypriots have been slow to seek and publish these materials, partly because of the linguistic differences, since most of them are in Latin or in medieval versions of western languages, but part of the reason may be that the Frankish past is still seen by many as an era of foreign rule. Even so, often these non-Greek archival sources also inform us about the Greek population. This is evident in my case study, taken from ecclesiastical history.

In the thirteenth century, the Greek clergy was subordinated to the Latin ecclesiastical hierarchy under papal jurisdiction, a situation that remained relatively stable until 1571. The historiography of this process begins very late, however, in fifteenth and sixteenth-century chronicles, and is further distorted in the fantasy of seventeenth and eighteenth-century authors, who portrayed the relationship between Greeks and Latins as one long religious war. It is only in the nineteenth century that the most important archival sources contemporary to the events themselves were first made available. These documents tell a radically different story, although even in the twenty-first century the older version has yet to be replaced in the schools, guidebooks, and general histories of the island.

The father of modern Greek-Cypriot historiography, the Archimandrite Kyprianos, in the history of the island that he published in 1788 in Venice, attributed the subordination of the Greek clergy of Cyprus to the Latins to two women in two stages, Queen Alice of Champagne in the 1210s and 1220s and Queen Plaisance of Antioch in the 1250s. Kyprianos based himself on -- or rather translated his version events from -- the late works of Etienne de Lusignan and Gianfrancesco Loredano, both of them writing in the West after the Ottoman conquest. The story that emerges from these three authors is roughly as follows:


Around the year of our Lord 1212, King Hugh took over the Kingdom of Cyprus. Since he was busy in Jerusalem, he sent his wife to Cyprus in order to have her rule the Kingdom. She was Queen Alice, daughter of Isabella and the Count of Champagne, and sister of Queen Maria of Jerusalem. The queen went to Cyprus, and she realized that the city of Nicosia was a city of royal residence, because it was bigger than the other cities and had a better climate, but that Famagusta, after the destruction of Salamis, possessed the archbishopric, which was Greek. Then, also seeing that all the other cities had their Greek bishops, and that she and all her court and all the noblemen were Latins, she thought that it was not right that the Greeks should rule the Latins. Therefore the queen wrote to Pope Innocent III, in the Lateran Council, to ask him to move the archbishopric from Famagusta to Nicosia and to give it to the Latins. She also begged him to decrease the bishoprics from fourteen to four. Therefore the Supreme Pontiff fulfilled the desire of the queen, and declared that Nicosia would be the archbishopric, Famagusta, Paphos and Limassol would be bishoprics, and he declared that these bishops would be Latin with Greeks [in smaller towns]. He also declared that the Latin bishops would be entitled to have casalia (villages) and tithes, and that the Greek bishops would also receive a small sum from their priests and deacons as was the custom with Greeks in other places… The pope also stated that as long as the Greek Archbishop Simeon and the other Greek bishops lived, they could remain, but after their deaths it would be as established. Therefore many quarrels and jealousies arose among the Greeks and the Latins. And when [Queen Alice's son] King Henry I passed away... [and] Queen Plaisance ruled the kingdom. in order to arrange things better regarding the disputes between the Latin and Greek clergy, she wrote to Pope Alexander IV, begging him to create a law or rule, or decree, which is now called the Summa Alexandrina (Bulla Cypria).
The Bulla Cypria is like the Magna Carta of the Greek higher clergy on Cyprus. Issued in 1260, it subordinated the Greek bishops to their Latin counterparts, but at the same time assured them their continued existence and even some limited autonomy. Regarding the circumstances of its issue, the Bulla Cypria itself provides the background history, because it is a papal letter. As many of you know, a papal letter often includes a narratio giving the historical context of a decision, in which the pope repeats what he has been told by various sources. In this case, the Greek archbishop of Cyprus, Germanos Peisimandros, who with his suffragan bishops travelled in person to Rome to appeal to Pope Alexander IV, presented one version of events to the pope, and the agents of the archbishop of Nicosia, Hugh of Fagiano, who were already at the papal curia on other business, presented another. 


As was and is often the case with legal disputes, both sides spun their story in various ways, but neither party ever mentioned any involvement from Queen Plaisance. That each side stretched the truth and in what way is demonstrated by other documents from the 1250s and even earlier that gradually came to light after the mid-ninteenth century, but this is not our present concern. Now, the Bulla Cypria was of course translated into Greek, and more than once, so since there is no mention at all of Queen Plaisance, but rather the papal bull came about as a result of a quarrel between the Greek and Latin archbishops, it was easy for Greek historians after Kyprianos to pass over in silence the ficticious roll of Queen Plaisance. One might add that, since Plaisance's motives are portrayed as eirenic, there was little interest in repeating Kyprianos' version of events anyway.

Not so with Queen Alice, whose motivations are characterized throughout as pro-Latin and anti-Greek chauvinism. This is despite the fact that the archival evidence that has been known since the mid-nineteenth century refutes or corrects the story in most of its details: the Greek archbishopric in fact had moved from Famagusta to Nicosia even before the Frankish conquest; Pope Celestine III had established the Latin archbishopric in Nicosia and the suffragan bishoprics in the other three cities in 1196 when Alice was an infant; the Greeks never ruled the Latins; Innocent III and the Fourth Lateran Council established the general rule that only one bishop could rule in one diocese – perhaps even with Cyprus in mind – but Alice almost certainly had nothing to do with this; the reduction of the number of Greek bishoprics only came in 1222, under Pope Honorius III; Jerusalem had not been in Latin hands since 1187; there is no evidence that King Hugh was away fighting in 1212; if he had been away, it is difficult to believe that the teenage queen would have been so rash as to take such an initiative; finally, it is unlikely that she would have wanted to anyway, because Queen Alice was alone later in opposing the sudden reduction of the Greek bishoprics, while at one point Pope Honorius seems to have preferred not only this but their complete elimination.


We have the archives of, especially, Venice and the Vatican to thank for our more accurate version of events, in which there is no evidence of any anti-Greek motivation in the actions of Queen Alice. But the mythological tale above, first told in the late-sixteenth century by Etienne de Lusignan, was so attractive that in the mid-seventeenth century a Venetian nobleman named Gianfrancesco Loredano decided to add to it, as follows:
A little while later Queen [Alice] became very angry with the Lord of Beirut, her uncle... And since hatred between relatives is the most intense, she took pains to hurt him in every way possible, not missing a chance to put her anger into effect. Fortune did not cease to present her new opportunities continuously. The queen granted the tithes from all the revenues [of the kingdom] to the Latin clergy, either because of her particular devotion, or because she was urged by her confessor, a friar of St Dominic, who wore the habit of a priest because of a benefice that he had obtained in Nicosia Cathedral.

The Lord of Beirut, who with a certain sum of money paid to the Greeks had exempted all his estates from these tithes, could not tolerate this new burden, and he appealed to the queen to revoke the concession. But upon receiving her negative answer, with much passion he took his many complaints to the Council. He said that one should not satisfy the greed of the Latin clergy with the spoils of the Greek priests; that by their avarice the Latin priests had become hateful to the people and treacherous to the nobles...; that giving incomes to the priests... added to the malcontentment of the subjects, who were for the most part Greeks who, unless forced, would not consent to give the product of their labors to priests of the opposing religion; that the Latin priests had been enriched too much, because besides their churches, villages, and fiefs, they ceaselessly amassed money from fees for masses, preaching, confessions, and burials of the dead...
These conceits, no less impious than malignant, and uttered from a mouth that poisoned the words with a thousand lies in order to render them more deadly, did not extract any deliberation from the High Court, which did not intend to certify points that were so abominable, nor to displease the queen. Moved to extreme anger by this, the Lord of Beirut, proving that, the greater the opposition they encounter, the greater is the passion of human souls, joined with many nobles in opposing the clergy and furiously refused to obey the queen’s decree, exhorting and encouraging the Greeks to do the same. The queen, having summoned her uncle, told him with some severity that, being the queen, she wanted to be obeyed. The Lord of Beirut responded to her that whoever wants to be obeyed should not command unjust things, and that when that she did not allow herself to govern rightly, he was not obliged to recognize her either as niece or as queen. At these words she flew into a rage, and at the prospect of being betrayed, she left Cyprus and went to Tripoli…

Kyprianos thought that this was great stuff, since Queen Alice was so anti-Greek, except that he did not like the fact that Loredano called her opponent, the Lord of Beirut, a liar for everything else he claimed about her. Thus he simply ignored that part in his paraphrase, accidentally confusing a few pieces of information along the way, and his version has passed into later anti-Latin historiography, especially that written in Modern Greek.


Even without Kyprianos' editing and errors, Loredano's own tale is demonstrably fiction, no surprise to students of his life and works. For present purposes, what is important is how the discovery and publication of documentary sources has gradually replaced this version with a more reliable, although equally fascinating one. We now know much more about how tithes worked in the Latin East, for example: they were never paid to the Greeks. For over a decade after the supposed quarrel with the Lord of Beirut was supposed to have occurred, Queen Alice was scolded repeatedly for failing to pay her tithes to the Latins as she had agreed. The tithe agreements of 1220 and 1222 are now well known documents, but they carry not only Alice's signature, but also that of the Lord of Beiruit himself, whose brother Philip was in fact acting as regent of the Kingdom of Cyprus. Philip had so much control that we learn from papal letters that Alice made repeated attempts to remarry to get out from under his power. Even when Philip died, his brother John, Lord of Beirut, simply took over. Actually, the same thing seems to have happened to poor Plaisance, another young widow, whose later marital woes were if anything worse than Alice's.

But while the archival record has eliminated the memory of the myth of Queen Plaisance, the myth of Queen Alice persists, despite all documentation to the contrary. The desire to be the victim, to continue to see the history of Cyprus as one long series of foreign invasions, of persecution, of tragedy, makes the myth hard to resist. It shows that the subjugation of the Greek hierarchy was malicious, personal, even evil. By emphasizing Latin domination of the Greeks, these historians are able to focus on the separate identity of the Greeks and to applaud all the more their heroic victory against oppression.
