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In 1664 a medical dissertation with the usual kind of rather cumbersome Latin
title was published in Bologna. The name of the author was given as
Alexander Mavrocordatos Constantinopolitan.” Not a particularly apt
appellation, one is inclined to think, for an author who, though born in
Constantinople, considered the island of Chios as his native land, the land
which bore his ‘Tortp@og 0ixog’ (paternal house). Yet it seems that the
young physician continued to prefer this appellation until the end of his
eventful life. The books of his impressive library had bookplates which read:
Ex Bibliotheca Alex[andri] Maurocordati Constantinopolitani.’ His son
Nicholas seems to have had the same enduring affection for Constantinople. In
a letter addressed to his tutor in Constantinople, written in 1712 while he was
Prince of Moldavia, Nicholas lamented the fact that he was far away from his
beloved fatherland: ‘“Tri¢ €mep&otov mortpidog noppw Keywpiouedo .
Moreover in his ‘novel’ @ido0éov I1dpepye: (Leisure Works of Philotheos)
the narrator proudly informs his interlocutors that Constantinople is his
fatherland: ‘motpic 8¢ avTh 1 TGS

Was Constantinople then the place they really belonged to, was that city
(the City) the focus of their loyalties, and how wide was this focus? In what
follows, an attempt will be made to explore the ‘national’ world of Alexander
Mavrocordatos (1641-1709) and his son Nicholas (1680-1730), the earliest
and most prominent members of a distinguished Phanariot dynasty. An
investigation of their mentality, their uses of a number of concepts and words,
such as fatherland (motpic), Hellenes ("EAAnvec) ‘Latins’ and “yévog,
together with a discussion of their views of, and relations with, ‘Europe’, the
Danubian principalities and their Ottoman masters, can offer some insight into
the content, the form and the relevance of ‘national affiliations’ to the early
Phanariot aristocracy from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth
centuries.® Within that framework, apart from their major works, particular
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attention will be paid to the correspondence of Alexander and Nicholas, a
substantial corpus which throws much light on their beliefs and attitudes and
has not yet received the attention it deserves.’

Although the spectacular careers and eeuvre of the two Phanariots have
attracted considerable (if uneven) interest, the issue of their national
affiliations has only rarely been touched on.® Usually, their ‘ethnicity’ is
simply taken for granted, and further discussion thought superfluous. Greek
scholars invariably call the Mavrocordatos family ‘Greeks’, in agreement
with most Romanian authors, though some qualify that claim by pointing to
the intermarriage of the family with the native Moldavian and Wallachian
aristocracy.’ But if the ‘Romanization’ of the family can be determined by
their genealogical tree, the analysis of the loyalties of the two Phanariots is a
much more difficult task. The world within which they had to operate,
although politically united under the Ottomans, was in cultural and ‘national’
terms neither unified nor homogeneous. So much so, that it seems more
appropriate to refer to ‘worlds within worlds’; and, as shall be seen, their
attachment to each one of them varied considerably in intensity and degree.

A serviceable way to begin the mapping of the intellectual world of the
Mavrocordatos family is perhaps to discuss its outer layers: their views of (and
their relations with) the ‘West’. The inverted commas are appropriate here, for
in the seventeenth century that entity was far from being a crystallized
geographical area. Rather, it was more of a concept which was shaped by two
distinct but equally powerful features. The first was religious: the West was a
synonym (mainly) for Catholicism. The second was secular: the West was
viewed as the area where the advancement of learning and civilization reigned
supreme. Although at that time the term ‘enlightened Europe’ (PoTiouévn
E0p®nn) had not yet gained the wide currency it would enjoy after the first
half of the eighteenth century by the exponents of the Greek Enlightenment,
Europe had already begun to be acknowledged as the cradle of civilization.”
As should be expected, the attitude of the Mavrocordatos family towards the
West was influenced by both features.

To take religion first, both Alexander and Nicholas were firm opponents of
the Catholic ‘Latins’. Alexander was a devout Christian, and never tired of
reminding his sons that ‘the fear of God is the beginning of virtue, wisdom and
happiness’." However, despite his long stay in Italy for his studies, he
remained strictly Orthodox in theological matters. This was no small
achievement, for even competent Orthodox theologians who spent some time
in the West started reading the eastern theological tradition through ‘Latinized’
or even ‘Protestant’ eyes.” Alexander resisted that trend, and although he
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never really became a lay theologian, a species that flourished in the Orthodox
East,” he always defended the Orthodox tradition with vigour and
determination. ‘T am a zealot’, he proudly declared to Cyril, Metropolitan of
Kyzikos;" in another instance, when Gerasimos, Patriarch of Alexandria
(1688-1710), was accused of introducing some dangerous xoavotouicg
(innovations), Alexander was quick to note that even the smallest and most
innocent alteration to orthodox teaching and tradition was deplorable and
should be fiercely condemned, for it would be enough to bring about the
destruction of the entire eastern Church: when parts start falling down, he
warned, the entire building collapses.”

Consequently, Alexander never concealed his deep anti-Catholic
convictions: “We hope that God will crush the heads of our opponents...”, he
wrote to Dositheos (1641-1707), Patriarch of Jerusalem, referring to French
efforts to acquire the guardianship of the Holy Sepulchre.' The question of the
Holy Land was indeed an issue that concerned him deeply, and he used his
considerable influence and contacts in the corridors of power in
Constantinople to frustrate the French drive to strip the Patriarch of Jerusalem
of his privileges concerning the Holy Sepulchre.”” His voluminous
correspondence with the Patriarch Dositheos offers ample evidence both for
his Orthodox credentials and for the vital help he afforded the Patriarchate in
its struggle against the Catholics, thus rendering improbable the speculation
that he himself may have been a crypto-Catholic." For Mavrocordatos, that
particular aspect of Western tradition was totally unacceptable.

His anti-Catholic stance, however, did not lead him to a parochial and
provincial understanding of the western world. Despite the use in his letters of
such sweeping and unspecified generalisations as ‘ol &¢vavtior (the
opponents), ‘0l Avtikoi’ (the Westerners), and ‘10 dutixov pépog (the
western part) to refer to the West, his knowledge of languages and European
politics (as a high functionary of the Porte), as well as his understanding of
their mentality and traditions (after having spent many years in Italy) were
deeply nuanced. An interesting instance of his open and unprejudiced attitude
towards the West is his attitude towards travel. When a friend of his decided
to set off on extensive travels in Europe, he wrote to Alexander asking for
advice: he gladly obliged and offered comprehensive and interesting tips. He
advised him to avoid the sumptuous dinners that the frivolous Europeans like
to offer their guests, and to have little patience with the small talk of the idle
rich. Instead, armed with serious travel books, his friend should concentrate on
more worthwhile pursuits. He should seriously study the remains of the past
and the political system, and try to make sense of the mentality and the ways
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of rulers and ruled. Moreover, he did not fail to urge his friend to pay due
attention to the rural society of the European states, for even the study of the
landscape was not devoid of intellectual benefit."”

What this letter reveals is an unequivocal acknowledgement of the
intellectual profit that a journey to Europe had to offer to the intelligent and
enquiring traveller. It also highlights the fact that Mavrocordatos did not
consider Europe an alien and far-off region. It is a part of the world he knows
well and a subject he feels comfortable commenting on. This view of Europe
was not a personal quirk. It should be noted here that at the turn of the
eighteenth century, and for a very small elite within the Orthodox East many
of whom had studied in the West, the limits of ‘Europe proper’ were rather
porous and fluctuating and could include the East as well. Chrysanthos
Notaras (1663-1731), Dositheos’ nephew, a clergyman of distinction who
succeeded him as Patriarch of Jerusalem, published in 1716 a book entitled
Eicayoyn ei¢c ta Tewyopixe kol Zdoupucd.” The book contains a
description of Europe, as a place where the arts and sciences flourish, full as it
is with ‘energetic, brave, and intelligent’ legislators, physicians, artists,
philosophers, orators and generals, who ‘civilised, educated, and conquered all
the nations of the world’.?' What is more telling, however, is that, according to
Notaras, Europe consisted not only of the Latin ‘West” but of the Orthodox
‘East” as well. Europe has three Emperors, we are informed: the Ottoman, the
German and the ‘Muscovite’. Tt has ‘official’ (‘émiofipovg’: i.e. capital)
cities, including Vienna, Paris and Constantinople. Last but not least, we are
told about Europe’s ‘most high Bishops™: the Pope, the Patriarch of
Constantinople, and the Patriarch of Moscow.” Notaras was in very close
contact with the Mavrocordatos family (he spent much time in the
Principalities when Nicholas was Prince, he may have tutored Alexander’s
sons, and he became Patriarch with his support) and it may safely be said that
his ideas about Europe were not alien to his powerful patrons and friends. For
them, Burope was not a place that was ring-fenced from the East. The
European world could be so wide as to include their own.

Nicholas Mavrocordatos shared his father’s view of the West. Although he
never studied there, his education was formidably, diverse, and included a
mastery of Latin, Italian and French.* Of course, devotion to Christianity and
adherence to the teaching of the eastern Church remained the basis of his
thought. Echoing his father, he advised his own son, Constantine, to be God-
fearing, for fear of God was the ‘foundation of happiness’.” However, he
found himself well at ease with European intellectual developments: he
corresponded with the Archbishop of Canterbury,” expressed an interest in
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acquiring a copy of (the French translation of) Locke’s Traité de gouvernement
civil and in his ®tdlobBéov Tapdpyo expressed his admiration for the
European philosophers.” Indeed, it is in this work, written while he was held
in captivity in Transylvania by the Austrians, that his intellectual world
unfolds unrestricted by political or any other considerations. What is
particularly interesting in this work, in connection with Nicholas’ attitude
towards Europe, is that although a great number of European nations and
countries are mentioned and discussed in the novel, including Britain, Italy,
Belgium, Poland, France and Spain, not only ‘Europe’ itself is not discussed
but the word is not even mentioned. The narrator and his friends eagerly
debate a number of concepts and ideas and discuss the relations of the ‘West’
with the ‘East’, but they do so while sharing the same fundamental terms of
reference: the ‘cosmopolitanism of the European republic of letters’.”” Given
this essential framework, there is no need for them to discuss the merits and
demerits of ‘Europe’. As their common ground, it is just taken for granted.*

Yet a major problem remained. Europe might be the cradle of modern
civilization, and the trouble of travel could well be worth the while of the
educated traveller. But religion resurfaced as the major divide. Alexander
Mavrocordatos did not mince his words: in a letter to Chrysanthos, who had just
returned from his travels in the West, he seems glad to see his returning
uncontaminated by Latin influences. He also notes that it gave him much pain
to see that many who travelled in the West returned with their minds polluted
and corrupted by Latin doctrines. If the travellers were to be so influenced
during their sojourn in Europe, then it would be infinitely better if they had
never set sail at all. Better for them to have suffered shipwreck upon departure,
he argued, for moral shipwrecks they already were. He laments the damage to
‘paternal traditions’, for those who went to foreign parts learned only ‘fake’
ways, and polluted their minds (and the minds of others) with ‘degenerate
doctrines’.” 1t is evident that the European world was close to that of the
Mavrocordatoi but that the two didn’t exactly match. But it should be stressed
here that, unlike the exponents of the late eighteenth century counter-
enlightenment like Athanasios Parios and Michael Perdikaris, who
unconditionally rejected the very essence of the “West’,” Mavrocordatos’
approach was more nuanced, though no less polemical. Alexander condemned
some European mores, but it was, it seems, mainly the religious scruple, rather
than a sense of deep cultural separation, that accounted for his disenchantment
with (parts of) European cultural heritage.

If Europe belonged to the outer layer of the world of our Phanariots, were
Moldavia and Wallachia any closer to its centre? The connections between the
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Danubian Principalities and the Mavrocordatos family were quite strong. To
begin with, intermarriage between the family and Moldavian and Wallachian
notables was the norm rather than the exception and started early on.
Alexander’s mother Roxandra was before marrying his father, the wife of
Alexander Coconul, son of the Moldavian Prince Radu Mihnea. Alexander
himself (who also wrote a historical account of the principalities) married
Soultana Chrysoskoulaios, whose Moldavian princely credentials were
impeccable. Her mother Cassandra was the daughter of Alexandru Ilias, Prince
of Moldavia but her ancestors could be traced back to the House of Petru
Rares, who ruled Moldavia in the early sixteenth century. Alexander’s sons did
not depart from that tradition. Skarlatos (Skarlatakes) Mavrocordatos married
Ilinca Brincoveanu, daughter of Constantin Brincoveanu, Prince of Wallachia,
to whom Alexander dedicated his work Ta Moisika and whose dominion he
coveted for his sons. Nicholas did not fare badly either. His first wife was
Cassandra Cantacuzino, daughter of Dumitrascu Cantacuzino, Prince of
Moldavia. Apart from this impressive network, the family’s connections with
the Principalities were further strengthened when Nicholas became Hospodar
of Moldavia (1709-10 and 1711-15) and Wallachia (1715-16 and 1719-30),
thus starting an almost century-long tradition. Evidently then, by virtue of
intermarriage and rulership, Alexander and especially Nicholas had a
particularly close connection with the Principalities; but did it develop into a
deeper attachment in the course of two generations?

As far as Alexander is concerned, it would appear that he never perceived
Moldavia as anything more than another pie to have his finger in. Although
his wife was half-Moldavian, Romanian was not one of the many languages
he could manage in, and his close involvement in Romanian politics was due
to purely personal reasons. For instance, in 1691 he helped to maintain
Constantin Brincoveanu in the rulership of Wallachia, only to abandon him
after 1699 in order to put Nicholas at the helm. And this just two years after
the marriage of his son Skarlatos to Brincoveanu’s daughter in 1697."' An
interesting glimpse into the true extent and nature of his connection with the
principalities is afforded in the letters he wrote expressing his (probably
sincere) grief after the death of his wife, Soultana. In both cases (indirectly
and carefully) he alludes to her princely credentials and emphasizes that all
who praised her noted her exceptionally blue-blooded status: they
emphasised that she was born into the Bassaraba family, which gave the
Wallachians (*Moesians’) many rulers; she enjoyed indeed the benefits of a
glorious and illustrious ancestry: ‘... Yévog Baciielov kol ... TPOYOVIKTV

> 32

... Aoump oI,
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It may be said that what is hidden behind that seemingly innocent
description of a beloved noblewoman is the careful building of a dynastic
pride and prerogative over the Danubian principalities which proved to be a
recurrent characteristic of the Mavrocordatos family in the years to come.
Through his characterization of Soultana, Alexander establishes (and
consolidates) the family’s Moldavian princely credentials, which would then
be passed on to his children. One quite extraordinary example will suffice to
illustrate that point. In 1784 another Alexander Mavrocordatos (1742-1812),
Nicholas’s grandson, was Prince of Moldavia. At that time the Prince was
addressed as ‘Most Serene Highness’. The Austrian Consul in the
Principalities, however, a merchant from Ragusa (Dubrovnik) by the name of
Stefano Reicevich, declined to use this title in addressing him. The
temperamental Prince, known also as Delibey (the mad lord) exploded and
answered back: ‘Se il Principe Kaunitz [i.e. the Austrian Chancellor Prince
Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz] & Principe del Sacro Romano Impero io lo sono
del Sacratissimo Impero Ottomano. ... lo sono il Padrone. Sono un Principe
nato d” una famiglia che regna da 200 anni ...”.* This in 1784, less than eighty
years from the day (in 1709) when a Mavrocordatos first became Prince of
Moldavia.

The first part of this astonishing outburst, which reveals the extent of the
family’s identification with the Ottoman dynasty, will be discussed below and
need not detain us at this point. The second, equally astonishing, part,
however, demonstrates that over the span of three generations the
Mavrocordatos dynastic pride, based precisely on our Alexander’s wife’s
pedigree, had reached its apogee. It is significant that Delibey thought it
beneath him to say that he was merely the son and grandson of Princes, for
such a claim could only bring his ‘dynasty’ back as far as 1709. The remaining
one hundred years or so were ‘borrowed’ as it were from Soultana’s family.
This dynastic line, first introduced by our Alexander by integrating the
Moldavian family of Petru Rares with his own, had forged a formidable
ancestry which in the 1780s Delibey was only too happy to make use of. It is
at this point that the real significance of the family’s intermarriage strategy
actually lies: these were dynastic marriages, by virtue of which Moldavia and
Wallachia were viewed as hereditary ‘fiefdoms’, rightfully belonging to the
Mavrocordatos family.™

If our Alexander was the builder of a dynasty concerning the Danubian
principalities, his son Nicholas was the first sitting tenant. Nicholas was
appointed by the Ottomans, after Dimitrie Cantemir (Prince of Moldavia:
1710-11) fled to Russia and Constantin Brincoveanu (Prince of Wallachia:
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1688-1714) was executed, in order to ensure that the principalities would
remain under firm Ottoman control. Significantly, the previous Princes of
Moldavia and Wallachia were elected, at least in theory, by the local nobility
and used the traditional titles for ‘ruler’ (Domn, or Voievod), whereas the
Phanariots were appointed by their Ottoman masters, relegated to the status of
a mere governor, and used the title of Hospodar. Again, there is no evidence
that Nicholas felt a closer identification with the lands he was given to rule,
and to which he was bound by blood, marriage, and politics. Called by
Reicevich ‘the Nero of Wallachia’,* Nicholas knew no Romanian when he
came to the Principalities, something that earned him the contempt of local
chroniclers. Later on, however, he learned the language of his subjects. But not
for any lofty reason. His knowledge of the local vernacular was useful because
it enabled him to study the history of the country, thus improving his
statesmanship; so he can indulge from time to time, not without pleasure, in
the reading of the history of the rulers that preceded him, and learn something
about the unpredictability of living with his unfortunate subjects.*

For Nicholas, social and political unpredictability (&ototov), an
‘untameable’ character (&t{00cov) and a unique tendency for causing trouble
and civil strife (prhotdporyov) were qualities the locals were never short of.
In many letters he complained about this troublesome ‘ancient’ quality (Td
apyxoiov 1@V Aok®V 100¢), which rendered their management difficult and
the life of their rulers miserable, as they had to face unrest and civil conflicts.”
In the same vein, he advised his son Constantine to be careful in his dealings
with the local nobility. The Boyars were a troublesome lot with many
shortcomings, but the wise ruler should be prepared to tolerate their doings for
the benefit of the maintenance of public order (81& td ipnvikdv).® At the
same time, it is certain that Nicholas was fully aware of the apprehension that
the presence of so many Phanariots in the principalities stirred among the
Boyars and the peasants. All available evidence suggests that they had few
scruples in exploiting the resources of the land, for most Phanariots reigned for
short periods, and given the huge bribes they had to pay in order to obtain
office, they did everything they could to make a handsome and rapid profit:
lucrative offices were sold to local notables at exorbitant prices, thus forcing
them to intensify the traditional exploitation of the peasantry. As the chronicler
Matthew of Myra had warned in the seventeenth century, the ‘Romans’ were
treating the locals ‘like dogs’ (wo&v okOAovg Tobg £xete...) and urged the
‘Roman aristocracy’ not to be too greedy and insatiable towards the
Wallachians and the poor: *...& &pyovteg ‘Pwuoum .T00g B)\ocxoug un
relpalete e v nkaoveitocv/ undé v fot &ybéptoyor ¢ tolg
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g¢ntwyovg &méve’.” Although Nicholas was surrounded by a large
entourage and did everything he could to alienate the local nobility, his son
need not make the same mistake; he was advised therefore to try to win the
support of the locals: ‘You should have a small entourage, and few Phanariots.
Do what you can to make the locals love you’. At the same time he should
never be caught off guard, for the ‘enemies never sleep’.”” On the whole,
Nicholas never felt that Wallachia and Moldavia were anything more than
lucrative fiefdoms that his ultimate masters, the Ottomans, gave him to govern.
True, he frequently lamented the state of ‘poor Moldavia’ (AbcTnvog
MoAdaBio) and repeatedly assured Chrysanthos that he would rule as a
benevolent ‘father’. He did not; or at least this was the view of the
‘quarrelsome locals’, whom he detested and whose allegiance he never won.™

However, the struggle of the local nobility against the Phanariot princes
had another important dimension, for it first brought in the element of the
‘national’ composition of their rulers. The Boyars frequently attacked their
overlords for being ‘Greeks’” and ‘foreigners’ who exploited their land. As
early as in 1690 a group of them complained to the Austrians about the then
prince Brincoveanu, but blamed for their problems ‘foreigners, Greeks from
Constantinople, who are, like their ancestors, real Turks: the Cantacuzinos’.”
Similar complaints were heard throughout the eighteenth century. Although
descriptions of that sort should be treated with caution, not least because they
reveal Boyar resentment at the usurpation of their power by the Phanariot
element rather than the true ‘national’ affiliation of the latter, the question of
their ‘Hellenism’ remained; the Boyars were not the only ones who called the
Mavrocordatos family ‘Greeks’. For Stephan Bergler, the translator of
Nicholas Mavrokordatos’ book ITepi Kobnxévtwv BifAog (published in
1722 in Leipzig) into Latin (as Liber de Officiis), Nicholas was nothing less
than ‘Gloria Graecorum’. Alexander received no less ‘national’ acclamations;
according to the first editor of his letters, writing in 1804, he was a ‘Greek’,
and an erudite man who excelled in politics: *...jpw¢ ... "EAANvOG &vopog,
PtAbpovc0g, MAGo0dog Kol TE TOALTIKE Oeveg’ .t However, the
Mavrocordatos family themselves were much less clear about their own
approach to terms so easily lavished upon them.

The only instance when the question of nationality was explicitly raised is to
be found in the beginning of the @1AoB£ov I1dpepyr, where the narrator is
asked, among other things, about his nation (yevog). The answer is no less
straightforward: “yévog ugv muiv tédv ayov “EAAfvev’.” Throughout
®1Ld0e0g the term *"EAANV and its derivatives is used to refer both to ancient
and modern Greeks, although Nicholas normally uses the term ‘Tponkég’ for
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modern Greeks. As the alert editor has already noticed, the author ‘a une
concience aigué de son ascendance hellénique et I’ exprime en des termes
singulierement modernes’.* As the novel demonstrates Nicholas was acutely
aware of the past glory of ancient ‘Greece’, with which the narrator openly (and
proudly) identifies. ‘Hellas’ still bears the magnificent relics (‘Aeiyovo
noAvtekeiog’) of the past. Yet again, some problems remain. The application of
‘EALGG (which appears only once in the text) is very restrictive. For instance
when the company encounter a Greek crypto-Christian from Smyrna, we are
informed that ‘10 yévog Zpvpvoiog v’ Although he was both a Christian
(albeit a ‘secret’ one) and apparently a Greek-speaker, the narrator does not grant
him admission to the “Yévog t@v ‘EAAvev’. Moreover, and more confusingly,
‘EALGG has no territorial basis for the narrator says, as we have already seen,
that his ‘mortpidor’ (fatherland) is Constantinople. Be that as it may, the narrator
clearly emerges primarily as ‘"EAANV’ and not as a member of the “yévog tov
xpotoveVv’. This is in line with the whole setting of ®A66g0c. The
community of believers is now broken up. The text is full of ‘national’
communities, which exist separately from their respective religions. We do not
encounter non-national terms of the sort that Alexander Mavrocordatos used in
his own letters; instead of ‘Latins’, for example, we see Frenchmen, Britons, and
lialians. Within that context it is not difficult for our narrator to present himself
as ‘"EAANV’, instead of using the more general term ‘Christian’.

However, a different pattern emerges if we turn to other written testimony.
In his voluminous correspondence with Chrysanthos, Patriarch of Jerusalem,
Nicholas is not far from the familiar traditions of the eighteenth century. What
we encounter in his letters is a Christian ruler, whose ‘Greekness’ is diluted by
(and is inextricable from) his Christian faith. Writing in 1715 he declares his
firm belief that ‘divine providence’ will again help the ‘Orthodox nation’: *...1
Oelo mpovoro 6ev BéAel Avmon 0 6pBSSofov Yévog . The
community of believers is brought to the fore again. So good news about the
health of Chrysanthos will bring joy to everyone who belongs to ‘the people
who bear the name of Christ’ (yptoT@vupo TAnpopa).* Another interesting
example is his approach to the schools of which he was patron in the
principalities for the teaching of Greek, ‘Slavonic’, and ‘Moldavian’. Far from
making any connection between those languages and the ethnic groups which
speak them, he thanks Chrysanthos for his help in promoting the virtuous
progress of the ‘local Christians’.* It should be noted here that Nicholas was
not the only one to adopt such an attitude towards schools teaching Greek.
Chrysanthos sent a letter to the notables in Kastoria, urging them to support the
local school. Its purpose was to ‘educate the children of the Christians’.®
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If a person who is taught Greek is called not ‘Greek’ but ‘Christian’, then it
follows that ‘Greece’ itself can be used as a synonym for Christendom.
Alexander Mavrocordatos did exactly that when he learnt from his brother that
his beloved Chios had fallen to the Venetians. After describing the island as the
pure relic of Greece, and the shelter of Orthodox Christianity: (‘Xiog 10
GuyEc kol &vdéBevtov Aeiwyavov thg maong ‘EAradog, Xiog 10
foviov ThH¢ *OpbodéEov Bpnokeiog’), he goes on to lament the miserable
fate awaiting the island’s Christians (ypioT@vup[ot]), in the hands of
conquerors who claim to be (at the same time) ‘PrAdypiotor Kol
dAEXAAnveg’. National distinctions are indeed absent from the letter. For him,
the short-lived capture of Chios (September 1694-February 1695) is not a
‘national’ disaster: it is a personal and religious trauma. What the author sees is
not ‘Greeks’ enslaved to Venetians (to be ‘liberated’ later on by the Ottomans?),
but only his feliow ‘Christians killed by those who boast of protecting Christ’.”
In writing to Gerasimos, Patriarch of Alexandria, he refers to the ‘multitude of
Christian peoples’ (‘AT 00¢ xprotovinmv Aodv’), although he is perfectly
capable of naming the peoples who comprise the flock of the Patriarch.” On the
other hand, many references to “EAAnvec’ can be found scattered throughout
Alexander’s work and correspondence. But the context within which they are
mentioned remains predominantly Christian. His "Tovdoikd, for instance, is
written for the benefit of his tpro&6Ai0v Yévog, which is also called ‘maideg
‘EAAAvov’. Yet, the work is in the familiar Byzantine mould of biblical
history, and has nothing to do with ‘"EAA&C and ‘"EAAnveg’.” Although the
author speaks of ‘yévog ‘EAAvwv’ what he actually had in mind was the
‘vévog TV Xprotiav®v’, which could comfortably share its biblical past
with the rest of the Balkan Christians.

Even if the context of the words ‘EAAGC and ‘"EAAnV’ has clearly
Christian overtones, the use of such words by the Mavrocordatoi certainly
invites some comparison with the intellectual climate at the end of the
Byzantine Empire, when the term ‘Hellene’ was brought to the surface,
gradually replacing the customary ‘Romaios’, to denote the Byzantine Greek.
But are we to conclude that the clock of the intellectual history of the Greek
east, which had stopped after 1453 when ‘Romaios’ again upstaged ‘Hellene’,
started to tick anew in the late seventeenth century?* Although definitive
answers to such questions are liable to simplify, it can be said that progress had
been made since 1453, but not much. The major similarity between the
fourteenth-fifteenth centuries and the Mavrocordatoi is certainly the attitude to
the classical past. Both Alexander and Nicholas in many cases demonstrated a
highly developed awareness of their connection with ‘Greek’-classical
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antiquity. Nicholas, as has already been noted, expressed those affinities in
DiAé60goc and spoke of his ‘Hellenism’ in quite modern terms. We should
remember, however, that @146 6go¢ remained unpublished for a long time and
in many respects it is indeed a IT&pepyov, a work of leisure, which aired
feelings and ideas that are totally absent from Nicholas’ more ‘public’ works
like the ITepi Kabnxdéviwv Biflog, his correspondence, and the
Novfeciou to his son Constantine. The ITepi Kabnrxdévrwv, for example,
owes as much to the classics as to Wisdom of Sirach/Ecclesiasticus, a book
strongly recommended by his father as ‘a treasure of good lessons’.™ In the
same vein, the NovBeoiat, clearly a k@ tontpov (‘mirror’) for the Christian
prince, is full of Christian, not ‘Hellenic’, teaching. This is not to imply that
D11 660¢0c¢ should be rejected as a reliable guide to Nicholas® sentiments. Far
from it. It only points to the fact that Nicholas’ choice concerning which work
to publish and which to throw into oblivion, might not have been entirely
coincidental.

In one recorded case, Alexander Mavrocordatos also may have spoken of
the ‘Greek nation’ in modern terms. In 1666 he sent a letter, apparently to Leo
Allatius, a distinguished Greek scholar living in Italy, referring to natione
greca which was once illustrious but now suffers under the long period of
servitude. He then asks Allatius to give some of his own books to a library in
Constantinople, and to help enlighten nostra natione. The crucial fact that
Allatius was Roman Catholic may be taken to mean that there were other
bonds that ensured that the Orthodox Alexander and the eminent Catholic
scholar were members of the same natione. If this is so, as Kitromilides has
argued, then the term natione greca should be translated into ‘Greek nation’ in
a modern sense.’ This is a plausible argument, although it could be pointed out
that Allatius (a fellow Chiot) was asked to contribute books to a
Constantinopolitan library, a fervently anti-Catholic centre. Given the
circumstances of the letter it would have been at least tactless (not to say
utterly counter-productive) if Alexander played the religious card and did not
try to convey the impression of a common cause. Always a supreme tactician,
Alexander had perfected the fine art of tailoring his language according his
addressee of the moment. He understood all too well that the only way of
effecting a sense of ‘belonging’ with Allatius would be to emphasise the pitiful
state of the natione greca, which in this case he (rightly) decided to give a
strictly secular meaning.

Even more important was the role that Christianity played in the context of
the relations of the Mavrocordatos family with their Ottoman masters. The
loyalty of the family to the Ottomans was remarkable and enduring. Reference
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has already been made to Alexander Mavrocordatos, the Delibey, who in the
1780s boasted of being ‘Prince of the very Holy Ottoman Empire’. That was
not his only pro-Ottoman statement. On being approached by the Russians he
replied that it is better to be regarded ‘as a friendly Turk, which does not
detract from my quality as a Christian, but on the contrary my Christian faith
even orders me to be faithful to my Emperor’.” Our Alexander and Nicholas
also served the Ottomans loyally, although they refrained from expressing that
loyalty in such outspoken terms. Of course, the prime reason for the loyalty
they showed to the Ottomans was the lucrative niche they had carved out, as
high functionaries in the Porte’s administration, a position which afforded
them power, prestige and more than a comfortable living. However, the view
that the ‘Christian nation” was best protected if placed under the ‘mighty
Empire’ of the Ottomans, because they thus enjoyed ‘protection and comfort’,
was not insignificant in that respect: "O dyiog 8edg vi ebOOKON TO
KoAOV kol ¢édpov TR ¢ kpotondg Pociieiog, 6mod vi €yovy xoi ol
xptotiovol 16 oxénog kol &veowv.” Thus the Grand Dragoman Ioannes
Mavrocordatos, Nicholas’ brother, in 1716.*® Nicholas himself had reached the
same conclusions. In 1728 he informed Chrysanthos of the latest Ottoman
victories against the Arabs. He was in no doubt that the Patriarch would rejoice
at the news, not least because the Arab menace was now extinguished and
therefore Jerusalem and the Patriarchate would again expect peace, protection
and tranquillity.” Clearly Nicholas sees himself as part of the Ottoman
bureaucracy which is united in its defence of the Holy Land. Full of
confidence in his connections, he assures Chrysanthos that, if need be, letters
on his behalf could be promptly dispatched to senior Ottoman officials,
including the Seyhiilislam, for the protection of the Orthodox interests. In
short, he remarks, ‘we and our masters are ready’ (‘kol Mpeig kol ol
dpyovtéc uog einechey SAwg dtorov etolndTaTol ...°). All the Patriarch
had to do was to give the signal and the entire Ottoman establishment (to
which, significantly, Nicholas felt that he belonged) would be ready to come
to the rescue.” With those remarks Nicholas made a spectacular step
backwards in time. Shortly before the fall of Constantinople, the Grand Duke
Lucas Notaras had famously said that he would prefer the Ottoman turban to
the Latin tiara.” Three hundred years later, Nicholas Mavrocordatos could see
no reason to find the turban all that uncomfortable.

If the turban could stand next to (and protect) the Cross, how much room
was there left for ‘Hellenism’? Precious little, thought Dionysios Thereianos,
the nineteenth century biographer of Adamantios Korais, the father of modern
Greek nationalism, who coined the word ‘Tpouxotobpxog’ (‘Greek-Turk’)
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to describe Alexander.” Given that it attempts to describe a complicated
reality, the term is both correct and inaccurate. In the realm of politics,
Thereianos is correct. The Mavrocordatoi did not see their political future
outside the Ottoman domain, and in @tAé6eo¢ Nicholas duly praised his
patron, Sultan Ahmed III, the Sultan of the aptly named ‘Tulip Period’.®® In
fact the Phanariots were given the rulership of the Danubian principalities for
exactly that reason: to keep the place under a tighter grip, because the local
nobility could not be trusted any longer. However, if ‘Tpoukotodpkog’
implies any closer identification with the Ottomans, then the term is false.
Alexander was perfectly aware that he is serving a master who was
‘@AL6OVAOC (‘of another race’), unpredictable and ruthless. Consequently
his term in office was always pregnant with danger. Positions of power in the
Ottoman administration, he thought, were very dangerous for someone whose
masters are ‘of another race’. Consequently, the holder of such posts was in
need of good wishes, not congratulations, he reflected to a friend (a
sycophant?) who rushed to congratulate him, shortly before his elevation to the
post of ‘of the secrets’, Muharrem-i-esrar. (Alexander himself rendered this
title in Greek as: €€ amoppritav).”

In an interesting shift of focus, Alexander tried to argue that it was not only
the fact that he was ‘& AAoyevTic’ (i.e. of another race), but also his religion that
accounted for the dangers he faced. Describing ‘the baseness of court life’ (To0
avlkod Blov v &OA6TTe) he remarked that his position had always
been precarious as his Ottoman masters, being inter alia ‘unjust’ (&8txou),
‘merciless’ (&vnAeeic), and ‘arrogant’ (OmepdmTOn), were extremely
unpredictable. Significantly, that was further aggravated by their intrinsic
hatred of Christianity. They drew a contempt for Orthodoxy with ‘their
mothers’ milk’: ‘&po. T® NP YdAokt ondoovteg. Thus their
Christian servant was liable at any time to face their wrath and violence.”®
Indeed, Alexander knew all too well how easy was for the Ottoman wind to
change direction: he had his share of misfortune, for example, when he was
imprisoned (in 1684) following the ill-fated Ottoman siege of Vienna.
However, his statement is obviously an exaggeration. Unpredictability and
arbitrary decisions affected all functionaries in the (still multi-ethnic) Ottoman
administration, and not only Christians. Moreover those remarks are probably
coloured by short-term grievances, not by long-term prospects. The tenor of the
letter is the frustration of a loyal but bewildered civil servant in a corrupt
administration, not least because, despite the attacks on his masters, he never
questions his determination to continue serving them. After all, in his time the
Ottoman Empire, just like the Byzantine Empire to which, in fact, the Ottomans
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felt that they were successors, was not based on ‘ethnicity’. That said, the letter
is testimony to Alexander’s own perception of his precarious state as a
Christian serving a government ‘of another religion and race’.

The challenge to survive (and, indeed, thrive on) the ‘misery’ and
adversities of ‘court life’ did not find Alexander wanting. He can be credited
with hammering out the Phanariot political theory which he laid out in his
Ppovriouore and correspondence for the benefit of his sons. It can be
summarized in one word: pdvnoig; (roughly: ‘caution’) or in one line:
[Moeite 82 o0y 80 fodrecte, 008 o0 dbvaohe &AL doo Evudépet
(do not what you want to, or what you can, but what is expedient).” ‘Prudence’
was a virtue much praised by Alexander; a sound principle which would guide
his sons in the tortuous navigation of the turbulent sea of Ottoman politics, for
which he was preparing them. Nicholas, in his own ké&tontpo., which are very
much in the Byzantine tradition of the ‘mirror for princes’, elaborated further
his father’s teaching. His NovBeoion and ’Eyyeipidiov, consisting of
hundreds of short chapters, many of which are one-liners, and addressed to his
son Constantine (1711-69), are clearly textbooks for the Ottoman Christian
Prince, a rather curious hybrid species of which Nicholas was the first and
perhaps finest exemplar.

In Nicholas’ ‘mirrors’ the question of loyalty receives brief but
unequivocal treatment. The ruler has three masters: God, the Ottomans, and
his father, in that order. To all of them he owes unquestioned submission,
which is the basis of ordered government: ‘without submission everything is
dead’ (‘Xopig thv vmotayv 6Ac elvon vekpd’).”” Caution is considered
one of the prime virtues. The ruler should not be bold and adventurous, on the
contrary he should avoid novelties and cherish tradition and the beaten track:
‘N& Aeinng and vewtepiopove, v Padilng v memotnuévny 636v’.
On the whole, Nicholas’s advice is a mixture of noble and exalted qualities
(firmness, abstention from conspicuous display of wealth and revulsion
against flattery and immorality) tempered with cunning temporizing and
duplicity: pieces of advice like: ‘Kiss the hand you cannot cut off’, are
complemented by an appreciation of the importance of silence, and the need
to pretend that you know nothing. Trust is also viewed as a danger, not a
virtue: ‘he who plants a tree gets its fruit. Plant a man and he will uproot you’.*
Appropriate advice indeed, for a career in the Ottoman administration.

Within this framework, Nicholas thought it necessary to insert some
references to ‘race’ ($pOAov) between his political tips. These are brief,
unconnected with the rest of the text, and rather oblique: 'O AN p1iC &YETNG
np6¢ 1€ BedV KOl TPOG TO OUSPLAOV, EXeIVOC TEVTOG HEYOAOVPYOS
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and “*"H npdg 10 opbddvrov &ydnn &o’ totiog &pyeton’.” As far as the
first is concerned, and if we assume that 6 L6 pvAov means ‘our race’, then it
should be noticed that again we have religion and ‘race’ together. Whenever
Nicholas speaks of religion he does not mention race. In the one instance that
he wanted to refer to ‘race’, he felt obliged not to leave the term unqualified.
However, it is difficult to see what Nicholas really means here. Certainly the
sortof ‘love’ he preached for his race should not be taken literally, for the same
author in his Nov@eoion advised his son to keep the greedy Phanariots (whom
he must have considered as being ‘of the same race’) out of his entourage. The
second reference, however, may throw some more light on the matter. He
speaks of the family (¢otio: hearth) which should definitely be a focus of
loyalty — and for a Mavrocordatos, it certainly was. This reference could lead
to the assumption that by op6é¢ovAov what he actually meant was ‘family’, for
there was an occasion when he used that term to refer to his family and not to
the ‘race’. In his funerary inscription, of which more will be said below, it was
stated that Nicholas was a descendant of the ‘Noble family of the Skarlatos’
(.10 Orov evKAeEC £k ZKopAET@V).™ Such an interpretation of the word
¢OAov put things in their proper perspective: Nicholas praised devotion to the
family, and not to any abstract, ‘Hellenic’ or other, ‘race’.

If political handbooks are useful in deciphering notoriously elusive issues
such as identity, another sort of text can be even more illuminating. For men
with a highly developed sense of time, death gives an opportunity for a final
reckoning. The epitaphs of the Mavrocordatos family afforded such an
opportunity. Alexander’s epitaph, clearly the work of a man full of himself, is
the way he wished to be remembered: an omnipotent statesman who
reconciled many powers, father of the treaty of Karlowitz, senior functionary
(‘of the secrets’) of the mighty Ottoman Empire, and distinguished servant of
one of that Empire’s departments, the Patriarchate.” All of these were correct,
albeit with varying degrees of accuracy. However, this rather crowded
inscription did not have room for even the remotest hint of ‘Hellenism’. But
there was a reference to the Great Church of Constantinople. Given that
Alexander would not find a sharp distinction between the two, that reference
was perhaps more than enough.

The inscription which graced Nicholas’ tomb was much longer, and at the
same time much less full. There were no references to political achievements,
to the Church of Constantinople, or to his Ottoman connections. Nor there
were, as should be expected, any hints at ‘Hellenism’. Nicholas was only
called ‘he whom the Muses have crowned with laurels of glory’. It was
stressed however that the tomb covers the Prince of Moldavia and Wallachia,
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the son of Alexander ‘of the Secrets’. It was also stated that his death left his
wife, children and the ‘throng of his relations’ stricken with deep sorrow.” The
Jast phrase was a vivid reminder of the fact that, although the first Phanariot
prince of Wallachia was dead, he had left a dynasty which would carry on. And
so they did. The dominant theme in this inscription is dynastic pride and
ambition: loyalty belongs to the family and to the (hereditary) right to the
throne of the Danubian principalities, not to ‘race’. It is here that the ultimate
loyalty of the Mavrocordatoi actually lies.

There is no doubt that it would be more than simplistic to ascribe just one
focus of loyalty to people who stood at the cross-roads of four cultures
(Moldavo-Wallachian, Ottoman, Christian/Hellenic, and ‘European’), at least
three tongues (Romanian, Turkish and Greek) and two cultural tendencies
(outright rejection, or qualified acceptance, of the “West’). What appears to be
more appropriate is to speak of a Phanariot palimpsest with identities and
loyalties forming, layer upon layer, a quite elusive amalgam, with a shifting
focus. Yet again, not all layers were of the same strength. Christianity surely
emerges as a powerful point of reference. It was a creed sincerely believed in
by the Mavrocordatoi, but it was never allowed to stand in the way of the
relations between the family and the Ottoman Porte. The latter was their only
master, and the focus of their political allegiance. Of course the Mavrocordatoi
were acutely aware of the differences between them and their overlords, and
in many cases they resented their position within the Ottoman administration.
But these were merely complaints of an aggrieved and (occasionally)
frustrated functionary, not an ‘ethnic’ difference, despite the efforts of
Alexander to disguise them as such. ‘Hellenism’ never became an actual focus
of loyalty, not least because there were no political strings attached to it.
Christianity covered their spiritual needs and the Ottoman administration their
temporal welfare. They found it easy to combine both of them, for the
Ottoman Empire was perceived as a benevolent protector of Christianity. So
‘Hellenism’ could be relegated to the sphere of literature and P1A66g0c.

This was not destined to last. A closer look at the funerary inscriptions of
the Mavrocordatos family, over the span of more than a hundred years, is quite
telling in that respect, for it affords a rare glimpse into the evolution of the
theme of ‘Hellenism’. It should be said at this juncture that it is not always easy
to determine who wrote those inscriptions, and whether their content was
essentially decided by them or for them. This important distinction, however,
does not detract very much from their value or validity as markers of
perceptions and identity at a given time, especially when the epitaphs are in
accordance with the overall conduct of the person for whom they were written.
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Thus, we encounter a reference to ‘Hellas’ in those inscriptions in 1819, two
years before the Greek revolution, when another Alexander Mavrocordatos, the
aptly named Firari (Fugitive) was openly called ‘"EAANV 10 yévoc'. Half a
century later the project of the incorporation of the Mavrocordatos family into
the Greek nation seemed to be complete and irreversible: yet another Alexander
Mavrocordatos (d. 1865), who had been a leader of the insurgent Greeks and a
Prime Minister, was mourned, according to one of his inscriptions, by ‘the
whole of Hellas® (mevOei uv ‘EAL&G ma oo Kamodbpeton).” Although it is
still debatable what ‘Hellas® actually meant to his peasant compatriots,” or
indeed to other nineteenth century Phanariots,” Alexander’s epitaph wanted to
make sure that his devotion to her was beyond doubt.

But we had to look to the nineteenth century to encounter such a public
attachment (and involvement) of the family to the cause of modern ‘Hellas’.
Back in the eighteenth century, as far as the realm of politics was concerned,
Alexander and Nicholas Mavrocordatos were essentially, although not
exclusively, Christian Ottomans, and when in need of a territorial focus they
always looked to Constantinople, their true, and only, fatherland. They were
indeed two proud, prudent and God-fearing Constantinopolitans.
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